NIACE consultation on a Voluntary and Community Sector 

National Learning Alliance (VCSNLA)

Summary report

Introduction

NIACE secured funding (2006/07) from the UK Workforce Hub to support the early development of a National Learning Alliance for the voluntary and community sector (VCS). The first step was a national consultation exercise to identify levels of interest in the concept, and to seek ideas for taking it forward. 

The work has been supported by a reference group consisting of: Mark Freeman (UK Workforce Hub), Lynne Bryan (National Association for Voluntary and Community Action), Janice Marks and Susi Miller (Federation for Community Development Learning), Jane Slowey (Foyer Federation) and Tim Ward (The Learning Curve).

Research methodology

The national consultation ran for 12 weeks (June – September 2006) and was based on a short online survey. This was publicised and distributed in a variety of ways – flyers, newsletters, networks, conferences, courses and websites. It had seven questions. Each one (with the exception of number 7), offered a range of responses, plus the opportunity for respondents to add their own comments.

1. Do you agree that VCS providers of learning and training need a national body to represent their views?

2. Do you think that a VCS National Learning Alliance should consist of a core decision-making group that is well connected to all relevant VCS networks and forums?

3. What would the most important functions of a VCS National Learning Alliance be?

4. Who should a VCS Learning Alliance be sure to include?

5. How should a VCS National Learning Alliance communicate with VCS providers of learning and training and other relevant bodies?

6. How can a VCS National Learning Alliance be accessible, particularly to smaller, and more minority and isolated organisations?

7. Is there anything else you want to tell us about what a VCS National Alliance should try to do, or try to be?

Two hundred and thirty-five individuals responded, the majority of whom were working or active in VCS organisations operating at national, regional, sub-regional or local levels. These included voluntary bodies, community organisations, generic and specialist infrastructure organisations, social enterprises, VCS education/training providers, and learning and training consortia. 

Thirty respondents worked for ‘non VCS’ organisations including the Learning and Skills Council (LSC), further and higher education institutions, awarding bodies, local authorities and independent consultancies. 

Key findings 

Quantitative data

· Overwhelming support for the concept of a VCS National Learning Alliance (VCSNLA) (88.4% strongly agree/ agree). 

· Strong approval for an Alliance consisting of a core decision-making group that is well connected to all relevant VCS networks and forums (81.2% strongly agree/ agree).

· High levels of support for the VCSNLA to undertake the following functions: 
· work with relevant organisations in the VCS, government departments, and other strategic national organisations to support the interests of VCS providers (94.4% strongly agree/ agree);

· inform VCS providers about major issues and developments affecting their work (94% strongly agree/ agree);
· advocate and lobby for VCS providers (92.7% strongly agree/ agree);

· lead on national and strategic responses to matters affecting VCS providers (89.6% strongly agree/ agree); and

· secure future funding for the Alliance and work towards its sustainability (84.4% strongly agree/ agree).

· Responses to the question of membership varied (likely to be affected by the ‘types’ of organisations participating in the consultation): 

· community based organisations providing learning and training (90.4% strongly agree / agree);

· individual VCS providers of learning and training (86% strongly agree/ agree);

· sub-regional VCS learning and training consortia (83.6% strongly agree / agree);

· local VCS infrastructure organisations (79.6% strongly agree/ agree);

· national VCS organisations (74.4% strongly agree/ agree);
· regional VCS networks and organisations (72.3% strongly agree/ agree);

· VCS professional development organisations (68.5% strongly agree / agree);

· national VCS membership organisations (68% strongly agree/ agree); and
· sub-regional ChangeUp consortia (62.2% strongly agree/ agree).

· Strong support for the communication methods offered, but with some variation:

· have a clear and widely understood communication plan (93.8% strongly agree/ agree)
· website (91.7% strongly agree/ agree);

· electronic briefings circulated via VCS networks (91.2% strongly agree/ agree);

· well-publicised point of contact (90.2% strongly agree/ agree);
· occasional regional and district level meetings (81% strongly agree/ agree); 
· issue-based and/or sector specific sub-groups or networks (79.1% strongly agree/ agree);

· updates and contributions through existing meetings and conferences (78.7% strongly agree/ agree); and 

· annual national event (58.8% strongly agree/ agree).  
· Strong support for the ‘accessibility’ options offered, but with some variation: 

· be well connected to relevant networks (98.3% strongly agree/ agree);
· take positive action to reach and listen to VCS providers of learning and training working with excluded and marginalised groups, or which are more isolated from VCS support structures (94.8% strongly agree / agree);

· review access practices systematically, report the outcomes widely, and be clearly accountable to VCSNLA members (90.4% strongly agree/ agree); 

· have a well-publicised communication plan (86.7% strongly agree/ agree); and 

· have a clear and well-publicised code of practice on access issues (79.3% strongly agree/ agree). 

Qualitative data

The space in each question for additional comments generated a substantial number of responses.

Support for a VCSNLA 

Various themes emerged from the reasons given for welcoming the concept of a VCSNLA: 

· VCS currently lacks a national voice/influence – should be involved in helping to shape policy and in making government and other decision makers accountable; 

· VCS organisations are disadvantaged compared with other providers which currently have national bodies to represent their views (AoC; LGA; ALP) - VCS should have the same;

· lack of understanding about VCS and its niche value, VCS works with the hardest to reach, particularly marginalised communities – this needs promoting;

· updating VCS on important developments, facilitating good practice sharing, helping to avoid duplication, improve quality, and support increased VCS delivery (many VCS organisations are small and have capacity issues); 

· other approaches have not worked; and 

· increasing VCS involvement in public service delivery.

“Influencing government thinking on the role of the VCS in learning would potentially be easier if the voice was a strong collective of providers”

“Many VCS providers are small organisations. They do not have the capacity to keep abreast of all the requirements and legislation, rules and regulations, changes in policy and conditions etc that larger providers can and do comply with. It is essential, therefore, that they can tap into support, both peer support and a professional organisation championing their interests and delivering relevant information to them on which they can confidently rely”

“To complement voices like the AOC for colleges”

“To balance out the power of the other sectors”

“Many VCS training providers do not have the capacity or resources to make representation at high levels and consequently miss out on pots of funding” 

“I believe that the providers at the coalface are an excellent source of real-time feedback on current issues and therefore a national body would be able to provide the government and other mainstream agencies with relevant and timely information about the effects of their policies and initiatives”

“The sector is failing to get a clear and consistent message across, one that demonstrates and measures what the VCS does, its strengths and weaknesses compared to other providers” 

“Because it often falls to the voluntary sector to actively campaign on behalf of disadvantaged learners to enable them to have any equality of opportunity”

Issues/ concerns about VCSNLA 

Some reservations were expressed – these were not restricted to those not in support of a VCSNLA:

· representation – difficulties in achieving fair representation of a very diverse sector; risk that Alliance could become exclusive;

· duplication – concern that other, existing bodies do similar things to those proposed;

· resources – questions about the cost-effectiveness of a VCSNLA and whether funding would be invested better elsewhere; and

· bureaucracy - uncertainty about its value/benefits, and concerns about ‘national’ focus.

“What I cannot see is why this is being established when there are already learning consortiums around the place both at regional and sub-regional levels. Is this going to sit above them or in competition?” 

“I’m not sure exactly what the benefits would be, especially as organisations are working in such different ways to provide training and learning”

“May be better for VCS to be represented by and have significant voice on the same body/bodies as non voluntary sector”

“The concern with national representation is that it tends to become London centric and adds bureaucracy …also such groups are populated by established views with fixed agendas that will inhibit progression and innovation”

“It is difficult to tell how effective such a body would be given the variable response to VCS related lobbying by other national bodies”

“While I agree with this I have concerns about representation and about how the body would ensure that the views and needs of smaller providers are listened to and provided with as a loud a voice as larger organisations. I also have a number of concerns about funding this and whether monies could be better used to actually deliver learning opportunities rather than having expensive tiers of bureaucracy which do not act in the interests of the whole sector”

The agency should not be over complex or bureaucratic otherwise all it will do is take away funds that could go directly to frontline service providers”

Functions

Respondents suggested a number of functions for an Alliance that were additional (but often complementary) to those listed in the survey:

· represent the interests of VCS learners and service users;

· research / foresight planning; 

· create a professional body for VCS tutors, 

· become professional awarding body;

· push forward new provision; 

· ensure funding is spent appropriately;

· provide training for VCS organisations and assist new providers;

· gain/manage a development fund for VCS organisations; and

· provide discussion opportunities.

Respondents emphasised the importance of good links with key external stakeholders such as Government Departments, the LSC, Sector Skills Councils, Colleges and Local Authorities, and Trades Unions.

Membership

Respondents suggested a number of groups/organisations for VCSNLA membership that were additional to those listed in the survey: 

· learners; 

· learning facilitators; 

· volunteers;

· social enterprises;

· organisations external to the VCS; and

· faith groups.

Several comments related to the need for any structure to be transparent and accountable.

Communication

Respondents raised several points about communication that did not relate specifically to the methods listed in the survey: 

· “All communication should have a purpose and add value”;

· consultation is different to communication;

· information must be quick/timely;

· importance of two-way communication;

· capture the voice of the learner;

· be transparent about who the members are;

· recognise that organisations have different levels of capacity;

· use telephone/video conferencing facilities; and

· produce user-friendly journals/ newsletters/ briefings - available in different formats.

Accessibility

One respondent commented that: “most of the suggestions listed [in the survey] are simply a matter of good practice”. Some additional comments were put forward: 

· funding needed - for accessible website, and for supporting individual/organisational participation;

· professional development network for trainers and tutors;

· local VCS representatives need access;

· identify capacity gaps and seek to address them;

· undertake Diversity Impact Assessment;

· need simple, accessible briefings; 

· language – needs to be inclusive and no jargon; and

· members visit smaller VCS organisations/ have a ‘case load’ of VCS organisations to liaise with.

NIACE

January, 2007

PAGE  
1

