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Executive Summary
The purpose of the Consultation

This consultation was commissioned to provide the National Forum with early insight of LLNs’ plans for sustainability by the Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire, Telford and Wrekin Lifelong Learning Network Director and Steering Group. It provides the National Forum with timely information for exit planning, practice and strategy together with a stimulus for ongoing debate regarding the legacy of the Lifelong Learning Network Initiative.

It was undertaken between 1st and 23rd October 2009, invitations to all 30 of the Lifelong Learning Networks were followed up by a telephone interview with those who responded to the invitation.  The report comprises information from 27 out of 29 ‘live’ Lifelong Learning Networks. 

LLN Approaches to Sustainability
The consultation found that there were a number of approaches to sustainability reported by the participating LLNs which fell into two broad groups. The first being LLNs ceasing their operation with projects fully embedded within partner organisations.  The second group are LLNs being retained by partners, either in full or in part, with funding from other sources. The latter group fall within 3 broad categories of:

· Membership organisations where partners pay a subscription to cover overhead costs and project funding. 

· Self-funding, where LLNs continue to operate with support from a lead institution or partner and funding from a range of sources.   

· Commercial Enterprise, where the LLN markets their products and services to raise funding for infrastructure and project costs.  

In all three of these categories, funding is raised from a number of sources. 

Where developments are fully embedded with the LLN ceasing operation, the key feature is that whilst the LLN itself may no longer exist, the work developed by the Network is continuing. In these cases, the practices, relationships, structures and developments would be deemed sustainable by their maintenance, and by the passing of the ownership of the developments to the partners. 

Strategies to ensure long term sustainability have included capacity building, awareness raising, training for guidance staff and partnership members to ensure their understanding of potential routes into HE and Foundation Degrees. Networks have been keen to stress the importance of the cultural shift that is created by such capacity building, including awareness raising and dissemination events.

In the case of LLNs becoming Membership organisations, the partners as members have voted to maintain the LLN by paying a subscription, and they are reported to be extremely committed to the shared objectives of both the wider partnership and the LLN. Developments including curriculum, progression, capacity building, IAG and Employer Engagement will still continue.  Additional funding sources will also be sought in these cases.

Sustaining the LLN team through self-funding has been the approach used by a number of teams. Some or all of their team and functions are retained, with funding coming from multiple sources including Host/Lead Institution.
There are a small number of LLNs that are exploring the option of marketing services they have developed to other organisations, or finding commercial backers. Their partners see the potential for their products to be produced and marketed commercially.  These include developing and brokering training packages for employers E-Learning, IAG, Careers and Access to Learning packages for Progression and Employer Engagement. 

Successful sustainability
There was widespread consensus by respondents that the LLNs were a success.  What underpinned that success was a range of things. Most important was the strength of relationships formed with the Boards and wider partnership groups, the commitment of the lead organisations, and the calibre of the people involved. 

The consultation found that LLNs have produced an overwhelmingly positive body of work; cultural, systemic, operational, and practical.  

Much of the work of LLNs has included changing hearts, minds and long held perceptions about the suitability of vocational learners to progress into higher education.  

Some LLNs did express frustration that they were closing down just as the work was beginning to take off, that once their teams had disappeared, and the LLNs were no longer there to drive particular activities, there was a danger other priorities may intervene and the momentum would be lost.

The LLNs have clear evidence of leading a powerful culture change with the delivery of their sustainable body of work. However, there are concerns that the sustainability they are preparing for may not last the distance to become a legacy, unless government policy vectors the strength of commitment which is currently evidenced throughout this consultation.  
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1  Introduction and Background
This consultation report has been commissioned by the steering group and Director of Staffordshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire, Telford and Wrekin Lifelong Learning Network.  

Whilst this year’s HEFC Monitoring Return as well as the formal Review both include a requirement for Lifelong Learning Networks to provide some information on sustainability, the purpose of this consultation is to provide the National Forum with early insight of LLNs plans for sustainability, and an overview of their successes and achievements which contribute to their sustainability. 

The information provided by the report may also provide the National Forum of LLN Directors with timely information for exit planning, practice and strategy. It can in addition provide them with a stimulus for the ongoing debate regarding the legacy of the Lifelong Learning Network Initiative once it reaches the end of its contract period. 

1.1 Methodology

The Consultation was undertaken between 1st and 23rd October 2009, when the Directors or Lead Managers of all 30 of the Lifelong Learning Networks were invited to participate.  This was followed up by a telephone interview with those who responded to the invitation.  A number of people also provided additional information regarding their LLN, including evaluations, monitoring reports, relevant sections from Board reports and published material regarding LLN developments.
The report comprises information from 27 out of 29 ‘live’ Lifelong Learning Networks, one had already ceased operation when the invitation to participate went out.   6 Case Studies were then produced in collaboration with the Directors, to give a more detailed overview of a representative sample of approaches to sustainability, together with successful achievements which demonstrate sustainability of the LLN developments.
The Directors were invited to discuss progress the following areas of their LLN:

· Plans for Sustainability

· Successful embedding of developments across the three core areas of IAG, Progression Agreements and Curriculum Development, which have assisted in long-term sustainability, together with related funding issues.
· Collaborative relationships with their Boards and Partnerships. 
1.2 Definition of Sustainability:
· Plans which include maintaining the Network itself, staff and structures, either in their entirety or in attenuated or re-organised form, to continue to drive the work forward with partners.

· Plans which focus upon embedding organisation, management and operational activity which has been established by the Network, in order that partner organizations take ownership and continue the work started by the LLN, when it is no longer operational.
Important to and intrinsically connected with sustainability is the term legacy. In this context legacy is used as a description of cultural and systemic change impacting upon functions and activities, which has a long-term impact upon the world of learning.

1.3 Approaches to Sustainability

Whilst Lifelong Learning Networks were, in their inception given the opportunities to develop according to local needs and priorities, it was a requirement of the contract that activities must be sustainable beyond the life of the funded Network.  However, the consultation identified that there was an expectation among some of the Networks early on, that further funding may have been available to extend their life should they deliver their business plan objectives and achieve their targets.  This view was altered radically from 2007 when the priorities of HEFCE changed.  The situation was later exacerbated by the economic downturn and subsequent cuts in public funding.  

Having said that, the LLN initiative was widely reported by respondents not to be about sustaining the teams, but about sustaining the developments and the relationships once the Networks were no longer there. But many respondents held the view that their 3 year life was not long enough to show the tangible results of embedding their developments.  Some did express frustration that they were closing down just as the work was beginning to take off, and expressed concerns that once their teams had disappeared, and the LLNs were no longer there to drive particular activities, despite the work undertaken to ensure the embedding, that not enough time was able to be dedicated to ensuring the practices were sustained.  There was a danger that other priorities would take over in the partner institutions and the momentum would be lost.

The approach to sustainability by the LLNs falls into one or other of the above definitions, with a number reporting that their Governing Body was clear from the outset that their project was time limited, and had no intention of maintaining the structure beyond the funded life of the Network, whilst others were seeking to maintain elements of the core team and its functions.  
All of the Networks that participated in the consultation have planned or are in the process of planning for sustainability, if not for the Network or Team itself, for the systems and products they have been developing and implementing since they were established. Some LLNs have finished their original HEFCE contract already, and others do so imminently.  All of the contracts will have come to an end by July 2011.
Where LLNs have reported additional funding from alternative sources, these vary according to sub-regional, regional or local conditions.  Sources reported include Employer Investment Development Fund (EIDF); Learning and Skills Council funding (LSC); Regional Development Agency; Economic Challenge Investment Fund (ECIF); Employer Engagement funding.
2  Approaches To  Sustainability Found In The Consultation
The consultation found that there were a number of approaches to sustainability reported by the participating LLNs.   The diagram below represents the models emerging: 
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Developments fully embedded with the LLN ceasing operation
This approach describes those LLNs that are embedding their projects and developments into the partner organisations over the life of the LLN.   Often by either funding posts within the institutions to help develop and promote the work, or by appointing staff themselves to work with the institutions.  The LLNs themselves are being dissolved, and they are leaving a sustainable body of work including collaborative relationships, operational structures and learning products to be managed by the partner institutions.

Retaining an identifiable LLN
This approach describes those LLNs that are now operating, or planning to continue operation as an identifiable LLN, usually but not always, with a smaller team, but funded by a number alternative sources. The consultation identified that they fell into three categories of: 

· Membership Organisations with Partner Members paying a subscription.

· Self-funding coming from multiple sources including Host/Lead Institution; EIDF; Employer Engagement Strategy; Regional Development Funds et al.
· Development of a Commercial Enterprise, with an arm of the LLN marketing products and services to raise funding for infrastructure and projects costs.

The above approaches are not mutually exclusive, and LLNs have reported that they will be seeking other sources of funding in addition to these.

2.1  Sustainability through developments fully embedded with the       
       LLN no longer operating
Some LLNs reported that they are preparing to finish operating with the team being dispersed possibly throughout the partner organisations, sometimes in roles related to the LLN work, sometimes back into previous roles, sometimes moving into different roles, and in a few cases, it means redundancy for some staff.  The key point being that whilst the LLN itself may no longer exist, the work developed by the Network is continuing.  The first respondent LLN to be in this situation is to cease operation at the end of November 2009, others are to follow until July 2011 when all of them will have ceased operation.  Those that have a longer operating period remaining are still planning for their future. 
There was reported to be a situation, in LLNs both older and those which were more recently established, where the Board had never considered the possibility of the Networks remaining beyond the HEFCE funding period, that the practices, relationships, structures and developments would be deemed sustainable by their maintenance, by the passing of the ownership of the developments to the partners.  Through embedding developments in the four main themes of Curriculum Development, Progression Agreements, IAG and Employer Engagement, structures which cover a wide range of sectors, the Network teams themselves have worked to leave a legacy of collaborative structures to be operated and owned by the partner institutions. 

There has never been an expectation of continuing, it was clear from the outset. Our target was to work with and through our partners rather than that the Network itself would be lasting.
In many cases, the sustainability of the work of the LLNs is made possible by a strong relationship with their Board and wider partnership. Here there are   shared values and a determination to overcome any obstacles such as competition between institutions to create a collaborative culture of benefit to learners.  It is considered that it is in the interests of learners, and the ability of the institutions delivering learning, that the relationships will continue. LNN teams have worked with partner organisations to support and enhance the activities in areas including Curriculum Development, IAG, Progression Accords and Employer Engagement.  When the LLN contract ceases it will be left to the individual institutions to take forward further developments. 
It’s not just about embedding the scheme; it’s about keeping the relationships between the HEI and the Business going. The business has now taken the strategic decision to build the qualification award into their Workforce Development Plan. 
Strategies to ensure long term sustainability by most Networks have included capacity building, delivering awareness raising, training for guidance staff and partnership members to understand potential routes into HE, and workshops on Foundation Degrees. Capacity building has also been done with admissions and academic staff in Universities, not just on the systemic changes, but on the concept and culture behind a different type of accessibility to HE.  The training includes awareness raising of the potential for diplomas and foundation degrees for access and progression; what it can lead to for learners already in the workplace and for older non-participants.

Networks have been keen to stress the importance of the cultural shift that is created by such capacity building, including awareness-raising and dissemination events.

We have been working on the impact on the culture, knowledge and understanding of those people working in guidance so the levels of understanding will be sustained and embedded. 
One approach to sustaining the work of the LLN was pump-priming of development projects at the start of their contract in order that they would embed in time before the Network life came to an end. These projects were chosen on the basis of need for the locality.  Examples include the funding of a Social Networking Site for applicants to social care management courses, which supported them until enrolment.  This has continued to develop, the Health Department in the area funds its maintenance and retention rates have improved.  Other examples include investment in Higher Apprenticeship routes into Engineering and Manufacturing which has led to the validation of a Foundation Degree with 20 learners recruited to the course. These programmes are now embedded into the partner organisations. 
In the final phase of one Network due to finish 2010, a sustainability fund was been set up for partners to bid into to fund elements of their work which is sustainable, in order to ensure it is embedded, so will continue once the Network ceases operation.
A key bit of work in institutions was forging Progression Agreements and routes covered by Progression Accords supported by Vice Chancellor level across the Institutions. There is a network of Progression Agreements for the learner in the shared IAG site across the regional LLNs. 
The view reported by some LLNs was that part of their plans for sustainability and embedding was achieved by working with local partner organisations, such as Aim Higher et al, which had a longer contract period than the LLN, and collaborative working with other LLNs that finished later. In one case, a Maintenance Contract was drawn up with partners to maintain and manage a regional Website once the LLN had finished operating.
We now take a back seat on that project so the new steering group take it on and it will continue for many years. We have been implementing things which will have an impact in years to come.
There was an example where a Network which had a sustainability plan but plans to bid for further funding were not approved by the Board. There was a culture generated by a small but influential group of partners of ‘tolerating’ the Network.   This Network was established within an area where the existing partnership working relationships were limited and exclusive, and further collaboration was resisted among some.  However, whilst this Network is not continuing, the experience and calibre of Directorate, Chair and some Board members meant that Network staff embedded in the partner organisations together with staff within the organisations at a senior operational level, were able to develop strong working relationships, producing lasting and sustainable projects.  The mission of the LLN and the culture of collaboration developed attracted loyalty and strong positive feedback from the Heads of Faculties and senior operational staff, enabling the LLN to leave a very positive legacy, despite the weaker support from higher levels in the structure.
2. 2 Sustainability through retaining an identifiable LLN
This approach describes those LLNs that are now operating as, or planning to continue as an identifiable LLN, usually but not always, with a smaller team. The consultation revealed that they fell into three categories of: 

· Membership Organisation

· Self Funding

· Commercial Enterprise

2.3 Sustainability through Membership Organisations
This model describes those LLNs where Board’s have agreed or are exploring the maintenance of the Network by becoming members of the LLN or a wider partnership within which it is included, and paying an annual subscription, to cover the cost of operation and staffing.  The Terms of Reference, Business Plan and membership fee are usually agreed by the Governing Board. Among the Terms of Reference is likely to be a function to seek additional funding for project development from other appropriate sources.

In this category there were LLNs that reported they were already operating as a membership organisation, or were exploring it as an option with other possibilities to maintain the LLN in some form. There were a small number that reported operating within established membership organisations which pre-existed.  However the injection of additional resources and energy from the LLN initiative meant that major projects were accelerated and became live in a timeframe which would not have been possible without the LLN. 
In these cases where partners have voted to maintain the LLN by paying a subscription, they are reported to be extremely committed to the shared objectives of both the wider partnership and the LLN, and the working model which delivers those objectives will be sustained after the life of the HEFCE LLN funding.  

One of our secrets of sustainability has been small team so staffing costs have been kept down, and they have been employed and retained by the partners.
Examples were reported where subscription arrangements are in place to fund small proportions of the LLN teams, and other resources are supplied in kind including; accommodation and support services; staff time to co-ordinate and maintain some of the support for projects including Progression Champions, IAG, training and capacity building. 
Respondents in this category reported that developments including curriculum development, progression, capacity building and IAG will still continue, as will raising the profile of Higher Education.  Whilst there is likely to be less funding to deliver the projects, additional funding will be sought, and the remaining structure of the LLNs was felt to be a strong benefit within those partnerships.  As well as the additional resources, some of the LLNs aim to have ready made concepts and projects enabling it to respond effectively to any opportunities to place funding bids.

In one instance, the LLN is continuing operation alongside an HEFCE funded Employer Engagement project within their partnership.  The partners have approved a Membership subscription system being implemented to maintain a small LLN team to work alongside the Employer Engagement project.  This is possible because the team is valued by the partners in helping to develop strong potentially sustainable projects, with intrinsic benefit to learners and institutions. The arrangement to sustain the team alongside the Employer Engagement project will remain until 2011, when funding stops and both projects are expected to finish. 
Another example of a Membership Organisation proposal is currently under discussion by an LLN, with a 2 year transition period negotiated with HEFC as part of re-profiling.  The proposal has been supported by almost all Board Partners.  The Host partner has offered support in kind by providing accommodation and servicing over that period. The LLN has developed a strong role in supporting progression, and have evidence of having broadened the learning provision offer locally. The partners wish them to continue working together, and following the 2 year transition, the Membership organisation will take over from the LLN, with the organisation remit from the members.  Again, this LLN has provided a collaborative framework which did not exist before, and helped broaden access through progression frameworks which partners value and wish to continue. 
Another LLN has submitted a proposal for sustainability to their Board, which includes becoming a Membership organisation, they have yet to discuss the proposal.
2.4 Sustainability through Self Funding 

Self-funding (from multiple sources including Host/Lead Institution; EIDF; Employer Engagement Strategy; RDA et al.)
Respondents in this category reported that developments including curriculum development, progression, capacity building and IAG will still continue, as will raising the profile of Higher Education.  Whilst there is likely to be less funding to deliver the projects, additional funding will be sought, and the remaining structure of the LLNs was felt to be a strong benefit within those partnerships.
In one case, the LLN has already become part of the Employer Engagement Strategy and employed by the lead university. Their funding has been mainly HEFC, but they have also had successful bids for Development Agency and Skills Pathfinder funding.  The Board has a wide representation of agencies including business representatives and private training providers due to the emphasis on workforce development by the Network, and they have worked well and developed good relationships with employers. Their emphasis has been upon workforce engagement, and they are recognised locally as leading the Active Skills agenda, working to embed employer responsiveness within the University. 

A second LLN to be absorbed into the lead University had planned from the start to maintain the Network team, having a very supportive Board and lead institution, totally committed to the principles and aims of the LLN initiative. An evaluation of the LLN noted the ‘outstanding leadership from the Board and Management of the LLN, in particular from the Chair and Project Manager. The LLN has had a small structure and team, with the operational activity spread through the colleges through learning centre hubs, each with an operational manager. 

A number of Networks are still in the process of exploring funding and working options.  One Network from a small rural area, reported that whilst a small team would be absorbed into the lead HEI, they would be working with the University on a bid which would enable them to continue working, not necessarily as the LLN, but carrying forward one of it’s key LLN strands of work based learning foundation degrees, working with adults in employment to access higher education.

2.5 Sustainability through Commercial Enterprise

There are a small number of LLNs that are exploring the option of marketing services they have developed to other organisations, or finding commercial backers. Their partners see the potential for their products to be produced and marketed commercially.  These include include developing and brokering training packages for employers, E-Learning, IAG, Careers and Access to Learning packages for progression and Employer Engagement. It was reported to be an element of their plans for sustainability to actively seek commercial backers for these products, having been tested over the life of the Networks, with excellent feedback from learners and partners. None reported that they have actually established themselves commercially yet, but are working on business models to propose to their Boards. 
We have the calibre, and variety of skills which within the team and Board and a dedicated ‘outward facing’ specialist staff who are recruited specifically to work with employers and bridge the gap in the relationship between businesses and universities.

Elements which exist within the Network which lead to consideration of a Commercial Model clearly must include developments in which marketable products are available. Examples appear throughout the Networks across all three main themes of Progression Accords, IAG and Curriculum Development.  However, other elements making up the Network which would predetermine the potential for a successful commercial venture are, according to Networks for whom this option is a possibility, the calibre, and variety of skills which exist within the team and Board.

It is important to have the right people, we have a very positive wide ranging group of staff who have had a lot of experience and tools; skills and cultural backgrounds we can use.
One Network reported a high proportion of staff from business backgrounds who are employer focused, and see potential business opportunities working with Sector Skills Councils and Companies, developing bespoke programmes, training needs analyses for companies and progression, access to HE for employees.   The need for the right calibre of people to liaise between HE and Business is paramount in these circumstances.
Planning for Sustainability by some networks involved planning to evolve into a Brokerage Service to partners for the service of linking employers with universities.  
2.6 LLNs still planning for Sustainability  

LLNs are all at different stages of their lives.  It was a common feature of the discussions to report that ‘ground clearance’ had taken longer than planned, and in some cases, appointments had taken several months.  

Some are coming to the end of their contract period imminently, and the others will complete their HEFCE contract in phases up until July 2011.  A number of LLNs are still exploring a range of options, which may include any or all of the models discussed above. 

In one example reported, whilst the LLN still had just less than years to run, they were at the stage of exploring options for sustainability.  Currently, they were not considering sustaining the Network as such, but looking at developing and maintaining work in particular areas or localities.  They did not feel they had reached the stage of embedding yet as their Network was established relatively recently.  It started in conditions of no previous collaborative relationships, and an initial reluctance by the Universities and Colleges to have a wider representation on the LLN Board. 

They have made good progress in establishing collaborative Networks, and are building strong partnerships in particular areas including curriculum development with emphasis on Foundation Degrees, employer demand, innovative delivery, and IAG. 

The concerns about sustainability reported by some LLNs is that without the opportunity of further funding, there will be little chance of HEI funding due to the cut backs in the HE sector.  They feel that the Network would not exist without the LLN, but the work may fade once the drive it generates has gone.  They felt that both their LLN and those around the country have a very good story to tell, and the cultural development is important, but it needs time to embed the change. 
It has been reported that the economic downturn and the major cuts in public spending are impacting on LLN plans for continued life and activity in some cases. Cuts in funding for HE places have affected them, for example a sharing credits scheme proposed within a partnership is not now seen as a viable option. Some HEIs are in the position of losing large amounts of funding due to the change in the formula.  In another case, the offer of accommodation and servicing of the Network, which had been a partner contribution in kind is not yet confirmed for the future.  
Another LLN reported that they had established a sub-group to address sustainability in their first year to focus upon strands of activity which can be embedded.  The group also addresses the issue of attracting additional funding during the life of the Network to broaden their base of activity, and have had some success with LSC and European funding.  They also lead within the sub-region on Level 4 Achievement for the Local Authority and Multi Area Agreement, who see the LLN as an essential part of the strategy for Level 4, early negotiation is in place to secure funding to continue this work when LLN funding ceases.    Embedding activities developed include Progression Agreements which the HEI will resource themselves.  They have also started work on the Employer Engagement strand, to address the issues of communication between employers and HEIs across the Network and to provide a brokerage service where there are identifiable gaps, for example knowledge about quality assurance issues, validation and staff development. 

Other LLNs are still exploring a range of options to find a way of maintaining the LLN and its role.   One LLN in this position reported that they were working with the Local Authorities to participate in the Multi Area Agreements.  Their Board have links to the local MAA’s and see it as an important element of the role of the LNN, as some of their priority areas match the work being done by the LLN, particularly IAG. 
Those LLNs which have negotiated extensions through re-profiling, or are among the later ones to become established are still exploring options for sustaining their work or their Network, and in some cases are currently working with consultants to assist in exploring different options.   

The consultation has found that, not unsurprisingly, the LLNs who have been established more recently are very conscious that funding is likely to be difficult to come by if their plans for sustainability include retaining their Network team.  

We are focusing on maintenance, continuing development and embedding for sustainability, and recognise that funding is very difficult to find, and whilst they can’t guarantee that the work will continue, they are planning to ensure as best they can.
Examples of work which has been developed with sustainability in mind included a Directory produced for Diploma consortia to be used across the LLN region. Websites are one of the most popular mechanisms which can be sustained at a relatively low cost.  The Open University has also helped some Networks develop tailored materials. Others report that staff developing and delivering new curriculum materials are employed within the HEIs and Colleges in key sector strands including Health, Engineering, Business and Finance, Creative Industries, Conservation and Environment.  This feature of the LLN work was reported very widely within the consultation as part of sustainability planning.
3  The Work Of The Lifelong Learning Networks 
3.1 Developing Activities which are sustainable

The brief for this consultation was an enquiry of Directors regarding what the plan of the LLN was to sustain the work of the Network, and what activities were most successful in terms of sustainability.  The responses varied in terms of their particular local or regional emphasis, but all were clearly engaged in those activities which lay at the heart of the LLN initiative. 
The development activity which all Lifelong Learning Networks are engaged upon is at its core, developing systems which will improve the rate of vocational progression from level 3 into Higher Education.  Developing clear and coherent pathways, testing different approaches to progression based upon agreements between partners which would facilitate access; adapting or changing the curriculum to enable learners to progress and ensuring IAG systems are in place to support their progression; engaging employers and Sector Skills organisations to enable work-based learners to progress, and their learning to be accredited. 

Those who are close to the end of their contract, have a clear view of their achievements and their legacy.  They have demonstrated this position during the consultation along with the strength and clarity of their purpose, with the continuing support of their partners in carrying on the work which has been set in place. The following examples are representative of those in the consultation, and serve as an overview of the huge body of work being put in place by LLNs across the country.

3.2  Progression Accords and Agreements 

Respondents have consistently reported that Progression Agreements have developed well and continue to do so. The vast majority felt they were successful in part because of the engagement of senior and credible staff within the institutions, validation organisations and in some cases, successful relationships with businesses and SSCs.  Another aspect of their success is reported to have been the high calibre of people working within progression teams and those working in the institutions as progression ‘champions’ or sector leaders. All were reported to have had vital experience in their field, and both academic and business credibility.

Embedding Progression Agreements with APEL which supports progression, across all sectors is the aim, supported by IAG. We have felt it important to embed the processes within the institutions then stand back to create ownership by partners.  In this way, it can be sustained when the LLN is no longer there.  

The Progression Agreement itself, the process and the documentation was seen as being the product, but the process leading to their development and implementation was felt by most respondents to be just as important.   

On the surface, the Progression Agreements are a conversation and a bit of paper, but it’s the relationships and collaboration that they lead to which create the embedding and sharing of good practice, and a major part of the work we need to sustain. 

The procedures for Progression Agreements are reported to be  very thorough and well tested to ensure they have the confidence of everyone involved. Systems have been tested and evaluated and they are widely reported as working well and having a very positive impact.
Progression ‘champions’ or a comparable role is reported to have been crucial to the success of the systems.

All Progression Agreements have been signed off and the target expected to be met. The champion posts brought rapid progress and a high level of engagement from partners.
Wider benefits of the collaboration which takes place in the development and implementation of joint initiatives such as Progression Agreements are reported to be improved communication between providers, which has resulted in better understanding of each others provision, content and services. The collaboration leads to expansion of initiatives as the benefits are communicated more widely.

We now have a Network dedicated to improving progression; working on diplomas last year, now looking at apprenticeships and professional qualifications; we’ve broadened the offer locally. 

An evaluation concluded that lasting impact would be gained from the opportunities the LLN provided for people to work together on Progression Agreements, and this impact would continue once the LLN had come to the end of it’s contract.
3.3 Curriculum Development
The Networks have also worked with the Professional Bodies and influenced recruitment within industry; examples include courses which lead to higher level jobs in engineering, with technician status.   

We have worked to make a difference in terms of the opportunities for learners, the curriculum available, approaches to delivery and assessment which are beneficial and meet the needs of employers and their demands. 
Some respondents said that working with Aim Higher had been important, they had been represented on many LLN Boards and working groups, and their work had been complementary to that of the LLN.  Collaboration and joint working was frequently reported, with innovative approaches to engagement.

A staged engagement project has been developed working together with local Universities, using some ASNs which had been bid for to engage new learners with short unaccredited tasters linked to key work-based vocational areas in short 3 hour sessions, developing on to 10 credit modules. This attracted a wide demographic, and the University has agreed to continue running it indefinitely. 
LLNs have reported to have enhanced existing collaborative arrangements, in some cases accelerating developments, for example jointly developing provision across universities, bringing together knowledge and expertise in developing shared courses including foundation degrees in Logistics, Salon Management, Teaching Assistants progress into teaching qualifications.  There are examples of curriculum developments in Construction, progressing from a foundation degree in one institution to a top-up to honours in another.  There are reports of shared validation and collaborative quality arrangements between universities. 
There have been Progression Agreements developed between a Bio-Veterinary Sciences degree and the National Diploma Animal Management course as part of an FHE collaboration.  This agreement resulted from some curriculum modification which offered National Diploma students a wider choice of science based units to better prepare them for progression to the Bio-Veterinary Science programme. This has given access potentially to Diploma students being accepted onto a Veterinary Science degrees.
LLNs are reported to have made significant contributions in developing strategic alliances between institutions for the purpose of curriculum development, developing shared practice and enhancing existing partnerships.

3.4 Information Advice and Guidance
LLNs reported a large input in developing IAG, particularly web-based initiatives and capacity building for staff. Both areas were reported as important for the Networks’ sustainability and long-term impact. Awareness raising for guidance professionals and others in foundation degrees was found to be important in order to leave a service which could be continued by those staff who have been working with the LLN in developing it.

Staff are working with partners like Aim Higher in order that guidance staff understand the potential routes through into HE, we still need to do workshops on what is a Foundation Degree to quite a wide range of partners, there was still confusion between a University Foundation Year, and a Foundation Degree.
Some respondents saw the sustaining of IAG databases as important, and are developments which potentially can be maintained at relatively low cost.

One development had plans to provide a complete one-stop-shop for learners, making available to them a complete package of guidance where learners will be able to map vocational learning routes for themselves, with a wide range of important information to hand.

There is a major IAG development which has been developed across the East Midlands undertaken by LLNs in collaboration with Aim Higher and other  organisations in the form of  a region-wide IAG Platform, making course information and progression accessible on a huge scale. Another LLN has developed an IAG Model supporting Hubs for existing providers of IAG to enhance their capability through staff development and CPD, leading to an Degree in IAG.  It uses web-based materials, and when the LLN comes to an end, the resources will be lodged in the University Repository and be accessed by learners, which is one of the legacies of the LLN.   

The external evaluation of one LLN reported that the Network had been crucial in the Careers Service’s ability to deliver its targets, due to the participation of the careers professionals in the capacity building initiated by the LLN. 

Managers of the statutory services are unanimous that participation has provided their staff with the opportunity to refresh their adult guidance skills and gain confidence advising at higher levels. 

Involvement of other services with the LLN provided insight into the complexity of curriculum development and the relationships between institutions, and contacts within F&HE such as the progression champions.
3.5 Employer Engagement

The consultation identified that Networks vary in their relationships with employers and employer organisations depending on the nature of their area. There are examples of SSCs on LLN Boards, and sector employer representatives chairing curriculum development groups established by the LLN.   There are examples of very effective employer engagement in reciprocal relationships, for example collaborative relationships between networks and employer organisations, LLN presence on SSC groups for particular sectors, eg retail and business.  There are also examples of LLNs, sector and employer groups sharing development costs for certain projects. There are examples where the LLN is represented on local Employer Strategic Partnerships to support curriculum development, and good evidence of employer engagement in some areas. 

Work based learning has been very important in some areas, the priority has been learners, employers and providers, and developments such as IAG, curriculum and skills have been investment priorities. One LLN said they prioritised links with Higher Level Skills, employers and HEIs across their region.  Representatives from the LLN attended all employer groups, chambers, retail forums etc to raise awareness of Higher Education.  
Another example reported was the LLN using private training providers to deliver some aspects of the work particularly when working with SMEs, 

SME’s are experienced at using private training providers; they have a light touch and an entertaining delivery that will not alienate the businesses, the have a very hands-on approach that works well.  

Some LLNs have focused upon Employer Engagement from the start. They have built in-house learning programmes by credit modules into foundation degrees for a wide variety of sectors, including Mortuary Science, Embalming. The work has involved changing the structure of the course.  The course does not run over a traditional year for example, the learners start in February as the winter is a very work-heavy period for them.  The university has changed their systems to accommodate the learners. Some LLNs have been able to focus on that strand, and in some cases have become recognised as a leading force in making employer engagement work, by embedding employer responsiveness within sections of HEIs.

In essence this is making a business case for widening participation.  Until recently certain people thought it was a necessary evil to be subsidised, we have begun to change their minds; what we have been doing has been successful in getting both sides to understand the issues.
There was reported to be still the lack of understanding among employers about different vocational pathways. Employers often perceive Higher Education as complicated and as something not relevant to their business needs.  Furthermore, it was found that in the context of Employer Engagement with Universities, often the business liaison person was not chosen carefully enough, and in fact could be a barrier to employer engagement: 

The person who is the permanent liaison is very important. In many cases, Business Translator posts were the ones institutions could easily dispense with, which led to the wrong person being identified to deal with employers, knowing nothing about business and alienated them with academic terminology.

4  Establishing Relationships and a Collaborative Culture

All respondents in the consultation commented on the importance of the Board in terms of support, direction and influence.  All Boards comprised senior or top level individuals from the partner organisations.  The vast majority of Chairs were Pro Vice Chancellors from Universities or senior academics, in one case the Chair was a head of a large business. Some LLNs had terms of reference which recommended rotation of the Chair among Board members. By far the largest proportion of respondents reported that their Board members were very supportive. When asked in the interview about the quality of the Board support, all responses affirmed that it was crucial:
My Board is fabulous, all senior people within their institutions, the level of debate and discussion is excellent, I feel directed and supported, and can’t praise them too much.

Most LLNs reported that their Boards took a strategic role, and their relationship as a Director was usually quite close, the Chair of the Board in some cases line managing the LLN Director. Some had a smaller top level Board which met maybe once or twice each year, supported by a larger management group dealing with the more frequent detail meeting more frequently.  

One Director saw his relationship with the Board as informing them of the activities, the results and showcasing successes.  

It was a forum which demonstrated the result of their collaboration. It was not always rosy, but it focused their mind on what was working, adding value to the partners.  
The Boards and wider partnerships were seen by most LLNs as successful collaborations which brought a business benefit to all participants, whether in learning provision or professional capital.  Most LLNs reported the Board and Partnership to be fairly consistent over their lifetime, with changes occurring when people moved on, rather than dropping out.  There was some reduced attendance by LSC and HEFC when both organisations underwent major changes. 
A supportive and successful Board and Partnership was felt by most respondents to be a result of the calibre and commitment of individuals, in both the partnership, and the way the Network team interacted with them.  One respondent felt that part of the good relationship he had was down to the LLN not being prescriptive; the LLN left it to the partners to create what activities they felt were most beneficial. 

Another factor was the credibility of the individuals in both the LLN team or the institutions, who worked directly with the Universities, the Colleges and with Employers, whether academics working on curriculum development or Progression Agreements, validation processes, admissions processes, or LLN teams from a variety of disciplines, most people reported that the calibre of the people working in and with the Networks were one of the reasons for the success of the initiative. 

Cultural changes and collaboration have been very strong; we have managed to get collaboration and Progression Agreements from one side of the region to the other. 
All Networks reported that development of relationships between partner organisations and culture of collaboration has either been developed from scratch or significantly enhanced as a result of their work. In many cases, no collaborative structures existed at all prior to the establishment of the Networks. Most Networks reported that they provided partners with the opportunities and the facilities to meet with the common purpose. There are examples in this report, of some Networks being supported by their partners to ensure the collaborative structures they have developed can continue.

The LLN has formed the collaborative partnership; we have got colleges and universities working together who have never done before, sharing validations modules. The relationships are now crucial and the culture shift has been fantastic. 
There was widespread consensus by respondents that the LLNs were a success and all could tell a good story.  What underpinned that success was a range of things, paramount was the strength of relationships formed with the Boards and wider partnership groups, the commitment of the lead organisations, and the calibre of the people involved. The remit of the LLNs was it was felt by one respondent, to be felt to come at the right time, as it was something that many people had come to believe was wanted and needed. 

Where there was a real enthusiasm by a critical mass of partners and like minded institutions, strong leadership and high calibre of people, then success followed.  The LLNs brought much needed money into small institutions enabling collaborative relationships and the developments followed. 

We have worked on the impact and the culture, knowledge and understanding of those people who work in the guidance field, so that those levels of understanding will be sustained and embedded.   

5  Directors’ Comments
The consultation was undertaken by telephone, Directors discussing the sustainability plans and giving brief examples of activities which would be sustainable. Additional information was provided by some LLNs. The purpose of the consultation and the report is to inform an ongoing debate on the subject of sustainability at the National Forum Conference in November.

The Directors were asked at the end of the discussion if there were any particular issues relating to sustainability which they would like to discuss further.  The following is a report of those issues, and also of comments which the respondents made relating to their Lifelong Learning Network.

The comments below are sometimes synthesised or paraphrased from 26 interviews, in order to convey the essence of the comments without repetition.
5.1 Issues for further debate

The Network would not exist without the LLN, but there are huge concerns that when the drive has gone, the priority of the partners will fade.  It doesn’t make sense to put all the investment and huge commitment in, and then wind it up just when things are beginning to happen.
I would like to see the good practice reported widely so there is understanding by Government of the results of their investment. There is a need to make sure the positive information from the LLNs is passed to policy makers and funders, so it can inform policy and strategy. 

We’ve got higher level support and understanding of employer engagement within our lead University.   A costing model from the business school had been used to charge a high fee for employer training, but linking with employers is the only way for Universities to grow now the formula has been capped. 

I’ve seen initiatives come and go, and a vast amount of waste and duplication, it’s important to see a national strategy for communicating the development and the outcomes of LLNs, allowing them to be built upon so in a few years time the same doesn’t happen all over again. 

All LLN’s have been planning and discussing sustainability, either in terms of their legacy or in terms of embedding.  However whilst they have worked hard to ensure work is continuing through partners, some report their concern that once resources are removed, the drive will disappear with no structure to maintain it. 

I am interested in hearing what others believed had underpinned their success, and how it has worked.  Some have bought extra time with under-spend.  Others have subscriptions based on ASNs top sliced their additional funding. 
The increased emphasis of linking employers to Further and Higher Education will help to build on the work left by the LLN’s.

Building on the LLN legacy is important, and encouragement from HEFCE to partner organisations to continue to embed the activities would help the sustainability. 

The essence of employer engagement is making a business case for widening participation.  Until recently certain people thought it was a necessary evil to be subsidised, we have begun to change their minds; what we have been doing has been successful in getting both sides to understand the issues. There is still misunderstanding about HE and different routes employers perceive it as complicated. 

The work could be much more sustainable if there was less development in silos at a policy level it is still a very muddled landscape for employers. There is a big gap between what funders do at one level and on the ground. 
I would like a positive report to HEFCE, how we have changed the landscape and successes, and what would you do if you did this again, but I am not sure they are very interested.  
5.2 Directors’ comments on success of the LLNs
Part of the success of these developments is due to the work done with the ‘gatekeepers’ of the institutions, the academics and the admissions staff. Staff are far more effective as change agents within their institutions than it is possible to be by trying to impose change from outside.  Effective embedding relies on institutions taking responsibility for activity themselves and changing their cultures as a result. 
Our success is partly down to a very experienced and high calibre team, we all have been very clear about what we are trying to do and why.  One of the strengths and reasons for success has been the variety of skills we all have, it is an enormous advantage, with the large partnership, they all bring something to the table. 
I was able to put a team together with skills which complimented each other.  All the team, and the people placed in the colleges are really high calibre and that has been really important. We have set higher salaries to get the good people, and it has worked. 

The LLNs are a really good story, we are really pleased with what we have done, we have changed people’s mindsets; everyone has said we have changed the way people think about Vocational learning. 
We were valued for what we brought to the table as an independent broker; we made partners look at the horizon they would not have looked at if we weren’t there. The unique experience of LLNs is that we were able to spot opportunities and be creative, manage through and achieve the outcomes, people came to us because we were doing something new and exciting. 
If you have ever heard the word sustainability, start talking about it now and make early decisions.  Decide what your plan is.  Board support is crucial. 

Make sure you are delivering what your Stakeholders want. Develop a strong identity so it is visible to partners. Keep demonstrating what you’re doing to the Board and Stakeholders.  We made what we did very visible, went on radio, in the press.  
We are fortunate in our Region, the LLNs got together and supported each other. We all decided what was needed to make a difference. Enjoy it, it’s a special job for three years, money to do things, opportunity to link up with people who want to work with you. 
We’ve done a damn good job, put an awful lot in place and it has the opportunity to thrive and ultimately benefit our learners.  That’s what it’s all about.  It’s a pity we won’t be around to see it. 
It is important for HEFC to recognise the volume of work in setting these things up. I am constantly impressed by the standard of LLNs, and that is part of their success.  Working in partnership takes time, getting the job done then going back to partners, but it involves them and they have ownership, it’s worth it.
Clarification of roles is important, having a structure in place whereby you distinguish between HR functions and aims and objectives of the Network.  particularly when people are jointly working.  Letters of Intent are drawn up when someone has agreed to undertake activity, so everyone knows what will be achieved by when.  Multiple partners can be difficult to track. Meticulous record keeping and transparency is important, it engenders trust across the Network, crucial when dealing with public money. 
We are here to create a change project, there will be delivery and interventions, but it’s all about long-term change.
Sharing is important; we are looking forward to sharing what we do. 
Don’t underestimate the importance of collective views of 14 plus organisations pushing through millions of spend and thousands of students.  
6  Conclusion  
The purpose of this consultation is to provide the National Forum with early insight of LLNs plans for sustainability, and an overview of their successes and achievements which contribute to their sustainability.  The consultation and subsequent report is to provide information from the LLNs and to stimulate the debate for the Directors.
The consultation, together with the individual LLN evaluations undertaken have shown that LLNs have produced an overwhelmingly positive body of work; cultural, systemic, operational, and practical.  Much of this, due to successful management of the individual LLNs exit planning, has been or is currently being embedded into partner organisations, as structural and systemic change, capacity building and new curricula.  At this point, much of that work is essentially sustainable.  The LLNs and their partners have and are continuing to deliver ‘sustainability’ in that sense. Whether that will continue and leave a long-term legacy remains to be seen, and is dependent upon how much the current LLN structure has the support to maintain the momentum they have created, turning it into a tangible resource and a long-term legacy.
Success is demonstrated both through prolific development in the key areas of Progression, Curriculum Development, IAG and Employer Engagement, together with the cultural and systemic changes forged through strong and widespread collaborative arrangements with partnerships and stakeholders. Naturally, there is local and individual LLN emphasis on particular strands, with some LLNs showing particular strengths in one or other of the strands or developments. 

Examples of successful embedding and sustainable activity are given throughout sections 3 and 4 of the report.  Section 5, Directors Comments, captures valuable comment reported in order to demonstrate their current issues and concerns, together with what they feel has contributed to the success of their organisation.  This section reflects current and personal views on the potential sustainability and legacy of their work.
6.1 Barriers to Sustainability and Legacy

The view of Directors within this consultation has been positive; there is a solid consensus among them that the LLN work is a success.  However, some at the same time did express concerns about the future of the legacy they had been working to embed and sustain. 

Some LLNs were established in areas where there was a history of collaboration and in a few cases they were embedded into existing Networks with complementary objectives.  Others needed to begin from a situation where there were no collaborative relationships or networks, and in a small number, where there was resistance to the collaboration involved in work of the LLN.  Inevitably, this meant that LLNs made different rates of progress, but all reported that they had met targets and implemented successful and committed Networks at some level.
Consequently some respondents felt that original 3 year life was not long enough to begin to show the tangible results of embedding their developments. It was reported that whilst the clear direction of their work was to change views, mindsets and practice, to make sure the aim of the LLN initiative was achieved, the establishment of the structures and partnerships to begin that work took time, and the contracts were ending before the work was secure.  

Some did express frustration that they were closing down just as the work was beginning to take off, that once their teams had disappeared, and the LLNs were no longer there to drive particular activities, there was a danger other priorities may intervene and the momentum would be lost. Some expressed their concern that as initiatives ‘come and go’ there is a vast amount of waste and duplication.  They feel it is important to see a national strategy for communicating the development and the outcomes from the LLN work, allowing it to be built upon.

It has also been reported that the economic downturn and the major cuts in public spending are impacting on LLN plans for continued life and activity in some cases. Cuts in funding for HE places have meant some Universities are in the position of losing large amounts of funding due to the change in the formula.  In other cases, the offer of accommodation and servicing of the Networks is affected.

In isolated cases, Boards have been reported to be unsupportive and creating blockages. In these cases, the Network teams worked around the blockages, but collaborative relationships were compromised and not as effective as they may have been.

However, it was also acknowledged by many, that the length of life of the Networks was not sufficient to demonstrate that their developments were sustainable in the longer term.  

6.2 Successful Strategies for Sustainability
There was widespread consensus by respondents that the LLNs were a success and all could tell a good story.  What underpinned that success was a range of things, paramount was the strength of relationships formed with the Boards and wider partnership groups, the commitment of the lead organisations, and the calibre of the people involved. The remit of the LLNs was it was felt by some to come at the right time, as it was something that many people had come to believe was wanted and needed. 

Throughout the consultation, LLNs reported many successful initiatives and developments.  The following are examples which are truly representative of all the consultation interviews:

· Progression Agreements have developed well and continue to do so. The vast majority felt they were successful in part because of the engagement and commitment of senior staff within the institutions, validation organisations and in some cases, successful relationships with businesses and SSCs.

· High proportions of staff from business backgrounds who are employer focused, and see potential business opportunities working with Sector Skills Councils and Companies, developing bespoke programmes, training needs analyses for companies and progression, access to HE for employees.   

· Many Progression Accords have been developed between F & HE across all sectors, The model of progression will be rolled out and include IAG and APEL.

· LLN Leadership within the sub-region on Level 4 Achievement for the Local Authority and Local Area Agreements, who see the LLN as an essential part of the strategy for Level 4, early negotiation is in place to secure funding to continue this work when LLN funding ceases.

· Success is reported to have been the high calibre of people working within progression teams and those working in the institutions as progression ‘champions’ or sector leaders. All were reported to have had vital experience in their field, both academic and business credibility.

· Many respondents said that working with Aim Higher had been important, they had been represented on LLN Boards, and work had been complementary to that of the LLN.  Collaboration and joint working was frequently reported, with innovative approaches to engagement.

· LLNs reported a large input in developing IAG, particularly web-based initiatives and capacity building for staff. Both areas were reported as important for the Networks’ sustainability and long-term impact.

·  LLNs are making a business case for widening participation.  Until recently certain people thought it was a necessary evil to be subsidised, we have begun to change their minds; what we have been doing has been successful in getting both sides to understand the issues.

· All respondents in the consultation commented on the importance of the Board in terms of support, direction and influence.  All Boards comprised senior or top level individuals from the partner organisations.

· A supportive and successful Board and Partnership was felt by most respondents to be a result of the calibre of individuals, in both the partnership, and the way the Network team interacted with them.
· Work done with the ‘gatekeepers’ of the institutions, the academics and the admissions staff has been important to ownership by institutions and the success of the initiative. 
Embedding was the key approach to ensuring sustainability of certain developments, and there are numerous examples in this report where developments have been passed to the institutions to manage, and in other cases, where LLNs have used the strategy of using institution staff for development, to ensure ownership from the start. 

One approach to sustaining the work of the LLN was pump-priming of development projects at the start of their contract in order that they would embed in time before the Network life came to an end. These projects were chosen on the basis of need for the locality.
Strategies to ensure long term sustainability by most Networks have included capacity building, delivering awareness raising, training for guidance staff and partnership members to understand potential routes into HE and workshops on Foundation Degrees. Capacity building has also been done with admissions and academic staff in Universities, not just on the systemic changes, but on the concept and culture behind a different type of accessibility to HE. 
6.3 Current Government Agenda
The changes in structure within the Government with the joining together of Business and Universities, appears to put the work of the LLNs into a strong  position in terms of their core role of creating structures, relationships and functions upon which the aim of the new Department is built. 

The reported aims of the new Department highlight areas that have been central to the LLN work.  It would seem to be an opportunity for the National Forum to press for recognition and resources to ensure the work is not lost and the legacy of the LLNs is not compromised. HE funding policy in itself potentially threatens the sustainability of the LLN legacy.  Progression Agreements could be threatened by the cap on student numbers, with proposed additional places confined to specified curriculum areas, which could potentially undermine the new progression systems.

The following is part of a quote commenting upon the publication of ‘Unleashing Application’ by Alan Milburn’s panel on Fair Access to the Professions, which summarises the message:
‘The embedding of the work of LLNs within institutions and regions will produce a significant legacy.  However it is a legacy which will need nurturing if it is to have long–term impact.  There are financial implications, there needs to be a shared commitment from partner institutions towards this cultural and operational approach. There is evidence of this, but a reluctance or inability to find the work from existing budgets.  The LLNs have stimulated innovation and forged change, it would be extremely disappointing if the vision of Sir Howard Newby were lost’. 

(‘What did Lifelong Learning Networks do for us’. Jill Ward, Director SSST&W LLN. 
Adults Learning September 09)
Much of the work of LLNs included changing hearts, minds and long held perceptions about the suitability of vocational learners to progress into higher education.  Only time will tell whether early reports of successes in the development of what are now apparently thriving collaborative relationships will endure once the LLNs are no longer there to drive them.

The LLNs have clear evidence of leading a powerful culture change with the delivery of their sustainable body of work. However, there are concerns that sustainability they are preparing for may not last the distance to become a legacy unless government policy vectors the strength of commitment which is currently evidenced throughout this consultation.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1  Case Studies
A. Greater Merseyside and West Lancashire LLN 

The Greater Merseyside and West Lancashire LLN was one of the first LLNs to be established, becoming live in November 2005.  Their plan for sustainability was addressed from the start, the initial stage being realised this year when it moved, as an LLN with a continued core team, into a new permanent arrangement with the Stakeholders, with the continued core team funded by their Lead University, Edge Hill University and a small amount of co-funding by the partners. 

The Stakeholder Board comprises a wide range of agencies with senior and influential representation from individuals, some of whom have national roles in their professional field. The mid-term external evaluation undertaken by Manchester Metropolitan University noted the strength of governance and management, with outstanding leadership in particular from the Chair and Project Manager. It also concluded the Board had been committed from the start, to maintain the team and being totally committed to the principles and aims of the LLN initiative. The LLN has always had a relatively small operational team, with activity spread through the colleges.  They have established ‘SOLSTICE’ learning centre hubs in three colleges operated by ‘SOLSTICE’ fellows. 

The LLN has been deemed successful in its development and delivery of Foundation Degree, Year 0 and Bridging programmes, including the positive impact of attracting mature learners in employment relative to national trends. One of their flagship developments is a Progression Agreement for entry by vocational learners into a Russell Group University to do Medicine, Dentistry or related allied health programmes such as Physiotherapy.  Those who have already progressed onto University programmes are performing in the top quartile of students. Veterinary Sciences will be introduced as an LLN programme in September 2010 in collaboration with VETNET.
There was little collaboration between institutions before the LLN was established. Their continued sustainability within the new arrangements will be achieved by continuing to deliver the high quality added value of what has been developed, together with the continued collaboration and partnership commitment.  Other elements which are thought to have contributed to the success of the LLN, are their transparency and their visibility.  They have also spent time broadcasting their presence and their programmes locally through radio and the press. They were judged as having a strong impact within their area and were reported as complementing rather than duplicating or competing with other widening participation initiatives.  The calibre and credibility of their team, their Board and their lead institution was also acknowledged as a factor in their successful sustainability.

B. VETNET LLN
The National Lifelong Learning Network for Veterinary and Animal Related Professions is one of two National Lifelong Learning Networks covering England. Their HEFCE funding contract finishes in July 2010.

VETNET LLN has 80 active partners across England engaged in Progression Agreement or curriculum development work.  The Network is organised into 6 Regions, each with a central hub institution that holds a budget used to support regional developments. The overall project is hosted by the Royal Veterinary College (RVC) who act as the lead institution.

The 6 hub institutions are Cambridge University Vet School (East), Bristol University Vet School (South West), Liverpool University Vet School (North West), the RVC (South East), Newcastle University (North East) and Nottingham Trent University (Central). Each Region has a network of providers delivering Veterinary and Animal Related Programmes.  
VETNET LLN is addressing the issue of maintaining the Network in some form when the HEFCE funding comes to an end and a proposal is going to their Governing Council in the near future.  A Subscription model is being considered.  

VETNET LLN has developed collaborative partnerships throughout it’s regions, focusing on Progression Agreements. The South West Region developed a region-wide agreement for entry to HE in Veterinary and Animal Related courses through vocational routes.  Other regions worked in smaller groups, with institutions working one to one, which enabled them to get a clear understanding of the students and the curriculum involved. One of the first Progression Agreements developed was between the Bio-Veterinary Sciences degree at Liverpool University and the National Diploma Animal Management course at St Helens College.  This agreement resulted from some curriculum modification at St Helens which offered ND students a wider choice of science based units to better prepare them for progression to the Bio-Veterinary Science programme.

Progression Agreement work has had a wider impact in terms of opening up HE admissions.  For example, Liverpool University have just accepted their first APEL applicant onto the Veterinary Sciences degree.  In addition, a number of national Progression Agreements have already been established for National Diploma learners.

Part of the success of these developments is due to the work done with the ‘gatekeepers’ of the institutions, the academics and the admissions staff. These staff are far more effective as change agents within their institutions than it is possible to be by trying to impose change from outside.  Effective embedding of VETNET LLN’s work relies on institutions taking responsibility for activity themselves and changing their cultures as a result.

C. Skills for Sustainable Communities Leicester LLN

Skills for Sustainable Communities Leicester LLN, was established in 2006 and the Director appointed March 2007.  It covers a very large geographical area, with the 4 counties of Lincolnshire, Rutland, Leicestershire and Northamptonshire reaching from Scunthorpe in the East and from Loughborough down to Kettering.  It runs until December 2010 having agreed an extension with HEFCE due to re-profiling. 

The work of the original Business Plan (2006-2009) is now winding down. The Action Based Task Groups will no longer operate after March 2009 but a reduced small central project team will continue to deliver the new plan until December 2010.The Board and the LLN team did not consider the continuation of the team itself to be its legacy, but sustainability planning through continuation and embedding of the practice and developments in progression, curriculum, IAG and employer engagement. Funding was all from HEFCE, an application was made to the RDA for Brokerage of Train to Gain, but it was not successful.

There were no existing collaborative networks, when the LLN started.

The approach the Network took to ensure continuation of the work, was to invest in organisations which had a life beyond the LLN, by contributing to their work.  

One of the key developments which will remain when the LLN has disappeared as evidence of its work and investment is ‘Your Future East Midlands’, a vast web-based IAG platform, which has been developed collaboratively between the SSCLLN, Leap Ahead LLN, Aim Higher and other IAG organisations. The Director of the LLN is a member of the steering group, and the Project Manager (Communications) also contributes to the Marketing strategy.

Other developments include the Centre for EPortfolio Devt and Nottingham University; XCRi which is an emerging interoperability standard used to enable course information to be standardised and reused across the sector.  The LLN has also invested in capacity building for people and organisations trained to use the systems, so programmes will be updated.  This development will have impact in years to come. 

The LLN is now focusing on progression for apprentices and students undertaking the 14-19 Diplomas, and supporting regional Employer Engagement Projects. A key problem for construction was attracting people into the industry with higher level skills, one problem with workforce development in that industry being the workforce frequently moved around.   The LLN worked collaboratively with Leap Ahead LLN and FDF to develop CONSTRUCTIONSITE, which is is a repository of materials which can be accessed anywhere.  Sustainability will come from those institutions using it and recognising its value. The LLN has appointed a manager, who will update materials. 

The legacy of Skills for Sustainable Communities Leicester LLN will be to have changed the landscape, achieved by their working with and through organisations which will remain when they have disappeared.  

D. Higher York LLN

Higher York is a collaborative network comprising a core partnership of Askham Bryan College, City of York Council, the University of York, York College and York St John University.  Craven College is it’s only associate member.  Higher York also works closely with other network and organisations including Aimhigher York and North Yorkshire, Learning City York, business and voluntary sector networks and intermediaries. 

The LLN team was established and operated within this network from the start.  It has brought added energy and resource, with complementary aims and objectives   Higher York has always had full commitment from its members.   The network partners have decided to continue working in partnership through Higher York beyond the LLN HEFCE funding.  They will move a membership model after December 2009.

 From January 2010 the LLN will begin operating with a variety of funding sources, including membership subscription. A small central team will be supported through this funding. They will continue to be hosted by York St John University.  

Higher York has been a very strong partnership from the start, and has developed a particular focus on non-traditional HE learners including those with vocational qualifications.   They have also done a lot of capacity building with IAG professionals, and will continue with that aspect of their work along with working with employers and raising the profile of HE particularly at local and regional level. 

 ‘Student voice’ activities will continue through the Higher York Student Forum where students from across Higher York have been employed to work on various projects relating to the student experience. An additional aspect of the team’s work will be opportunity spotting whether in terms of funding for collaborative projects or for strategic partnership activities. 

E. Staffordshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire, Telford & Wrekin LLN

This LLN was established in April 2007 and began to address sustainability in 2008 by establishing a Steering Group specifically to identify how their activities could be embedded into HEIs and FECs, as they progressed, rather than maintaining the LLN itself.  From the start, it attracted additional funding to enhance and broaden its base of activity, and have had success with the Regional LSC and European funding. It is now looking at collaborative research projects across the partner HEIs.  

A key element of their sustainability is the governance, with a strong steering group which represents a broad range of local interests with local and sub-regional organisations including private training providers, local authorities, employers and schools. It has in addition, built very large stakeholder group which meets every 3 months, and attracts numbers of up to 110 at each meeting.  These stakeholders are very supportive of the LLN, and have confidence in what it can achieve. They value the team as it is responsive to their needs, and they see that the LLN commitment and its values go beyond just achieving their targets, but are about quality, integrity and making a difference.  This culture permeates the whole of the Network and its partners.

Their success in establishing themselves as a key partner in the sub-region is instrumental in their ability to develop their embedding model of sustainability.  This success is also demonstrated in their role in a range of key strategic developments including becoming the underpinning partner and lead organisation for level 4 achievement in Staffordshire Council’s Local Area Agreement, that realises the LLN is an essential part of the strategy for Level 4 achievement. The LLN work also underpins the plans of Stoke-on-Trent and Telford and Wrekin Councils and LAA agreements.  This is as a result of the LLN’s innovative curriculum developments, CPD modules, work with employers, Progression Agreements and strong and active group of stakeholders, all of which contribute to the increase in learners at Level 4.  This development is very likely to be sustained beyond the life of the LLN.  

The LLN is also very involved with diploma developments and has forged strong agreements with the regional consortia for 14-19 developments and again this has forged positive relationships with this sector, including, supporting teacher training developments, curriculum developments,  Progression Agreements and research.     

Key sustainable developments include Progression Agreements, the processes and procedures being embedded through the FECs, Training Providers and HEIs, with learner support and tracking being developed.  The model will be transferred to other institutions during the rest of the LLN contract and beyond.  An IAG portal has been developed for adult learners, providing course and progression information.  This has been developed collaboratively with a neighbouring LLN and Aim Higher, and will be sustained when the LLN comes to the end of its contract period. 

The LLN has succeeded in changing the mindset of people within the partner organisations which has led to the development of a culture of collaboration between HEIs. This culture is embedding, through joint working projects on, for example, shared modules in leadership and management, shared information about APEL, supporting learners and the development of foundation degrees. 

Research is an important element of this LLN and it is anticipated that the research carried out across the LLNs will be sustained beyond it through the work of the national research forum which the LLN was instrumental in establishing.  

F. Case Study - Commercial Model  
There are LLNs that reported an interest in exploring the potential of becoming a commercial organisation, either fully or in part, to market their products and as a means of sustaining the work of their Network. They have approved the publication of the information they provided as a Case Study. 

Networks which had begun to explore the option had reported that they were developing expertise in a number of sectors, and had identified marketable services and products including:

· Charging fees to some organisations to access the IAG Web tool which they had developed.

· Services to help employers identify, access or develop bespoke training for their staff and Training Needs Analysis.

· Brokerage services for Employer Training needs from Universities or temporary transfer of staff between organisations. 

· Development and promotion of bespoke qualifications for specialist industries such as textiles. Environmental Management.

· Support of employers in their responses to redundancies among their staff in terms of retraining.

· Bringing together in-house training, APEL, Progression Agreements and IAG electronically in the workplace context.

Features of the LLN which are pre-requisites for a successful commercial venture are, according to Networks for whom this option is a possibility, the calibre, and variety of skills which exist within the team and Board;  dedicated ‘outward facing’ specialist staff who are recruited specifically to work with employers and bridge the gap in the relationship between businesses and universities; staff from business backgrounds who are employer focused, and  see potential business opportunities; staff with credibility and experience who are dedicated to working with Sector Skills Councils developing courses which employers need.

The need for the right calibre of people to liaise between HE and Business is paramount in these circumstances, as is the highest quality in services or products provided.  One of the Networks who was exploring the Commercial route had this type of staffing structure in place, providing them with experience, skills and cultural backgrounds suitable for developing a commercial arm to their organisation.  

Appendix 2  Abbreviations and Acronyms

APEL
Accreditation of Prior Education and Learning

EICF
Economic Investment Challenge Fund

FEC
Further Education College

HE
Higher Education

HEFCE
Higher Education Funding Council of England

HEI
Higher Education Institution

IAG
Information, Advice and Guidance


LAA
Local Area Agreements

LLN
Lifelong Learning Network

 

LSC
Learning and Skills Council

MAA
Multi Area Agreements


RDA
Regional Development Agency


SSC
Sector Skills Council
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