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Introduction
The session began with a presentation from Cheshire and Warrington LLN.  Main issues highlighted were:

· Phase 1 is looking to achieve 20% employer participation, increasing to 30% in phase 2

· Employer participation is sector specific
· Funding used to support FD coordinators in colleges who act as point of contact  – they look at and work with employers re courses to develop

· Need to ensure courses are appropriate to the demands of the area; difference between what employers need and the courses offered
· Business plan constantly evolving 
Discussion

Key themes

1. How much employer engagement is expected?

· HE system is flawed – are skills appropriate?

· Sector skills agreements – match occupational standards – varied receptivity – need to review agendas

· Skills based learning – turning into projects to attract employer interest

· Common programme for all institutions to buy into in a particular area

· Developing projects is more successful – these can be taken back to employers

· Develop real projects in the workplace/assessments in the workplace
· Progress from low to high level employer engagement – tailored to employers’ needs

2. Type of provision offered needs to be addressed.
· Employers tend to prefer shorter courses, recognised certificates and flexibility of delivery.  

· C&W LLN looking at smaller units of learning – eg. foundation degrees split into modules are more attractive to employers, and professional certificates more attractive than degrees.

· Employers and students do not get enough out of NVQs/apprenticeships

· Wrapping up NVQs into foundation degrees.

· NVQ levels 4 and 5 – offer learners a way to develop and apply knowledge in the workplace.
· AP(E)L systems need to be improved radically
3. LLNs are about changing educational aspirations
· Need to encourage employees and employers to approach HE, not a private provider, therefore it is important to establish a point of contact at lead university/LLN for employers.

· Designated person necessary to bring it all together.
· Compare learning in the workplace and learning at university

· Need to consider delivery and current variety on offer – eg distance learning

· Employers more interested in work placements and punctuality
4. Funding is constant issue as 
· Hopefully employers will cover 20% of co-funding – also ‘in kind’ (C&W LLN)
· Employer participation – how to avoid one employer poaching from a competitor

· Offer high level credits which follow on from where private institutions stop
Good practice/Sharing Opportunities
· Raise uncertainties with HEFCE as group

· Some sector changes beyond control of LLNs (eg. NHS reorganisation)
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Annex 2    Comments from Pre-Conference Questionnaire
What do you see as the biggest challenges for incorporating the skills agenda and employer engagement?

· Getting information from employers as to their needs. Ability to respond before employers 'cool off'.

· Engaging employers is quite difficult. Many do not see a big need for HE qualifications for their employees

· Getting employers to participate in curriculum design, potentially in delivery

· Reaching employers & persuading them of the benefits of the project

· Employers in the care sector - although agree in principle to the issues have difficulty actively supporting training programmes especially where costs are involved

· Lack of a coherent & unified SSC

· Meaningful employer engagement that is not tokenistic & engage with employers that are representative rather than the few that do consistently engage

· Employers/SSCs developing a better understanding of the providers position and vice versa mutual understanding 

· Finding a way of involving employers where they receive tangible benefits

· SMEs = numbers to engage with are huge. Current needs & emp findings are very broad

· 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

· Matching employer need & student demand

· Employer lack of interest in higher level quals

· Gaining employer support & willingness to participate

· Getting employers to invest in training

· Academic resistance to notions of "skill" at higher levels of study

· Low numbers of large employers

· Engaging employers in a meaningful way

· Compliance with Sector Skills Agreement

· Getting the 'offer' right - making sure that it is fit for purpose and relevant within the working environment

· Recognising and being able to generate a more directly relevant curriculum offer.

· Employers are being bombarded from HE, FE, agencies, private brokers, private providers etc with opportunities for engaging in learning and development. More collaborative working would ensure that the offer is more 'joined up' 

· Actually getting employers to make a proactive contribution - but also engaging enough staff who are already full of work with 'traditional' students

· Working with sectors where there are majority of micro businesses

· Time and resources to encourage employer engagement

· Genuine employer engagement that recognises the role and contribution that skills make to the 'bottom line' of the business

· Very few people (let alone employers) know about LLNs and the type of qualifications available through the LLN. In other words LLNs are approaching employers who know nothing about us and therefore take a lot of convincing as to the benefits for them. Again, it is debatable whether or not many LLNs have the provision/ resources to tackle this.

· Working with the private training providers on WBL contracts

· Demonstration of meeting skills needs in the short term

· Hearing the real issues that employers face from actual employers (especially SMEs) rather than employer organisations. Also the difference in culture working practices between the private sector and HE/FE (especially HE)
· Ensuring the LLN offer does not duplicate current activities/relationships with employers and individual institutions
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