QIA Train to Gain Improvement Projects

Overview Report
1. 
Introduction
Improvement Projects set out to address some of the key issues faced by providers delivering the Train to Gain service and employer responsive provision in relation to: 

· Developing flexible delivery for Train to Gain
· Working with employers as customers
The projects aimed to:

· Identify issues affecting the quality of Train to Gain and employer-facing provision

· Test a range of solutions in a number of institutional contexts

· Extract messages for the FE sector as a whole and disseminate models, case study examples and exemplar materials by means of web-based materials and improvement workshops.
The projects began in November 2006 and ended in July 2007.  Eighty-six providers attended the initial briefing residential and 81 providers subsequently began projects.  Final reports were received from 69 projects.  Projects were undertaken by 17 WBL providers, 3 local authority providers and one specialist college, with the remainder being general FE colleges – in some cases led by their commercial unit. 
2.
The approach
The participating providers were encouraged to take a rigorous approach to the projects, using enquiry-based methods to draw on what is known from research and experience.  Quality indicators were developed for each of the ten topic areas, drawn from research and effective practice on what is required for high quality employer-facing provision.  The indicators were incorporated into an audit and action planning tool, which enabled the project participants to assess their current level of performance and formulate action plans for improvement.  

Establishing the organisation’s starting point in relation to the topic area was crucial to ensure that the development activity matched the development needs. The project therefore involved:

· Conducting an audit of the provider’s current performance against criteria for effective practice specifically related to the topic area
· seeking the views of employers and other stakeholders on the audit results 
· identifying priorities for development
· testing new approaches and solutions 

· evaluating the applicability and impact of the solutions.

Two initial residential briefing meetings were held in November 2006, which set out expectations and provided guidance on the conduct of the projects. A further three network meetings were held throughout the project.  Each topic area was led by a specialist consultant, who provided ongoing telephone and email support.  The lead consultant also visited each of the projects to advise on the implementation of the development plan and report on progress.  

The Improvement Project participants were given a series of tasks to complete linked to the aims and stages of the project and produced written reports which were analysed by the topic consultant and by the lead consultant.  

This process provided a framework and timescale to support completion and achievement of the projects.  
3.
Topic areas
Each theme had five topic areas, which reflected the key concerns of providers aiming to become more responsive to the needs of employers, these being:  

Developing flexible delivery for Train to Gain
Topic A: Interpreting business needs in training programmes - designing learning to meet employers’ business needs and employees training needs

Topic B: Using the workplace context as a basis for learning - using employees’ working environments as a vehicle for learning

Topic C: Assessing vocational and skills for life needs and using the outcomes in individual learning plans - improving assessment of both vocational and Skills for Life needs and using the results more effectively 

Topic D: Implementing Assess-Train-Assess - piloting this approach and reporting on its use in practice

Topic E: Embedding Skills for Life in vocational learning - exploring approaches and reporting on effective practice
Working with employers as customers
Topic F: Using Labour Market Intelligence (LMI) to understand market needs – using information about labour market needs and skills to develop more responsive provision

Topic G: Effective customer care for employers - embedding approaches to customer care for Train to Gain across the organisation

Topic H: Relationship management, account management and repeat business – converting employers into committed users of the Train to Gain service

Topic I: Marketing the benefits of training to employers - getting across the business case for learning to employers

Topic J: Meeting the needs of SMEs– delivering high quality and cost effective training to small firms
4.
Return of reports
Reports on Phase 1 activity were received from 76 projects. Phase 2 reports were received from 74 providers and 69 projects completed final reports. Most of these were returned within the agreed timescale and were of a high quality.  
Some participants withdrew from the project early.  A small number experienced difficulties in completing the reports in time because of Ofsted Inspections or illness. A number of the project leads also changed from those who attended the briefing residential, which also caused difficulties in completing the reports.  Extensions were given where unavoidable circumstances made it impossible to complete reports on time.
5.
Support from topic consultants

Most participants took advantage of the telephone and email support available from consultants.  Internal pressures, however, sometimes made it difficult for the project participants to take advantage of the support and changes to the times of telephone calls etc were required.  Telephone and email exchanges were centred on the conduct of the audit, how to manage the timescales for collecting evidence and the size of the task in realistically achieving priorities in time.  Some project leads sent draft reports to their lead consultant to seek feedback on these before returning them to LSN.
All agreed that the site visits were extremely useful and some noted that it would have been useful for these to be held earlier in the projects’ lifespan.
6.
Completing the audit
Most of the projects produced very comprehensive audits and commented on the value of this approach to them.   Most audits focussed on departments that had Train to Gain contracts or employer-facing delivery.  The few organisations included within the Improvement projects that had very little employer facing work looked more generally at how to develop this provision.  Projects that clearly defined the boundaries for the audit and geared their development activity to improvement in priority areas emerging from the audit were more effective.
The circumstances in which the projects were conducted varied considerably.  Some project leaders were fortunate in having a team of colleagues to work with while others worked alone with little support.  The completion of the work in the timescale available was not an easy task and all the project leaders worked extremely hard to meet deadlines.  Many observed that the effort was worthwhile and recognised the value of the activity within an ongoing quality improvement process.

A range of methods were used to conduct the audit.  Where this involved a team effort it resulted in a better end product and greater buy-in from others.  Others were not able to involve a wide range of perspectives for a variety of reasons, including lack of time and also reluctance of the part of other staff to become involved.  Some circulated the audit and asked for comments. One project used an external consultant to undertake the audit and another constructed a numerical scale to rank the extent to which the criteria were in place.  

Evidence and examples

There was a general tendency to quote sources of evidence in the audits rather than to explain what this evidence shows in relation to particular criteria.  Some used evidence collected for other purposes, such as the SAR, New Standard testing or from previous meetings with employers.  This was acceptable when the evidence was of direct relevance to the criteria and sufficiently up to date to reflect current performance.

All the project participants were asked to consult with both internal and external stakeholders on how well their audit findings reflected the service they provided and their level of performance.  Not all were able to consult with external players and some who did so obtained expressions of approval rather than critical appraisal of their performance.  Some stakeholders provided more evaluative commentary, which helped to deepen their understanding of how their service was perceived by customers. 

7.
The audit findings
All the reports identified good or developing practice and some were surprised at the amount of employer responsive work that was taking place across the organisation.  Many of the issues identified were similar to the findings of the test phase of the New Standard for Employer Responsiveness and Vocational Excellence, which was being conducted at the same time as the Improvement Projects. The audits revealed a number of areas needing improvement including:

· Lack of consistency

Even well developed provision suffered from inconsistency in the quality and processes for employer-facing work. In some cases there were competing systems in place in business development units and sections of the organisations.  As a result, employers may not necessarily experience the same level of service from different parts of the organisation.

· Lack of awareness of employers as customers

With some notable exceptions, mostly in relation to business development units or commercial arms of the organisations, there was a lack of awareness of employers as customers.  Getting a critical mass of the organisation to understand the implications of this approach and adapting their ways of working accordingly was seen to be a large and long-term task.  Many front-line staff, whose attitude and performance is critical in developing greater responsiveness, are unaware of the importance of the employer as customer. 

· Poor systems for collecting and using data

Most projects reported poorly developed systems for data collection of employer engagement activity.  The lack of comprehensive databases of activity with employers is a significant barrier to effective relationship marketing and results in duplication of effort and missed opportunities for repeat business.   Employer contacts and information on needs is often jealously guarded and not routinely shared across organisations.  Some project reports suggested that strong direction from senior management was needed to ensure that a corporate approach to data collection and its use was in place and complied with.  All staff must be aware of and comply with these systems and understand the benefits that could result from them.

· Better labour market information

The use of labour market information to identify skills requirements and the resulting trends in training and development is inconsistent and irregular. Sources of information used are limited and analysis of the implications for what provision to offer rarely gets beyond completing sections of strategic plans or funding bids.  In worst cases, information is used selectively to justify decisions made on the basis of hunches or to continue to offer provision that is already developed and in place. Stronger links need to be forged with Sector Skills Councils (SSCs), given their increasing responsibilities for employer engagement. Providers generally agreed with the need to work more closely with SSCs when this was pointed out to them, but few had these links in place.
· Stronger processes for identifying needs and assessing impact
Providers are finding it necessary to strengthen their processes for organisational needs analysis and training needs analysis, despite the availability of support for this being offered by skills brokers.  A more systematic approach to identifying the desired impact of the training and development on the business and for measuring this over time needs to be included within these processes.

· Better information about the range of provision

There is often a lack of knowledge across organisations and on the part of external brokers about the range of provision for employers that is currently available or could be developed.  While some organisations have developed dedicated websites or brochures for employer responsive provision, this is by no means always the case.  

· Better links between stages of the service

In some cases there are clear delineations between the staff who promote the initial interest in provision to employers and those who ultimately deliver the provision.  This can cause difficulties where communication between these two groups is not clearly developed, particularly in misunderstandings about what it is possible to deliver in the given timescales or budget and in the relationship between the content of the provision and the needs of the employer or employees.  Developing effective links with brokers is also proving to be difficult in some cases.  Communications between providers and brokers is often limited and the delineation of responsibilities unclear. 

· Embedded Skills for Life

There are similar issues in delivering embedded Skills for Life.  Organisational issues and lack of capacity may make it hard for Skills for Life tutors and vocational tutors to work closely together on delivering in the workplace.  Models currently in place frequently offer the provision separately, with few links across the respective specialist staff.  Individual learning plans that include both vocational learning and Skills for Life needs are rarely in place. This could be related to the lack of awareness of the benefits to the business of good Skills for Life provision on the part of both vocational tutors and employers. 

· Greater flexibility

A common issue identified by the audits is the need for greater flexibility which may be required in a number of ways:

· In the timing, location and duration of provision

· In course content

· In the mode of provision.

Providers need to be sure which aspect of flexibility employers and employees require, rather than making assumptions about their needs.  Some aspects of flexibility are harder than others to put in place.   Securing flexibility in staffing employer responsive provision with tutors also teaching regular timetabled provision is a major difficulty.  Some projects have reported ways of overcoming this, typically by putting in place a formal or informal service level agreement which sets out the conditions for using different types of staff. Income targets are more often in place within faculties, however, which may encourage greater flexibility in the utilisation of full-time staff in the longer term.    

· Working with SMEs

Meeting the needs of SMEs remains a difficulty for most organisations.  There are few economies of scale, as training is usually required for low numbers and a lack of interest in qualifications.  Development of capacity to customise provision for SMEs is a major area requiring improvement. 
· Different approaches for mature employees

While effective processes were usually in place for work based learning for young apprentices, these did not entirely meet the needs of employers and mature employees in Train to Gain.  New approaches to identification of needs and individual learning plans are required.
· Extending competence 

There is an emphasis on assessment of existing competence rather than extending competence with further training.  Assess-Train-Assess models are not routinely in place and are complicated by the lack of coordination of the staff undertaking these two roles, or lack of a distinction between these activities when carried out by the same people.

· Funded v full cost provision

There is heavy reliance on qualification outcomes and funded provision.  Many organisations are convinced that employers will not take up provision for which they need to pay full, or high, costs.  Some providers are, however, finding that employers have little regard either for qualifications or for the accompanying restrictions and administration and it is more commercially viable to offer non-accredited, fully customised provision.

· Active involvement of employers

Employers need to be more actively involved in the planning and development of programmes.  A lack of systematic feedback to employers on the progress of their employees is also apparent, which contributes to the lack of value placed by some employers on training and development. This goes some way to explaining their failure to engage in the process.  Some good examples of the benefits of training, however, have been identified through the audit such as;
· Employees taking a more holistic view in making decisions and considering the impact of those decisions not just on the individual and their team but on the company as a whole

· Evaluation of the training indicates that the qualification has helped to identify the extent and scope of the call handlers responsibilities at the weekends, their busiest periods. Organisation and planning is now more formalised and supervisors are using their authority effectively.
8.
Identifying priorities and developing action plans
In the majority of cases there was a clear and logical link between the audit findings and the action proposed.  Most reports provided up to three priorities which emerged from the audit and in some cases these were inter-related.  Many produced clear and do-able action plans, related to achieving these priorities, but in some cases the action plans were not sufficiently detailed or developed.  In these cases the lead consultants provided advice during the site visit to ensure that the plans were more fully thought through and assisted the participants to realistically assess their capacity to achieve priorities in the time available.

Given the short timescale for completion, the scale of the activities was quite modest and project leads were encouraged to be realistic in the outcomes they expected to achieve.  Some projects, however, planned to take the development activity beyond the life of the Improvement Project.  Some projects benefited from linking to work on New Standard, Ofsted inspection or consultancy 

Actions included in the plans covered:

· Improving processes to secure more effective employer engagement

· Developing QA systems that reflect employer engagement and workplace contexts across partnerships and consortia arrangements
· Improving initial assessment, involving the learner and employer with new or revised processes and more explicit individual learning plans

· Putting in place effective processes to support assess-train-assess
· Customer relationship management (CRM) systems, databases and information gathering processes
· Developing service level agreements or employer charters
· Developing guidance for working with employers 

· Reviewing marketing materials to ensure they reflected the employer as customer

· Comparing and improving marketing and promotion media 

· Developing learning materials

· Overcoming resistance to change though the establishment of working groups, employer champions and staff development.
All the projects that provided final reports affirmed that they had made progress in implementing their development plans and most said they would continue with the development beyond the lifespan of the project.

9.
Networks and dissemination
Networks of project participants were formed and two network meetings specifically for each topic area were held in January/February and March/ April. The meetings provided an update on the emerging findings in the topic area and overall and scrutinised the findings from the projects.  They also provided advice on the delivery of project action plans and exchanged ideas on effective practice.  
A final network meeting was held for each theme in June/July. Each topic area analysed the outcomes from their projects and presented these to the project leads across the theme.  

Attendance at the network meetings was excellent – 75 at the first round of meetings, 69 at the second and 53 at the final network meetings.  This may be related to linking this to staged payments of the fee for taking part in the project, but the excellent evaluation results also reflect the value that participants placed on the activity.

A further meeting was held on the 30 August to consider the implications of the project outcomes and next steps in the Development Programme. 

The Projects’ findings were disseminated to other providers through two improvement workshops and the production of case studies and materials posted on the Development Programme’s website.  
10.
Issues emerging from final reports

Specific issues were reported in relation to each of the topic areas, as follows:

Topic A: Interpreting business needs in training programmes
Key messages emerging from this area included:
· Know your employers and the sectors in which they operate

· Communicate internally to develop common practices for working with employers, share information on employers and make sure staff are informed before contact begins

· Train and develop staff and keep them regularly updated in all aspects of your organisation’s products and services for employers
· Work to a common goal throughout the whole organisation, led from the top

Most of the projects concentrated on raising the profile of effective working with employers across parts of the organisation.  All looked at how to improve internal communications and develop common ways of working.  Continuing Professional Development (CPD) activities, either using internal staff or external consultancy, were used effectively.  One provider looked at electronic methods of keeping partners up to date. 
Topic B: Using the workplace as a basis for learning

Most projects introduced this approach to new areas of the organisation which had no previous experience of it, so causing wider organisational change.  The projects influenced thinking about better application of this approach and were a catalyst for significant cultural change across the wider organisation in at least half the participating organisations.  Projects concentrated on reforms to processes to ensure the workplace context was considered when planning learning programmes

Projects formed working groups and employer fora, produced checklists and protocols for employer engagement, Individual Learning Plans (ILPs) proformas, skills analysis records, flexible delivery applications within a website, developed joint working and delivery practices, and placements for visually impaired learners  

Topic C: Assessing vocational and Skills for Life needs and using outcomes in ILPs
Consistency and quality assurance of initial assessment is a key concern and there is a need for better communication across key departments.  Standard ILPs are inappropriate but it is difficult to create satisfactory new ILPs encompassing vocational and SfL needs.  Securing an approach which combines assessment of vocational and Skills for Life need is proving to be difficult, often resulting in these being separately assessed.  There is a lack of employer engagement in Initial Assessment (IA) and ILPs

Actions taken by the projects included establishing working groups, running CPD sessions, revision of systems and procedures and the development of materials and tools

Topic D: Implementing Assess-Train-Assess
While there is not a single approach to Assess-Train-Assess, training must be the central focus in all cases. Approaches to Initial Assessment need adapting to meet the needs of  Assess-Train-Assess. Colleges in particular have inherent difficulties in securing a flexible approach to work-based assessment and training.  Staff contracts and conditions of service limit flexible working. In many cases these difficulties are addressed by organising and delivering employer responsive provision through discrete units, such as in Business Development Units. Such approaches fall down when the demand for responsive provision and the range and volume of the activity increases beyond the capacity of the unit to deliver.
The role of Assessors in providing training needs to be clarified, and support provided for those who take on a training role.  Using staff that are new to employer engagement requires extensive staff development and specific CPD support for staff to develop and experiment with a range of approaches to Assess-Train-Assess. 

The use of technology needs further development and this may go some way to resolve rurality and low volume issues.  

The projects’ activities included:

· A detailed staff audit of current skills and experience
· Development and delivery of tailored CPD support on flexible approaches to Train to Gain delivery and the interpretation and application of the Assess-Train-Assess model
· Reviewing staff contracts and job roles; and expanding capacity through recruitment and redeployment
· CPD support on the application of the Assess-Train-Assess model for new staff. 

Topic E: Embedding Skills for Life in vocational learning 
Embedding Skills for Life in Train to Gain is very challenging.  Brokers and business managers are central in selling the benefits of Skills for Life to employers but may have little knowledge of this concept. Specialist Skills for Life teachers tend not to have any contact with employers and their links with vocational tutors are often weak.
Providers need to pay attention to structural issues to ensure that the Skills for Life contribution is at the heart of the delivery model (for example, Skills for Life staff in the core business unit team).  Considerable development work is needed on the delivery models for this type of provision and most organisations have a long way to go in delivering a high quality, responsive programme of embedded provision. 

Projects were split into those trying to embed Skills for Life within Train to Gain and those more concerned with micro projects on developing models and resources for a particular NVQ, in the majority of cases, health and social care.
Topic F: Using Labour Market Information (LMI) to understand market needs

All the providers found that LMI was poorly collected and utilised across their organisations.  In some organisations the effective utilisation of LMI was not seen as being ‘mission critical’. Poor use was made of LMI at programme level and especially in driving programme development.
Providers had little specific information on: 

· Their local community/operating area

· Businesses in a providers local community/operating area

· Employers in a providers local community/operating area

· Vocational disciplines that are active in a provider’s local community/operating area.
Projects looked at sources and use of LMI and how this could be improved and developing the capacity for sustained gathering of local LMI and information about change drivers at a local level.

Topic G Effective Customer Care for Employers

Good customer relationship management is central to this topic, notably in dealing with enquiries, maintaining relationships with employers and monitoring and resolving issues and concerns that arise

Projects looked at business processes and the development of systems in relation to:

· Employer Charters

· Customer orientation - from learner to employer focus – and culture change
· Implementation of CRM systems and staff development relating to their introduction
· Mapping the process from enquiry to evaluation. 

Topic H: Relationship management, account management and repeat business 

Appropriate structures are needed to support relationship management, account management and repeat business.  Relationships with employers take time to develop and maintain and the resources for this are high.  Management information systems for employer facing work are often not fit for purpose, resulting in ineffective monitoring and out of date information.  Many opportunities are lost due to slow response time.  WBL providers may be better prepared to develop and sustain employer facing work, especially those in niche markets working with a small number of employers.
Common processes, procedures and protocols are hard to develop across large consortia - especially where organisations had not previously worked together. Service level agreements need to be developed which are complied with across the consortium.
The projects considered:
· The development of workable policies and procedures which can then be fed into a quality improvement plan.   

· Piloting and reviewing an employer service level agreement.  

· Purchasing and putting in place a CRM system and training staff in its use
· Further development of an existing CRM system 

· Developing a consortium-wide marketing strategy, providing training on this and developing a branding tool kit
· Promotional materials to raise awareness of the “offer” -  in some cases these were the first bespoke materials which had been targeted at employer engagement by sector

· A cost benefit analysis on the most cost effective approach to engaging with employers and identifying eligible learners for Train to Gain
· A loyalty scheme aimed at developing longer term relationships and increasing full cost provision.

Topic I: Marketing the benefits of training to employers 
There is a need to develop more appropriate organisational structures for working with employers– a sizeable and long-term task not possible unless internal barriers are removed.  Approaches to communication, promotion and marketing materials need to be appropriate to employers.  The extensive use of jargon and inappropriate content of some marketing materials fails to engage employers.  The audit tool was initially received with scepticism, but some participants revisited it, recognising that it provided a benchmark to identify progress and distance travelled.
Many of the projects in this area identified and developed different approaches to marketing, including:
· the use of case studies 

· a toolkit for sales staff, which also identified measurable impacts for training, 

· staff training manuals. 

Topic J: Meeting the needs of SMEs

Inherent weaknesses in processes are not specific to work with SMEs but are brought into sharp relief when delivering to this group.  Processes need to be brought up to scratch, especially with regard to marketing and quality of delivery.  A one-size fits all approaches do not work - mass marketing mail-outs secure poor responses and are clearly not cost effective, standardised questionnaires about effectiveness and feedback are not appropriate for SMEs.
Personalising contact and liaison with SMEs is more effective - more detailed and personalised approaches deliver better quality responses and feedback that can help to grow relationships. Developing good customer relations and networks are crucially important.
Projects in this area looked at bespoke marketing approaches, many based on sectors and some looking at micro segmentation of particular markets. Some projects looked particularly at improving the feedback they obtained from SMEs to improve the service they were offering them.

11.
Cross topic themes emerging from the projects
· CPD and management training for employer engagement to bring about cultural change to secure responsive and flexible provision

· The effective use of CRMs and MIS to manage the employer interface
· Developing bespoke provision to meet agreed outcomes - much more work is needed to develop useful exemplars of using the workplace context as a basis for learning, linking the workplace as a learning environment with the Assess-Train-Assess approach
· Understanding how to measure the impact of responsive provision
· Understanding sector needs and developing capacity to work with non-traditional occupational areas
· Information Advice and Guidance (IAG)  for employers and employees and its relationship to Initial Assessment and ILPs 

· Demonstrating the business case for Skills for Life to employers 

· Finding and making effective use of LMI (national, regional, local), especially to identify skill needs for specific communities/vocational disciplines
· Effective performance indicators to measure employer engagement.

· Good practice dissemination

12.
Conclusions and issues

The method for conducting the Improvement Projects is now established and has worked well.  Participants like the structure that is provided by the approach. While some found it difficult to meet deadlines, most agreed that this was a useful discipline and encouraged them to complete tasks which they otherwise might not have achieve.

A longer lead-in time to the recruitment to the projects would be helpful, with the opportunity to discuss the approach.  Some of the participants did not initially understand that their project should result from a review of their starting point.  The publicity material for subsequent projects needs to make this clear.

More emphasis and guidance should be placed on the development planning process and coaching could be provided on specific issues, for example, project management, time management, organisational skills.
The projects produced many case studies and materials that need further dissemination, either through the website or in future development activities.  The most substantial impact of the projects is, however, on the providers themselves.  The timescale for conducting a review and implementing a resulting plan for development was nine months – and the distance travelled by some of the projects is remarkable.  It is likely that further progress will be made, but this will need to be encouraged through the continued contact with the Development Programme.
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