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Quality/Systems working group
Meeting 3 minutes, 19th June, 2008
Norfolk Learning Partnership
Attendees
Andy Hodgson, Norfolk Learning Partnership

Amalia Hendricks, Rainbow Nations
Gorete Downey, WEA

Toby Cullingham, Norfolk Unites

Apologies

Rebecca Marr, Meridian East

Discussion
Quality toolkit

Andy Hodgson of the Norfolk Learning Partnership was awarded the tender for this work and fed back to the group on progress of this.  

She had liaised closely with Learning Plus (established consortium in Devon and Cornwall), The Learning Partnership Bedfordshire & Luton (partnership of VCS training providers) and a Norfolk FE college, looking at their quality systems and proposing what would need to be in place for Norfolk Unites.  The overarching message from all was:

The Common Inspection Framework is key
The LSC wants as rigorous systems in place as through a college – a level playing field, no exceptions on quality.  Self Assessment Report is the key document here and a need for training providers in this.

Individual Learning Plans were also important and organisations needed to know better how to do these if they were to have competence delivering on LSC etc. contracts.

Management fees

Leaning Plus asked for 19.1% whereas the FE colleges ask for considerably more.

MIS (Management Information Systems)
There were many different systems – stressed the need to have practical demonstration of these, get peer evaluations before committing to any one system. LeanerTrack had been the most recommended through the consortia survey, TC informed.

Buying in expertise

Norfolk Unites had decisions to make, whether it wants to set up its own system from scratch or buy in expertise.  The overwhelming feeling from the room was that we should make use of what was already out there and get those organisations to train us; allow us to use their systems.

How Quality/Systems could work on a practical basis within model proposed

The basic proposition is that consortia across the eastern region are responsive to contracts as opposed to permanent, full-time staff to be there – it is an obvious drain if no contracts are achieved.  Why not work like ACER and put the staff team in place on the basis of contracts achieved?

Within this, lead bodies would be identified across the Eastern Region who could hold a contract. To do this, organisations must demonstrate:

· Capacity

· Capability

· Track record of delivery

Those lead bodies could then ‘buy in this Quality expertise’ effectively outsourcing this aspect of the contract to a specialist.  The analogy used was like manufacturing.  If you build a fridge, someone in Malaysia makes the rubber seal, someone in China makes the motor and then in Britain the fridges are put together.  By acknowledging specialisms, this enables the whole machine to grow.  Essentially, this comes down to breaking down the functions of the consortium and sees where each part would be best placed to sit in order to produce the most effective delivery.
This works on economies of scale in rolling out ‘more of the same’ rather than everyone starting from scratch.

The Learning Partnership Beds & Luton could be the ‘Quality core’ of each VCS bid in the Eastern region as they already have a Quality toolkit in place.  They have workers used to working with MIS and also doing lesson observations.  Potentially, this Quality core could be in one place with remote usage in other counties – i.e. staff working under the auspices of The Learning Partnership, for example, under their systems and supported by their knowledge, with the staff actually doing the lesson observations etc. coming from staff within those respective counties.

The group felt this could be feasible, as it would mean each organisation individually did not need to make the journey and would put everyone in a better position to achieve these contracts in the first place.  It may be that once an organisation, on basis of contracts achieved and worked on, and was confident in operating their own Quality process, they could then do that.
Potentially even, Learning Plus could still be bought in to deliver training to The Leaning Partnership (and, potentially any organisation willing to go for lead Quality roles in their own contracts) to enable possible improvements of their processes to be identified and put in place.  Potentially, if The Learning Partnership were to be forwarded as the ‘Quality core’ for all bids by all county hubs/consortia, it may be a condition of this that they participate in this Learning Plus training first to optimise service offered.
County hubs would still be required as the ‘go-to-point’; for all activity, to include the base for quality monitoring in that county.

Management 

Triplicate carbon copies for learner information (e.g. Individual Learning Plans) as operated by the colleges was seen to be very good practice.

Management of each contract would lie with the contract holder – that is where the accountability lies. It cannot be with the ‘wider consortium’ unless the ‘’wider consortium ‘decide to form one legal entity and everything to go through this.  Organisations can only be offered the service of this quality core, they may decide not to take up this offer but this may lead them to not achieving contracts if the LSC are not convinced by their own proposals. Plus and minus points of this are: 
Plus, this would provide a coherent core that consistently dealt this all 
management aspects but; 
Minus, this would not enable progression of organisations wanting to deliver across a wider scale and to hold these larger contracts.  Achieving those wider contracts will hold major benefits of those organisations when it came to applying for other funding not necessarily linked with this field of learning and skills.

Conflicts of interest
Concern as to the model were raised that if Community Connections (at the moment lead body for Norfolk Unites) was going for contracts in which they also intended to deliver, did this present a conflict of interest?  There would need to be very clear guidelines, issues that other consortia around the country have grappled with.  Needed trusts and ownership of members.  We are assuming track record is on the field but should it be focused on management track record and that the contract holder is not permitted to deliver, pulling in delivery expertise of specific named partners?  A consideration.

Future patterns

· LSC funding going to local authority for 16-19 affects the FE more than it does the VCS, and even then delivery may be within clusters of local authorities, so may still need partnership working beyond Norfolk (or within Norfolk if Norfolk becomes 3 unitary authorities, for example).
· ACER – we could work better with them in partnership (e.g. against private contract holders) and provide them with a more coherent, organised outlet then previously. We could help each other and in doing so would be able to negotiate lower management fees than we have had to cede to such contract holders previously. In return, they would be able to access a coherent, well informed, capable provision

· COVER role in specifically leading this regional identity of training providers?
· Identify is key – who are, what do we do?
· What will the contracts be, can we get ‘ahead of the game here’ instead of continually reacting as a sector?  Need a clear process laid out (please see Model working group 3 discussion)

Issues from evaluation forms

Overall satisfaction from participants with a need to see what the actual outcomes are before committing to saying how successful the work has been.  As with other groups, observation that participation could have been a bit better, although that did enable in-depth discussion by the expertise at the table.

Facilitator’s comments

In this group we have been able to tackle some of the more practical outcomes of the object – what tangible benefits can we produce?  The review of the Quality issue is very interesting and will allow us to put steps in place to meet requirements.  Identifying what the key aspects to Quality/systems are and then how these could be met in practice means we are producing something that can be responsive to need whilst addressing the demands of the LSC etc.  Again, it is not until the steps recommended can be acted upon will we see how successful this group has been, but the portents are good.

Final report

TC will be producing the draft report (based on all working groups and research) by end July, for consultation, to be sent by e-mail.  This will essentially be laying out the final plan as reached by the last set of the working groups and analysing the research gathered throughout, justifying how we have come to those decisions – it is not the intention to be a large, hefty document for the sake of it.  Hopefully it will be a workable document where it can be ‘taken and run with’ should it be felt that Norfolk Unites should be continued beyond September as a working consortium.  

We will arrange a half day in early September where anyone who wants to come can work through that proposed draft and suggest amendments.  Input can be e-mailed, also, with that input being taken to that meeting, venue and date to be set by end July.  

Final report will be proceed on basis of this feedback and presented at Unite 3, Wednesday September 24th, 10-1 (including buffet lunch), Swaffham EcoTech Centre.  We hope to see you there.

Thank you for all your contributions!

�





- developing a learning consortium for the Norfolk VCS
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