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2 Summary
This report summarises the findings of a consultation exercise that has been undertaken with colleges who have been identified as being excellent with regards to employer responsiveness. It was undertaken as a result of the Quality Improvement Agency (QIA) identifying that its current programme was successful in supporting a range of colleges in moving forward with this agenda but had not been as successful in working with stronger performers.

In order to undertake the consultation there was initial desk research in order to identify excellent colleges using such criteria as the Training Quality and Action for Business Standards and other externally recognised factors. This was augmented by LSC Regional Train to Gain leads confirming the currency of the initial list and suggesting additional colleges based on their knowledge of current performance.

The consultation took place through two workshops and a small number of interviews. During these senior college leaders shared information on how they had progressed their employer responsive activity and identified the key drivers for doing so. 

The objectives of the consultation were to gain insight into:-

· What excellent performance in employer responsiveness currently looks like
· What excellent colleges could do to support other providers who wish to progress in this area

· What support excellent colleges need in order to increase capacity and improve performance even further

2.1 What does excellence look like?

In order to identify what excellence in employer responsiveness looks like the highest performing colleges identified what the drivers had been for them in moving forward to excellence, what their current key strengths were and what had been the main factors in enabling them to achieve this.
There were a wide range of drivers identified which ranged from adjusting to policy requirements, the colleges own strategy and the demand from employers. The strengths that were identified tended to focus on the quality of training delivery and the staff involved in delivery. Staffing was also identified as one of the key enablers in their progress; they also included leadership and developing strategy.
2.2 What could excellent colleges do to support other providers?

There was general willingness amongst the representatives from the excellent colleges to support other providers. One of the key reasons behind this was a need for the sector to improve overall in order to create a more positive image with employers. The respondents did however indicate that there was an increasing issue of competition which would mean that the choice of provider that they would be prepared to support would have to be more carefully chosen. The responses also indicated that there was a need for careful selection of any staff who could get involved in undertaking this activity in order to ensure that they had the appropriate personal qualities.

The colleges also indicated that whilst they were positive about receiving payment to undertake this type of activity that the amount of time they were able to give to it would be limited due their operational commitments. They felt that the time they could give could be maximised throughout the development of support materials and workshops to reduce the amount of time they needed to spend on preparation.
2.3 What are excellent colleges development needs?

All of the college participants indicated that whilst they have made good progress in employer responsiveness that they still had development needs. The topics that they identified were the same as those that would have been identified by those providers who had not yet become excellent. The responses however indicated that it was the depth and detail on the input that they required that was likely to be different. As an example they indicated that they were less likely to require support on what a CRM system is but more on how they could improve their processes in progressing their own systems.

The colleges identified that they felt there was great benefit in being able to network with other strong performing colleges as they had similar issues and could share their thinking as to how to progress further.  

3 Introduction
In “World Class Skills – Implementing the Leitch Review of Skills in England” the Government set out its response to the economic and skills challenges raised by Lord Leitch.  QIA has recognised the need to develop a support programme for the FE sector building on the existing Development Programme for Train to Gain to enable it to rise to this challenge and has undertaken a number of pieces of work which are designed to shape the content and delivery of the new support programme, including:

· A literature review which examines publications on effective employer engagement and the key messages for the sector

· A series of case studies being developed which utilise the experiences of successful colleges to understand what has contributed to their success

· An exploration of the issues in the provider sector in meeting the Government’s ambition in delivering World Class Skills

· The development of a tool to support changes in fee and commercial income funding.
This was undertaken specifically for Colleges as it has been recognised as a result of the Leitch road shows undertaken by QIA that Colleges face a different challenge from other groups of providers whose needs would be identified through other approaches. 

This report summarises the findings of a consultation into the views of the strongest performing Further Education Colleges with regards to employer responsiveness and is designed to complement the above initiatives and thus contribute to the QIA’s development of its new support programme.

The consultation was specifically undertaken as the evaluation of QIA’s Development Programme for Train to Gain indicated that it has been successful with colleges who are moderately good at responsive delivery and those that are developing their employer engagement processes.  The evaluation also highlighted, however, that the development programme has provided less for those colleges that are already excellent.  

In developing its new support programme QIA recognised the need to address this and to facilitate the sharing of that expertise across the sector.  The aim of this consultation was to work with groups of Principals or Senior Managers whose organisations were seen to be excellent in their responsiveness to employers to:

· Define what excellence looks like in employer facing demand led work

· Explore what their development needs are to increase capacity and become even better in this area of work and how such demand needs could be met
· Agree what role they could play in the new programme and the level of return/reward they will be seeking for their participation.
4 Methodology

4.1 Structure

It was determined as part of the project specification that the format for research would be based on the creation of a small number of groups which would allow college managers to be able to share experience and network in order to create an environment which would encourage them to be creative and to spark ideas off one another. We established a target of between 18 and 30 attendees for the proposed three workshops in order to gain as wide a view as possible from across the sector.
In order to provide reasonable geographic access to potential delegates it was agreed that the workshops would be held across the country in the following locations:

· Central London

· Birmingham

· Manchester

These were planned to be held in consecutive weeks in order to provide the widest possible range of options for colleges to attend. 
4.2 Determining the target colleges
One of the first tasks to complete in order to undertake this research was to identify which colleges should be invited. As there is no formal definition of excellence in employer responsiveness and given the diverse nature of colleges and the range of activity they could be involved in it was necessary to determine a range of criteria to achieve this. We therefore, undertook a desk top review of a range of possible criteria including:-
· Achievement of the Training Quality Standard (formerly known as the New Standard)

· Beacon Status (where reference was made to employer responsiveness)

· Leadership and Management OFSTED inspection grade

· Action for Business Standard.
As we recognised that this list may be dated or not reflect those colleges who had become most effective at Train to Gain delivery the parameters of the criteria were extended to include consultation with the Regional Train to Gain Directors of the LSC to gain their input as to the colleges that they currently regarded as excellent. It is recognised that some strong performing colleges may have been excluded by adopting this methodology.
The outcome of this analysis was the identification of 59 colleges to be invited. This was made up of 51 colleges (86%) from the desk top review and 8 (14%) being added by the LSC regional contacts. This confirmed that the desk top review had been an accurate process for identification. 
In order to gain attendance an invitation was sent to the Principal or Chief Executive which was signed jointly by KPMG and QIA. All of these invites were then followed up systematically with phone calls, reminder letters and then through links with the Association of College who also carried out a follow up in order to gain maximum attendance.

4.3 Patterns of attendance
There was an extremely positive response from the colleges invited with 50% of them booking to attend one of the events. This placed attendance at the top of the target level we had established of 30. The bookings received were not, however, spread across the country as anticipated. Due to the operational requirements of the colleges it resulted in 17 places being booked for the London event, 9 for the Birmingham event and only 4 for the Manchester event. In the main the events were attended by Senior Managers with lead responsibility for employer responsiveness although around 20% of attendees were Principals. 
Due to the low numbers booked for the Manchester event this was cancelled and arrangements made to undertake telephone interviews with these delegates in order to gain their views. It has only been possible due to the Easter holiday commitments of these delegates to undertake 3 of these interviews. In terms of actual attendance on the day both of the events were well attended with only 1 delegate not turning up for each event.  

We believe that this attendance is a clear indicator of the enthusiasm that these colleges have for employer responsiveness and their wish for continued development in this area.

4.4 Workshop Delivery
The workshops were specifically designed to be delivered in an informal manner to provide the maximum opportunity for delegates to input into the consultation. They included a full range of whole group to individual activities with a significant amount of time given over to feedback.

It was clear during both events that there was great enthusiasm for employer responsiveness and a willingness to share ideas and network with other colleges from all of the attendees. All of the delegates were extremely positive throughout the events and able to focus on the broad strategic picture. 
The evaluation sheets that delegates were asked to complete at the end of the event were all extremely positive with only a minor comment on timing and location which given the overall aim of engaging 30 colleges could not have been overcome.

5 Emerging Themes

5.1 How have colleges become excellent?

One of the key issues that were explored during the consultation was how colleges had achieved their current “excellent” status. This included consideration of how long the excellent colleges have been focussing on employer responsiveness, what the key drivers were for creating the focus on this issue, what the current strongest elements of their performance were and what had been the key factors in making them successful.

5.1.1 When did colleges start their journey to excellence?

There was a wide range of responses to this issue which ranged from 20 to 3 years. It was interesting to observe that there was somewhat of a split with just under 25% indicating that they had been focussed on this issue for over 13 years and around 50% responding that this had largely come about in the last 5 years. It was unsurprising to note the increase in answers indicating this has started over the recent years given the increased focus being placed on this issue by Government and LSC.

5.1.2  What were the drivers for becoming employer responsive?
College respondents gave a wide range of answers to this question. Each of the colleges was allowed to list all of the drivers that they felt were relevant and then asked to work together to group them into key areas. Whilst this is an artificial split of inter-related issues this analysis allows for a popularity view of what has driven colleges to become excellent in this area and provides an insight into how this has been achieved. Each of the drivers within the categories is presented in rank order with the figure in brackets indicating the number of participants who identified the driver.
	External Factors (total 21 responses)

	· Responding to LSC and  Government funding priorities and messages regarding employer responsiveness in the Skills White Paper (x 8 responses)

· The focus created in achieving CoVE status  (x4 responses)

· The need to deliver Train to Gain (x 3 responses)

· The wish to support growth in apprenticeships

· Responding to feedback from OFSTED inspection

· The introduction of the Action 4 Business Standard and working towards its achievement

· That ESF/EEDA funding required employer relationships.


	College Strategy and Vision (total 18 responses)

	· The need to manage the reputation and positioning of the college (x 5 responses)

· To place the college at the heart of the community and support widening participation (x 3 responses)

· That energetic management had continued to drive things forward (x 2 responses)

· That the focus on employers has been brought about by the focus on regeneration or other economic drivers. (x 2 responses) 

· The college had identified that it needed to develop its curriculum structure and to establish extra flexibility for delivery teams (x 2 responses)

· That there was a desire to succeed in delivering the college vision and mission

· That the college wished to be creative, responsive and flexible

· That the increased focus on employer responsiveness would support a change in college focus

· That expansion had been identified as a strategic priority and it was identified that employer responsiveness provided a vehicle for this

· The college wished to continue to do things differently.


	Demand from Employers (total 14 responses)

	· That there was employer led need  to which colleges needed to respond.(x 11 responses)

· The belief that accessing genuine commercial experience through employer responsive work would be key to driving up employability skills (x2 responses)

· There was a recognition that it was not possible to define employers as one group that needed to be engaged rather that employers needed to be responded to as individuals


	The colleges own enterprise focus (total 11 responses)

	· The appointment of a Director/Manager of Development from a commercial background who has then driven this agenda forward (x 5 responses)

· The restructure of the college to include an enterprise unit (x 5 responses)

· There was a financial imperative to increase the use of their estate through undertaking commercial activity


	The need for increased business development (total 11 responses)

	· There was a need to increase income within the college (x5 responses)

· There was a need for business growth (x3 responses)
· The completion of a competitor analysis which identified a gap in the market (x 2 responses)

· The identification that workforce skills (apprentices, ESF) was a larger and growing opportunity


5.1.3 Comment
It is interesting to observe that the most popular criteria of drivers identified was those that had come about from external factors such as Government and LSC policy and other initiatives such as CoVE and Action for Business. It is clear that these have been effective in providing a focus for colleges to address this issue. It is however also interesting to note the number of strategic drivers that were identified and that the most frequently identified driver was that of employer demand. Given that all colleges have been receiving the same policy messages and external drivers it is clear that this cannot be the over riding factor in achieving excellence otherwise more colleges would have been identified. Given the range of responses and the strategic focus it is reasonable to conclude that the successful colleges have created a balance of drivers and rather than simply responding to external forces they have taken this information on board and internalised it to make it part of their strategic focus.
It is also interesting to note the number of responses which identified a reorganisation to create an employer facing unit which then drove forward the employer responsive agenda. This was also supported by a similar number of comments regarding the appointment of a Business Development Director or Manager with commercial experience who has again driven this agenda forward. There was however an indication that a number of colleges are beginning to look at how these units can now be integrated across the college to further extend delivery.
5.1.4 What are the strongest elements?
In this question colleges were asked to identify what they felt were the 3 strongest elements of their current activity. These have again been grouped and the volume of responses indicated.
	Delivery ( x 18 responses)

	· High quality delivery (x 5 responses)
· The ability to understand and deliver specific sector responses (x 3 responses)
· Having a broad and deep offer that meets employer needs (x 3 responses)
· Flexibility of delivery to suit the employers needs (x 2 responses)
· The ability to develop additional employer opportunities out of the existing curriculum offer

· Embedding Skills for Life delivery within vocational training

· The ability to develop comprehensive solutions to meet employers’ needs

· The high level of success rates with Apprenticeships

· The high level of delivery of Train to Gain.


	Employer relationships (x 16 responses) 

	· Relationship with employers (x 6 responses)

· The ability to effectively identify employer needs and wants (x 3 responses)

· Being able to identify opportunities for further activity with existing customers

· Specific work with large employers (eg. the NHS) (x 2 responses)

· Responsiveness to employers to meet their needs (x2 responses)

· The speed of response to clients and intermediaries

· The effectiveness of the dialogue with employers and other valued partners

· The use of a customer journey that focuses on the business impact rather than a college centric approach.


	Staffing (x 15 responses)

	· The skills and experience of the staff  who are involved in working with employers this includes the sales workforce, delivery and Senior Management team (x 6 responses)
· Building an assessor bank that can be used to deliver with employers on an as needed basis

· A staffing structure that allows for delivery to employers

· The creation of a new employer engagement team

· The relationship between the employer responsive element of the organisation with senior management

· The high levels of staff commitment, determination and enjoyment in delivering employer responsiveness 

· The willingness of staff to do new things to make employer responsiveness work

· The excellent curriculum managers who have a clear remit for engaging with employers 

· Getting buy in from the full senior management team and other front line staff

· Having a cross college senior management role that considers employer responsiveness combined with good curriculum support


	Organisational (x 10 responses)

	· The partnership work (x 5 responses) including other colleges, SSCs and trade organisations

· The introduction of specific targets for employer work which drive forward progress, this includes performance related pay and the setting of clear outcome targets for delivery (x 2 responses)

· The focus of  business planning on employer work

· The increase in turnover as a result of working with employers

· The ability to offer an employment solutions service (a one stop training advice service for local people)


	Systems (x 5 responses) 

	· Having effective communication and co-ordination systems across college to deal with employer delivery

· Having systems in place to report on progress and enable review and follow up of delivery with employers

· Having appropriate MIS to report on employer activity

· Having a mentoring scheme for all 16-19 year old learners

· The purchase and successful implementation process of a new CRM system


	Resources (x 4 responses)

	· High quality resources that meet industry standards which employers value x 3

· The specific resources developed as part of involvement with a National Skills Academy


5.1.5 Comment

From an analysis of responses the colleges felt that their strongest areas of performance with regards to employer responsiveness were primarily focussed on front line areas with delivery, employer relationships and staffing being the 3 most commonly highlighted areas. It is clear from this that the operational enablers such as organisation, systems and resources are important but were significantly less often reported as strengths. This could provide a particular focus for support for these excellent colleges in order to further stretch their performance. It also suggests that there could be a product focus for those colleges who have yet to achieve excellence. For example, by creating an initial focus on delivering in the workplace or on staff training and development. 
5.1.6 What have been the key factors in making your approach successful?

The colleges were all asked to indicate what the 3 main reasons had been in how they had become successful in this area. As with the previous two areas these have been grouped and ranked in terms of numbers of responses.

	Leadership ( x 14 responses)

	· Good leadership providing strategic vision, clarity and focus on mission (x 11 responses)

· Bringing about a restructure to deliver a culture of employer responsiveness (x 2 responses)

· Commitment to achievement of employer work from Governors


	Culture ( x 14 responses)

	· Having an employer focussed culture throughout the organisation with the ability to monitor progress (x 4 responses)

· Having clear ownership of employer responsiveness throughout the organisation (x 2 responses)

· Having a focus on the customer journey and in particular the business impact of training

· Having an understanding of the local market to be able to take advantage of opportunities

· Having the ability to respond to a change of funding direction

· Having taken the time to undertake consultation with staff in order to get the full understanding and buy in to the employer agenda

· Having created a culture where the delivery is not constrained by previous college culture of delivery and staff feel able to take risks and develop new solutions to meet employers needs

· Having staff who are tenacious and drive forward the employer agenda

· Having a clear culture of wanting to be regarded as the best when it comes to employer delivery

· Having open and effective communication across the organisation


	Staff ( x 8 responses)

	· Staff, including business development / sales team, delivery staff and SMT (x 8 responses)


	Structure ( x 6 responses)

	· Having an organisational structure which secured a centralised approach to employer engagement and prevented duplication of activity across the college (x 3 responses)

· Existence of a business centre with its own delivery teams, rooms and resources and a devolved budget (x 3 responses)


5.1.7 Comment
It is clear from responses given by colleges in attendance that excellence in employer responsiveness has been driven by effective leadership which has gone on to create the appropriate culture to bring about a real focus on employer activity. This has been supported by motivated and skilled staff working within a structure that enables them to make decisions that reflect employer needs. It is interesting to note that the responses showed that external drivers are not regarded as a significant factor when it comes to success, indicating that whilst these provide a focus to move organisations forward the achievement of results or awards were not recognised as the main strengths.
5.1.8 What does excellence currently look like in colleges who were represented?

In order to create an image of excellent performance in employer responsiveness the responses provided by the colleges were combined to develop a composite picture of the qualities that a typically excellent college could have developed.  
	Pen picture summary of an excellent employer responsive college

	· They will have started their focus on this over 5 years ago

· They will have been clearly monitoring Government and LSC priorities and responded to these in developing their own strategies and vision

· They will have energetic, proactive and creative senior leadership including governors who have ensured that they have an appropriate culture, structure and curriculum design in order to meet employer needs

· They will have enthusiastic staff who are committed to meeting employer needs and have relevant commercial and sector experience

· They have strong relationships with the employers that they are providing training for. They respond quickly and accurately to employer requests
· They have a wide ranging offer but are focused on meeting  employer needs and not selling qualifications
· They will have high quality delivery which is reflected in success rates and employer feedback

· They are likely to have created an enterprise or employer unit to focus on this issue but are now assessing how this could be integrated across the whole college

· They are seeking to grow their delivery in order to widen participation
· They have strong partnerships with key stakeholders and other colleges which enable them to strengthen their employer offer

· They have gone some way in establishing CRM and MIS systems in order to support their activity  


5.1.9 Summary

By undertaking this analysis it has been possible to create an image of what is currently involved in excellence in this area of provision within those excellent colleges who attended the events, the key drivers that have focussed colleges in achieving this and the key factors that have enabled them to be successful. It would be possible to use this analysis in order to provide focus for the main areas of expertise that excellent colleges could offer to support others who have not progressed as far with their own approach.

The discussion from participants during these exercises identified that they believed that there would be considerable merit in developing formal networks. It was felt that this could start at the highest level in considering Principal to Principal support but then become more detailed through operational management and delivery staff as it is clear that the achievement of excellence has been dependent upon all of these levels. 
5.2 SWOT Analysis
In order to gain a view of where these colleges are now focusing to further improve, participants were asked to undertake an individual SWOT analysis.  The outcomes of these analyses were shared in small groups and then compiled into an overall summary table to create a composite picture of an excellent provider. These have been combined for both events and the telephone interviews in the table below to provide a complete picture.
5.2.1 Summary SWOT analysis

	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	Management

· Dynamic management

· Senior management commitment (including governors)

· Commercial approach

· Effective cross college communication

Staff

· Flexible contracts

· Performance management 

· Enthusiastic & competent staff

· Key account management

· Cultural change in staff
· Ability to appoint staff with an understanding of business.

Strategy and vision
· Key performance indicators 

· Strategy for development and growth

· Being demand led

Delivery

· Flexible delivery

· Wide portfolio offer

Achievement

· Achievements of accreditation / standards

· Excellent success rates

· Reputation with funding bodies
Employer demand

· Reputation with employers including college image and brand

· High repeat business

· Knowledge of sectors

· Relationships / networking with stakeholders

· Collaborative partnerships
	Sales and financial

· Lack of sales skills 

· Understanding of Train to Gain finances – cost vs surplus/income

· Employment contracts

· Not achieving all relevant targets

Capacity

· Capacity to make a surplus
· Staffing issues; lack of qualified and able staff to deal with employer activity
· Size of college when bidding for new projects

Traditions in the FE sector (Change)
· Credibility of FE

· Staff unused to working with employers
· Risk averse
· No perceived specialisms

· Inconsistent management
· Lack of whole organisation buy in

Meeting employer needs

· Lack of research and development

· Quality of delivery in curriculum areas
· Difficulty with SMEs 
Systems

· Under developed CRM

· Inadequate MIS

· Lack of formal employer feedback mechanisms




	Opportunities
	Threats

	Growth and expansion under current climate

· Relaxation/widening of Train to Gain funding
· Skills have never had a greater focus following the establishment of the DIUS.
· The creation of larger colleges with increased resources

· The Training Quality Standard

· Increased activity from Commission for Employment and Skills and other bodies.

· Increased recruitment of commercially focussed staff.

· Development of new college locations and facilities

Working with employers

· Partnerships / build relationships

· Engaging with large employers

· Ability to sell other commercial training to employers

Financial

· New funding methodology

Qualifications and delivery

· New qualifications being developed including QCF

· ICT delivery

· Distance learning

Systems

· An employer database to map potential employers and establish strategy.
· Lack of effective CRM
	Competition

· Increased opening of the market

· Failure to achieve TQS 
· Increased employer direct delivery

· Private training colleges
· Market saturation

Financial

· Reduction in funding and changing methodology
· Lack of financial stability

· Lack of appropriate investment

· Failure to gain the employer fee contribution

· The difficulty and expense to engage and deliver with employers
Change in policy

· The potential maintenance or increase in levels of bureaucracy
· Changes in government policy to move the focus again.
· Constraints in current policies
· The QCF does not develop what is required

Staff

· Lack of skilled staff

· Current contracts of employment which do not allow sufficient flexibility




5.2.2 Summary of SWOT analysis
It is clear from the responses that although we were gaining the views of the top performing colleges that they were all able to identify areas in which they wish to improve and they began to network during the workshops in order to address some of these areas. Whilst there were patterns in the early discussions about strengths there was greater diversity of views when colleges considered their current situation. This was mainly driven by the individual circumstances of the provider with regards to their size, financial strength, local market and potential strategic issues such as merger.

5.3 How could excellent colleges support other colleges to become excellent?

Having established the major themes and success factors in colleges becoming excellent the attendees were asked to consider how excellent colleges could support other colleges in moving them forward to the same level of performance. In order to undertake this, the attendees were asked three questions. These were:
· In principle are you willing / able to help other colleges to become excellent?

· What could you practically do to help them? How much of this could you offer?

· What reward / return would you seek for doing so?

5.3.1 In principle are you willing / able to help other colleges to become excellent?

There was interesting discussion in both of the workshops and interview sessions regarding this subject. The immediate response to this was that colleges would be willing to share expertise in order to develop others. This was felt as being important in order to improve the overall image of the sector with employers and that the impact of their own efforts could be significantly reduced unless the overall view of the sector was improved. There were a number of examples given of how some colleges are currently involved in this activity either informally through networking and hosting visits from other colleges or more formally through contracts for which they were receiving payment. One example was given of a regional LSC that had funded a college that had achieved the TQS to share its experiences with other providers. 
As the conversation developed however there was a general view that as the market was becoming more competitive, this is beginning to provide a disincentive in sharing information with possible competitors. This was particularly felt to be problematic with regards to sharing expertise with colleges who they are likely to be in competition with for employers. It was felt that this was less of an issue where a provider was operating in a distant geographic area such as an alternative LSC region. Though it was also pointed out that some of the larger colleges were already operating across a number of regions. There remained a general view that such activity as sharing effective practice at delivery level could continue as this was less commercially sensitive whereas issues around planning, process and systems may be more protected as time goes forward.
There was also a view amongst a small number of participants that competition was not a factor as they believed that any provider who received advice would still need to undertake a great deal of work in order to implement any knowledge gained to suit their local circumstances.
In summary, there was a majority view of willingness for colleges to share expertise providing that any potential competitive conflicts could be managed.  

5.3.2 What could you practically do to help them? How much of this could you offer?

There was a menu of possible options of support that included consultancy and training and hosting networking or effective practice visits. Specific examples arose of a provider who was delivering a number of workshops on how they had achieved the Training Quality Standard and another who had provided consultancy on the strategic approach of another provider.

The issue however became more problematic when the capacity colleges had to offer was discussed. It was felt that the colleges would only be able to offer a limited amount of time due to their own operational priorities. It was highlighted that this has been an issue in some of the formal activities that had been undertaken to date and should not be underestimated moving forward. The colleges also indicated that there was only likely to be a limited interest in undertaking this type of activity as their main focus was on delivery and their own improvement activities rather than in becoming consultants. 

The colleges also highlighted the risk that could develop of colleges operating on the basis that what has worked in their own college would operate as effectively in the college that they were advising and that careful selection and development would be required. The colleges recognised that in order for this to be successful it would be likely to require a reasonable amount of time commitment from the provider staff and this would not be viable if undertaken only for a few days for each provider that became involved.  
5.3.3 What reward / return would you seek for doing so?

The only reward that colleges identified was financial payment. It was felt to be extremely positive that colleges could receive an appropriate payment for undertaking activity to support their peers which the colleges could in turn use to support their own improvement activities. This was regarded as popular as it was also keeping money within the sector rather than funding consultancies. This enthusiastic view was tempered however in light of the consideration of the availability of resource and the time required not only to undertake delivery but also in planning and preparation. It was felt that if core materials could be developed by a consultancy centrally the college staff could then be used to support the delivery which would reduce the input but it was likely to remain an issue.  
5.3.4 Summary
It is clear that whilst there is a desire and willingness to share expertise for an appropriate financial return there are a number of barriers that need to be considered. These include the issue of competition, the availability of sufficient resource, the quality and the transferability of expertise that would be used.

5.4 What will an excellent employer responsive college look like in 3 years?
In order to provide a vision as to where the currently excellent colleges could improve, the participants were asked to describe what they thought would be excellent in three years time. These were described as follows:
	The excellent colleges will have:

	· First class market intelligence upon which business decisions are made

· A robust brand

· Excellent up-to-date CRM which acts as a core business tool

· A larger diverse workforce which includes sales staff, call centres, business delivery managers and trainer assessors

· Diverse income streams including commercial income, LSC and HEFCE funding
· Satisfaction rate will be in the top 10% and repeat business will be the norm 

· A wide range of delivery mechanisms to meet employer needs including virtual delivery

· Success rates will be world class and colleges will be meeting impact targets

· SSCs as key partners which inspire, inform and support colleges

· Greater sectoral specialisation with the ability to offer learning from level 1 to degree in their specialist areas.
· First class ‘employer standard’ facilities and equipment

· Fit for purpose support services including HR, finance and data

· Differing types of sub organisations within the overall organisation to reflect the diversity of the markets that they serve.

· Adopted a business to business approach (rather than college to business)

· Diverse models of partnership working to improve competitive advantage
· Forged strategic partnerships and improved multi agency working to improve competitive advantage.


	The excellent colleges will be:

	· Working closely with employers through being

· Sought out by employers as the first choice for advice and delivery of training

· A strong interface between communities and employers – ‘employers will want to work with us.’

· Able to respond immediately to employer needs with rapid progress to delivery

· Able to provide holistic solutions

· Fully engaging employers rather than selling products

· Providing support for enterprise through the existence of ‘incubators’ that develop the skills needed to grow new businesses

· Integrated with other organisations – for example, units of the college will be co-located with PCTs

· Delivering to meet employer needs by

· Utilising up to date technology including video and web conferencing for delivery

· Delivering own accredited qualifications and working with employers to develop bespoke qualifications to meet their needs

· Employing industry experts who they develop with teaching / assessing skills.


5.4.1 Summary

The responses to this exercise showed that the excellent colleges clearly have a view as to the direction they need to take to move forward. This covered a range of elements including delivery, systems and staffing. It was also clear that to a certain extent some colleges were beginning to develop their approach to meet this vision.
5.5 What currently prevents you from achieving this vision of excellence?

In order to identify the current barriers that are preventing colleges from moving forward attendees and interviewees were asked to describe what currently stops them from delivering the excellence that they had defined. The following areas were identified:
	External Factors

	· That college planning had been driven by the current funding methodology. (It was understood that this would change with the increase in demand led funding)
· That competition was too high in some geographic areas
· There was a perceived barrier in the willingness of the Government to allow colleges to expand in a fully responsive way, for example it was felt that currently planning restrictions are imposed which are based on LSC priorities and not on the demands that colleges are receiving from employers. It was felt that in some areas that these priorities were based on declining employment markets


	Employment and staffing

	· There is a belief that that there is currently insufficient capacity, in respect of qualified staff, to deliver Government needs and targets.

· There is a need to develop middle managers who are often the main blockages to both the strategic vision and the operational delivery 

· There is a clear need for workforce reform in the FE sector particularly regarding terms and conditions of employment to ensure the increased viability of employer provision


	Management

	· There is currently a conflict between investing in research and development to respond to employers’ needs and the social costs of meeting the needs of 14 – 19 year old learners

· The risk averse nature of the FE sector in respect of expansion partnership working and adopting a specialist agenda
· There is a lack of detailed market intelligence


	Resources

	· There was some uncertainty about the extent to which capital is a barrier as there was a clear need for “employer standard” facilities for any delivery that takes place in college however it was believed that the majority of the employer responsive offer is likely to be delivered in the workplace


	Train to Gain

	· There were barriers identified with regards to successful delivery of Train to Gain this particularly included the bureaucratic paper work


5.5.1 Summary
The vast majority of the reasons that were identified by the colleges were focussed on external forces and drivers and the impact of current and future policy decisions. There was also recognition, however of the need for management development including strategy and culture change, work on developing sufficient and flexible delivery staff and also on being able to more readily identify labour market need.

5.6 What support could QIA provide to assist colleges in overcoming these barriers?
The colleges were asked to identify what they felt could be undertaken by QIA in order to support them in progressing this agenda. 

	· Research and development in marketing in order to identify approaches that will raise the reputation of FE

· Develop networking groups and  effective practice visits for a wide range of job roles and functions to share experience

· Undertake active research and develop effective practice guidelines as to how staff terms and conditions can become more flexible to meet employer needs

· Develop activities that will help to secure college senior management engagement to employer activity

· Review how effective recruitment of staff to carry out employer engagement is being undertaken

· Development training for all college staff and governors

· Undertake research into the models used in colleges across the country for employer engagement and publish findings

· Support for approaches to business generation and effective growth including how to market / sell in a targeted way

· Support staff with traditional FE skills to build “business skills”

· Developing colleges who want to approach businesses on a national contract through the facilitation of a corporation of colleges which come together as a national matrix to deliver national contracts

· Support with developing e-learning capability, process and strategy
· Development of an effective tracking system for Train to Gain delivery

· Support with CRM, including support with MIS to ensure integration of new requirements around CRM with existing systems

· Facilitating networks of curriculum specialists with a business focus

· Supporting the development of supply chain relationships including involvement of employers

· Support and effective practice regarding telephone and call centres (including when are they effective/how do you set one up)

· Identifying effective practice regarding capturing feedback from employers to ensure that it meets the needs of the Training Quality Standard including questionnaire design and methodology
· Support with achievement of the Training Quality Standard

· Support with approaches for integration of employer engagement / Business Development Unit into the main body/practices of the college to secure the whole organisation approach

· Supporting SSCs with their roles and responsibilities to ensure maximum value for employers, including sharing market intelligence. Skills for Health, Skillsmart and Go Skills were identified as having effective practice in respect of working with colleges and employers.

· Supporting Awarding Bodies with the mode and delivery of assessment.


It is interesting to note that it is likely that this list does not specifically identify any themes which would be different from those colleges who have not yet achieved excellence. It was however felt by participants that the content would be more detailed and involved for the excellent colleges. For example they stated that they were less likely to need input on awareness of what the Training Quality Standard is but would value support with improving their current practice in order to achieve this.
In addition to developing the above list which focuses on the content the colleges also provided comment as to how any support should be delivered and structured.
· It was felt that it was absolutely essential that whoever was appointed for delivery would need to be credible in order for colleges to fully engage with them

· That the approach should be advisory and not  instructional 
· That the approach should be flexible enough to find out what individual college needs are and tailor provision accordingly rather than providing a one size fits all approach
· It was felt that the LSC and AOC should be focal points in the development of the programme
As an additional point the colleges felt that Train to Gain should not feature in the title of the support programme as it does currently, as this was felt to create too narrow a focus and it should instead reflect the broader employer responsiveness agenda. 

It should be noted that the participants felt that as they had already progressed some way with the employer agenda that they were in a stronger position to be able to identify the areas that they needed support with and they felt that this may not be the case for those colleges who have not yet moved forward as far.
6 Findings and Recommendations

In terms of identifying how colleges have become excellent with regards to employer responsiveness this consultation shows that:

6.1 Defining an excellent college

Colleges will have had this as a major focus for in excess of 3 years with over 50% having been focussed on this for over 5 years.

A wide range of drivers have focussed the colleges in moving forward. These can be grouped and ranked in terms of frequency as follows:

· The need to respond to policy requirements

· The development of the College’s own strategy

· Demand from employers

· The College’s own enterprise focus 

· The need for increased business development.
It was clear from colleges that it had been essential to not only respond to the policy requirements but to take the issue on board and make it part of the overall strategy that there was belief and commitment in rather than paying lip service to government agencies.

The participants identified a number of areas which they regarded as their key strengths. These are grouped and ranked in terms of frequency as follows:-
· Quality and range of delivery

· The ability to create and develop employer relationships

· The skills, expertise and commitment of staff

· Organisational issues such as structure

· Systems

· Resources.
The attendees from colleges very much identified the front line delivery issues as current strengths. This provides an indication that the excellent colleges have focussed on getting the core product correct in order to achieve success. 
Colleges felt that the following issues had been the key success factors in enabling them to achieve excellence and would provide a focus for moving others forward:
· Effective leadership

· Creation of an employer responsive culture

· Staff involved in all elements of employer activity

· The creation of an organisational structure that enables employer delivery.

6.2 Will excellent colleges be able to support other colleges in moving forward employer responsiveness?
There was a general willingness amongst excellent colleges to support others in this area. It was felt that in order to achieve this it is important that any programme to support this recognises:
· That competition is becoming an increasingly important issue and that plans will need to be made to ensure commercial sensitivities are protected. This could be achieved by colleges offering support outside of their own LSC region

· That there is only limited availability of time to achieve this as the excellent college staff are primarily focussed on moving forward their own organisations
· That there needs to be careful consideration of the selection and development of those staff who are able to support other colleges to ensure that they are able to reflect the individual circumstances of those they provide advice to rather than giving a one size fits all approach

· That a balance needs to be drawn between the amount of time that excellent college staff have available and the amount of training and support that they would require in order to be able to be effective in supporting other providers
· That there is potential for central support to develop core delivery modules which could reduce the time commitment for staff in excellent colleges. For example by developing a suite of workshop materials around the implementation of the Training Quality Standard which could then be used by staff from excellent colleges in delivery
· Any proposed approach will need to provide an appropriate level of financial compensation to colleges in order to cover the time they will be investing.

6.3 What do excellent colleges require in terms of support to continue to move forward?

There was a universal belief amongst all those colleges currently identified as being excellent that there was still a great deal of potential improvement in their approaches to employer responsiveness. This was illustrated through the development of a vision of what an excellent college would look like in 3 years time and the identification of the barriers that currently stop them from achieving this. This was extended to cover what colleges would want from any programme that QIA would wish to provide in order to support them moving further forward.

The areas identified included a wide range of possible activities but the only area which received extensive support from nearly all attendees was for support around the change of staff terms and conditions to enable them become sufficiently flexible to meet employer needs.

From this analysis one of the key points that could be pursued is networking at job role level. This could start at the highest level in considering Principal to Principal support but then become more detailed through operational management and delivery staff as it was clear from the discussions that the achievement of excellence has been dependent upon all of these levels.

It was interesting to note that there were no factors identified that seemed particularly specific to excellent colleges. Colleges did however identify during the workshops that networking with other excellent colleges was particularly valuable. The distinction that was clearly expressed was that these colleges felt that they had a clearer understanding of their own development needs and that any programme that was to be developed should recognise this and allow the flexibility for them to have a solution geared to their needs. The colleges also stated that the programme would need to be delivered by credible advisors.
6.4 Conclusion

It has been clear through the course of undertaking this consultation that there is a wide range of college approaches to employer responsiveness which have led to some form of excellence being achieved. It has been possible to identify key similarities which have supported this achievement, which there is potential for the excellent colleges to share with others who wish to make progress. The informal networking that occurred during the workshops indicates that there is significant merit to be gained from developing a programme for excellent colleges to participate in, though from the feedback from the colleges this is much more likely to be differentiated through delivery and in the level of the content rather than by the theme.
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