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North West voluntary and community sector learning and skills network survey
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Summary

VSNW recently carried out a survey to help shape the continued future of the Regional Learning and Skills Network, which prior to this year received dedicated support from VSNW. Thank you to all those organisations which responded. 

The results outlined:

· the benefits of the network as a means to develop a regional influence for the sector around learning and skills issues

· ways in which the network could improve, for example clarifying the role and membership of the network. 

VSNW are working hard to secure the future of the network and will update members on our progress through the VSNW Bulletin as well as the Learning and Skills area of the website. To date VSNW have secured funding (to March 2009) for a learning and skills coordinator to develop the network, see our website for application pack.
Lesley Connor

Sector Skills Coordinator

Email: lesley.connor@vsnw.org.uk
Tel: 0161 276 9302

17 July 2008

Respondents
The response rate was 17% and included all five sub-regional learning consortia.

Of the 71 recipients on the Learning and Skills Network mailing list, twelve responded. In terms of geographic spread, four organisations (40%) were from Greater Manchester, three from Lancashire and one each (the sub-regional consortia) from Merseyside, Cumbria and Cheshire. 
Benefits of a regional learning and skills network
Achieved benefits of the network, identified by respondents, had included:

· Information-sharing, networking and promotion of good practice.

· Strategic influence of funders and regional policy makers – the strong links to the Learning and Skills Council were described as particularly valuable.

· Quarterly meetings had enabled intelligence gathering on issues affecting the sector.
· Access to funding that would not otherwise have been available.
· Very practical benefits of networking: ‘I/we learnt a lot in developing our consortium from the others’.
· Partnership opportunities – for one sub-regional consortia the network had opened the door to partnership with their County Council as well as Skills for Care: ‘a positive working relationship which has brought funding into the sector for workforce development.’

· An organised network gives the sector credibility with public sector stakeholders.
· Provides a point of contact for partner agencies.
Areas for Improvement 

The biggest response was the need to clearly define the network’s membership and role. There were mixed views but the central question is: what would be the most effective form for the network that doesn't duplicate current sub-regional structures?

Other responses picked out the need for more lobbying at a national level, the need to become more assertive in relationships with partners, the need for better linkage between the wider sector and the network and, through the network, between the sector and the Learning and Skills Council (LSC).
Gaps

Over the last few months, since the network has not received dedicated support, respondents identified several issues:

· A breakdown in the flow of information and networking (formal and virtual) such that respondents felt ‘out of the loop’ and isolated. Three respondents highlighted the lack of exchange of information between network members; the feeling was that a dedicated coordination role was essential.
· No real channel of communication between regional LSC and sub regions (although it was acknowledged by one respondent that the local contact did try to keep them informed).
· Loss of strategic role – feeling of no influence over policy. 

· Lack of information about recent LSC tendering process.
· One respondent felt that the network would have been an ideal forum to talk about community grants (ESF).

Future role of the network

There were lots of ideas for the network. Most frequently mentioned were:

· Representation on key regional and national bodies.
· Strategic influence, lobbying/campaigning voice for sector.
· Develop links with key statutory partners in the region (RDA, LSC, Job Centre Plus were all mentioned) and start a dialogue about what the VCS can offer.
· Policy information/updates.
Other comments included:

· Coordination of North West learning approach (gaps and delivery opportunities).
· Regional contract holder.
· Professional development opportunities that meet Institute for Learning standards (Sub regional consortia delivering a joint programme).
· Bidding assistance, funding opportunities.
· Funding route to sub regional consortia.
· Major player in Learning and Skills agenda measured by greater involvement in learning and skills activity by VCS.

There was broad consensus on the minimum requirements for the network:

· Quarterly / periodic meetings including input from LSC and regular ‘virtual’ contact. 

· Timely information and analysis of policy changes.
· Sharing good practice, views and knowledge.
Financial contribution for membership

Opinion on paid membership of the network was split. Four respondents were in favour (33%), three against (25%) and five were unsure (42%). Many respondents wanted to wait and see what the network would offer members.

Two respondents thought that any annual charge should be linked to capacity to pay and raised the idea of a sliding scale based on a percentage of an organisation’s annual income. Another suggestion was to charge for special events or seminars rather than having a blanket charge. Two respondents specified an amount (‘£50?’ and ‘in the region of £200 to £500’). One respondent felt that policy makers and key regional players have a responsibility to work with the sector, and as well as recognising this, need to recognise that there is also a cost to this.

Final comments

A number of points were raised: the need to clarify the network’s role, membership and governance was reinforced by three respondents. Overall there was a general feeling that the network and VSNW’s coordinating role was valuable and had been missed; along with a fear that momentum was currently being lost.
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