West Yorkshire Lifelong Learning Network
A West Yorkshire Higher Level Skills Offer for Employers

1. Introduction

1.1. From early conversations with Yorkshire Forward, the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) and the Train to Gain Brokers, we have been constantly asked about what our offer for employers is.  All partners have their course information on a range of course directories, but the accuracy is variable.  There is a more consistent approach to full time courses, whereas the approach to CPD and part-time courses is variable and in some cases the information is not provided at an institutional level.

1.2. Through WYLLN project funding supported by additional funds from JISC, the concept of using XCRi to bring course information together in a standard format and to present it to the interested partners has been explored.  While this provides the mechanism for producing a West Yorkshire HLS Offer.  The merits of actually having one have yet to be debated.

1.3. This papers aims to stimulate that debate while providing more detail on how such an offer may be put together.
2. Benefits of developing a West Yorkshire HLS Portal

2.1. A major focus for adult progression into and through HE has been by providing courses that are more suited to the needs of employers and employees.  Many of these courses already existed; where they did not new courses have been developed.  The majority of which were developed with employers, SSCs and employer representative bodies.  Although new developments have in many cases been marketed by the sector groups, there has been no promotion of existing courses.

2.2. With 20 partner institutions in West Yorkshire, there is not one place employers, employees and brokerage services can go to access information on HLS provision.  Addressing similar issues, Higher York (the York LLN) has developed their own directory of employer focused courses; although small it has enabled Business Link and its brokerage service to direct more business to its partner institutions.

2.3. The WYLLN partners have already demonstrated they are able to work together to mutual benefit.  To date 12 institutions have delivered 1337 interventions to 656 individuals.  It has also been possible to lever additional funding of £300,000 through a single contract with Yorkshire Forward.

2.4. Putting an offer together in such a format would enable partners to be more responsive to other funding opportunities.  One of the difficulties we had at the beginning of the ECIF project was bringing an offer for beneficiaries together.  Although this was achieved, it took time and was not as comprehensive as it might have been.  This would not have been the case had an HLS Offer already been in existence.  With a squeeze on funding, capitalising on alternative funding sources or by providing full cost courses would off-set this to some extent.

2.5. Currently, National Learning Directory contains course information at all levels that can be captured from institutional publications.  In the future, it will contain only those courses that are funded by the Skills Funding Agency.  Creating a West Yorkshire Portal ensure partners will continue to ensure their course information is still available to employers.

2.6. As our relationship with the Leeds City Region develops a West Yorkshire HLS Offer could be developed into a City Region one, building on the existing relationship with Higher York.

3. Issues to be addressed

3.1. If the concept of developing such an HLS Offer is accepted, there are still several issues that would have to be addressed.  The definition of what goes into the Offer itself would need to be agreed.  Would it simply be a CPD offer; would it include full degrees; would it include funded provision; or would it just contain full-cost provision?  Some debate and discussion would be needed between partners and stakeholders to accurately define ‘the offer’.

3.2. Creating an information source such as this would create an additional administrative burden on partner institutions unless they have already gone down the route of organising their course description in an XCRi format.

3.3. While the WYLLN exists, there would be a structure that could manage the process, although resources and funding would limit the extent to which the portal could be further developed.  Beyond the lifetime of the WYLLN consideration would have to be given as to how the portal could continue to be maintained.

4. Initial developments

4.1. Using WYLLN funding and external funding from JISC, proof of concept developments have already taken place to support six partners in organising their course data in XCRi format.  A parallel piece of work has created a portal, which receives XCRi feeds for CDP provision.  This is being trialled with three institutions.  The portal will be demonstrated in the meeting.

4.2. For organisations where their course information meets XCRI standards, uploading the portal would be straight forward.  Where this was not the case information would have to be provided separately to be converted to an XCRi format, before going into the portal.  The pilot to date has taken information from three partners.  One provided it in XCRi format and could be easily uploaded into the portal; the second provided the course information as a spreadsheet, which was converted to XCRi before uploading; and the third provided the information as a database, which again was converted before uploading.  Carrying out the conversions does require additional resource, less with the database than the spreadsheet. 

4.3. As a pilot the portal is in existence, although further development would be needed if it were to be used.  An alternative would be to use a portal, which has already been developed.  Several other LLNs have worked on this area.  AdvanceUK is such a portal originally developed by GMSA.  They have plans to use the same platform, but to localise the information.  This could be applied to West Yorkshire or the Leeds City Region.  We have been approached by MOVE (the LLN in the East of England) to join a national database.  This database is based on XCRi and its development is being supported by Go East, their Regional Development Agency.

5. Conclusions

5.1. This paper outlines the possibility of developing a portal to increase access to the employer offer from providers of HE, based on the work already carried out by the WYLLN.  The Board is asked to consider whether such an offer would be advantageous to individual institutions and to the partnership.  If it is the Board is asked to consider further whether this is something the WYLLN should develop in its fourth year or whether alternative ways of bringing it about should be explored. 
