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Introduction

1. This is the fourth update designed to keep the sector informed of progress in establishing Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs) and to discuss recent key developments and emerging policy issues. 
2. Further information about LLNs is available on our web-site: www.hefce.ac.uk under Widening participation/Lifelong Learning Networks. This includes previous update papers, contact details for all LLNs, news and events, and summary information on fully funded LLNs.

3. If you would like to discuss any of the information in this update, please contact Kevin Whitston, tel 0117 931 7013, e-mail k.whitston@hefce.ac.uk, or Jennifer Allen, tel 0117 931 7054, e-mail j.allen@hefce.ac.uk,. 
Update on the status of current LLNs

4. LLNs are responding creatively to opportunities across further and higher education. Recent proposals have highlighted:
a. The importance of vocational progression for the 14-19 curriculum.
b. The contribution LLNs will make to the practical development and implementation of a credit framework for HE and links with the Framework for Achievement.
c. Employer engagement and curriculum development.
5. Both HEFCE and the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) are involved in the approval of LLN proposals. To date, approximately £47 million has been allocated to the 15 networks in operation, spanning 78 higher education institutions (HEIs) and more than 160 further education colleges (FECs). Of these, 13 are fully funded: North East Higher Skills Network, Higher York, Greater Merseyside and West Lancashire, Greater Manchester Strategic Alliance, Cheshire and Warrington, MOVE – East of England, Thames Gateway, Linking London, Kent and Medway, Sussex Learning Network, South West, Western Vocational and the National Arts Learning Network. The other two have funding for one year: Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, Oxfordshire and Surrey LLN; and Hampshire and Isle of Wight.
6. There are a significant number of other LLNs in development, with proposals under discussion in every region; we hope that all these proposals will be agreed by September 2006. To date, approximately £900,000 has been awarded in development funding. If all these proposals are developed into full business cases, this would increase national coverage to at least 116 HEIs and over 250 FECs. We are currently mapping the coverage of LLNs to identify potential gaps, and regional teams at HEFCE have worked closely with all LLNs to ensure the maximum opportunities are provided to engage learners in the (sub) regions or subject areas of each network.
Policy issues
Monitoring and evaluation
7. We wrote to LLNs about monitoring and evaluation requirements in May 2006, and a copy of the letter will shortly be available online. In particular, we would draw your attention to the information on reporting, and on requirements for LLNs that will distribute additional student numbers (ASNs) or hold ASNs in a central pool.
8. We are currently developing a full evaluation strategy, which will focus on assessing the effectiveness, quality and impact of LLNs. The first stage in a formative evaluation will be an independent external review, building on the information that LLNs supply in their monitoring reports. This information will help us to identify good practice and to ascertain how LLNs, the practitioners’ group, HEFCE, LSC and other stakeholders can best support future developments. We anticipate that the tendering process for the review will be completed by autumn 2006. Following this, we have agreed that the LLN practitioner group (see paragraphs 29-31) will facilitate a process of peer evaluation during the second year of LLNs. 
Curriculum provision to facilitate progression
9. A number of LLNs have identified barriers to progression in the differing demands made on learners in different sorts of learning programmes. Gaps and/or mismatches in learning experience may emerge as an issue for progression to HE, or within HE. Advanced apprentices may have subject-related knowledge and skills but insufficient experience of more abstract, analytical approaches. Similarly those with professional or higher national qualifications may need to acquire new skills to tackle an honours degree or postgraduate programme. And any learner may have specific requirements for additional learning (for example in maths). 


10. Additional learning designed to facilitate progression is sometimes referred to as a bridging programme. There is no presumption in what follows that bridging programmes are always the right answer. In some cases, better curriculum alignment at the design stage, or changes in the HE curriculum to meet the needs of new kinds of learners, will obviate the need for ‘bridging’. Nevertheless, if the curriculum is genuinely diverse enough to meet different needs, and if learners are to be able to move around the system to engage in learning that best suits them, then there will be gaps and mismatches that need to be addressed.
11. LLNs have approached this issue of additional learning in a number of ways. Some have integrated it with a broader curriculum development initiative in which institutions participating in the network share a ‘bank’ of modules from which learners can construct complete qualifications. Others have adopted more limited solutions, developing Level 0 provision or stand-alone HE modules at Level 4 as a form of bridging. Collaborative provision of this kind is sometimes described as the ‘LLN curriculum’ or ‘LLN modules’. In the sense that modules/programmes are recognised across the network, with credit earned in any LLN module recognised by other participating institutions, this is a reasonable description. But of course, even for a ‘model 2’ LLN, where additional student numbers are pooled outside mainstream funding arrangements, any learner is still enrolled at a particular institution, and the lead institution will make the appropriate returns. Even the learner that constructs a qualification from the elements of a shared curriculum is ultimately awarded a qualification by a given institution. The fact that a higher education provider has ultimate responsibility for the student raises some issues for bridging that are discussed below.
12. Two inter-related questions of funding and progression have been identified in early discussions about bridging. Bridging provision (whether Level 0 or HE modules at Level 4) should complement not substitute for appropriate provision at Level 3. Networks will need to discuss these issues with local LSCs. There is scope for closer partnership working to create better curriculum alignment.
13. Level 0 is funded by HEFCE where it is an integral part of an ongoing higher education programme, guaranteeing progression for the successful student. Bridging modules at Level 4 can be funded as stand-alone learning so long as they lead to a higher education award. The issue for networks is how to ensure that bridging provision of this sort guarantees progression. Additional learning at Level 3 or Level 4 that only enhanced the chances of progression to HE would not have taken us very far. Nor is it easy to see how such provision would be sustained. Where LLNs develop bridging provision we would expect successful completion of such additional learning to be associated with the offer of a place on the appropriate programme. 

Sustainability

14. A number of people have asked us to provide more information on sustainability. All LLNs are required to submit a sustainability strategy as part of their full business case; and following conditions attached to earlier proposals, we now advise LLNs to supply much greater detail. We would expect a proposal to consider in sufficient detail the expected costs of sustaining the LLN after the initial funding period, and how these costs will be met. There are no plans at present to provide ongoing funding for LLNs, and we are keen that LLNs should consider long-term planning and sustainability at an early stage, even if costs are subject to revision.

15. Our approach to sustainability of LLNs is closely integrated with our policy on risk management and evaluation. Because LLNs are a developing area of responsibility for HEFCE, and are not operating under a single model or timescale, good practice will emerge and be developed throughout the initial funding period. The practitioners group will support this approach, and it is anticipated that further advice, and events, will be provided to support LLNs as they reach the end of their funding period.

16. Stemming from their focus on progression, funding for LLNs has primarily been made available to support infrastructure, processes and innovation. Initially this will mean that funding will be used for a number of tasks, which are ‘front loaded’ in terms of costs. 
Examples include:

· initial research, partnership development and capacity building to develop progression agreements (staff, working groups, resources)

· funding the development of e-portfolios, guidance systems, databases, and learner support materials

· training

· funding curriculum development (but not funding courses).

17. We would expect that LLN processes would become embedded within participating institutions. To what extent they are embedded is likely to be the key driver in terms of success and sustainability. For example:

a. Network-wide progression agreements should become part of the ongoing relationship between institutions.
b. Where an LLN has used funding to train staff and restructure existing provision of information, advice and guidance, this should be reflected in institutional staffing commitments.
c. Where an LLN has used funding to develop the curriculum, this resource will continue to be available for institutions to use.

18. Where LLNs identify significant ongoing costs, they will need to be clear how these will be met. Some support may be produced as a result of the additional business generated by the LLN. In part, this will be through the allocation of additional student numbers. Other funding might stem from institutions themselves or from regional agencies and/or other key stakeholders.
19. LLNs have approached sustainability in a number of ways. In Greater Merseyside, sustainability will be achieved through growth in demand; the South West anticipates that a vocational practice unit will be a continuing resource; Linking London and Thames Gateway believe that the LLN will generate income from employers. These are brief examples from wider sustainability strategies, but indicate that a variety of approaches is being taken.
Lifelong Learning Networks and Aimhigher

20. As discussed in earlier updates, because both Aimhigher and LLNs contribute to widening participation there is continuing discussion about appropriate organisational arrangements. We have therefore issued advice on this to Aimhigher Regional Partnership Boards, which we summarise here for LLNs.

21. Aimhigher and LLNs have shared interests but separate and distinct purposes and tasks. Focused organisations are effective; those that try to do everything are not. There is obviously scope for joint work in areas such as mapping, and information, advice and guidance. But shared tasks – as against shared interests – are fewer. Aimhigher partnerships and LLNs have an interest in the emerging 14-19 reforms and opportunities for more robust progression opportunities. Aimhigher’s task is about raising aspirations and attainment among learners, including those on vocational programmes; LLNs focus on the decisions by institutions about entry requirements and progression opportunities. Where there are shared tasks we would expect the director of an LLN and the area and/or regional co-ordinator for Aimhigher to find a way of ensuring that partnerships and networks exploit synergy and support one another through intelligent networking, so that there is no duplication of effort or double funding.

22. There are key differences too, relating to risk and accountability. A key task for Aimhigher is to involve staff and learners in schools and colleges; the involvement of Aimhigher in the ‘school improvement conversation’ is crucial as the Government’s ‘new relationship with schools’ rolls out. Area and Regional Steering Groups, with Regional and National Partnership Boards, are therefore the appropriate broadly-based collaborative mechanism for Aimhigher. LLNs are first of all an association of FECs and HEIs making decisions about entry requirements for courses (progression agreements) and the curriculum that institutions will offer. Their governance structures will clearly need to reflect this very specific set of purposes.

23. The updated Aimhigher guidance encourages partnerships to pay more attention to older learners, those in work-based learning and vocational education more generally. This is right, but it is a shift of emphasis on the kinds of learner being targeted, not an invitation to redefine the task for Aimhigher. We have already defined the specific focus of LLNs on progression (‘active transfer’) and associated curriculum change. LLNs should not be distracted by redefining their task in terms of access. Bridging programmes that help to make progression agreements work will be valuable, but we would not expect LLNs to be putting on new kinds of access provision, taster courses, engaging in aspiration-raising activities and so on. They need to work with others, including Aimhigher, to encourage interventions that support wider access and to consolidate established progression pathways, such as Access to HE. 

Sector Skills Councils

24. In view of the potential benefits for learners, we and the Sector Skills Development Agency (SSDA) would like to facilitate stronger links between LLNs and the Sector Skills Councils (SSCs). The SSDA has collated statements from each of the SSCs concerning their engagement with LLNs to date, and we have collected similar statements from the LLNs. Some LLNs already have strong links with SSCs. Collaboration takes many forms: examples include facilitating or contributing to development days; membership or chairing of subject-based working groups and other governance structures; and significant contributions to higher education curriculum development. In particular, there are strong links with Skills for Health and Lifelong Learning UK. However, there is clearly opportunity for development. We have recently issued a joint letter with the SSDA to encourage further collaboration and activity in this area.
25. For more information, please contact Ruth Tucker at HEFCE, tel 0117 931 7367, e-mail r.tucker@hefce.ac.uk, or Pauline Gibson at the SSDA, tel 01709 765484, e-mail pauline.gibson@ssda.org.uk.
Report on personalised learning planning
26. We expect a report on the process of personalised learning planning, with particular relevance for LLNs, to be available on our web-site shortly. This process, with its focus on learner needs, is one tool, albeit an important one, to facilitate the engagement and re-engagement of learners. The report is the outcome of a small investigative project by the Centre for Recording Achievement (CRA). Rob Ward and Helen Richardson, the authors, investigated the practice of personal development planning in a number of ways. This included a literature review, consultation with people involved in LLNs, and a seminar in February to which LLNs were invited. Thus LLNs should find useful ideas which can be adapted and developed to suit their own context. 
News and events
Early successes and challenges: seminar report
27. Our first event specifically for LLNs was held in November 2005. The seminar was well attended: approximately 95 per cent of developing and fully funded LLNs were represented, which made the networking sessions particularly effective. 
28. The seminar gave LLN practitioners an opportunity to network and share good practice. It included keynote addresses on progress to date and the skills agenda, a question and answers session, an extended networking lunch, and workshops. Workshop topics included credit transfer schemes, Aimhigher and LLNs, and working with SSCs.

Practitioner group established

A particularly constructive outcome of the seminar was that the LLNs taking part agreed to set up a national group for practitioners. We have subsequently made funding available to support the group, which will be hosted by Higher York LLN. 
29. We hope that the group will enhance the profile of LLNs. Specifically, it will:
a. Develop a web-site to share information, expertise, policies, and protocols among the LLN community.
b. Organise an annual LLN practitioners’ national conference. 
c. Co-ordinate regular, themed meetings of practitioners.
d. Map curriculum areas to identify the range of vocational provision being targeted, with a view to networking over curriculum issues.
e. Help compile a register of those involved in the LLN community, with a view to sharing experience and providing support.
f. Provide a focus for evaluation and research around the work of LLNs.
g. Seek other means of sharing good practice and influencing the development of LLNs.
h. Act as a resource and mechanism for supporting and informing us in the development of our LLN strategy.

30. The group plans to produce an electronic newsletter for all LLN practitioners within the next two months. In the meanwhile, for more information please contact Claire Newhouse, tel 01904 716350, e-mail c.newhouse@higheryork.org.
LLN seminar: 22 June 2006

31. A seminar on the role of further education colleges in LLNs is being organised by NIACE (the National Institute of Adult Continuing Education). It will be held on 22 June 2006 in Leamington. The aim is to help further the work of the established and emerging LLNs in as practical a way as possible. The theme for the day will be introduced by Professor Gareth Parry of Sheffield University, who may be known to you for his work on higher education in further education colleges. The programme will be interactive, with a choice of workshops. Further details are available from Bill Jones at NIACE, tel 0116 285 9686, e-mail bill.jones@niace.org.uk.

Specialist Schools and Academies Trust 

32. LLNs will be working to take account of developing agendas such as the 14-19 curriculum, especially the contribution of SSCs to the development of the new vocational diplomas. They will wish to ensure that they are part of any mechanisms to consult on progression opportunities from these diplomas, and to ensure that the relevant progression opportunities arise. 


33. We have been asked to pass on the details of the Specialist Schools and Academies Trust, www.ssatrust.org.uk, which is interested in making links with subject- specific strands of LLNs. Its web-site has full information on all trust programmes, particularly the vocational and 14-19 work. There is a schools network site which is available to affiliated members. Details are available from Peter Webb at the SSA Trust, tel 020 8394 2925, e-mail peter.webb@ssatrust.org.uk.
Request for information

34. With the number of funded LLNs growing, and the appointments of new staff, there are likely to be a number of staff changes at LLNs over the coming months. We have sent a hard copy of this update to the person we currently consider to be the main contact. As well as keeping the regional teams informed at HEFCE, please could you provide any changes to the LLN main contact to Jennifer Allen, tel 0117 931 7054, e-mail j.allen@hefce.ac.uk. This will enable us to keep our contact details up to date. Thank you. 
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