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Lifelong Learning UK

Consultation with employers, stakeholders and partners:

In the Garry Weston Library, Southwark Cathedral, London SE1

From 4.00 to 7.00 PM on Wednesday, June 23 2004

Report

This report records the main themes of a Consultation that the Chairman and five members of the Shadow Board of Lifelong Learning UK held with employers, stakeholders and partners in London on Wednesday, June 23 2004.  It was the first in a series of four consultative events to explore some of the key areas of thinking of the Shadow Board, and in particular to involve employers in sharpening up the overall strategic framework for Lifelong Learning UK over the next few years.

A list of participants is included on pages 8 and 9.  55 people attended this Consultation, and more than 40 contributed towards our discussions.  At the end, 34 participants handed in questionnaires with detailed comments on our key themes.

This report reflects on the main themes of the debate, as well as drawing on the completed questionnaires.  It will be taken into account by the Shadow Board as they finalise their Full Business Case for submission to the Sector Skills Development Agency in July, and will form part of the background paperwork for the three further consultative events in Belfast, Bristol and Newcastle in September.

Statements and phrases that are italicised and in double quote marks are direct quotes from the Consultation, or from comments on questionnaires.

The glue that holds everything together

For this event, we circulated beforehand a summary of the Shadow Board’s current thinking about their key strategic priorities, and employer membership - as well as services for members and non-members.  

During our discussion about strategic priorities, it was said very early on that “the concept of transferability represents the most attractive thing on offer”.  It was most striking how speaker after speaker reinforced this general view, so that by the end of this session we all seemed to agree that a transferable skills framework for the sector could be “the glue that holds everything together”.
The overwhelming support for this view was reinforced by the responses that people gave to the first question in our questionnaire, when we asked what they saw as the “most important priority” for Lifelong Learning UK.

 This is demonstrated by the following answers on 11 of the questionnaires:

· “A transferable framework”, with “unified sector-wide career pathways and progression, and workforce mobility”

· “The rapid development of a credit framework so that all members of the lifelong learning sector can gain appropriate qualifications and skills in a way which meets their needs and those of their employer”

· “Development of a coherent standards and qualifications framework to allow transferability of employees across the sector, and promoting this standard to the Government bodies and funding agencies which govern the sector’s policies and priorities”

· “A climbing frame of qualifications and standards encompassing not just this sector but also related work covered by other Sector Skills Councils, e.g. for youth work, playwork, Connexions and youth justice” 

· “A transferable skills framework which enhances opportunities to recruit and develop staff”

· “A unified career pathway based around a framework which involves a unitised qualification system.  The qualifications must be built from valuing experience as well as course attendance.  People need transferable qualifications (and skills) too”

· “An emphasis on sector-wide career pathways opening up progression routes in a modular and mix-and-match unitised environment.  Inclusivity is vital” 

· “Modular training that is credit-based and relates to a framework of progression and qualifications”

· “Setting standards which – albeit via a ‘core and margin approach’ – can be applied across all constituencies in the lifelong learning sector”
· “Create a single framework for the whole sector, removing constituency barriers”
· “Don’t forget the admin. and support staff who could move into the delivery of learning and help to solve the recruitment shortfall and skills shortage”.
During our discussions, one message that came over very strongly was that when we are talking about transferability, we shouldn’t just be talking about transferability of formal qualifications.  What matters also is transferability of “experience, expertise and knowledge”.

We were generally confident that this broad framework of transferability would provide a unifying theme that could help draw together the other key strategic priorities developed by the Shadow Board.  It was said that many employers already “recognise the value of the experience of working in other parts of the sector”, and that for a large number this approach would reinforce what has already been their personal experience.

Welcome was given to the emphasis on Continuing Professional Development, and more than one person argued that if Lifelong Learning UK is to “win hearts and minds” it needs to talk more of professional and personal development, and of organisations in the sector seeing themselves as true “learning organisations”.

Great emphasis was also placed on the importance of leadership and management development, in “bite-sized chunks”, and the need to attract quality organisations to provide this for employers and employees across the whole sector.
One specific idea was that Lifelong Learning UK should work with e-skills UK, the e-skills SSC, in promoting the “e-skills passport” to enhance the status of skills and qualities acquired through e-learning.

Five other messages also came forward most strongly as we discussed our strategic priorities:

1 That when we are talking about our mission of “skills for learning professionals” (which seemed to go down well as the strap-line), we need to remind people of “the diversity of job roles within the sector”.  It is not just those who are employed as lecturers, tutors and instructors who constitute the professionals; they also include coaches, facilitators and volunteers of all sorts, as well as the full range of ancillary and support staff.  “The fact that someone’s a volunteer doesn’t stop them from being a professional”.
2 That the language of “ladders” should be replaced by that of “climbing frames” because the framework of transferable skills and qualifications needs to be “for those who meander” as well as for those who are moving upwards along a more traditional career path.  This emphasis on providing for the ‘meanderers’, and not always focusing on the upwardly mobile had a strong resonance among the group.

3 That if we are to achieve “real employer buy-in”, the links between the single transferable framework and employers’ needs in relation to the recruitment and retention of staff should be drawn out at every possible stage.  As one person wrote on her questionnaire: “develop a marketing strategy that highlights the business benefits for employers, the personal benefits for employees and the ultimate benefit to our customers: learners - the key point being investment at all levels”.
4 That the collection of clear workforce data across the whole sector will be vital.  One person argued that the three key planks for the work of Lifelong Learning UK should be “information, intelligence and workforce data”.   By “marketing the intelligence” that underpins its actions it should put itself in a strong position to persuade employers to “buy joined up thinking from it”.

5 That the idea of a “licence to practise for deliverers” should be explored as one possible way of achieving higher “minimum standards for those engaged in delivery”.  We recognised that “the nature of the licence would vary in different contexts”, and that such an idea would require the support of a wide range of professional and other bodies if it were to be developed across the whole sector.  However, it was felt that the debate about professional standards needs to be opened up, and the idea of a licence to practise forms a natural part of that debate.  It should be possible for it to be discussed openly, whilst being respectful towards a wide range of political and organisational sensitivities.

This led on to debate about our second theme: employer membership, and the provision of services for members and non-members. 

Employer membership, and services for employers

John Hedger introduced the discussion about employer membership, and stressed the position of the Shadow Board in seeking employer membership as a symbol of their commitment and support, without in any way implying an exclusive interest in employer members.  The Shadow Board are committed to “representing everyone in the sector, and not just paid-up members”.

We quickly agreed that, in principle, membership for employers would be desirable.

It was stressed that we would need to be very thoughtful about how we define employers, and include within our definition the gamut of small employers that operate in large parts of the sector, and might well want to relate to Lifelong Learning UK through a “collective identity” rather than on a one-to-one basis.

The diversity of the sector’s employment base is one of its greatest riches – and, for Lifelong Learning UK’s communications strategy, quite a challenge!

The Background Paper reflected on some of the discussions that the Shadow Board had been having about possible services for employers.  It gave the particular example of the idea of a jobs website for advertising jobs across the sector, and suggested that this could link in well with a membership scheme, with members being offered access to the various elements of the site either free or at a much reduced rate.

We asked whether the group favoured the idea of Lifelong Learning UK developing this sort of service, and how quickly they thought it should move in developing a range of commercially attractive services to employers.

Some clearly felt that the Council should seek to “establish the identity of Lifelong Learning UK” and “build the brand” before attempting to market services.  Others had a rather more fundamental, gut response to this theme of services:

· “stick to the knitting”

· “services should be secondary to fulfilling the key strategic objectives”, and
· “keep to the core business”.

If the core business is about strategic priorities, and our number one priority is to develop the single framework for transferable skills and qualifications, then that is where our energy needs to go – and is what Lifelong Learning UK needs to be seen to be offering employers.

And if we are right in our judgement that this should be the number one strategic priority, this is what employers will value the most and be prepared to pay for.

As this argument was being developed, it appeared extremely persuasive.  It became a little more problematic when we delved more deeply into the issue of whether or not employers would be willing to pay anything towards the development of a sector-wide framework of transferable skills and qualifications.

For it emerged that some who favoured a very disciplined focus on the single framework felt that many employers would be reluctant to pay anything towards it.

They might appreciate the benefits that a sector-wide framework would give them, but wouldn’t necessarily see themselves as having any responsibility to help finance the process necessary to bring it into being.   Moreover, they would hear many other players claiming (rightly) that they have been working around this issue for some considerable time, and that Lifelong Learning UK is something of a newcomer on this particular pitch.

At this stage, some would have been quite happy to move on from employer financing.  But we felt that we couldn’t just reproduce the mantra of “let’s stick to the knitting” without at the same time asking ourselves some tough questions about whether or not employers could be expected to put their hands in their pockets and pay something to be a member of an organisation busy sticking to its knitting!

This was when certain differences of approach began to harden up somewhat.

Some felt that if only the Government could be persuaded to meet virtually all of the costs of the SSC, so that employers wouldn’t have to pay anything themselves, that would just about be the perfect solution.  They believed that the potential benefits that this sector could offer all other sectors of the economy meant that the Government should have good reason to be extremely generous in its financial relationship with Lifelong Learning UK. 

Others held that if Lifelong Learning UK is to be effective as a voice on behalf of employers in the lifelong learning sector, it needs to be seen as “a vehicle for taking a view independent of government” – and that the only real way of establishing this independence would be for a significant proportion of its income to be independent of government.

They argued that “influence is proportionate to ownership”.   Ministers need to view Lifelong Learning UK as “owned” by lifelong learning employers if they are to respect its “advocacy role” on behalf of the sector.  Otherwise, they won’t accord it the influence that it needs if it is to achieve its key strategic objectives.

One person captured on her questionnaire what is probably the essence of the challenge on membership that we will need to pursue further at the September Consultations:

· “The advantages of membership need to be clear – what would you get for the money that you wouldn’t get if you didn’t pay?”

Whilst this question was never properly answered, some remained confident that employers would agree to pay for what the single framework could offer, even though non-members would stand to gain almost exactly the same benefits.

One person wrote on his questionnaire that “the framework (climbing frame) standardised across the whole sector would be useful and saleable”, whilst others felt that it would give rise to demand for a range of services – such as “information and advice services”, and a “staff development framework” – that would themselves be highly marketable.

Another participant argued that employers might be willing to sign up as members initially for, say, two years, on condition that there would need to be evidence of “real progress during that time in developing the core standards common across the sector” that will underpin the transferable framework.

This seemed to provide a sound basis for moving forward: clearly focused on the key strategic priority, with a challenging but hopefully achievable deadline for making progress.

Before we finished this discussion about services, there was some talk about the Sector Skills Agreements that Lifelong Learning UK hopes to strike with funding bodies and government administrations.  They were described as “possibly one of the most important services” that the new Skills Council could offer employers in the sector, since they would provide a vehicle for them to exercise “upward influence” over Government target-setting.

 If Sector Skills Agreements manage to secure substantial public funds to assist with delivering agreed priorities, they should “help to create order and a clear way forward for the sector” on workforce issues.

Final word

There are perhaps three comments that should be added at the end of this report, since they will each be important to the success of the September Consultations.

First, we will need to be careful to ensure that there is a good balance between the different constituencies that make up the lifelong learning sector.

For this first event, largely due to immense diary difficulties at this time of year, two or three people who were hoping to join us from higher education were unable to be with us on the day.  We missed them. 

Secondly, we will need to get better at trying to prevent our discussions from floating off somewhat into debate about the generality of lifelong learning.

With the name of “Lifelong Learning UK”, this Sector Skills Council clearly needs to get used to this as something of an occupational hazard!  However, as soon as some people start to get taken over by their enthusiasm for taking lifelong learning to everyone in the UK, we need to be quicker in saying “that’s great, but our brief is for all those who work within organisations that seek to provide this learning for others, and if we let ourselves be diverted by wider issues, however worthy they might be, we won’t do as good a job for our sector as we need to do”.

It is a difficult balance to strike, and it really was quite moving when some declared that “we all love our learners”, and “our learners become us”, which is why it was bound to take us a little time at this Consultation to home in on the lifelong learning workforce.

Once we did, we managed to remain focused, largely because there was such a ready recognition of the “unique role” of this SSC in “upskilling the workforce that upskills all other workforces”. 

Maybe the uniqueness of Lifelong Learning UK’s role is something that we need to stress more strongly at the beginning of each Consultation in September.

Thirdly, and finally, one must comment that this event demonstrates the immense value of consulting with a group who come to some ideas relatively fresh, without having been ‘too close to the TV screen’. 

They quickly made us recognise that over the past few weeks the development of ideas about membership and services had strayed a little too far from the Shadow Board’s thinking about key strategic priorities.  It was immensely helpful to be told:

· If you give us strategic priorities, then whatever services you want to offer have got to reinforce them – and if they don’t, forget it.
In other words, even if the jobs website might be a good idea in its own right, we should only commit to it if we see it as important in relation to the single framework for skills and qualifications.

One person suggested a possible way forward in her questionnaire return at the end of the meeting:

· “If there is a jobs database, it has to use the transferable framework alongside, to indicate what skills, knowledge and attitudes the job requires”.
That makes a great deal of sense.  To put it in more general terms, if the idea is to be taken forward, we all need to be clear how – apart from helping to generate income and build capacity - it could help to realise the aspiration of a single transferable framework, and then help sustain it, as it comes into being.

The Shadow Board will shortly be considering this report, and will doubtless consider this specific issue as part of a wider question raised by the event:

· Which possible services might help the most in taking forward the sector’s key strategic priorities, and which ones are really quite secondary, and should be put to one side – at least until the new organisation is well on the road to achieving its key priorities?

We are immensely grateful for the energy and clarity of thinking of those who joined this Consultation.  It was a most worthwhile event, and it is difficult to imagine how a group could have achieved more, within the space of three hours, than did this group in the New Library of Southwark Cathedral on June 23rd.
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Participants List

We ordered names alphabetically, by first name, for ease of reference during the Consultation:

	Name
	Job Title
	Organisation

	On behalf of the Shadow Board
	

	Alison West
	Chief Executive
	National Extension College

	Bob Kay
	Chairman of the Board of Governors
	Borders College 

	Bryn Davies
	Principal
	Ystrad Mynach College

	Dick Ellison
	Chief Executive
	ETEC (Sunderland) Ltd

	John Hedger
	Independent Interim Chair
	Lifelong Learning UK Shadow Board

	Mike Hosking
	Assistant Director: Lifelong Learning
	Cambridgeshire County Council

	On behalf of the Project Team
	

	David Hunter
	Chief Executive
	FENTO

	Jonathan Mackey
	Project Director
	Lifelong Learning UK (seconded from the DfES)

	Ted Le Riche
	Acting Chief Executive
	PAULO

	On behalf of the Sector and key partners
	

	Alan Skinner
	Principal
	Adult Community College, Colchester

	Alice Rigby
	Policy Development Officer
	Federation of Small Businesses

	Alison Gilchrist
	Director, Practice Development
	Community Development Foundation

	Anne Faulkner
	Policy Manager
	UfI

	Avril McIntyre
	Director of Operations
	Lifeline Community Projects

	Bernard Godding
	Chair
	Educational Centre Association

	Bev Hepting
	Lead on Community Learning
	Bournemouth University

	Bob Powell
	Chief Officer
	HOLEX

	Carole Marshall
	Partner
	Business Solutions

	Dan Taubman
	National Education Official
	NATFHE

	Darrin Stevens
	Group Training Manager
	Polestar Group Ltd

	David Howell (Revd.)
	National Director
	Centre for Youth Ministry

	David Ruse
	Assistant Director, Lifelong Learning
	Westminster City Council

	Donald Rae
	Assistant Chief Education Officer
	Derbyshire County Council

	Hazel Dakers
	Reaching the Regions, Programme Manager
	The British Library

	Janet Fleming
	Head of VSNTO England
	Voluntary Sector NTO

	Joe Wilson
	Business Manager
	Scottish Qualifications Authority

	John Brennan (Dr)
	Chief Executive
	Association of Colleges

	Jonathan Bramsdon
	General Manager
	British Safety Council Awards

	Joyce Francis
	HR & Training Director
	Social Enterprise London

	Julia Miles
	Chief Executive
	Quality Education & Development Ltd.

	Leah Swain
	Business Consultant
	Sector Skills Development Agency

	Lillias Noble
	Head of Learning Connections
	Communities Scotland

	Liz Morrey
	Workforce Development Project Manager
	The National Youth Agency

	Margaret Haines
	Director, Information Services & Systems
	King's College London

	Marie Harris
	Head of Department
	Crawley College

	Mary Crowley
	Chief Executive
	The Parenting Forum

	Michael Thomas
	Quality Enhancement Officer
	Royal Holloway, University of London

	Mike Allmond
	Chairman
	ReMIT Ltd

	Nadine Cartner
	Head of Policy
	ACM

	Nick Mitchell
	Chief Executive
	The Training Foundation

	Paul Steer
	Assistant Director
	OCR

	Pauline Wilcock
	Director of Learning: Further Education & Training
	Colchester Institute

	Peter Lavender (Dr)
	Director for Research, Development & Information
	N.I.A.C.E

	Rebecca Goldsmith
	Staff Development Manager
	Cambridgeshire Libraries & Information Service

	Rick Walker (Major)
	Policy & Qualifications Team
	Ministry of Defence

	Sandra Orchard
	Head of Teacher Training & Development
	Broxtowe College

	Sarwan Singh Bhart
	RH College Lecturer & Hon Secretary Shaheed
	Bhaghat Singh "Asian Welfare Centre"

	Shan Annis
	Assistant Director
	Health Care Libraries Unit North West

	Shaun Newman
	Director of Development
	Connexions Cornwall & Devon

	Sheila Tarbard
	Adult Education Manager
	London Borough of Southwark

	Simon Beer
	
	Workers Educational Association

	Steve Tarrant
	West Howe Network Facilitator
	West Howe Investing in People

	Sue Gardener
	
	NIACE

	Val King
	Workforce Development Advisor
	Museums Libraries & Archives Council

	Facilitator
	
	

	Peter Ashby
	Director
	New World Order Forum


For information about our consultative events in September,

please phone Alix Craven or Tracey Butler on 01274 391773

(e-mail alix@isnto1.fsnet.co.uk)
