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Introduction

1. The following document provides an overview of the LLN evaluation strategy. It is not our intention to create a burdensome evaluation process. We are confident that the information requested will be helpful in the development of other networks and LLNs have the potential to offer widespread benefits to the sector.
2. Based on the overarching aims of LLNs, the evaluation will encompass the perspective of a wide range of stakeholders that includes: learners, employers, regional agencies, funders and educational providers. The first stage will be a formative evaluation as a key ‘progress check’ in the first half of 2007.  Rather than wait until the end of the funding period, the emphasis has been placed on an interim formative evaluation because it will allow us:

· to reflect and build on the iterative, developmental process taken as part of the LLN approvals process, found to be robust by a HEFCE internal audit;

· to develop an evidence base from which to report to key stakeholders and/or recommend further developments as the current funding period ends;

· to develop policy, manage risk, link with other key agendas (e.g. employer engagement) and support good practice as it develops.

3. The evaluation strategy will have three key stages; these are intended to be a series of ‘building blocks’ with each stage expanding and complementing the former:

a. An external review (Spring 2007) will combine information that LLNs submit through their initial end of year monitoring reports with a small number of qualitative case studies. This will look at a number of key issues (e.g. governance, partnership commitment, links with employers, curriculum developments, progression agreements, learner support etc) that will help us to: assess the ‘health’ of LLNs; to identify good practice; and to ascertain how LLNs and other stakeholders can best support future developments;

b. Peer evaluation throughout 2007. We hope to work closely with the LLN National Forum to establish peer-led evaluation and the sharing of good practice;
c. Finally a form of summative evaluation will be undertaken at the end of the funding period, probably a minimum of four years from the establishment of the first networks.  

4. This strategy does not deal with the evaluation of the Strategic Development Fund or ASN processes as these are covered by separate evaluations, already in place. 
5. LLNs have recently been subject to an internal audit, which reviewed the development and oversight of the LLNs initiative at HEFCE. Mainly focused on internal processes, the review also involved consultation with a small sample of external stakeholders. Its conclusion that LLN policy is being developed within a robust system is encouraging. A copy of the internal audit is provided along with this strategy.
Monitoring

6. This document does not specifically address monitoring, since this strategy has already been set out in the May 2006 monitoring letter: http://www.hefce.ac.uk/widen/lln/monitoring/. Following the recent workshop on monitoring at the LLN National Forum conference we welcome the suggestion that LLNs might increasingly share monitoring reports with each other, in the pursuit of good practice. 

7. The May 2006 letter also explains how we might approach quantitative data analysis. Our first data on 2006-07 ASNs will be available in January 2007 and full individualised 2006-07 HESA/ILR data will be available in early 2008. We are currently working with our analytical services group at HEFCE to determine how we might use such data for evaluation purposes (e.g. links with the national student survey). As part of the external review the evaluators will consider whether LLNs have defined their learner constituency appropriately, and how LLNs intend to evaluate success in terms of improved vocational progression. 

Evaluation

LLN Evaluation Steering Group 

8. We intend to bring a small group of individuals together to steer the LLN evaluation. The group will be convened twice a year and will be used to ensure that HEFCE commission high quality studies and develop appropriate evaluation frameworks and processes. HEFCE will act as secretariat for this group and the membership is likely to consist of representatives from: the LSC, the LLN National Forum, the Higher Education Academy, the HEFCE widening participation strategic committee and a small number of learning and teaching/evaluation specialists. A first meeting will take place in January 2007.
Objectives of the evaluation

9. Evaluation of LLNs is the discussion of effectiveness, quality and impact. It will also be important to evaluate the overall HEFCE LLN policy. This should include perceptions of process from internal and external stakeholders, impact of LLNs on other policies (e.g. Aimhigher) and success of LLN implementation (coverage and consistency).

10. The objectives are to:

· establish an evaluation steering group to steer the evaluation and to develop appropriate frameworks and methodologies;

· successfully contract a sample-based external evaluation in 2007 which meets the specific requirements set out later in this paper;

· support the development of a peer evaluation framework and process;

· gather ‘evidence’ to inform future policy, manage risk, link with other key agendas (e.g. employer engagement) and support good practice as it develops;

· disseminate good practice. This will include consideration of communications and the role of the national forum; 
· make recommendations on further evaluation requirements.
And to evaluate:

· progress and success of LLNs at individual, regional and sector level (using the published ‘indicators of success’ as a starting point);
· whether LLNs have made appropriate and sufficient links with other HEFCE policy agendas;

· impact on rates of vocational progression (specifically linked to analysis of LLN ASNs)

· whether LLNs demonstrate value for money (including ASNs) and approaches taken to sustainability.
11. In addition to the formal evaluation itself there are other sources of feedback and reporting which will be used to determine the progress and success that LLNs have achieved. For example, feedback from Regional Advisory Groups or regional stakeholder meetings. We would also ask that LLNs report on their own experiences through their monitoring reports. 
12. HEFCE will also need to evaluate the policy itself, asking whether the problem that lifelong learning networks are designed to address has been appropriately specified, and if so, whether LLNs are an appropriate vehicle for addressing them. 
Evaluation in LLN business plans

13. All LLNs will be undertaking some form of evaluation, and some LLNs will be collaborating on commissioning joint external evaluations. Therefore, it will be important that HEFCE’s strategy takes account of the resource already being directed to this activity by LLNs, and the burden that further evaluative activity might bring. We would not want to discourage LLNs from undertaking their own independent studies and we hope that LLNs will make their own evaluations available to us and/or the national forum, or feedback on them through their monitoring reports. Depending on the outcomes of the stage 1 evaluation, the evaluation steering group may wish to consider developing some guiding principles that LLNs could use as a basis for their own future evaluations. 

The three stage evaluation process

Stage 1 – interim external review
14. By May 2007, two thirds of LLNs will have been in receipt of operational funding for between 6-14 months.  A sample of approximately eight LLNs (at varying stages) will be chosen to take part in a formative evaluation to draw together key themes and issues for the future. Since they will not all be at the same stages, it will be impossible to compare each of the LLNs with each other directly. 
15. Evaluators will use monitoring reports, key documents, data from LLNs and a small selection of case studies to evaluate what has worked, and why:

a. Progress made in relation to specific milestones and targets as set out in the original business case (including set up issues and financial targets).
b. Evidence of institutional commitment, partnership working and stakeholder engagement. Additionally, the review will evaluate whether key governance mechanisms (and practical working groups) are operating effectively.
c. Specific key processes including:

i. the progress made in establishing progression agreements that operate across the network, and making credit transfer a reality (we are particularly interested in the development of good practice in this area);
ii. progress made in establishing appropriate information, advice and guidance systems, and any arrangements made for tracking and/or re-engaging learners;
iii. details of curriculum developments that facilitate progression (and the involvement of employers in these developments);
iv. identification of the network ‘learner constituency’, and how the network reflects learner needs.
d. Responsiveness. The review will help determine whether LLNs are responding sufficiently to key sector developments (e.g. 14-19 curriculum) and whether LLNs are making appropriate links with, and have a role in, associated HEFCE activities (Train to Gain, flexible learning pathfinders, co-funding, third stream etc).
e. Focus. The review will consider whether LLNs have an appropriate balance between process and outcomes.
f. Methods for determining and disseminating good practice. 

g. Equality issues.
16. The evaluation will be undertaken in April – July 2007. An invitation to tender will be drawn up in January 2007, to enable a selective tendering process to be undertaken in February-March 2007. HEFCE will manage this contract, although the evaluators will make a final report available to the evaluation steering group prior to publication.

Stage 2 – Peer evaluation

17. The parallel stage of the evaluation process will be to work with the evaluation steering group and LLN National Forum to develop a process for peer evaluation. Peer evaluation can be defined as a method used by practitioners for observing processes, structures, attitudes and behaviour, to analyse similar projects in order to highlight and learn from good practice elsewhere. Essentially it will involve LLNs working together as ‘critical friends’.  It is likely that some HEIs/FECs will be used to this type of evaluation and it is already successfully used by a number of Aimhigher partnerships. 
18. Advantages to this approach are that this will provide both a less formal developmental opportunity for LLNs, at the same time as providing additional input into the evaluation of policy objectives. However, this type of evaluation can be less critically objective than a third party evaluation meaning the work with the evaluation steering group and national forum will be crucial in developing a robust process which inspires confidence. Key issues for exploration at this evaluation stage might include:
a. partnership working and engagement

b. leadership and governance issues

c. practice in: establishing progression agreements, curriculum development;  advice and guidance systems; arrangements made for tracking and/or re-engaging learners.
19. Since the strategy was approved by our CEG, we have undertaken more detailed discussions with the LLN National Forum on the most appropriate method for taking peer evaluation forward. The national forum is already discussing the possibilities with its steering group and has set up some pilot exercises with Higher York and the Sussex Learning Network. We hope that LLNs will work with each other, through the forum, and we do not anticipate making specific guidance available from HEFCE. We hope that LLNs will want to participate in the process, to share findings and to promote good practice. We anticipate that the national forum will have a substantial role to play in developing and advising LLNs on the operational aspects of the framework (e.g. participatory issues, reporting mechanisms) and will run a seminar in the next few months to discuss issues further. We would welcome LLNs who have experience of peer evaluation to discuss this with the LLN national forum prior to this event. 
20. This seminar will also involve discussions about resource implications and how to build the peer evaluation process into each LLN’s own evaluation strategy. We do not anticipate making additional funding available from HEFCE to support this strand. We are keen to promote the peer evaluation model that the forum are developing and would be happy for you to divert some of your current resources which are earmarked for evaluation to support this. By doing so, we will acknowledge that your own internal strategies may have to be slightly scaled down. 

21. The process will run throughout the year with reports anticipated in autumn 2007. First and foremost LLNs would be encouraged to feedback findings and recommendations to their peers. We would also encourage LLNs to share their findings with the LLN national forum and ourselves so we can draw together key findings and recommendations for the future. However, we would not anticipate making the peer evaluation reports routinely publicly available.
Stage 3 – summative evaluation 

22. Some form of wider scale evaluation of both the policy objectives and success criteria will need to be undertaken in 2009. A detailed specification to evaluate the initiative as a whole will be drawn up in 2008, guided by experience and evaluation evidence to date.  Key to this stage will be the sustainability of LLNs plus their responsiveness and ability to contribute to other developments such as 14-19 and employer engagement.
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