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Introduction
1. This is the third update designed to keep the sector informed of progress in establishing Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs) and to discuss current issues. Previous updates can be downloaded from our web-site www.hefce.ac.uk under Widening participation/Lifelong Learning Networks. A list of funded and developing LLNs can also be downloaded from this web page.

Additional student numbers

Availability of additional student numbers

2. We are in the process of allocating additional student numbers for the period 2006-08. The allocation method for these numbers is set out in HEFCE 2005/14, ‘Allocation of funds for additional student numbers 2006-08’. 
3. Additional student numbers (ASNs) for LLNs can only be allocated once a full business case has been approved. ASNs for 2006-07 have been allocated only to those LLNs which had a full business case approved by November 2005. Some ASNs for 2007-08 have been nominally identified for Strategic Development Fund (SDF) projects not yet approved, and these will be allocated to LLNs in negotiation with HEFCE as full business cases emerge. LLNs should be aware that ASNs for 2007-08 are limited, and we do not yet know whether further ASNs will be available for 2008-09. 

4. We plan to allocate all remaining ASNs in the first half of 2006. Potential LLNs that are considering making proposals which include a bid for ASNs should be aware that the Strategic Development Fund board meets on 16 March 2006 and 15 June 2006. LLNs that wish to bid for ASNs should therefore aim to have a full business case submitted by the end of January or the end of April respectively to be processed in time for these SDF meetings. 
Managing funding and additional student numbers
5. Not all LLNs have asked for additional student numbers. Progression is also about quality and choice; it is about the quality of the experience of the learner, the clarity of the options available, and the ease with which those options can be taken up. Some LLNs will attract learners on vocational pathways who will already have set their sights on higher education (HE), or have some experience of it. There should be more and better choices for those who intend to enter HE from Level 3, and for those seeking to move on from an initial experience of higher education to the full range of higher-level learning opportunities for undergraduates, postgraduates and professionals. LLNs are about broadening the choice open to the learner, and some of this will be achieved within current student numbers.

6. Some networks will want additional student numbers to create additional opportunities on existing programmes or to support new programmes. In many cases they will encourage participation in HE by learners who would not otherwise have entered higher education at all. 
7. Higher education institutions (HEIs) will therefore already have students engaged on existing programmes that are a good ‘fit’ with the purposes of LLNs, and will be making additional provision. In planning provision, HEIs, further education colleges (FECs), and the LLNs in which they participate, could designate some of their already-funded student places for the purposes of developing these programmes and associated opportunities for vocational learners; some will seek ASNs to meet the growth in demand likely to result from their new commitments. 

8. LLNs have indicated a preference for two models of ASN distribution: either ASNs are distributed between each institution in the network, or they are allocated as a ring-fenced pool of ASNs held initially by the lead institution on behalf of all the others in the network. We therefore propose to give LLNs a choice as to which model they adopt. 
9. Whatever model is adopted we would expect LLNs to allocate numbers broadly in accordance with the approved business case, in other words for learners targeted by the LLN. See the discussion in the sections below on ‘defining the lifelong learning network constituency’ and on monitoring LLNs.

Model 1 – individual institution allocations within mainstream teaching allocations
10. One model is for ASNs to be allocated to individual institutions within an LLN partnership as part of mainstream teaching grant. Delivery of these ASNs would be monitored through the routine HEFCE processes: each member institution will report their students as HEFCE-fundable (if Home and EC) on their HESES or HEIFES survey and in their individualised data returns to HESA or the Learning and Skills Council (LSC).
11. Where numbers are utilised for LLN students and there is overall growth in numbers, funding would be retained in the individual institution’s recurrent grant. The requirement to deliver overall growth is important to ensure accountability for the additional recurrent funding that we provide.

Model 2 – funding through a lead institution outside mainstream teaching grant

12. Some LLNs have indicated that they wish to have ASNs held by one lead institution for the LLN. These numbers would be held as a ring-fenced pool outside the mainstream teaching grant in order that they can be distributed and re-distributed among partners according to LLN priorities.

13. For LLNs that want this degree of flexibility we propose that a special funding arrangement be set up. It is intended that this funding stream will run for three years from the start of the LLN funding period. 

14. As this would be a special, time-limited arrangement, numbers will not be automatically transferred into the institutions’ mainstream recurrent teaching grant at the end of the three-year period. We will discuss with LLNs whether, and how, numbers could be mainstreamed at the end of the funding period. We will wish to consider the extent to which overall growth has been delivered by members of the LLN before the associated funding is mainstreamed.
15. Should LLNs wish to take up this option, numbers would be allocated through a lead institution. The lead institution will be accountable to the network for the distribution and monitoring of the network’s ASNs and would be expected to provide all aggregated and individualised student data returns to HEFCE/HESA. This may involve a separate HESES return, or completion of additional tables as part of the lead institutions’ own HESES return. The lead institution will also be asked to agree with us how we can unambiguously identify LLN numbers through their HESA or LSC returns.

16. We will write to LLNs formally notifying them of funding arrangements, providing additional information about process, and ask for networks to tell us how they want to manage additional student places.

Allocations for 2006-07 and for 2007-08

17. At LLN seminars in York (14 October) and in Coventry (17 November) we suggested that if ASNs allocated for 2006-07 were unused we might not allow these to be carried forward into 2007-08. We have explored this possibility and now confirm that numbers allocated for 2006-07 will be treated in the normal way, with additional opportunities to recruit.
18. However, we remain concerned that where there is under recruitment against targets on 2006-07 those networks that are looking to grow substantially in 2007-08 will find it even more difficult to recruit to target, thereby possibly putting at risk the delivery of the sector planning targets to which we are committed. For these reasons, while LLNs will have additional opportunities to recruit numbers allocated for 2006-07, we are considering our policy towards 2007-08 numbers and the practicality of revising allocations for 2007-08. We therefore reserve the right to revise allocations for 2007-08 in the light of experience. 
Defining the lifelong learning network learner constituency

19. For the purposes of managing funding and additional student numbers, and for the purposes of monitoring and evaluation (see below) each LLN will need to define the ‘learner constituency’. We explain below in more detail what is meant by such a ‘learner constituency’.

20. Each LLN proposal identifies the occupations and the vocational learners that will be the initial priority targets for the network. The study programmes offered through the network that most clearly meet the needs of these occupations/learners will be at the heart of the network (for example Higher National or Foundation Degree programmes). The network’s ‘learner constituency’ includes learners engaged on those programmes. The constituency will also include vocational learners offering particular vocational qualifications such as BTEC: those completing Advanced Apprenticeships or those engaged in other forms of work-based learning. New study programmes and additional learners attracted by the network will add to that constituency. Defining the network learner constituency is to some extent an arbitrary process not least because many learners arrive with mixed qualifications and many learning programmes cross vocational-academic divides. Networks will have to make their own decisions about this informed by the target groups identified in the LLN proposal. In the first instance, then, LLNs can define for themselves the ‘network learner constituency’ to include existing students together with the additional numbers that will flow from improved prospects for vocational progression. 
21. A critical task of the network will be to negotiate progression agreements that define the expectations of students and the commitment of institutions to progression for targeted learners between programmes and institutions. Both processes – identification of target learners/programmes and the generation of progression agreements – will enable LLNs to define more accurately and consistently the impact of the network in encouraging progression. Over time the definition and understanding of that constituency will become more accurate, and ultimately part of the core business of institutions.
22. As we develop an approach to the evaluation of lifelong networks the definition of the network ‘constituency’ and the operation of progression agreements will be crucial. The ‘network learner constituency’ establishes a baseline of provision from which it will be possible to assess progress.
LLN monitoring (SDF funding)
23. As outlined in the SDF invitation to submit proposals, HEFCE 2003/28, we will expect to see regular monitoring reports from LLNs. The monitoring discussed below relates to SDF funding and not monitoring of ASNs.
24. We propose to ask for a short narrative report to be submitted to HEFCE regional teams after six months of SDF funding, and a further, more substantial report at the end of the first year. This would seem to be the most appropriate way of asking institutions to show how well they have met generic LLN goals as well as their own specific targets. We would not expect the initial six-month report to be more than a brief update on progress. The end-of-first-year report should be more substantial and we will indicate those matters that we expect to be covered. These will focus on indicators of success. For example:
a. Evidence of full partner involvement and engagement, for further education (FE) colleges and HEIs, and for Sector Skills Councils and other key stakeholders and/or funders.
b. The identification of the network ‘learner constituency’, and how the network reflects the learner voice.
c. Progress in arriving at progression agreements that operate across the network, and make credit transfer a reality.
d. Curriculum developments that facilitate progression.
e. Progress in relation to specific milestones and targets that the LLN has set.
f. Arrangements for tracking and re-engaging learners.
25. However, LLNs will generate reports for their own management and strategic board meetings. An LLN may judge that all the matters to be reported are covered in the relevant LLN management reports. Where this is so, a separate report need not be submitted. 

26. We will write to LLNs outlining reporting requirements, proposing that they share LLN management reports with HEFCE regional teams, and supplement these with a further report where management reports do not cover the indicators of success outlined above.

27. We will request an end-of-project statement at the end of the LLN funding period. This report will provide information for the Strategic Development Fund before release of the standard 10 per cent retention that applies to SDF projects.

28. Due to the significant allocation of public funds to LLNs, we reserve the right to audit a sample of LLNs to ensure financial health and value for money. 
Boundary issues

29. HEIs and FECs are influenced by a number of factors when considering which cluster of institutions is appropriate for them if they want to participate in an LLN. Inevitably there is overlap between areas that otherwise constitute more-or-less natural institutional groupings, and some institutions are located in such a way that their involvement in two networks can be helpful. For example, the University of Liverpool participates in both the Merseyside and the Cheshire networks. We would expect neighbouring networks to work together to ensure coherence for learners. Where networks ‘share’ an HEI or college we would expect relevant progression agreements to operate across both networks. We could not have a situation where two networks agreed different conditions of entry for learners to the same institution.

30. For obvious reasons we need to keep such overlaps to a minimum. Where more than one HEI/FEC is involved in overlapping networks there would be a strong case for a single network. It is highly unlikely that we would fund networks where memberships overlaps substantially.

31. The existing pattern of HE-FE partnership arrangements are such that some existing HEI-FEC partnerships might extend across two (or more) potential LLNs. Colleges and HEIs can have partnership arrangements for different purposes with different institutions, and these can be geographically dispersed. There is no reason of course, why the whole of an existing HE-FE partnership, or specific HE-FE partnerships, need be part of a given LLN. The fact that an HEI in the north validates a programme delivered in a college in the midlands doesn’t mean that the college and its partner HEI have to belong to the same network. The HE-FE partnership can be maintained for its broader or its very specific purposes while HEIs and colleges participate in the LLN most appropriate to them. That should mean the LLN grouping is one that is most appropriate (meaningful) to the learners wishing to progress.

32. There is no simple solution to the difficulties that can arise in dealing with boundaries between potential LLNs. In London, for example, where there are a relatively large number of institutions in a relatively small area, institutions will have to think carefully about how LLNs can be sensibly constituted. These are issues that can best be addressed locally. We would expect HEIs and FECs to draw on their understanding of the area to sort out such questions together. The decisive factor should be the institutions/geographies that serve the needs of learners.
Next update
33. The next LLN update will carry a report of the LLN seminar on 17 November. The seminar included fully funded networks as well as potential networks that have received or applied for development funding, or are involved in discussions about doing so. The seminar was held at Coventry University Technology Park and included sessions and workshops on working with FE colleges, developing credit frameworks and engaging with Sector Skills Councils. There will be an opportunity for those involved in LLNs to build on an early initiative to establish a self-support group to provide ongoing support for networks.
34. If there are matters you think we should include in the update please contact Ruth Thei (r.thei@hefce.ac.uk), or Kevin Whitston (k.whitston@hefce.ac.uk). 
1

