Unite 2 presentation – Toby Cullingham

The day
After myself we have Howard Foale of the LSC (Learning & Skills Council) Norfolk who will be sharing with us today the LSC perspective, their support for this project and the opportunities it holds.

Next we have Simon Waldron, my Suffolk counterpart of the Suffolk learning consortium, sharing with us their experience.

Lastly, we have Nikki Bennett from Cover, the VCS Skills Strategy Manager – Eastern Region.  She will be talking about her role and how it aims to support the development of county learning consortia.

We are pleased to welcome all these speakers and we hope it will give a rounded perspective to the day.

We are also pleased to welcome those who are manning some information stands for us today: Dennis Mawson of COMPACT, which is a tool for improving relationships between organisations in the public sector and those in the voluntary and community sector.  He will be able to share with you why COMPACT will be so crucial in the development of this learning consortium.  We also have Suzanne Crouch of EECETT (East of England Centre for Excellence for Teaching Training) who will be available to talk to you regarding the new tutor qualifications, PTLLS etc.

(Packs are then explained)

History and current context

I would like to remind you here of some of the research and consultations that have gone before and how we have come to this point today.  In particular I would like to quote from Getting Smarter: “The development of a county learning and skills strategy must be rooted in work that has been developed over a number of years,” which is why we are here today, building on that previous work.  We may have a blank canvas but we are not starting from scratch.

Unite raised awareness and prospect of a Norfolk-wide VCS learning consortium and seeing who would like to be involved, or are least be kept informed of developments.  The Unite conference report set out a plan for continuation of this work and here we are today, continuing on from that.

Partnership working has been key to the recent LSC and Department of Work & Pensions (DWP) contracts, where country-wide and even regional-wide contracts were evident.  These organisations are moving away from direct contract management, where smaller delivery contracts are handed out. If we, the Norfolk VCS, do not get organised to put ourselves in the position to hold these larger contracts, then we will simply be sidelined.  We cannot rely on the old procedures of contracts for smaller delivery as, quite simply, that is not the funding climate we now find ourselves within.  FE colleges have formed consortia, and they are large LSC providers.  SAVO have been developing a consortium in Suffolk – it is happening everywhere and is not something that we can continuously debate.  We need to get on board.
Unite was driven from the Learning and Skills Strategy Group (LSSG), originally a sub-group of the Norfolk Infrastructure Consortium.  This Norfolk Infrastructure Consortium consists of VCS organisations with thematic and geographic spread and reach.  By ensuring any work for a Norfolk-wide VCS learning consortium came from within this body, then this would enable the opportunity for awareness of a Norfolk learning and skills consortium to be best spread.  It was also important to the LSC that this work came from within this representiavce body.  Community Connections, from this LSSG, submitted a proposal to the LSC to take on this exciting and challenging work, which was accepted.

Although we are talking about development work, I hope some of you would have felt you have already benefited from this ‘consortium.’  I have been attending regional meetings and feeding back to all of you on these and getting you in touch with contract holders, whilst guiding and supporting you in providing these contract holders with what they want.   We are pleased to welcome some of those contract holders here today.

It is easier and reduces duplication of effort if one person does this centrally rather than everyone individually making that journey physically or just in themselves in working out the processes.  We have been able to put 14 organisations in touch with Prime Contractors holding these larger contracts and we hope that already we may be seeing early fruits of this work.

For the future you will need to check your inboxes for a Train to Gain event that will be coming up and also a PTLLS course (Preparation to Teach in the Lifelong Learning Sector) that will be delivered in the county.

The development work

Unite 2 – well, here we are.  Research and interviews will be carried out from actions identified today or from the working groups.  A website is being developed that will be accessible to all (ability to change font size and also background colour for those with literacy issues etc).  Everyone who signs up to wanting to be kept informed of developments will receive an e-mail summary every time the website is updated.

All this will above work feed into Unite 3, an event to be held in September and a final report to be presented.  Hopefully, it could then launch a Norfolk VCS learning consortium!

Working groups

From your workshop choices, you may recognise these working groups.  The idea is that you will take part in the workshops this afternoon and you will decide whether you would like to be part of these working groups.  These groups were identified from the Unite Report as 5 key areas of discussion regarding consortium development.  These working groups are half days, with one meeting per group in late February, one late April and one late June.  We are looking for 4-8 people in each group.  If you feel you have something to actively contribute to these working groups – or know someone who can from your organisation – then we look forward to welcoming these people to the working groups.  These working groups will be opportunities to debate in full issues identified from the workshops this afternoon.  Allied to the other research that will be carried out, this will all be brought together into a final report.

As it is important for us to have the best knowledge, skills and experience around that table, all travel and backfill expenses will be covered and these meetings will be hosted, where possible, by those organisations involved in discussions.  Through these measures we hope we will be able to promote genuine engagement, full participation and, ultimately, ownership of the process for all.

Workshops

These workshops are ‘board-storming’ sessions where we will gather ideas and questions which we will be discussing in greater details later on in the working groups.  So, in effect, these workshops are setting the agendas and Terms of References for those working groups.  Each workshop will revolve around the same 3 questions:

1) What should a working group on this theme cover?

2) What experience/previous work/materials are you aware of locally, regionally, nationally which could help us here?

3) What potential problems/issues pitfalls could arise in this and how could they possibly be overcome?

There are four key things to remember:

1) Facilitators are not experts in the subject matter – issues are only to be identified and to be worked on later in the working groups.

2) Keep to the area and question in hand.
3) Allow your fellow delegates the opportunity to share their views.  If you have something more to say, perhaps you should consider putting yourself forward for a working group.

4) We are identifying issues and questions here, not seeking to resolve them.

(Explanation of the logistics of room changes for the workshops)

We hope that these workshops prove useful in identifying key issues for the working groups and enabling some of you to put yourself forward to be part of ongoing work in those working groups.  Having attended all your workshops, have a think and then at the end of the day – on your evaluation forms – mark down any of those working groups where you feel you could and would like to make a contribution to.

Hopes and fears
Looking at those hopes and fears results from the packs, you can see the full responses.  We simply gave 5 blank bullet points for people to fill in what they did and didn’t want from a consortium.  From fears, people didn’t want it to be a ‘waste of time’ and regardless of how great the buffet will be, we wouldn’t be here unless we felt it could be worthwhile.  We – all of us – need to ensure that is the case both today and beyond in this exciting and challenging work.

Final thoughts

1) It’s your consortium – you even get to name, style and colour it!  If you can all take ownership of the process, you can ensure it can be fit-for-purpose of the Norfolk VCS.

2) Nothing has been decided – this is learning consortium development work.  We, Community Connections, are merely facilitating the work which you, yourselves, will shape.

3) Unless we all input, we won’t be able produce something which will meet your needs.

4) It’s your consortium, or at least it will be if you do a good job of this.  Good luck!

