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LSC Core Research Projects Planned for 2008-09

1 The LSC research and evaluation team manage several projects which provide the LSC and its partners with robust understanding of the skills and training needs of employers, the key future skills challenges in England, and the extent to which the provision that we fund in all areas of learning meets the needs and requirements of our learners. These projects are:

National Employer Skills Survey

2 The National Employers Skills Survey (NESS) will be commissioned by the Learning and Skills Council (LSC), Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS) and the UK Commission for Employment and Skills to provide information on the extent, causes and implications of recruitment problems, skills gaps and training behaviour in England.

3 It involves circa 79,000 telephone interviews with employers.  NESS was also conducted in 2003, 2004, 2005 and 2007, and hence time series data exists on the changing pattern of skills challenges facing employers.  In addition to the main study there will be a second wave looking at the cost of training to employers. The survey will be undertaken with a sub-sample of circa 7,000 employers that had funded or arranged training.

Skills in England 2008
4 The Skills in England report has been published annually since 2001, and using secondary analysis synthesises the latest research and analysis.   The report is a collaborative publication undertaken with a range of key partners.  This year the report will include a series of chapters on a variety of important skills issues facing the economy.  
Working Futures 2007-2017
5 Working Futures is an established and respected series of employment projections for the UK.    The results are intended to provide a sound statistical foundation for the consideration of all those with an interest in the supply and demand of skills, including individuals, employers, education and training providers as well as the various agencies and departments of government.  The results are based on the use of multi-sectoral, regional macroeconomic model, combined with occupational and replacement demand modules created from secondary data.
National Learner Satisfaction Survey 08/09

6 The survey of learners provides a national overview of delivery and satisfaction with education and training in England among LSC funded learners aged 16 or over.  The survey captures their perceptions on various aspects of their learning as well as establishing benchmarks against which to monitor trends in learners’ levels of satisfaction. This provides invaluable insight into learners’ perceptions of what is already working well and what might need to be improved so as to help the LSC and its partners understand and respond better to learners’ needs.
Apprenticeships
7 The LSC research will support the development of the National Apprenticeship Service through a series of projects designed to inform our understanding of the supply and demand for Apprenticeships.

Expanding Apprenticeships in the Public Sector
8 The recent government document World-class Apprenticeships: Unlocking Talent, Building Skills for All highlighted that the public sector will play a key role in increasing the number of Apprentices in England.  This research will examine how this can be achieved by speaking to a number of public sector employers. 
Identifying Sectors for Expansion in the Number of Apprenticeships
9 To increase the number of apprentices it is important that key areas for possible growth are identified.  This project will detail the possible growth areas by sector and by geographic area for each of the 25 Sector Skills Council defined sectors.  This research will focus on secondary analysis but there will be consulting with providers and employers.

Demonstrating the Benefits to Learners of Completing an Apprenticeship
10 This research will help to understand the benefits of completing an apprenticeship and how perceptions about apprenticeships can be altered. Lots of evidence exists about the benefits to employers of apprenticeships, the information for the apprentice is quite limited.  It is important if the expansion of apprenticeships is going to be achieved that we understand the wider benefits of completing an apprenticeship.  Quantitative evidence exists relating to the financial returns, but little in terms of further findings. 
11 This understanding will provide not only crucial information for the potential apprentice but also some quantifiable evidence for Information Advice and Guidance professionals and parents.  .

The Apprenticeship Route – Entry Completion and Progression
12 This will provide a holistic approach to the ‘apprenticeship route’ from entry through to completion (or non-completion) and beyond.  This research will help in identifying the key ‘enabling’ factors that make the difference between positive and negative medium and long-term outcomes for different groups.  This project will require interviews with learners and also some providers.

Older Apprentices
13 This area has been the subject of more limited research than that for young people.  It is important to identify the implications for delivery of apprenticeships to over 25s (and to a lesser extent over 21s), and how these would differ from those for young people.  This will provide the necessary information to tailor provision to meet the needs of different stakeholders.  This research is likely to involve providers, employers and learners.
Maximising Completion Rates
14 To maximise the impact of the apprenticeship programme it is crucial to ensure completion rates continue to rise.  This project will examine how high completion rates could realistically go.  The research will involve benchmarking against other qualifications and also against other countries.  The majority of this project will involve secondary analysis but may include some consulting with learners and providers.
LSC Strategic Research
15 The LSC will commission research to take forward many of the key issues outlined in the LSC’s Statement of Priorities in 2007.  The specific projects could then be grouped under different priorities e.g.:

Creating Demand for Skills

Training Among Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) Employers

16 This project will allow us to understand both the views of owners and managers and the skills and training needs of young people and adults working within BME owned businesses.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that for some BME business owners mainstream provision does not meet their needs.  This understanding will allow for a framework to be developed around matching any need identified to the provision available locally.  The initial project will include employers in the North West looking at the possibility to develop into a national survey.
14-19 Provision

17 The September Guarantee seeks to ensure that every young person due to complete year 11 in July has, by the end of September, received an offer of a suitable place in learning.  Whilst for the vast majority this has been the case, for some it has not.  This project will establish the reasons why the Guarantee did not work for everyone.  We will speak to those who did not take up their offer to find out how they think the Guarantee can be changed to make it work for everyone.

18 We will also undertake analysis and research around the scale and nature of pre level 2 provision that is offered to 16 to 18 year olds, to improve our understanding of the types of provision that are on offer and how it contributes to progression in learning and into employment.
Learner Support
19 The LSC spends around 7 per cent of its annual budget on Learner Support – circa £800 million, helping learners to overcome practical and financial barriers to learning.  Learner Support funding is distributed via nine separate schemes, each with a different remit and client group. 
20 We will conduct three strategic research projects to inform the future development of the Learner Support programme:
· Understanding the Needs of Disadvantaged Learners

The project will investigate the attitudes of disadvantaged people, to determine how the Learner Support programme can best encourage and support its client group to engage and succeed in learning.
· Learner Journeys, the Impact of Learner Support

The aim is to evidence by speaking to learners the impact that different strands of the Learner Support programme have upon learner participation, retention, achievement and progression.
· Reviewing the Wider Landscape of Financial Support to Learners
This project will provide the Learner Support Directorate with an up-to-date mapping of all of the sources of financial support available to learners (through LSC, DWP and others) and highlight any areas of tension that may require further development.  This will involve secondary research.
Better Skills, Better Jobs, Better Lives
Longitudinal Research into the Impact of Learning

21 Learners from the 2007 survey, who had moved into employment, will be tracked to find out what further progression they have made in work. This will enable us to evidence the longer-term impact of learning, and to inform our understanding of how learning can support individuals to progress in work.
The Impact of European Social Fund (ESF) Funded Learning
22 This research will take a similar form to last year’s “impact of learning on employability research.”  The main aim will be to demonstrate the outcomes for learners whose learning was funded through ESF funding.  This will again be achieved by speaking directly to the learner.

Offender Learning

23 This year there will be further development of the offender learner satisfaction research that was undertaken in 2007.  The LSC will also publish some Offender Skills Curriculum Area Reviews in the autumn which are based on secondary research.    

Impact of Learning on Key Groups of Learners
24 Following on from our research in 2007 on the impact of FE learning on employability, we will conduct in-depth, qualitative research with groups of learners who will be most impacted by future changes to the benefits system: for example lone parents and incapacity benefit claimant.
Integrated Employment and Skills

25 Many providers receive funding from DWP for training provision for those out of employment and also LSC provision for those people in work.  The main aim of this project is to enable the LSC and partners to provide a more integrated approach between pre-employment support and Train to Gain.  The specific focus of this project considers how individuals progress from pre-employment training to Train to Gain provision once they are employed.  This research will include consultations with some providers, employers and learners.
Evaluation Projects Planned for 2008-09
Train to Gain

26 Throughout Train to Gain’s (TtG) existence there has been research conducted amongst employers to gauge their views on the service but following national roll-out of TtG (August 2006) research has been completed to gauge the views of the learners themselves and take more of a wider look at employers opinions.  The evaluation of the TtG service is a critical part of the monitoring and policy development.  We will expand the evaluation to capture the new areas of delivery set out in the Plan for Growth.  This evaluation will require interviews with both employers and employees using the Train to Gain service.

Skills Accounts

27 The White Paper ‘Further Education: Raising Skills, Improving Life Chances’ announced that we will trial a new type of Learner Account for adult learners from autumn 2007.  Adult Learner Accounts will be trialled in a small number of LSC areas from September 2007 (South East and East Midlands) and will initially be targeted only at full level 3 learners.  Adult Learner Accounts will be further improved in 2008 and the name will change to Skills Accounts.  This evaluation will examine the impacts of Skills Accounts.  The evaluation will look to seek the impact of Skills Accounts among learner, providers and key stakeholders. 

Framework for Excellence

28 As the Framework for Excellence (FfE) policy rolls out we want to understand its impact, success, and the benefits of a comprehensive performance assessment framework for the FE system.

29 The Framework for Excellence takes forward the recommendation from the White Paper Further Education: Raising skills, improving life chances (DfES, 2006) “A new balanced scorecard and overall performance rating (along the lines of the local authority Comprehensive Performance Assessment system) will provide greater transparency and public accountability for colleges”.  It is a key element of a comprehensive and cohesive package designed to support continuous self-improvement within colleges and providers.  Taken together, the Framework, the LSC’s intervention policy, the national Improvement Strategy (QIA, 2007), inspection and the current work on self-regulation will help colleges and providers gain recognition for their success and identify areas for improvement.  Through the period of this evaluation, we will be seeking to understand the impact of FfE amongst providers, learners and employers. 

National Skills Academies (NSAs)
30 Establishment of employer NSAs was announced in the March 2005 White Paper “Skills: getting on in business, getting on at work.”  The intention is that NSAs will be led and financially backed by employers to achieve a better partnership approach between government and employers in raising standards of provision to meet employers’ specific skill needs.

31 Each NSA will receive a significant element of public funding.  However, there is a strong emphasis on employer support and funding being provided, and the aim is for the NSAs to eventually become self-funding.  This project will evaluate the impacts of NSAs.  This evaluation will primarily be speaking to providers, learners and employers.

  National Apprenticeship Vacancy Matching Service

32 The Apprenticeship review highlighted the need to roll out a national vacancy matching service for Apprenticeships.  This project will design the measures of success for the system and highlight ongoing evaluation need.  This evaluation will involve speaking to employers, learners and providers.

Skills Pledge Evaluation
33 It is one year since the launch of the Skills Pledge.  It is crucial for the LSC and partners to understand the impact that the Skills Pledge has had for employers who have made it and for their employees.  Linked to this it is important to understand any changes required to the Skills Pledge.  The majority of this evaluation will involve interviews with employers.
Intervention Strategy

34 As a result of the LSC’s commitment stemming from the White Paper Further Education: Raising Skills, Improving Life Chances (2006), the LSC published ‘Identifying and Managing Underperformance’.  It outlined the criteria for action where underperformance is evident, what action should follow, and the level of support that will be given to colleges and providers.

35 In 2008, following a full academic year of operation, the LSC will commission an external evaluation of the policy to determine whether it has met the objective of eliminating underperformance and assess the resultant actions taken by providers to improve.  This evaluation will primarily be speaking to providers but also learners and employers impacted by these decisions. 

Capital
36 In recent years a number of studies have attempted to quantify the impact of capital expenditure in Further Education (FE) colleges on college performance.  These studies have provided useful information on the statistical relationship between capital expenditure and participation and attainment.  However, the studies have been limited by the availability of reliable data.  A more robust study is needed therefore to fully understand the impact of capital investment.  This evaluation will focus on secondary analysis but there will some consulting with providers.

Mergers and New Models

37 Commercial pressures are prompting colleges, sixth form centres and providers to find new ways in which they can operate more efficiently.  This has led to some groups of colleges exploring how they could collaborate to rationalise course provision, share back-office functions, better engage local employers and form larger, more powerful organisations that are better placed to succeed.   In order to understand these changes, an evaluation tool-kit is being designed to help track the impact and relative success of these mergers/new models of working both in the short, medium and longer term.  The toolkit will be developed by reviewing existing information alongside discussions with both internal and external colleagues both nationally, regionally and locally.  

Procurement

38 2007 saw the LSC introduce a new approach to competitive tendering for the supply of learning and skills provision to employers, employees and individuals not in work across England.  Following the evaluation of the process in 2007, the LSC committed to providers that they would continue to evaluate the process as part of the ongoing improvements to the process.  The evaluation will look to understand the impact of this new process among providers looking to procure provision with the LSC.

Level 3 Evaluation

39 This evaluation will provide understanding of the relative contribution of different programmes and routes delivering level 3 qualifications to young people and adults and if those level 3 qualifications are perceived as economically valuable skills.  The diversity of provision, providers and learners undertaking LSC-funded level 3 programmes are wide ranging and far reaching.  It is important to look across the spectrum of delivery in a comparable way to understand better the full picture of delivery at this level.  

The secondary aims of the research will be to understand the relative merits and benefits of each programme in meeting the needs of different groups if individuals and on the wider goals of employability and progression.  This evaluation will primarily focus on learners’ opinions and attitudes towards their level 3 learning.
Prior Qualifications

40 The current adult level 2 PSA target is to reduce by at least 40% the number of adults in the workforce who lack NVQ level 2 qualifications by 2010 – equivalent to 3.6 million more adults with these skills.  LSC has committed to contribute 1.6 million to this by 2010.  A key measure in policy terms is the number of learners undertaking their first full level 2 qualification.  Since 2004/5 the LSC has completed an annual prior qualifications survey of learners.  The aims and objectives of the study are to provide robust and reliable information on the number of adult learners in the current academic year undertaking their first level 2 qualification.  This research study speaks to learners to understand their prior qualifications.
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