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Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs) are strategic partnerships of Further and Higher Education (HE) providers, working together in local, sub-regional and sector based groupings to improve the participation of HE learners coming through vocational routes.  Whilst we are not able to offer a fully developed proposal for the HE system as a whole, there are significant elements which we can contribute to, namely those around incentivising participation and promoting fair access.  We are also able to provide examples of barriers and possible solutions for both learners and institutions, particularly in terms of increasing access to HE.   The very nature of Networks means that we have access to a range of institutions, organisations and individuals who are central to this debate.  As you may expect, Networks have a unique understanding of some of the challenges and blockages experienced by the sector, but also by the end users – learners and employers.  

As Networks progress away from their initial HEFCE-funded phases, they are being increasingly valued by their partner institutions and seen as an extremely useful way in which to widen participation, but also as a vehicle to drive change across the sector, seeking news ways to improve the learners’ experience but balancing this with a desire to identify efficiencies across partnerships. Importantly networks bring together the best of practice between FECs and HEIs, which includes those which are research intensive universities and post 92 universities. This is unique and has enabled a knowledge and practice base to develop which has the potential for not only efficiency but excellence. We believe that these arrangements should be given support to continue so that the work now underway can continue to flourish and meet the needs not only of learners and employers but also of the knowledge economy to improve skills so desperately needed if we are to compete in a global economy.    

Our response focuses upon the latter two elements of the Call for Proposals:
3. What type/s of participation will be important to incentivise in future, and how should this be achieved without compromising quality and sustainability?
Lifelong Learning Networks are committed to increasing participation from disadvantaged groups of learners with a particular emphasis on those wishing to study more vocational programmes at Level 4 and above.  

Networks are supportive of the Alan Milburn report ‘Unleashing Potential’ and recognise that much more needs to be done in order to widen access to the professions and increase participation of talented individuals from lower  socio-economic groups. Central to this is the LLNs commitment to social mobility which is totally coherent with the Milburn report.     The continued use of tuition fees for full-time programmes may serve to further marginalise working class families.  However, the approach put forward in the report for fee-free HE for those studying locally could offer a further expansion of the sector at a significantly lower cost, due to minimal learner support costs.  This could be focussed upon Further Education Colleges (FECs) delivering HE, particularly newer HE options such as Apprenticeships.

LLNs would support the view that the current funding system for part-time learners is inadequate.  Much of the work carried out by LLNs to date has been focused upon current and potential learners within the workplace.   Networks would favour a more streamlined approach to the funding of part-time courses which enables a shared investment from learners, employers and the state.  This is especially necessary for qualifications included in Higher Level Apprenticeships.  Whilst employer co-funding has been successfully piloted by some LLNs, the overall success of this model needs to be considered.

The funding which is available to Further Education Colleges (FECs) to deliver Higher Education should operate on a more equitable basis.  Currently the FECs are restricted in what they are able to provide at Level 4 and above and relay heavily upon HEIs for accreditation and funding.  This approach is detrimental to the part-time or work-based learner who wishes to study locally.  

Networks carried out a significant amount of work to encourage the progression of Apprentices entering HE, and stimulated the development of new Higher Apprenticeships based around Foundation Degree models.  A new funding model should take account of where the Apprentices are currently located, the relationship they, and their employer has formed with the FE provider and the experience that these colleges and training providers have in delivering Apprenticeship programmes. Many FECs offer suitable HE provision for Apprentices but find the funding model difficult and unrewarding to operate. Any changes to this funding model for Higher Apprenticeships must examine the relationship between the FE provider and its HE partner and recognise the need for onward progression from Foundation Degrees or Higher Nationals allowing top-up to Honours Degrees.

Networks are increasingly involved in the development of Higher Level Skills Programmes which meet the needs of employers.  Both FE and HE institutions must have the flexibility to offer options which are fit-for-purpose in content, as well as flexibility in terms of the mode of delivery and length
 of these options.   Whilst striving to develop new pathways into HE which enable work-based learning as a central mode of delivery, it is imperative that the funding mechanisms which are available do not disadvantage these learners.  This should be the case for both young people beginning their careers and adults returning to learning.

We believe that the flexible models we have developed and continue to develop across the country are far more sustainable than traditional full time degrees for vocational learners.  Working class young people and adults are deterred from Higher Education because of fees and what could be commercial interest rates for repayment.  Crucially, excellence has to be maintained so that vocational learners are not considered ‘second class’ learners with inferior degrees. The framework to ensure this quality is already in place and could be further developed. The Integrated Quality and Enhancement Review (IQER), which ensures the quality of HE delivered in FE overseen by QAA, is the obvious starting point for this. 
4. How would fair access be promoted and enforced in the HE system you propose?
Information, advice and guidance (IAG) systems are currently inadequate. Through the work of our Networks we see adult learners struggling to acquire information about how to enter higher education and how they can support themselves whilst there; we see the inadequacy of information in schools and sometimes colleges about vocational progression pathways and most of all we see a landscape of confusion. 
If there is to be fair access then there must be a structured approach to IAG which is specific to HEIs and provides impartial information, advice and guidance to enable learners to make an informed choice which is not based on the desire of specific HEIs to recruit, or, even not to.  In effect this is what the networks have so far provided and there is an imperative need for its continuation. Furthermore, there needs to be a focus on teacher training and staff development in schools to raise awareness and to provide accurate information about vocational pathways.  

Included within this approach, networks would support the view that information about student finance needs to be made less complex and better communicated, this can be evidenced through the demand which LLNs have experienced for staff development events and learner information materials on this subject.

Should they remain, tuition fees must continue to be supported by the provision of loans so that HE remains free at entry point.  However, the links to other funding sources, e.g. employers, as mentioned above should also be considered.

The LLN model is one which offers institutions an opportunity to widen access and target participation, creating a balance between competition and collaboration.  
It is suggested that the established network model is one which Higher Education providers should be encouraged to operate within, in order to meet the needs of disadvantaged learners wishing to enter HE, however the funding model for both FE and HE institutions, as referred to above, needs to be equitable in order to make such collaborations successful. 

Appendix A

Background 

Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs) are partnerships of Further Education colleges (FECs) and Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), many of which were set up in response to HEFCE funding to address the low progression rates for vocational learners.   Since their inception in 2005, LLN partnerships have focused upon:
· Developing Progression ‘Agreements’ or ‘Accords’ which allow learners to move into and through higher education

· Nurturing the FE-HE interface so that learners can benefit from seamless transition into higher learning

· Ensuring HE engagement with the 14-19 reform and identifying clear progression routes for learners choosing non-traditional qualifications

· Developing and enhancing systems of Information, Advice and Guidance for learners and intermediaries

· Addressing the Higher Level Skills needs within specific sectors

· Working with a range of local and national stakeholders to ensure that curriculum is demand-led and fit for purpose.

LLNs are involved in many aspects of development, and as an established platform can provide an opportunity for engagement with other organisations and additional initiatives.  LLNs are already helping partners to work with external agencies and organisations such as Sector Skills Councils, individual employers and employer representatives, local authorities, Regional Development Agencies, the Skills Funding Agency, connexions, Nextstep providers and Aimhigher partnerships.
	Development
	Number Developed       - in excess of
	Number in Development   - in excess of
	Comments

	Progression Agreement
	8,500
	2,000
	19,500 learners are expected to progress, with an additional 55,000 having the potential to benefit from them each year 



	Curriculum Development
	1,150
	700
	700 had employer involvement

450 also involved Sector Skills Councils  

	Information, Advice and Guidance
	68,000 IAG  interventions
	n/a
	200,000 paper-based resources produced

Nearly 900,000 web hits on LLN IAG sites



	Staff Development
	2,400 events 
	n/a
	32,000 staff benefited across the HE/ FE/employer sectors  


Table 1.  LLN Achievements (source: ‘Analysis of 2009 monitoring reports by HEFCE’, can be viewed at: http://www.hefce.ac.uk/widen/lln/monitoring/LLN_monitoring_report_09.pdf )

This submission to the Call for Proposals for the Independent Review of Funding and Student Finance is presented by the National Forum of Lifelong Learning Networks across England.








