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Challenges for LLN Practitioners:

Results of Pre-Conference Questionnaire

Approximately 45 colleagues completed the pre-conference questionnaire.  The following gives a summary of the main findings.  
1(a) What do you see as the four main ‘priorities’ for the work of your LLN?

	Activity


	Percentage

	Progression agreements 


	84

	Embedding the LLN in partner institutions/organisations  


	65

	Defining and reaching new learner constituencies 

	62

	Ensuring the LLN addresses the skills agenda and achieves employer engagement
	62

	Encouraging collaboration in learning innovation 

	38

	Improving information, advice and guidance 


	32

	Staff development that makes more supportive arrangements for vocational learners 


	22

	Meeting Additional Student Number targets 

	19

	Effective monitoring and evaluation 


	3


1(b) Which will be most challenging?

	Activity


	Percentage

	Progression agreements 


	46

	Ensuring the LLN addresses the skills agenda and achieves employer engagement
	22

	Encouraging collaboration in learning innovation 

	11

	Embedding the LLN in partner institutions/organisations  


	8

	Defining and reaching new learner constituencies 

	8


2. How would you rate the current level of institutional ‘buy-in’ for the work and objectives of the LLN?    Scale 1 (low) to 5 (high).
	Group

	Average Score

	Senior Managers
	3.7

	Heads of Department/Deans
	2.9

	Teaching Staff
	2.1


3. How would you rate the current level of involvement of the LLN with other groups and organisations/agencies?    Scale 1 (low) to 5 (high).
	Group/Agency

	Average Score

	LSC
	3.0

	Intermediaries (Business Links, Chambers, FDF etc)
	2.7

	Sector Skill Councils
	2.4

	Local Authorities
	2.3

	Employers
	2.1


4. What do you see as the biggest challenges for………
	(a) implementing progression agreements?
	Although phrased differently, the majority (62 per cent) touched on perceived difficulties in getting institutional partners to own the process and to apply it appropriately in line with overarching principles.  Some also mentioned the challenge of getting employers to ‘buy in’ to the process admissions difficulties, including ensuring all departments recognise vocational qualifications.
Sample comments:

It will be vital that we strike a balance between a level of detail that is too specific to have wide ranging impact and that is complex and difficult to communicate to those intended to benefit from and implement it, and an accord that is too generic to make a real difference to individual learners

Entrenched admissions staff views in context of highly devolved admissions systems
Change of culture needed to recognise vocational qualifications equally


	(b) extending IAG?
	Again, there was a high degree of consensus. Most referred to the breadth and complexity of the present range of services provided by institutional partners, and the challenge facing them in achieving consistency and coherence among the LLN partnership.  Other challenges included: the range and number of courses to be covered; the number of potential clients and their very varied backgrounds and educational needs and demands; the fragmented structure of existing services; co-ordinating a large number of contact points; and ensuring up-to-date information is accessible to the IAG service. Several of the respondents cited staff development as a challenge and referred to resource difficulties. A common thread concerned perceived difficulties in delivering a service that meets professional quality standards.

Sample comment:

Ensuring that the plethora of networks get the information in a timely and effective manner.


	(c) defining and reaching the learner constituency?
	This area was perceived as less challenging, with some respondents stating that they did not have concerns in this area. Several respondents commented on the difficulties that will be presented by the need to raise learner aspirations, change attitudes to HE so as to turn ‘need’ into ‘demand’, and reaching the ‘hard to reach’ learner. Several also noted the challenge of engaging employers and accessing learners in the workplace. Again, there were comments on limited staff experience in some ‘markets’ and limited resources.
Sample comments:

The learner constituency is so vast that communicating with them is a significant, time-consuming and costly (but essential) exercise. It is debatable whether or not LLNs have the resources to implement all of the necessary activities. Consequently there is a need to rely on support from the partner institutions, which isn't always forthcoming.

Turning need into demand. Is there really an untapped market out there in any case or should we be concentrating more on CPD



	(d) embedding and sustaining the LLN?
	This question attracted a range of responses. Several touched on difficulties arising from a lack of institutional flexibility in its corporate planning, tensions in success criteria for HEIs (‘league tables’), the challenge of securing institutional commitment etc. Others commented on the importance of resources, getting the right people, time, acceptance by all parties as pre-requisites for building a sustainable LLN.

Sample Comments:

‘Buy in’ for the long term within institutions, particularly HEIs at high level, re long term funding issues where 'new ways of working' are not fully taken on board.
Establishing exactly what it is that we want to sustain and embed – also important to recognise the difference between the two.

If the LLN achieves its goals it will be sustained. Hitting the targets is therefore critical



	(e) incorporating the skills agenda and employer engagement?
	The main issues highlighted focussed on the potential lack of interest from employers which often resulted in organisations not giving any credit to HE qualifications.  Issues regarding size of companies were also cited as being a particular problem – these included lack of large companies and the well-known problems of persuading SMEs’ to invest in training.  It was also stressed that engagement had to be meaningful and not token.  
Sample comments:

The skills agenda is complicated - employers are a wide & hard to engage group, it needs constant attention & careful planning followed by top quality/professional implementation of plans. The needs of business are often very difficult to mesh with the goals & operation of the education sector, bringing them closer together is difficult.
Overcoming employer fatigue in respect to a number of initiatives in the region. Good employers are involved but are stretched & may see LLNs as just another initiative



	(f) developing new provision for vocational learners?
	Responses focussed on importance of identifying employer needs, with particular issues around the funding arrangements for employees.  The academic/vocational ‘divide’ was also cited as being problematic.  AP(E)L was mentioned as a means to overcome some barriers.
Sample comments:

Ensuring that the market actually exists both in potential learners & industry, including recognition of the qualifications (eg. FD) developed.
Employers want short cycle provision after Level 3. This can build up to a FD or other higher level qualification but there is an aversion to enrolling employees on long-term full qualifications especially post level 3. Funding via current HEFCE methodology then becomes an issue.


	(g) staff development?
	Three main areas were identified: staff time, funding, and the difficulties in changing staff attitudes.  The latter is intrinsically linked to the issues of achieving internal ‘buy-in’ from staff at different levels.
Sample comments:
Gaining recognition that HE has to play a greater role in economic development and that turning out graduates isn't enough - they have to have skills that relate to the needs of employers.
The need to get people thinking about 'new ways of work in this field' the willingness to make permanent changes for the long term not just for the duration of the 'project'.


	(h) monitoring and evaluating the LLN?
	Responses included: the identification and tracking of ‘LLN students’, establishing baseline data, and developing systems.  Many respondents felt strongly that the need to demonstrate success of the LLN in terms of impact upon students (and employers) was important.  (Interestingly, among these responses there were no specific references to Additional Student Numbers.)
Sample comments:
Securing adequate baseline data & tracking learners.  Being able to evidence long term impact within the short term of the funding period.  How to identify & track 'LLN Learners'. It will not be obvious in some cases. Lack of clarity on what is required.
Making it a meaningful exercise with an emphasis on formative evaluation, rather than just a question of ticking the right boxes. Ensuring that people learn from the formative evaluation. 



	(i) other issues
	Issues regarding relationships with HEFCE and the challenges of alignment with other related initiatives featured heavily in this section.  
Sample comments:

High expectations within a limited timescale. You must not underestimate how long it takes to pull together such diverse stakeholders & to get real culture change.
Being able to put a coherent picture to an audience when so many other initiatives seem to be covering the same ground, i.e. Aimhigher, Higher Skills Pathfinder etc. 
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