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Executive Summary

INTRODUCTION

Walsall Lifelong Learning Alliance (WLLA) is the Local Learning Partnership for Walsall. Local Learning Partnerships are the organisations that the National Learning and Skills Council identified as the most appropriate to deliver their obligation of sustaining local partnerships in every area. This would be achieved through promoting provider collaboration and maximising the input of learning within the auspices of local regeneration.

In August 2007, WLLA commissioned WM Enterprise Consultants to undertake a mapping exercise highlighting the provision of training and learning opportunities across the Borough of Walsall. In addition, WLLA and its partners sought to establish provider awareness of key institutions, organisations and policy documents, which included Walsall colleges, WLLA itself, Walsall Borough Strategic Partnership, the Local Neighbourhood Partnerships, Black Country Learning and Skills Council and the Walsall Local Area Agreement. 

The research sought to achieve three overarching objectives to:

· Map provision of training and learning opportunities across Walsall 

· Provide a clearer understanding of the learning needs and aspirations of residents not currently engaged in training and other learning opportunities

· Investigate training provider’s awareness of policies and strategic documents relevant to the domain of learning and skills provision

METHODOLOGY

The methodology for delivering this research has comprised the following stages of work:

· Initially a briefing and set-up was convened between WM Enterprise Consultants and WLLA to agree on the focus and survey approach for the assignment

· A contextual review of key policy documents and partnerships was undertaken to provide a background to the research, whilst also assisting in the development of the survey questionnaire (Appendix 1 of the main report)

· A telephone survey was carried out with 104 training providers across the Borough, to establish the provision of Vocational and Personal Development training and awareness of key regeneration and education organisations and policy documents

· A series of focus groups were held, with various hard to reach groups, to determine the skills needs and aspirations of individuals not currently engaged in either training or employment. The questions and subsequent discussions focused on equalities and access issues, including barriers to training and employment

TRAINING PROVIDER SURVEY: MAPPING OF PROVISION

Mapping of delivery in Walsall
· 51% of training providers surveyed were Voluntary and Community Organisations, with the other main providers being Schools and Libraries (14.5% each). Only 5.8% were private training providers and 2.9% were Higher or Further Education Colleges.

· Just under two thirds (64.4%) of providers offered training across the whole of the Borough, whilst 19.2% of respondents only offered support across the ward in which they were based.

· The vocational courses offered by the training providers were ICT, which was offered by over half of respondents (58.7%), English, Languages and Communication (34.6%), and Health Social Care and Public Services (29.8%). Just under a quarter (24%) did not offer any vocational training.

· Accreditation for vocational courses was offered predominantly through City and Guilds and NVQ, although courses also offered GCSE and A-Level accreditation. ICT courses, which formed the bulk of vocational provision offered accreditation from CLAIT (59%) and City and Guilds (16.4%).

· Funding for vocational courses came predominantly from the LSC sources but significant levels of funding were provided by ‘Other’ Sources including European funding and the ‘Big Lottery Fund’.

· The main reason why courses were offered were they fitted in with the cohort’s needs and the required skills needs of local employers. 10% of organisations offer courses simply because they are able to access funding support to provide them. 

· The times of year when fewer courses are provided by respondents are the summer months of July, August and September, although a proportion of respondents do not run courses during December. The most likely explanation for this is that people tend to go on holiday during these 2 periods of the year.

· Key Personal Development Courses offered included Aerobics and Fitness (27.9%), Dance Classes (25%), Coping Courses, Personal Presentation, Creative Arts and Job Searching.

· Reasons why these courses were offered were that they fitted in with cohorts needs (42%) and they were able to get funding for it (16%). Interestingly, only 15% of respondents offered courses because of the requirements of local employers. 

· Accreditation for Personal Development Courses was diverse and it was difficult to summarise and many courses did not have formal accreditation. 
Community Engagement

· Respondents that had initiatives to target hard to reach groups primarily targeted people with learning disabilities (21.9%), young people (20.8%) and lone parents (17.7%). 15.6% targeted BME communities, but interestingly only 11.5% had initiatives aimed specifically at women.

· Only a small number of providers target initiatives at Employed Staff, Ex-offenders, Drug Users or Alcoholics and Refugees. In the case of Ex-offenders, the LSC are now responsible for ensuring provision for this key group, therefore low levels of targeting would be a concern for them.

· In terms of marketing and publicity, 68.7% of respondents have initiatives targeting hard to reach groups and of those, just under half (46.9%) used direct marketing techniques, just over a quarter (27.1%) used local newspapers and 17.7% relied on family and friends of those taking the courses to spread the word. 

· Interestingly, very few providers market their courses through Employers (2.1%), Schools (4.2%) or Connexions (6.3%) and it would be expected that these could provide respondents with a large number of potential clients. 

· Over half (56%) of respondents felt their marketing techniques were either effective or very effective with only 5% stating they were ineffective or very ineffective. Having said this, 15% of respondents only considered their marketing to be average. 

· Respondents were asked to comment on what could be done to improve their marketing and attract more people from hard to reach groups. The most commonly mentioned support was funding, with many stating they did not have access to enough money to expand their marketing and any expansion could result in the provision of fewer courses. It could be argued that the marketing techniques themselves need to be improved ensuring money is used efficiently and effectively.

· Almost all (94.8%) training providers offered disabled access, but provision of childcare was poor with only 19.8% offering beneficiaries crèche facilities. 

Employer Engagement

Under Employer Engagement, training providers were asked to comment on their linkages and levels of engagement with three key organisation types, Job Centre Plus, Connexions and Local Businesses.

· Only two thirds of providers surveyed had formal links with Job Centre Plus, with figures for schools and libraries dropping even lower to 11% and 8% respectively. This trend was replicated when engagement with Connexions was analysed. 59.4% of all providers surveyed had no links with Connexions, with 89% of schools lacking any form of partnership with them. Given Connexions remit of supporting 13-19 year olds, it should be considered important for schools to, at the very least, liaise with them with regard to training and educational requirements. 

· Only 47.9% of training providers surveyed had links with local employers, with elements of this including the provision of work placements and apprenticeships, together with the provision of advertising space for job vacancies.

· When asked about the skills that employers in Walsall required, the most common responses were basic skills such as Literacy, Numeracy and Communication.

· The main skills gaps in the workforce identified by training providers included literacy skills (44.8%), Numeracy skills (42.7%), Computer literacy skills (32.3%) and Communication Skills (29.2%). Many of the skills gaps identified are heavily catered for through the provision of training organisations in the Borough.

FOCUS GROUP FINDINGS: LEARNER NEEDS

Focus groups were held with representatives from 6 ‘hard to reach’ groups, which were BME, Older People, Long-term Unemployed, People with Disabilities, Young Mothers/Lone Parents and Young People NEET. The key findings from these groups were then presented according to 6 discussion areas, all of which are summarised below.

Skills and qualifications

· Very few focus groups participants were qualified above Level 2 and many felt their lack of qualifications was proving a significant problem when attempting to re-enter the workforce.
· Respondents from the BME community stated their lack of qualifications was down to negative experiences they had at school and that they now needed to obtain qualifications they had failed to achieve when in the formal education system.

· In a similar vein, respondents from the 16-18 NEET focus group felt school had not provided them with the practical skills and competencies needed to be competitive and successful in the employment market.

· Respondents over the age of 24 had skills that were outdated and not required in the modern service and knowledge-based economies, with many having learnt a trade rather than developing Management, Communication and ICT Skills.

Aspirations for Future Employment

· Respondents over the age of 24 were keen to return to employment, with many having financial commitments that required them to earn money. Those aged under 24 were not as concerned with finding their ‘career’ job but wanted to find low-skilled work whilst they formulated their career path.
· Those over 24 were looking for better-paid jobs at middle management level, whereas those aged under 24 were happy to find low-skilled work in industries such as retail or warehouse work.

· Individuals looking for changes in career focus or higher paid employment were more than prepared to attend courses to help them re-train and develop more appropriate skills for the modern economy.

Barriers to Employment

· The most commonly cited barrier, which was mentioned in all focus groups, was the ‘Benefit Trap’. All respondents were on some form of benefit whether it be Job Seekers Allowance or Disability Allowance. A large proportion of respondents argued that should they take up employment, their lack of qualifications would mean a poor wage, which could well be lower than the money they were receiving on benefits.

· Lone Parents and Young Mothers cited the problem of childcare as an issue. Having young children often necessitates the need for taking part-time work so that more time can be spent with them, however, for the time they are at work childcare is required and has to be paid for. This results in much of the money earned having to be paid to the child minder or nursery.

· Skills, qualifications and experience were often cited as barriers to employment. Respondents stated they lacked at least one of these requirements and that this was severely hampering their chances of finding employment.

Training Needs

· The most frequently requested training was ICT and this was a particular need for people who were long-term unemployed or lone parents. These people need basic level ICT training, perhaps through CLAIT Level 1 accreditation.

· Respondents in a number of focus groups stated their need for job-related training. Experience had been highlighted as a barrier to accessing employment and it was felt that this could be remedied through access to job-related training in the form of apprenticeships or the provision of work experience.

· In terms of length of training, large numbers of respondents, particularly long-term unemployed and lone parents stated their desire to have access to short-term, fast track courses that lasted for between 6 and 8 weeks. 

Barriers to Training 

· As with barriers to employment, the barrier to training that was most frequently mentioned was the ‘Benefit Trap’. Having already highlighted that respondents wanted access to short-term course of between 6 and 8 weeks, there is a concern that if participants are expected to attend longer courses, many may forfeit their benefits, leaving them with no money during that time.

· Linked to that, respondents highlighted their personal finances as being a barrier, since many courses require participants to pay to attend. This is particularly the case with private training providers, many of which do not have access to public funding to subsidise their courses and rely on fees to stay in business.

· Again, as with barriers to employment, childcare is a barrier but the situation is worse if people are paying for childcare whilst they are training because they are not working and are, therefore, not bringing in any form of income.

· The training providers themselves can be a barrier for two reasons. Firstly, many focus group participants stated that levels of marketing and awareness raising from the training providers was low, making it extremely difficult for them to find out what provision is available. Secondly, providers are not fully aware of the needs of certain groups, such as people with disabilities or young mothers, resulting in their provision not meeting specific needs. 

TRAINING PROVIDER SURVEY: POLICY AWARENESS 

The second part of the survey asked training providers to indicate their levels of awareness of 4 key organisations and 1 key strategy document. Respondents were asked if they were aware of the organisation or document before being asked whether or not they were aware of its role and purpose.

· Awareness of the organisations was very high with at least three quarters of all respondents stating they were aware of them. In fact, in the case of the Walsall Borough Strategic Partnership 91.3% of providers knew of the organisation.

· Awareness by training provider type was also very high with Private Training Providers, Schools and Colleges, Voluntary and Community Organisations and Libraries all showing high levels of awareness.

· Awareness of the Local Area Agreement (LAA) was not as high with only just over two thirds (68.3%) of respondents knowing that it existed. It would be expected that awareness of this would be lower because it is a specific policy document rather than an organisation.

· Awareness of the role and purpose of the organisations, however, was not as high. Over three quarters of respondents were aware of the role and purpose of the Black Country Learning and Skills Council and Walsall Lifelong Learning Alliance, but only just over half (54.7%) were aware of the role and purpose of the Walsall Borough Strategic Partnership.

· In a similar trend, only 52.1% of training providers were aware of the role and purpose of the Local Area Agreement.

· Levels of awareness of the role and purpose of these organisations and strategic document were particularly low amongst libraries and schools, although it should be stated that only 12 schools in the area were spoken to because of summer holidays.

· Respondents were then asked to state what could be done to improve their awareness of such organisations and policies. Many stated the need for more regular communication in the form of networking events and annual conferences, or through an online network, where information could be easily found on the Internet. In addition, a number argued that newsletters or articles could be written providing regular summaries of important documents and policy developments.

· The final section of the survey focused attention on the colleges in the Borough and asked providers who they considered to be the three main colleges in the area. Levels of awareness of the colleges was not as high as was expected with over half (59.6%) not naming Walsall Community College and over a third (33.7%) not recognising the College of Continuing Education as two of the three main colleges in the Borough. Awareness of Walsall College was higher with 81.7% naming it as one of the main colleges.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Through this report a number of important findings are highlighted and areas for improvement identified. It is important, particularly for those individuals and organisations within the sector, that this report not only highlights areas for improvement, but that it also provides recommendations as to how improvements can be implemented in the provision of future training across Walsall. Therefore, the following recommendations were put forward to further improve the provision of training and employment opportunities.

· For both the provision of Vocational and Personal Development courses, training providers need to adopt a more demand-led approach to offering courses. They need to collaborate and network more with local employers to ensure they are offering courses that will provide participants with appropriate skills. There is still too much emphasis placed on providing courses they can obtain funding for, rather than the courses that are needed.
· Training providers offer a wide range of Personal Development Courses to their clients and they must be commended for the diversity of their provision. However, more needs to be done to ensure that Personal Development Courses are formally recognised by the accrediting bodies and employers, and that some level of accreditation is offered with all Personal Development Courses. This would involve providers approaching organisations like the LSC and discussing ways in which these courses could become accredited.
· It was highlighted within a number of the focus groups that individuals were finding it difficult to access information on the types of training on offer. Providers need to improve their marketing and publicity to ensure that more people from hard to reach groups are made aware of what they offer. Only a small number of providers were marketing their provision through employers, Connexions and Job Centre Plus and this needs to be improved to ensure more people hear of their organisation.
· More active marketing to BME groups needs to take place and the strategies implemented to achieve this need to be different to those used to attract individuals from other hard to reach groups. Providers need to engage with BME communities through their community centres and places of worship and there needs to be more active marketing at the grassroots level to ensure greater numbers become engaged in training.
Recommendations to increase levels of access to Training Provision

· In relation to target groups, training providers need to offer more courses to individuals who are employed and looking to improve their skills and competencies. It is right that the primary focus for provision should be those who are unemployed and lack the skills needed. 
· However, access to training needs to be given to employed people too. At present much of the training offered is run during the week between 9am and 5pm and this is not convenient for people who are employed. More provision is needed either at the weekend or in the evenings to enable employed people to access opportunities.
· Analysis of the survey found that large numbers of providers do not offer year round provision, choosing not to run courses in the summer months of July, August and September or in December. If courses were provided during these months far more people would be given access to the training they need and providers would see a dramatic increase in their profit levels
· A high proportion of training providers do not have adequate links or partnerships with organisations such as Job Centre Plus and Connexions. These organisations, in particular, provide support to two targets groups that represent a major market for providers of training, the unemployed and young people aged between 13 and 19. They have a wealth of knowledge on the needs of these two groups and more needs to be done to ensure that training providers in the borough take advantage of this knowledge and collaborate more effectively with them to access clients whether that is through advertising, highlighted earlier, or referrals.
· Many of the people who will attempt to access the training opportunities provided will be unemployed and will lack the necessary means to access it successfully. Three major barriers were highlighted that prevented people from accessing training and these need to be remedied. Firstly, the ‘Benefit Trap’ creates a major barrier to accessing both employment and training. People lack the skills to obtain well-paid jobs and many would have to take jobs that paid them less money than they were on in benefits if they were to return to the labour market. More needs to be done to encourage individuals in this predicament to access training and employment that would allow them to earn more money.
· The benefit trap is a greater barrier to people attempting to access training. Much of the training offered is long-term and during that time people would not be available for work. As a result, people are not always able to continue accessing their benefits during the training, making it financially unviable to undertake it. More needs to be done to ensure people on benefits can access training without losing what little income they do have to live on. It would be beneficial to increase provision of advice and guidance to help people make informed decisions about benefits and their options for employment.
· There needs to be more provision of short-term, fast track courses, which would enable people on benefits to access training without losing their income. Shorter courses would also be more desirable for young mothers and lone parents who need to be able to learn whilst looking after their families.
· Related to this, payment for training represents a real barrier to people who are out of work. Respondents stated that some courses can cost upwards of £500 and they are simply not able to afford them. Many argued for the provision of a training grant or subsidised training in order to ensure people are able to access the training they desire. This situation could be improved if marketing of current schemes and initiatives raised the profile of them amongst providers and their beneficiaries.
· Childcare was highlighted as a barrier to employment and training and this is not a barrier unique to Walsall, it is a national problem. Organisations such as Sure Start provide invaluable support to young mothers and lone parents but more needs to be done to improve access to affordable childcare to enable lone parents to work and undertake training courses.
· Access for people with disabilities is vital and it would appear that training providers are aware of the need to provide facilities that enable these people to access training. However, provision of specialist equipment needs to be improved to ensure that people with both physical and mental disabilities can extract maximum benefit from their time in training.
