Annex 3

Employer Portal for Higher Level Skills

Introduction

Exchange of Course Related Information, Course Advertising Profile (XCRi-CAP) is a standard for specifying information on courses.  Using this standard and associated technologies, it is proposed to create a website through which access to a searchable database of higher level skills provision can be accessed.  The project will shift the responsibility for providing this information away from central funding agencies to the providers themselves.  Utilising XCRi and XML technologies will ensure such a database could be easily maintained at a greatly reduced cost.

The technical architecture of XCRi-CAP is a very simple web-based approach.  Universities, colleges and training providers are able to each offer an XML document describing their courses. Aggregators (such as Discovery and guidance services) are able to periodically poll each provider to obtain the latest version of their course catalogue using a standard request.  The aggregator combines the results to create a catalogue to use for searching and for adding features.  By offering a single XML-based catalogue, providers avoid the costs of manual data-entry into multiple systems. By making their offerings visible on the web in an easy-to-process, open fashion, providers open the door to new web-based services being created that help market their offerings or add value in other ways. 
The WYLLN has already funded proof-of-concept work with three institutions to demonstrate such a web based database tool for providing information on higher level skills is possible; however, much more work is needed to build capacity to work with XCRi in all providers and to create a user-friendly website to enable easy access to employers and their intermediaries.  This project proposes to undertake the next stage of development to produce a live portal and to build the capacity of institutions/organisations to work in a similar way with other types of provision.
Rationale

Currently there is not a co-ordinated service available to employers and employer agencies which assists them to easily understand the offer available from higher education institutions and training organisations which can improve the skill levels of business and the regional economy.  In the past such a service was provided by the National Learning Directory, which brought together information on provision already published by education and training providers.  However, information on level 4+ courses and on short courses offered by larger institutions such as universities was not captured as it was not always published in their prospectuses.  A recent change to the National Learning Directory has resulted in the majority of Level 4+ courses not being included at all, unless funded by the Skills Funding Agency.  This excludes all university accredited qualifications including first degrees, Masters, Doctorates and all CPD courses designed to support employers and their employees.  This project would ensure that this information was available.

Following the election, the structures providing strategic oversight for skills linked to economic growth are in a state of flux: the abolition of the Regional Development Agencies; expressions of interest for Local Enterprise Partnerships have been submitted; and, in Yorkshire and the Humber, the Leeds City Region has been established as a pilot.  What the resulting arrangements will be is unclear, but what is common is the need for any emerging strategies to be able to effectively link the higher level skills offer for employers, making the most of what is already there and influencing what new provision is needed.

In Yorkshire and the Humber, the current Business Link contracts come to an end shortly.  If no alternative arrangements are found, there will be no coordinated access for employers to information on higher level skills.  Even with the current arrangements, Business Link advisors have less practical knowledge on courses, and especially short courses, which develop high level skills than those funded by the SFA.

Within Yorkshire and the Humber, there is a major initiative to support the training of employees: the Skills Enhancement Fund.  This is supported by ESF and funding from Yorkshire Forward.  This project would support this initiative by not only providing employers with more information on courses that support higher level skills development, but it would also provide information on whether those courses are eligible for Skills Enhancement Funding.  This will maximise the uptake of the provision and associated spend.

Summary of potential beneficiaries and benefits

Employers and employer intermediaries

· easy access to up to date, user friendly information about level 4+ training and development opportunities across the Yorkshire and Humberside region.

· a searchable database e.g. sector/subject, geographical location, provider, level, price, funding support available/not available

· a database which enables comparison of the “business offers” and so assist the selection of the right provision to meet specific business need and context

· the facility to “post” training and development needs and to request responses from the higher education and training provider community

Funding agencies

· a service which enables their funded provision to be brought directly to the attention of employers and employer intermediaries, in a consistent format which can be easily updated on a regular basis

· a service which will enable the gathering of a range of market research data e.g. interest level shown, enquiries made, referrals made, starts achieved, which can be added to funding agencies own monitoring data and help to inform future decisions on the targeting of funding

Education institutions and training organisations

· the opportunity to market their individual, and collective higher level skill “focussed business offer” direct to employers and employer intermediaries

· the opportunity to demonstrate to strategic and funding agencies that they can work co-operatively and as a self organising network of providers for the benefit of local business and the regional economy

The proposal

There are two core processes needed in creating the portal: the technical processes necessary to create the website using associated technologies, and the institutional processes necessary to supply the relevant information.

Creating the website will be comparatively easy.  The West Yorkshire Lifelong Learning Network has used its HEFCE funding to create a proof-of-concept website to demonstrate that the technology can be used to create a portal; however this has been tested with only three organisations and there has been no development of the user interface.  The proposed website will enable users to browse and search the database.  Linkages to maps and other tools will be enabled.  Through the website, course information will be uploaded as XCRi XML files; for smaller providers there will be an opportunity for the direct input of course information in a standard format, from which it will be converted into XCRi XML.  Once in this format, it can be exported to other data aggregators or used in other media formats.  This element of the project will require a web developer with support from an XCRi development officer.

Enabling data to be transferred efficiently will require modification to institutional processes.  This project will support institutions in enabling that change to take place; support will be given to enable course related information to be generated in the XCRi format as part of their normal institutional processes.  Having all course information in this format will build capacity to use information on a wide range of courses in other ways.  This approach will be impractical for small organisations; hence the built-in facility for the direct input of course information (see previous paragraph).

Within the Leeds City Region there are 20 large institutions (colleges and universities) and several smaller private training providers that deliver courses at Level 4 and above.  To effect the changes outlined the institutions/organisations will require some direct funding. An XCRi development officer will also be available to provide expertise external to the institution/organisation.

A major aim of the project will be to shift the emphasis for providing course information away from external funding agencies and to providers themselves.  The technologies implemented through this project will make this possible in an effective and efficient manner.  This will be a complex project requiring tight management.

Geography

The project has been planned on the basis of developing an employer portal in the pilot Leeds City Region.  Such a facility would support its developing skills strategy and keep the project fairly manageable; however the project could be extended across the whole of the region with the associated increase in complexity.

Funding

The total estimated costs are £554,765
The costing below has been prepared on the assumption that the contribution from ESF Technical Support fund would have an intervention rate of 50% with an ESF requirement of £277,383.
	
	
	

	
	
	

	Staffing
	
	Total

	
	
	

	Project manager
	G9, 2 yrs
	      121,904 

	Technical support officer
	G7, 2 yrs
	        79,844 

	Web developer
	G7, 1 yr
	        39,036 

	Finance staff time
	
	          6,881 

	Other staff and partner staff contribution
	Estimated 2000 hrs
	        68,880 

	
	
	

	Total staffing
	 
	     316,545 

	
	
	

	Overheads - core staff
	£22.16 per staff hour
	      179,972 

	Overheads - Finance
	£22.16 per staff hour
	          4,428 

	Overheads - other
	£22.16 per staff hour
	        44,320 

	
	
	

	Total overheads
	 
	     228,720 

	
	
	

	Staff recruitment
	
	          1,500 

	Web server
	
	          5,000 

	Computer equipment
	
	          3,000 

	
	
	

	Total non-pay
	 
	         9,500 

	
	
	

	
	Total
	     554,765 

	
	ESF
	     277,383 


