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1. Key Strategic Evaluation Messages
This initial section highlights the key strategic messages from the overall evaluation. It is followed by a more detailed executive summary. 
	Key Strategic Evaluation Messages

· WYLLN has overall delivered outstanding results against a complex and large scale partnership Business Plan. It has delivered 122 Progression Agreements; Information, Advice and Guidance to 11,000 work based and vocational learners; engaged through seven Sector Groups with over 3000 employers; delivered 1200 staff development  opportunities; and mainstreamed 600 Additional Student Numbers for the benefit of West Yorkshire institutions.

· WYLLN has generated £6m Strategic Development Funds, over £2.5m sustained income for mainstreamed Additional Student Numbers, £30,000 JISC funds for technological development, £2m for the Economic Challenge Investment Fund and generated a minimum of 15 jobs, demonstrating the strategic and bottom line benefits of partnership working.

· There are much higher levels of trust and joint working between institutions and with external agencies, including 22 Sector Skills Councils, than before;

· Partners and institutional staff value most the opportunities to network and share new developments under one banner. WYLLN has created a unique communications forum for further and higher education in West Yorkshire;

· Progression agreements demonstrate the breadth of partnership engagement not in place previously and have created new learning opportunities and clearer pathways for vocational and work based learners;

· Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) was delivered to 11,000 work based and vocational learners reflecting the diversity of West Yorkshire. There are good systems and excellent resource materials produced as part of the legacy. It has not been possible to assess overall the impact on learners due to lack of branding the WYLLN IAG offer;

· There are excellent individual examples of institutions working closely with employers but there is still no coherent interface with employers to assist them to meet their higher level skills needs;

· The number of Sector groups put in place was ambitious but all achieved their targets in different ways and enabled a greater shared leadership model to emerge;

· WYLLN has created an excellent resource bank of materials and case studies which must not be lost and should be built on;

· More strategic use of additional student numbers was inhibited by the HEFCE decision not to fund the third year as planned;

· The WYLLN three year timescale was too short and there would have been better integration of strands if the project had been over five years. This could have been achieved with the same funding;
· It is not possible to determine the overall impact of WYLLN on university strategic plans for work based and vocational learners. A review of university annual reports shows no reference to WYLLN;
· WYLLN has created a successful partnership platform with a good reputation for future sustainability. There is an opportunity to reshape WYLLN’s focus to address new externalities;

· The future of WYLLN should be considered in line with institutions’ plans for widening participation and ‘Aimhigher’, the need to engage more coherently with employers; and future working with the Local Economic Partnership’s Employment and Skills Board.

·  External partners and institutional staff are keen to see WYLLN continue, even in a reduced format. There is a danger that excellent results will be lost and the wheel will need to be re-invented to respond to future external partnership opportunities.


1. (Continued) Executive Summary 
Background

1.1 The West Yorkshire Lifelong Learning Network (WYLLN) was one of the last and largest lifelong learning networks to be approved by the Higher Education Council for England (HEFCE). It consisted of a partnership of West Yorkshire’s four Universities, two Colleges of Higher Education, fourteen Colleges of Further Education, four Sixth Form Colleges and a network of Work-based Learning Providers and was supported by a broad range of other stakeholders.

1.2 The project supported HEFCE policy objectives to improve the progression of work based and vocational learners into higher education at a time of relative economic prosperity and low unemployment.

1.3 The backdrop against which this evaluation has been undertaken and in which organisations are now operating has changed radically from when WYLLN was developed originally, presenting significant challenges for future funding and uncertainty about the likely impact of fees policies on future learner choices. There is increased unemployment particularly amongst young people and the impact of a recession on businesses and jobs. There has been the removal of regional infrastructures including the Government Office and Yorkshire Forward, effectively removing the voice of the region and the introduction of the Leeds City Region Local Enterprise Partnership with as yet undetermined powers, but in any event without any central government administration funds.

1.4 The overall original WYLLN business plan objectives sought to create:
· A sustainable higher level skills partnership with increased levels of trust and more effective ways of joint working between providers, employers and stakeholders.

· A minimum of 25 Progression Agreements with clear articulation arrangements and a credit framework which crosses institutions and newly developed higher level skills curricula, enabling the progression of 3000 vocational and work-based learners into higher education, resulting in a more highly qualified workforce.

· A recognised credit framework for vocational and work based learners which is portable across institutions and recognises and values vocational and work-based learners.

· A minimum of 3 Foundation Degrees (21) or equivalent per sector in areas relevant and important to employers and the economy.

· Stronger links between 1000 businesses and Higher and Further Education and Work- based Learning providers with more relevant and responsive higher level skills provision.

· More innovative and enterprising graduates and employees, with leadership and management skills, who are able to realise the new opportunities of the knowledge based economy.

· More transparent, accessible and recognisable information, advice and guidance systems for employers and vocational learners resulting in 7,500 learners and 1000 employers benefiting.

· Better trained staff able to support progression within and between vocational and academic learning through the provision of 500 staff development opportunities.
1.5 Overall the WYLLN has exceeded all numerical targets producing 122 Progression Agreements, delivering Information Advice and Guidance to over 11,000 learners and working with over 3000 businesses.

1.6 There are much higher levels of trust amongst partners compared to three years ago and the low levels of trust and competitiveness reported by HEFCE during the business plan development phase should be remembered when assessing where we are now.

1.7 WYLLN has provided great value added by delivering a wider range of products and services over and above the original plan including attracting additional funding for the Economic Challenge Investment Fund, JISC and the value of resources provided by institutions in staff time.

Key Findings 
1.8 Governance 

1.8.1 The Management Board has met quarterly in line with the plan and has been effective in overseeing the strategic direction and delivery of the business plan;

1.8.2 There are excellent governance administration arrangements in place modelled on the HEFCE requirements for universities, with very well prepared agendae, minutes and clear supporting papers including financial reports sent out on time to aid the effective running of the Management Board;

1.8.3 Meetings conducted are recorded and made available externally through the WYLLN website, aiding transparency and accountability to the wider community;

1.8.4 The meetings have been very well chaired – Board members have been unanimous in their praise of the Chair for commitment, fairness, objectivity, keeping to time and inclusivity of approach;

1.8.5 A review of Board membership attendance is good overall demonstrating the level and seniority of institutional commitment has been sustained. Changes made to the Board representation reflect the changing external environment and institutional changes of staff. The decision not to allow substitution has ensured senior level buy-in throughout the project. Where attendance from institutions declined this was due to organisational changes and was quickly addressed by the Chair and Executive Director;

1.8.6 The formality and quality of the approach to governance and transparency of project operational information has assisted partners to develop trust;

1.8.7 The Management Board has enabled new and stronger relationships to be developed at senior level between further and higher education institutions and wider stakeholders; 

1.8.8 The Strategic Advisory Forum has been well managed and valued by attendees as a forum to meet and exchange views, influence WYLLN activity and priorities and work together on common issues;

1.8.9 The Accountable Body has fulfilled its responsibilities;

1.8.10 WYLLN has established a partnership governance structure enabling its independence and providing an excellent platform for future development.
1.9 Leadership and Management 

1.9.1 There has been very effective leadership and management of WYLLN activity;

1.9.2 The approach and style has been very appropriate for a large, complex and competitive environment and can be best described as ‘academic consensus management’;

1.9.3 The core WYLLN staff without exception have been unanimously praised for their approach, skills and ‘customer’ focus;

1.9.4 There has been continuous monitoring of business performance, a good quality standard of management reporting and internal evaluation conducted throughout the project, as well as external evaluation which was built in from day one;

1.9.5 Whilst each strand has more than delivered its individual targets, stronger links between sector, progression agreement  and IAG activity may have improved the targeting of WYLLN learner activity;

1.9.6 Three years is too short a time for an ambitious, complex project seeking to effect an overall shift in attitudes, culture and processes. It may have been preferable to stage the project over five years with the same level of funding. This should be carefully considered by policy makers when investing in the future. 

1.10 Partnership Working 

1.10.1 There is greater trust and more collaborative working between institutional partners producing higher level skills as a result of WYLLN;

1.10.2 WYLLN has delivered excellent relationship building with external stakeholders including the Leeds City Region, local authorities, Sector Skills Councils and professional bodies;

1.10.3 WYLLN added value by demonstrating the partnership’s capacity to respond to the economic downturn through the Economic Challenge Investment Fund providing 1140 people at risk of redundancy or having been made redundant with careers advice and short training interventions;

1.10.4 Staff have particularly valued the opportunities to network;

1.10.5 A platform to respond more cohesively to employers is in place through the Learning List and the skills brokerage of the Higher Level Skills Co-ordinators as a result of WYLLN;

1.10.6 More work needs to be done by WYLLN and partners to secure a cohesive response mechanism to meet the higher level skills needs of employers;

1.10.7 Institutions should consider carefully how they respond to the employer market on pricing, flexibility of provision and responsiveness.
1.10.8 There was a low level of HEFCE involvement once the funding proposal was approved, giving some concern about the opportunity for LLNs to influence future HEFCE funding investment and policy for higher level work based learning. There was no common reporting mechanism in place for year one.

1.11 Progression Agreements and Credit 

1.11.1 The achievements of this strand are outstanding and WYLLN has greatly benefited from strong leadership at Management Board level, the supporting task group skills and the backgrounds of the WYLLN core senior staff. 

1.11.2 There is excellent evidence of strong and productive partnerships in place through this strand of activity;

1.11.3 WYLLN has developed 122 progression agreements against a target of 25 covering the seven sectors with a minimum of three Foundation Degrees or equivalent per sector, thus exceeding its targets;

1.11.4 There has been good progress in securing multi-entry and multi-exit progression agreements between a wider range of partners and examples of organisations working together to create improved progression for work based and vocational learners;

1.11.5 There is an excellent strategic Progression Agreement Framework in place signed up to by all partner institutions except one and also applicable for other uses by the broader partnership;

1.11.6 There are clearly laid out and accessible systems and processes in place to facilitate progression agreements for vocational and work based learners including guidelines for employers. A minimum of 5,500 learners have benefited against a target of 3000 learners;

1.11.7 There has been good local progress towards APEL and credit set realistically within the national and European development context;

1.11.8 WYLLN has added great value through establishing pathways for 14-19 Diplomas and related collaborative partnerships;

1.11.9 WYLLN has demonstrated its capacity to lead partners to respond to employers through the introduction of a shared course database (XCRI), an on-line HE Progress Now e-portfolio and the Economic Challenge Investment Fund;

1.11.10 There is a platform in place from which to work more responsively, cohesively and flexibly to meet employers’ higher level skills needs. This should be built on in order to respond to new challenges in the external environment;

1.11.11 Whilst staff engaged directly in the WYLLN activity have achieved greater learning on progression agreements and credit for work based and vocational learners, more time would be needed to effect a whole scale culture shift amongst admissions tutors and their view of the comparability of vocational and academic qualifications across all institutions.
1.12 Sector Groups 

1.12.1 In total the seven sector groups have collectively delivered 78 curriculum developments of which 34 are new courses (23 foundation degrees, 5 BA Hons, 2 HNDs, 2 HNCs, and 2 MScs), 64 marketing events/activities, and engaged with 22 Sector Skills Councils and nearly 3000 employers;
1.12.2 All groups have delivered well against their targets in different ways;

1.12.3 It is an outstanding achievement to have delivered to seven sector areas in the timescales;

1.12.4 Enabling different institutions to lead the sector groups has developed a broader leadership model contributing to likely greater sustainability;

1.12.5 There is very good feedback from Sector Skills Councils – they have valued the local networks created and this has helped them greatly to manoeuvre the regional landscape;

1.12.6 Where employers made links with WYLLN and the Sector Group Officers they all had excellent experiences and could explain a range of business benefits;

1.12.7 Employers engaged in a number of different ways with WYLLN and the Sector Groups – they provided speakers, developed programmes, hosted visits for schools. WYLLN recognized this input through award ceremonies providing role models for other employers;

1.12.8 There is still confusion in the minds of employers about the range of intermediaries and the education system and language; 

1.12.9 Projects of this nature need longer than three years to realize the full benefits of the sector group activities;

1.12.10 Sector groups could form the basis of working in the future with the Local Enterprise Partnerships;

1.12.11 There is an excellent legacy of partnership working within the groups and more time would have enabled greater cross over and impact between groups as this is now happening, as evidenced by feedback from partners;

1.12.12 WYLLN has demonstrated its ability to act as strategic conveners for a wide range of external partners to network and share best practice including high profile and innovative conferences, meetings, curriculum development;

1.12.13 The plan to capture all projects in the Knowledge Bank is an important part of the legacy going forward and is to be commended.

1.13 Information, Advice and Guidance 

1.13.1 Overall there has been excellent achievement in IAG delivery through commissioned activity and partnership agreements;

1.13.2 Strong partnerships have been formed between operational IAG staff across West Yorkshire;

1.13.3 There has been innovation in product development for the real benefit of the target group and an excellent bank of on-line resources developed including a Guidance Pack for staff, trans:itwww.transitwestyorkshire.ac.uk) and other projects;

1.13.4 There has been delivery of information, advice and guidance to over 11,000 learners against a target of 7,500 in a wide variety of settings and including non-traditional HE learners, through one-to-one and group sessions, with 150,000 leaflets also distributed;

1.13.5 There is demonstrable evidence that the partners can work together in responding quickly and flexibly to meet employers’ needs in the economic recession (ECIF);

1.13.6 There is a good adaptable IAGNOW system in place to record IAG interventions which could be used for future activity – it should be noted that institutional recording using the system has been variable;

1.13.7 WYLLN has demonstrated well its commitment to equality and diversity on gender and ethnicity. There are many learner case studies promoting positive images of men and women in non-traditional settings and the ethnic diversity of West Yorkshire. The disability data is incomplete;

1.13.8 The destination data is incomplete and would benefit from more work;

1.13.9 More time for the project would have enabled a better alignment of IAG with Progression Agreements as they were developed.

1.14 Use of Additional Student Numbers (ASNs) 

1.14.1 As a result of WYLLN almost 600 Additional Student Numbers were received and mainstreamed to support vocational learners, valued at approximately £2.5m to West Yorkshire institutions.

1.14.2 The process for allocating ASNs was undertaken openly and transparently with invitations to submit proposals issued to all WYLLN partner institutions;

1.14.3 The use of ASNs in the first year was not strategically aligned to the development of Progression Agreements, the provision of IAG to learners and sector group activity because of unavoidable project start up timing issues. However their deployment was becoming more strategic in year two and plans for year three linked closely to Progression Agreements. 

1.14.4 Unfortunately the decision by HEFCE to cancel ASNs in year three prevented the plan from being implemented and caused disappointment for the WYLLN partnership.

1.15 Staff Development 

1.15.1 As a result of WYLLN 1200 staff from further and higher education institutions, training providers, community and voluntary sector organisations, schools, Sector Skills Councils, key stakeholders and employers (against a target of 500) have improved their awareness and knowledge in relation to a wide range of subjects relevant to WYLLN’s objectives;

1.15.2 WYLLN has become a ‘learning organisation’;

1.15.3 There is evidence that some staff have carried their learning back into the work place to effect change as a result of the staff development events; 

1.15.4 WYLLN staff have demonstrated high levels of commitment towards their own personal development achieving professional qualifications and providing a role model for the wider partnership;

1.15.5 Feedback from participants of staff development events ranges from good to excellent;

1.15.6 Participants have particularly valued networking amongst colleagues from other institutions and the wider partnership and professional knowledge gained at the events;

1.15.7 Staff development events have enabled WYLLN to go beyond partners to reach the wider constituency including employers to good effect;

1.15.8 The systems for running the staff development events, for evaluation to inform future staff development and policy direction were excellent and could be used as a role model;

1.15.9 There has been good ‘value for money’ achieved with an average cost of £42 per participant;

1.15.10 Participants would like WYLLN to continue to provide more on accreditation systems, progression and strengthen work with employers.
1.16 Marketing and Communications
1.16.1 There has been excellent communications and marketing systems put in place through the website which is easy to navigate, transparent and holds a wide range of materials for partners and employers;

1.16.2 Materials produced have been relevant and well prepared, presenting a professional image of WYLLN;

1.16.3 There is excellent feedback about the responsiveness and ‘customer care’ skills of WYLLN staff;

1.16.4 Employers continue to remain confused as to how to access higher level skills training and this is true for the market more generally. There is still no coherent ‘gateway’ for employers to access which is known by employers. The Learning List and Higher Level Skills Brokers located in local authority districts could form the basis of a system going forward;

1.16.5 The Knowledge Bank being produced and the case studies already available are excellent and demonstrate clearly how WYLLN and partners have positively impacted on the lives of non traditional learners. This is an important part of the legacy.

1.16 Sustainability

1.16.1 Feedback obtained throughout the evaluation confirms the desire certainly of stakeholders such as the Sector Skills Councils, the LEP and operational staff located in institutions for WYLLN to continue even in a changed and reduced format. There is a sense of incredulity amongst consultees if this could not be achieved. Certainly there would be disappointment if the partnership could not be sustained in some shape or form. It is suggested that a review of partner institution joint investment in representation bodies be undertaken including the possibility WYLLN adopting a regional role. There remains no other body which unites further and higher education together.

1.16.2 Policy drivers indicate that there is likely to be a need for such a body in the future, despite the impact of the recession and changes to education funding including fees which could drive institutions into more competitive behaviour. Work undertaken by WYLLN on credit systems, modularisation including the Learning List could form the basis of a shared system to meet higher level skills business needs. It could form part of a joint strategy to increase business from employers and work based learners.

1.16.3 WYLLN has demonstrated well its ability to bring partners together for joint initiatives and has been successful in preparing and securing funding proposals. This could also form part of its sustainability strategy. Change always brings new opportunities and the present infrastructure possibly adapted could respond to future joint opportunities.

1.16.4 There is a legacy for the future which WYLLN has created. Its legacy includes a range of embedded progression, curriculum and credit developments, a repository of best practice, networks of people, Knowledge Bank, case studies, and systems which could be exploited commercially. What will be lost if WYLLN does not sustain is the opportunity for further and higher education to build relationships further and find ways to exploit future opportunities together in response to changes caused by the economic downturn and the impact this will have on learners and businesses.


