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1 Introduction and Context

The Opportunity Gateway Learning Network

1.1 The Learning Network was established by Scottish Enterprise Grampian in 1998 to address the needs of families and individuals in disadvantaged areas of Aberdeen and Aberdeenshire.  This Network, now known as the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network, is a community resource that encourages members of the community to engage in work, learning and in the sustainable development of their community and local economy.

1.2 The Network provides training and education services to its clients in order to build the capacity of clients, helping them to learn new skills, develop their existing expertise, increase their self-confidence, and overcome barriers to entering employment or education.  These services are delivered to clients in a welcoming and informal environment.

1.3 The Opportunity Gateway Learning Network consists of five Learning Houses and an outreach service (where Network staff work with families in their own homes on an outreach basis) across Aberdeen City and Aberdeenshire:

· three Learning Houses, each with an associated outreach service in Aberdeen City -  in Middlefield, Sandilands and Torry;

· two Learning Houses, each with an associated outreach service in Aberdeenshire – in Peterhead and Fraserburgh; and

· an outreach service that undertakes outreach work across Aberdeenshire, including Alford, Huntly, Fisherford, Turriff, Westhill and Strathdon. 
1.4 The Network was managed and funded solely by Scottish Enterprise Grampian until April 2005.  At this point, Scottish Enterprise Grampian was unable to continue this arrangement and a new model for the management and funding of the Network was devised.  The Network was renamed the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network and was taken forward under this umbrella, which constitutes a unique partnership (the ‘Opportunity Gateway Partnership’) of the following organisations:

· Aberdeen Foyer (the managing partner);

· Scottish Enterprise Grampian;

· Tenants First Housing Co-operative;

· Grampian Housing Association (with funding from Communities Scotland);

· Aberdeenshire Council; and

· Aberdeen City Council.

1.5 The Opportunity Gateway Partnership’s priorities for the Learning Network initiative, drawn from Closing the Opportunity Gap and Smart Successful Scotland objectives, are:

· to increase the chances of sustained employment for vulnerable and disadvantaged groups – in order to lift them permanently out of poverty; 

· to improve the confidence and skills of the most disadvantaged children and young people – in order to provide them with the greatest chance of avoiding poverty when they leave school; 

· to reduce the vulnerability of low income families to financial exclusion and multiple debts – in order to prevent them becoming over-indebted and/or to lift them out of poverty; 

· to regenerate the most disadvantaged neighbourhoods - in order that people living there can take advantage of job opportunities and improve their quality of life; and

· to ensure that all clients can access services to help them progress to employment, narrowing the gap in employment and reducing economic inactivity. 

The Study

1.6 The new management model of the Learning Network became operational on 1 April 2005 and is funded until 31 March 2008.  It is opportune at this stage of the Partnership’s lifespan to carry out an evaluation to assess the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network’s progress and achievements, identify its impacts and make recommendations for the future including the sustainability of the model and the services provided. 

1.7 In September 2006 Blake Stevenson Ltd was commissioned to carry out this evaluation.  The objectives of the study are as follows:

· to review the first year of operation (1 April 2005 to 31 March 2006) of the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network (OG LN), its impact on the community and the extent to which it has achieved the targets set by the Partnership;

· to assess how the OG LN is impacting on communities living in the Regeneration Outcome Agreement (ROA) datazones. This will show how the activities address the problems identified in the SIMD indicators and what specific impacts it has had on beneficiaries living in the datazones;

· to carry out a short review of the management and delivery of the service. This will look at how the transition to the new model was planned and managed, what if any were the issues, how these were tackled and what lessons can be learnt. We will look at the current management, the added value brought by the management model and whether it delivers best value for partners and funders including the extent to which it contributes to the funders’ own aims and objectives. The aim of this review is to inform the discussions with funders and potential funders about the future and any future funding bids;

· identify the impact on partners and the approach and ways of working in partner organisations;

· explore possible opportunities to expand the role and remit of the OG LN after 2008 and to achieve sustainability beyond the current funding period. This will consider how it might develop and respond to emerging policies and agendas, nationally, locally and within partner organisations; and

· examine where there may be opportunities to engage with partners across the communities spectrum, for example FE Colleges, to strengthen the Partnership financially, strategically and operationally. This will look at opportunities for new partners, new working relationships, and funding and in-kind contributions.

1.8 This document is an interim report that outlines the findings emerging from our study to date outlining the achievements and progress of the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network between April 2005 and October 2006. These findings will be used to inform the next stages of the study, in which we will examine the future sustainability of the Network beyond 2008. 

1.9 This interim report is based on data related to the performance of the Network between April 2005 and October 2006 provided by Aberdeen Foyer, and on information gathered through interviews with eight individuals from partner and funder organisations, and with ten staff members.

1.10 The remainder of this chapter sets out the policy context within which the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network lies, and gives an overview of the structural changes the Network has undergone since April 2005. 

Policy Context

1.11 The priorities and activities of the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network are consistent with and support the aims and objectives of a number of national and local policies and initiatives.  These are set out below.

National Policy Context

1.12 In November 2004 the Scottish Executive published its refreshed version of ‘A Smart Successful Scotland’ (first published in 2000).  The refreshed document establishes that the Enterprise Networks in Scotland should work in partnership with other public sector bodies to help all those facing barriers to employment.  It is made clear that the Enterprise Networks should focus on supporting individuals who are closest to the labour market but that their work should not take place in isolation of the support given to those facing multiple barriers to education and employment.

1.13 There are a number of other key Scottish Executive policies and initiatives that aim to address barriers to education and employment amongst disadvantaged groups.  These include:

· Partnership for a Better Scotland (2003) – this document established a Scottish Executive-wide commitment to closing the opportunity gap.  The Executive aims:
· to prevent individuals or families from falling into poverty; 

· to provide routes out of poverty for individuals and families; and 

· to sustain individuals or families in a lifestyle free from poverty.
· In July 2004, six Closing the Opportunity Gap objectives were launched to support these aims.  These are:
· to increase the chances of sustained employment for vulnerable and disadvantaged groups - in order to lift them permanently out of poverty; 
· to improve the confidence and skills of the most disadvantaged children and young people - in order to provide them with the greatest chance of avoiding poverty when they leave school; 

· to reduce the vulnerability of low income families to financial exclusion and multiple debts - in order to prevent them becoming over-indebted and/or to lift them out of poverty; 

· to regenerate the most disadvantaged neighbourhoods - in order that people living there can take advantage of job opportunities and improve their quality of life; 

· to increase the rate of improvement of the health status of people living in the most deprived communities - in order to improve their quality of life, including their employability prospects; and 

· to improve access to high quality services for the most disadvantaged groups and individuals in rural communities - in order to improve their quality of life and enhance their access to opportunity.
· Workforce Plus (2006) is an employability framework for Scotland that is intended to contribute to the achievement of the Closing the Opportunity Gap aims, recognising the role that employment has in helping people get out of poverty.  The framework aims to help vulnerable and disadvantaged people to overcome barriers to finding and sustaining employment.  Seven local authority areas have been selected to set targets and take action to reduce the number of workless people in their area by 2010.  The remaining local authorities in Scotland have been asked to learn from the experiences of the seven and to develop their own services to support employability issues.  Workforce Plus calls for all organisations involved in the delivery of employability services to work together to create a joined up approach to employability issues;
· More Choices, More Chances (2006) is the Scottish Executive’s strategy that aims to reduce the proportion of 16-19 year olds who are not in education, employment or training (NEET).  This strategy is complementary to Workforce Plus, with the emphasis on providing support and opportunities to help people enter the labour market.  More Choices, More Chances calls for action to be taken to enable young people to access the support they need to find out about, engage with and sustain education, employment and training options;

· People and Place: Regeneration Policy Statement (2006) – this document states that regeneration is about growing the economy and tackling poverty and disadvantage, and that investment in regeneration can have employability benefits.  This document outlines the Executive’s commitment to devote £50m of Community Regeneration Fund money to get people from the most deprived areas in Scotland into work;

· Working and Learning Together to Build Stronger Communities (2004) is the Scottish Executive guidance that sets out a long term plan for community learning and development.  The guidance establishes three key priorities for community learning:

· learning for adults based on core skills; 

· learning for young people; and 

· community capacity building. 

· The guidance states that in each local authority the Community Planning Partnership has overall responsibility for delivering community learning and development through a local Community Learning Strategy;

· Life Through Learning Through Life (2003) is the Scottish Executive’s lifelong learning strategy.  The strategy aims to encourage individuals and businesses to be more open to learning opportunities and to be aware of the benefits that learning can have for individuals, communities and employers; and

· Better Communities in Scotland – Closing the Gap (2002) is the Community Regeneration Statement from the Scottish Executive.  The Statement indicates that developing skills and confidence in disadvantaged areas through community learning and development, including informal learning programmes, is an important part of the community regeneration process.

Local Policy Context

1.14 The issue of community planning came to the fore in 1998 when the Scottish Executive and COSLA issued guidance to local authorities on the creation of Community Planning Partnerships (CPPs).

1.15 The statutory framework for the community planning process was laid out in the Local Government in Scotland Act 2003.  This Act sets out the minimum requirements of Community Planning Partnerships and makes provision for ministers to issue guidance about participation in community planning. The two main aims for community planning as set out in the guidance are:

· making sure people and communities are genuinely engaged in the decisions made on public services which affect them; allied to

· a commitment from organisations to work together, not apart, in providing better public services.

1.16 All 32 local authority areas in Scotland now have a Community Planning Partnership.  

1.17 All the partners involved in the Opportunity Gateway Family Learning have links with organisations involved in the Community Planning Partnerships in Aberdeen City and Aberdeenshire, and sit on a range of Community Planning sub-partnerships. 

1.18 For example, the managing partner, Aberdeen Foyer is represented on Aberdeen City’s CPP, The Aberdeen City Alliance, and its Health and Social Care Challenge Forum.

1.19 Each CPP in Scotland has produced a Regeneration Outcome Agreement (ROA) covering the period from 2005 to 2008.  The ROA sets out how CPPs intend to use their allocation of the Community Regeneration Fund, which in total amounts to £318m awarded to CPPs across Scotland with the aim of promoting community regeneration in the most deprived neighbourhoods through improvements in education, employability, health, access to local services and quality of the local environment. 

Aberdeen City Regeneration Outcome Agreement 2005-2008

1.20 Aberdeen City’s ROA outlines a number of intended outcomes related to the national priority of getting people back into work.  The work of the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network is consistent with and supports a number of these. 

1.21 To illustrate, the Opportunity Gateway is identified as a key project in achieving the following outcomes:

· increasing the number of economically active people;

· decreasing the level of employment deprivation; and

· reducing the number of low income households.

Aberdeenshire ROA

1.22 Aberdeenshire’s ROA sets out Aberdeenshire Community Planning Partnership’s plans for its ‘Reaching Out’ Community Regeneration Fund Project.  This project concentrates on Fraserburgh North and Peterhead Central, areas of Aberdeenshire’s two largest towns that have suffered particularly badly from the decline of the fishing industry and display levels of social and economic problems above the Aberdeenshire average.  The Opportunity Gateway Learning Network has Learning Houses in both of these towns.

1.23 Key elements of the ‘Reaching Out’ project include:

· to develop a partnership approach to ensure that the target groups are identified and supported to participate in a range of opportunities which will increase their skill base, confidence and employability;

· to take a person-centred approach in order to develop appropriate learning opportunities and support the target groups to develop skills;

· to reduce barriers for individuals and families in accessing appropriate services, information, guidance and advice; and

· to increase opportunities for local people to participate in community life through developing peer support groups, volunteer opportunities and developing basic skills.
1.24 Although not mentioned by name in Aberdeen City’s ROA, it is clear that the activities of the Opportunity Gateway contribute to the elements of the ‘Reaching Out’ project outlined above, and to Aberdeenshire ROA’s intended outcome of improving the quality of life for targeted communities through ensuring that services, learning opportunities, information and advice are accessible and relevant to the local community.  Among the indicators to be used to measure achievement of this outcome will be an increased number of young people gaining employment and an increase in participation in learning opportunities. 
1.25 Therefore, it can be seen that the activities of the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network are consistent with and support a number of national policies and strategies and local priorities in Aberdeen and Aberdeenshire.

Transition to the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network

1.26 The Learning Network came under the banner of the Opportunity Gateway with effect from 1 April 2005.  This section provides a brief overview of structural changes that occurred at the time of the transition, and is laid out under the following headings:

· Partnership Arrangements

· Funding

· Transfer of Staff

· Monitoring Framework

· Re-branding.

Partnership Arrangements

1.27 The transition phase involved thorough discussions between partners to agree the role and contributions of all partners, and to ensure that the Network delivered what the partners wanted it to.

1.28 The transition of the Learning Network from Scottish Enterprise Grampian management to the control of the Opportunity Gateway Partnership was formalised by the development, aided by Blake Stevenson Ltd, of a Partnership Agreement signed by the following partners:

· Scottish Enterprise Grampian

· Tenants First Housing Co-operative

· Grampian Housing Association (with funding from Communities Scotland)

· Aberdeenshire Council

· Aberdeen City Council, and

· Aberdeen Foyer (the managing partner).

1.29 The Partnership Agreement sets out the terms of the partnership, funding arrangements, and the responsibilities of each partner, which are:

· to nominate a representative to attend Strategic Advisory Group (which provides strategic direction to the Partnership) meetings and ensure that the nominated representative attends meetings on a regular basis and takes a full and active part in proceedings;

· to ensure that the work of the Opportunity Gateway complements and adds value to existing and future developments relating to lifelong learning and the employability agenda;
· to set targets and ensure that these are met within agreed timescales;
· to give strategic direction to the managing partner, Aberdeen Foyer;
· to advocate on behalf of the Opportunity Gateway Partnership and to ensure that it is given sufficiently high profile, and
· in the case of Registered Social Landlord (RSL) partners: to keep other local RSLs advised on progress and developments and to make links with other Wider Role work and that of other RSLs.
1.30 Aberdeen Foyer, as the managing partner, is obliged:

· to manage the Opportunity Gateway and associated Learning Houses/Projects;

· to act as employer to the Learning House staff;

· to ensure that a nominated representative attends Strategic Advisory Group meetings;

· to ensure that all targets set out in the Monitoring Framework are met within agreed timescales;

· to present regular progress reports to the Strategic Advisory Group, including a report on progress against monitoring and evaluation targets;
· to explore and pursue opportunities for funding additional activities;
· to ensure that service user feedback plays an integral role in the development of services;
· to market the services of the Opportunity Gateway on behalf of the Partnership in line with the Marketing and PR Plan;
· to act as an ambassador for the Partnership and develop links with other agencies;
· to co-ordinate Strategic Advisory Group meetings – set agenda, send out papers in advance, and minute meetings; and
· to develop and maintain an Opportunity Gateway website.

1.31 The relationship between Aberdeen Foyer and each partner is governed by a contract (some in the form of Service Level Agreements) between the two bodies.

Funding

1.32 The Partnership is funded by cash contributions from Scottish Enterprise Grampian, Aberdeen City Council (through its Homelessness Strategy Budget) and Aberdeenshire Council.  These partners pass funds directly to Aberdeen Foyer in accordance with the Service Level Agreement they have agreed with Aberdeen Foyer.

1.33 Communities Scotland provides funds to the Partnership through its Wider Role funding programme.  This money is distributed to Grampian Housing Association, and is then passed to Aberdeen Foyer.

1.34 In February 2006 it was agreed that Communities Scotland should be removed from the list of partners included in the Partnership Agreement as Grampian Housing Association act as the RSL agent on their behalf.  However, Communities Scotland retain an active role in the Strategic Advisory Group.

1.35 Aberdeen City Council provides in kind support to the Learning Houses in the form of staff time, to the equivalent of at least three full-time staff.  This involved the agreement of complex arrangements with the Council’s Adult Learning team and Learning House staff.  Discussions continue with the aim of resolving some ongoing operational challenges around these arrangements. The Council also contributes towards the running costs of one of the Learning Houses.

1.36 Tenants First also provide in-kind contributions through the time of Sandy Murray, who is the Strategic Advisory Group’s chairperson.

Transfer of Staff

1.37 One of the most pressing issues to be tackled when Aberdeen Foyer took over management of the Learning Network was the transfer of the Learning Houses’ staff from Scottish Enterprise Grampian, their previous employer.

1.38 One-to-one meetings were held with each staff member to answer any queries or concerns they had.

1.39 The transfer of staff went fairly smoothly, aided by Croner Consulting, and all existing staff received and agreed their new job frameworks and contracts with Aberdeen Foyer in June 2005.

Monitoring Framework

1.40 Blake Stevenson Ltd previously carried out an evaluation of the Learning Network in 2004.  Our evaluation highlighted some problems with record keeping systems, and we recommended that these systems should be reviewed in order for the LN to be better able to demonstrate its progress and achievements.

1.41 This issue was addressed when the Opportunity Gateway Strategic Advisory Group decided to devise a monitoring framework for the work of the Learning Houses and Projects that would meet the needs of all partners.

1.42 It was important to develop a monitoring framework that would:

· provide a focus on what the Partnership was trying to achieve and how it intended to do this; 

· allow the gathering of data that provided hard evidence that the Partnership was achieving what it intended; and

· ensure that each partner received the information required to measure performance against targets.

1.43 To achieve this, the Partnership, facilitated by Aberdeenshire Council, undertook a LEAP (Learning, Planning and Evaluation) process to set aims, objectives and targets in the summer of 2005.

1.44 The Partnership agreed that the overarching aim of the Opportunity Gateway was to “improve the quality of life in the identified communities of Aberdeen and Aberdeenshire”.

1.45 The top-level outcome targets that were agreed are:

· at least 60 people from our targeted communities into jobs over year one – of which 50% will be sustained in employment for a minimum of one month;

· improved confidence and self-esteem of children, young people and families in the targeted areas;

· improved skills of children, young people and families in the targeted areas;

· reduce vulnerability of low income families in the targeted areas to financial exclusion and multiple debts; and

· regeneration in the targeted areas.

1.46 The agreed targets and format for collection and presentation of the required information were agreed and in place in September 2005.  Learning House staff converted the previous cumulative information to the new format, and in October 2005 all Learning Houses began to submit their performance records in the new format.

1.47 These targets, and the Partnership’s performance in achieving them, are further discussed in Chapter 2.

Re-branding

1.48 The Opportunity Gateway Partnership undertook a re-branding exercise to create a unique identity for the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network.

1.49 A new logo and strapline were agreed, and marketing materials, including the following, were produced:

· leaflets and other publicity materials;

· pull up banners were produced;

· new signage at each Learning House; and

· a DVD showing the houses in use.

1.50 These materials were prepared in time for the formal re-launch of the Learning Network under the Opportunity Gateway umbrella, which took place on 2 November 2005.

The Report

1.51 The remainder of the interim report is structured as follows:

· Chapter 2
examines the operation and management of the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network;

· Chapter 3 
analyses the impact that the Network has had on its service users and the communities it serves between April 2005 and October 2006;

· Chapter 4 
discusses issues surrounding partnership working in the Network; 

· Chapter 5 
looks at future funding and sustainability of the Network; and 

· Chapter 6 
sets out interim conclusions and recommendations and outlines the next steps in the evaluation process.

2
Operations and Management 

Introduction

2.1 The Opportunity Gateway Partnership, with Aberdeen Foyer as the managing partner, took over the management of the Learning Network from Scottish Enterprise Grampian in April 2005.  

2.2 The Opportunity Gateway Learning Network consists of five Learning Houses and six Learning Projects across Aberdeen City and Aberdeenshire.

2.3 In Aberdeen City there are three Learning Houses, each with an attached Learning Project.  These are based in Torry, Middlefield and Sandilands.

2.4 In Aberdeenshire there are Learning Houses with associated outreach services in both Peterhead and Fraserburgh.  There is also an additional outreach service across Aberdeenshire, including the Alford and Huntly areas, and the Turriff/Banff area. Some other services were offered in areas where no other providers were able to deliver services.

2.5 Overall, the transition of the LN to the Opportunity Gateway Partnership was well managed, took place relatively smoothly, and care was taken to involve staff in the process as it was ongoing.

2.6 The transition phase saw no loss in services, with business continuing as usual, and an achievement of outcomes beyond initial expectations.

2.7 There have been a number of important developments in the operation of the Learning Network since the change in management.  This chapter provides an update on this progress, highlighting key achievements and emerging issues for consideration.  These are set out below under the following headings:

· Services

· Staffing 

· Management

· Premises and Resources

· Marketing and Publicity

Services

2.8 The Learning Houses continue to provide clients with a wide range of services, including:

· access to ICT equipment, including PCs, software packages and the internet;

· ICT tutoring, guidance and support;

· ICT training on a range of packages including lightbytes, keybytes and ECDL.  Each Learning House is an accredited ECDL test centre;

· access to a range of informal and formal training courses;

· information on other training opportunities;

· careers guidance;

· core skills training including literacy and numeracy, confidence building, CV writing and interview skills; and

· support in accessing employment, including information on employment opportunities, access to online application processes, and support in completing job application forms.

2.9 The criteria for participation have been changed since the Foyer took responsibility for the OG.  Adults in the family wishing to access the services still require to be unemployed, with children living at home.  However participants no longer have to be living in a designated area.  Staff report that the removal of the geographical criteria for the project has been a positive development and has helped to ensure that they are reaching those families most in need.

2.10 Staff suggested that there may be scope to widen the support offered through the Learning Houses in the future.  This would involve working with other local agencies, and could include providing support to families on issues such as healthy eating, budgeting skills, physical activity and so on.

2.11 Since March 2006 the opening hours of the Torry Learning House have been extended on Thursdays to 7pm.  This has been a successful development that has allowed people who are in employment but who want to develop new skills to access the Learning House.  A number of migrant workers have been able to use the services on offer at the Learning House because of this development.

2.12 Sandilands Learning House is currently operating on reduced opening hours due to staff shortages.  Interviewees report that this has not had a significant impact upon service provision to date, and most users are aware of the hours during which services are available.

2.13 ICT training is an important element of the services on offer throughout the Learning Network.  A potential gap has been identified in the ICT courses available in the Learning Houses.  The lightbytes and keybytes courses are both suitable for people not previously familiar with ICT.  However, when some learners complete the keybytes course they then find it is too large a jump for them to move on to the ECDL.  An E-citizens course was introduced to try and bridge this gap but this was still too advanced for a number of service users, and this remains an issue that needs to be addressed. 

2.14 Since the new management structure for the Learning Network was put in place a number of new opportunities have emerged for learners using the Network.

2.15 Aberdeen Foyer’s management of the LN has naturally led to significant links being developed between LN and other Foyer services.  LN staff now signpost Network service users to Foyer services and programmes such as the Oil and Gas project, Foyer Drive, and Foyer drug support services.  Meanwhile, staff working in other Foyer services and in Foyer accommodation refer their clients to the LN to receive tutoring, support in writing CVs and interview skills training.  In Peterhead the LN staff have run a successful project to engage with young people living in local supported accommodation run by Aberdeen Foyer and Barnardo’s.  Meanwhile Learning Network staff help to undertake Foyer tenancy interviews within the Learning Houses, which provide a comfortable and welcoming atmosphere for potential Foyer tenants.

2.16 New links with local employers and with Jobcentre Plus have also been established since the change in management of the LN.  For example, people using the Learning Houses were given first opportunity to apply for a number of new jobs at Royal Mail, and B&Q encouraged people to visit the Learning Houses to receive support in completing job applications. Jobcentre Plus now commonly refer clients to the Learning Houses to receive support in developing CVs.  This increased engagement with people relatively close to the labour market is likely to have contributed to the LN’s success in helping people gain access to local employment opportunities.

2.17 The Learning Houses provide links to a wide range of other services. Since the Foyer assumed responsibility for the Learning Network a number of new links have been established between the Network and other agencies, organisations and initiatives in Aberdeen and Aberdeenshire.  These links are described in Chapter 4, on Partnership Working.

Staffing 

Staff Roles

2.18 A key change that has taken place since the Opportunity Gateway and Aberdeen Foyer took over the Learning Network has been to equalise the different staff positions that existed within the Network.  There are still two positions within the Network:

· Foyer Learning Support Worker (House)

· Foyer Learning Support Worker (Outreach)

2.19 However all Network staff are now on the same pay scale, and it recognised that House and Outreach staff work very closely together and cover each other’s roles where this is appropriate and required.

2.20 This has successfully addressed an issue identified in Blake Stevenson’s previous evaluation, which found that staff employed as Family Learning House Co-ordinators and Family Learning Project Co-ordinators carried out similar tasks and covered each other’s duties but that there were significant differences in job descriptions and salaries between the two roles.

Staffing Levels

2.21 A recruitment exercise took place in September and October 2005 to fill existing staff vacancies in the Learning Network, and to recruit staff for the new Fraserburgh Learning House and Project.

2.22 However a number of staff have since left the Learning Network.  In Peterhead, Fraserburgh and Torry there are currently two members of staff operating the Learning House and Learning Project.  In Middlefield there are two members of staff and a volunteer who provides IT support.  One of the staff at Middlefield also has responsibility for the day-to-day management of the LN’s ICT systems.  In Sandilands there is one full-time member of staff and one part-time member of staff.  The Aberdeenshire Family Learning Project has one part-time member of staff, although an additional part-time post is being advertised at present.

2.23 The evaluation found some concern amongst the staff about the current vacancies in the Learning Network.  The unfilled vacancies are placing pressure on staff, who are covering additional tasks and responsibilities, particularly when colleagues are on holiday or off sick.  

2.24 Staff sometimes feel that they are not able to offer as thorough a service to learners as they could, and do not have the time or capacity to plan and develop new services, courses or programmes to the extent that they would like.  Meanwhile the new data gathering requirements for the LN are an extra responsibility for staff, and these can be an additional strain on time and resources when there are staff shortages. 

2.25 Staff are aware that the funding for the Learning Network is only in place until 2008, and combined with the staff vacancies this is causing some concern amongst staff about the future of the Network. 

Staff Remit and Training

Remit

2.26 Staff employed by the LN continue to have a wide remit including acting as counsellors, tutors, managers and IT experts.

2.27 In Blake Stevenson’s previous evaluation of the LN it was identified that LN staff often provide advice, information and support to service users, many of whom come from vulnerable backgrounds.

2.28 Staff have continued to provide this support to service users and see it as an important aspect of their role as Learning Support Workers.  Staff feel that providing this support to service users is necessary in order to build up trust amongst clients and ensure that they continue to use the service.  

2.29 Some staff have qualifications or have received training in these issues, and staff seek to refer clients on to appropriate referral agencies where they can receive further support.  Aberdeen Foyer’s management of the LN has assisted with this issue as many Foyer staff are qualified in providing counselling or support to vulnerable individuals.  Consequently there is some scope for LN staff to refer these service users to the Foyer, or to ask for support from Foyer staff in dealing with these issues.

2.30 Some examples of good practice are in place in dealing with these issues.  For example, the Alcohol Advisory and Counselling Service and the local Council for Voluntary Service both provide regular counselling surgeries at Peterhead Learning House.

2.31 However fulfilling a advice/support role can be a time-consuming duty for LN staff.  Staff can also be placed in compromising situations listening to sensitive issues, and where staff are not trained in counselling their ability to deal with clients’ needs relies upon their own common sense and knowledge of appropriate referral agencies.  Further training, and increased partnership working could enable the LN to deal with this issue.

Training

2.32 Since the Opportunity Gateway Partnership and the Aberdeen Foyer took control of the LN, staff have had the opportunity to access a wide range of training opportunities.  As well as attending awareness raising sessions about new Foyer services and programmes, training accessed by staff has included:

· IT training, including the advanced ECDL;

· smoking cessation training;

· disability awareness;

· financial advice;

· adult and community learning;

· mini-bus driving;

· mental health training; and

· personal effectiveness training.

2.33 An annual appraisal system is in place, and training needs and opportunities are discussed at appraisal.

2.34 Staff noted that they are keen to access training that will enable them to provide a better service to clients using the LN and it is important that they make full use of the mechanisms in place to ensure that this happens. Where they identify training needs during the course of the year, these can be raised with Foyer staff and where appropriate, training opportunities are set up.  

2.35 The IT training provided by Aberdeen Foyer, such as the advanced ECDL, has begun to address an issue raised in Blake Stevenson’s previous evaluation, which suggested that more IT training should be offered to staff.  It is important that staff, although very knowledgeable in this area, continue to receive training in IT tutoring and support.  ICT is a fundamental element of the learning opportunities on offer within the LN, and it is important that a consistent level of support is available to learners across the Network, and that staff update their skills regularly and are kept aware of relevant changes in technology. 

Management

2.36 Most staff believe that the Learning Network fits more clearly with the Aberdeen Foyer’s remit than it did with Scottish Enterprise Grampian and this view is backed up by comments from Steering Group members.

2.37 Staff in the Learning Network are generally positive about the contact they have had with managers at Aberdeen Foyer.  Managers are seen to be approachable, supportive and willing to try and help address any issues that are raised. 

2.38 There is regular contact between managers and staff, although internal staff changes at the Foyer meant that there was a period of time when this contact became less frequent.  New management arrangements have since been put in place to tackle this issue. 

2.39 Staff do not feel that the day-to-day operation of the Learning Network has changed significantly as a result of the change in management of the Network, although the Learning Houses can now access a range of new opportunities through links to Aberdeen Foyer programmes. The Foyer does not interfere in the day-to-day running of the Learning Houses unless intervention is required. 

2.40 A number of significant changes and developments have taken place since the new management arrangements were put in place.  Nevertheless, there remains a need to ensure that all staff feel engaged with the management of the Network, and recognise and are aware of the context and restrictions in which the Network operates.  In the first year of the new management all Network staff met collectively with managers from the Foyer on a quarterly basis.  These meetings have not taken place regularly in recent months, but it is intended that quarterly meetings will be re-instated in the near future.

Benefits of New Management Structure 

2.41 The new management structure has had significant benefit for service users, staff and the Learning Network as a whole. The new structure has also had significant impact on the effectiveness of the Opportunity Gateway Partnership (which will be discussed in the next chapter). 

2.42 The benefits have included:

· increased consistency across the Learning Houses;

· the Learning House Network “fits” better with the work of the Foyer than it previously did with the work of Scottish Enterprise;

· Learning House staff have access to support and resources available through the Foyer, and an effective line management mechanism has been put in place;

· the Learning House Network (and arguably the Opportunity Gateway Partnership more widely) has benefited from the many relationships and links the Foyer has to other organisations, initiatives etc.  The Foyer has good links to other work going on in the neighbourhoods in which the Houses operate and this has added value to the work of the Houses;

· the Foyer has an established reputation for delivering high quality services and this has also benefited the Opportunity Gateway;

· the new management structure has resulted in a wider range of people accessing the services on offer; and

· the range of services available has expanded and continues to expand on an ongoing basis dependent on need.

2.43 The key stakeholders we spoke to during the course of this review were positive about the new management structure. They confirmed that the Foyer had continued to deliver the expected outcomes (and in fact had improved upon the projected outcomes) and there was a sense that there was increased focus as a result of the shift to new management.

2.44 One of the key achievements under the new management has been the establishment of the new Learning House in Aberdeenshire. Despite having to be housed in temporary accommodation until new premises are available, the Learning House in Fraserburgh is up and running and offering the full range of services expected by this stage.

Challenges

2.45 A number of challenges have faced the Foyer since it took over management.

2.46 One of the most significant challenges to face the Foyer has been in relation to staffing. The Learning Houses continue to be understaffed, due to a mix of staff leaving and staff on long-term sick leave. This has meant that the remaining staff are stretched.

2.47 A further management challenge in relation to staff has arisen as a result of the way in which Aberdeen City Council makes its contribution to the Opportunity Gateway. At the point that the Foyer took over management, it was agreed that Aberdeen City Council’s contribution would take the form of in-kind contributions of staff time. The contribution equates to three full-time members of staff, but a larger number of staff overall provide input. The Council staff undertake specific tasks rather than being able to undertake a wider range of duties, as a normal full-time member of staff would, and they remain line managed by staff at the Council. Whilst the Foyer has managed out of necessity to make this arrangement work, it is not a model that is likely to be feasible in the longer term and it does not help to address all of the issues relating to full staffing of the houses.

2.48 In addition, the Foyer itself has experienced staffing changes. The manager who was responsible for overseeing the Learning Network left the organisation and was replaced by two members of staff, one of whom has responsibility for overseeing the Learning Network in Aberdeen and the other who oversees the Network in Aberdeenshire. Whilst this arrangement appears to be working well, inevitably it took time for these changes to bed in.

Premises and Resources

Premises

2.49 With the exception of the Fraserburgh Learning House, which is described later in this chapter, the Learning Houses are based within ground floor flats located within the communities that they serve.  These premises continue to be one of the Learning Network’s unique selling points.  The houses all have a similar layout and include an ICT room, kitchen, toilet, lounge area, office space and in some cases an additional meeting room.  These premises are reasonably compact, are well decorated and provide a warm, welcoming and comfortable environment for learners.  This friendly, informal environment is very important to users of the Learning Houses, many of whom have had negative experiences of formal educational settings.

2.50 Since Aberdeen Foyer took over management of the Learning Network new signs have been produced for the Learning Houses, and these can be seen in the windows and on the internal and external front doors to the houses.  This signage could still be enhanced further in order to attract potential service users who are not aware of the Learning Houses.

2.51 Blake Stevenson’s previous evaluation of the Learning Network identified that safety was an issue for staff and clients using the Learning Houses.  Aberdeen Foyer has taken steps to address this issue by installing CCTV in each of the houses, and staff are generally positive about this development.  Some staff do still feel vulnerable at times, particularly if they are in the house on their own without other members of staff.

2.52 Personal safety can also be a concern for some staff delivering the Family Learning Project.  It is usually not possible or efficient for staff to double up on visits to learners’ homes to ensure staff safety.  However Learning Support Workers who visit learners’ homes have been provided with mobile phones and this is seen as a positive development.  Furthermore, learners on the Family Learning Project are usually well known to staff as they have visited the Learning House before being accepted on to the Family Learning Project, and this helps staff to feel more secure in visiting their homes.

ICT

2.53 The Learning Houses can each accommodate around 5 – 7 PC users and a varying number of laptop users in other rooms at any one time.  Staff suggested that there is sufficient demand to offer PCs to an increased number of service users, but unless such a development occurred alongside the recruitment of additional staff then the quality of service on offer would suffer.

2.54 The Learning Houses have access to the internet but they do not currently have broadband. 

2.55 Staff suggested that many of the PCs in the Learning Houses and on offer through the outreach service are now several years old and need to be replaced.  Staff believe that service users can feel let down or undervalued if provided with “old” technology, and there can also be difficulties installing new software packages onto older machines, which can be confusing and disheartening for clients using the computers.  However it should be noted that an increasing number of outreach clients actually have their own computer and simply need support in learning to use it.  Replacing some of the equipment provided through the outreach service may not, therefore, be as urgent an issue as it would have been in the past.  

2.56 The current budget does not allow for replacement equipment to be acquired, however the replacement of existing equipment with high quality new equipment seems to be a matter of some urgency if the quality of support is to remain high. This may be an issue for the Steering Group to consider in relation to additional funding. 

2.57 Work is currently being undertaken to integrate the ICT infrastructure of the LN and Aberdeen Foyer.  In doing this it is important that the particular needs of the LN are taken into account.

2.58 Family Learning Project clients need to have access to the same type of ICT resources in the Learning Houses as they have been provided with in their own homes.  This enables project participants to visit the Learning House and receive support with the same computer programmes and skills that they have been working on at home.  Meanwhile it is important that any ICT problems experienced by service users visiting the Learning Houses are dealt with quickly and efficiently.  Many clients at the Learning Houses come from vulnerable backgrounds and they can find it discouraging and frustrating if there is a technology failure whilst they are using a PC, particularly if they are undertaking a test or assessment, such as the ECDL, at the time. 

Fraserburgh Learning House

2.59 A significant development that has taken place since the Opportunity Gateway and Aberdeen Foyer took control of the Learning Network has been the opening of a new Learning House and Learning Project in Fraserburgh, offering similar services to those provided by the other Learning Houses and Projects in the Network.

2.60 Due to on-going negotiations with the local planning committee there have been some delays in the opening of the new Learning House premises in Fraserburgh.  However the Learning House opened in January 2006 in temporary accommodation and has been successfully engaged with learners and service providers in the local area.

2.61 The Learning House was originally based within Fraserburgh Community Centre, but it was immediately clear that the demand for the service was beyond what could be accommodated within this centre.  Therefore a more spacious room was hired in Fraserburgh Business Centre.  This allows for seven learners to have access to PCs at any one time.

2.62 Staff report that the current temporary accommodation is working very well, and that the arrangement has had no detrimental effect upon their work to engage with learners and service providers.  Learners feel comfortable using the Learning House in its current premises, which are bright and cheerful, and the Business Centre staff are accommodating and friendly.

2.63 There has been significant demand for the Learning House’s services, with most PC slots tending to be booked up by learners at least a week in advance.  In addition, there are 16 families currently engaged with the Fraserburgh Family Learning Project.

2.64 The Learning House has established a number of links with local agencies, including Turning Point, Jobcentre Plus, Community Learning and Development, Social Work and People First, and a number of users have been referred to the House by these organisations.
Marketing and Publicity

2.65 The majority of users find out about the Learning Houses and projects by word of mouth.  Others are referred to the house/project by referral agencies such as Jobcentre Plus and other local providers.   

2.66 As part of the re-branding exercise undertaken by the Opportunity Gateway a new logo and strapline for the LN were agreed, and new marketing materials were produced including leaflets, pull up banners, new signage at each Learning House and a DVD showing the houses in use.  These materials were prepared in time for the formal re-launch of the Learning Network that took place in November 2005.

2.67 Aberdeen Foyer has assisted the Learning Houses to produce leaflets for each individual house, and staff indicated that these leaflets are of a much higher quality than what they had previously been able to produce.

2.68 It is important that the marketing materials produced for the Learning Network take into account the wide range of people who use the Network, and are geared towards the needs and interests of all family members who may potentially use the LN.
2.69 Marketing activity undertaken recently includes: 

· leaflet drops in libraries and other community venues;

· attendance at school parent evenings and distributing leaflets to children through schools;

· letter box drops in local areas;

· articles placed on the Communities Scotland website; and

· information displayed on Aberdeen Foyer’s website.

3
Impact on Service Users and the Community

3.1 This chapter examines the impact of the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network on its service users and the communities it serves.

Performance

3.2 The monitoring data collected by the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network (OG LN) provides hard evidence of the performance of the Learning Network.

3.3 Appendix 1 sets out in full the performance statistics collected by the Partnership.   In this Appendix, the outcome indicators for which the Partnership collects monitoring data are organised under the outcome targets to which they relate.  A small number of indicators relate to more than one target.

3.4 Below is a summary of the performance of the OG LN and its impact on service users (participants) and the community between 1 April 2005 and 31 March 2006 (year one) and 1 April 2006 and 31 October 2006 (the first seven months of year two), organised under the five outcome targets agreed by the Partnership.

Outcome Target 1: At least 60 people from our targeted communities into jobs over year one (1 April 2005 to 31 March 2006) – of which 50% will be sustained in employment for a minimum of one month

3.5 In year one of the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network this target was exceeded, with 117 participants entering employment (85 of whom sustained employment for at least one month).  

3.6 The Partnership aimed to progress 15 participants from disadvantaged areas into employment in year one, ten of whom would sustain this employment for a minimum of one month.  In practice, 68 participants from disadvantaged achieved this.  Fifty-four of these participants sustained employment for at least one month.  

3.7 Between 1 April 2006 and 31 October 2006 (the first seven months of year two), a further 58 participants have entered employment.  This represents progress of around 80% towards the target of 72 for year two. Thirty-five of these participants have sustained their employment for at least one month.

3.8 The Opportunity Gateway Learning Network therefore has had a profound impact on many of its participants whom it helped to enter employment.

3.9 As well as helping participants to make the final step to entering employment, the activities of the OG LN also helped some of its participants to make progress towards entering the labour market, or to improve the career prospects of those clients already employed, by helping them to enter further education or training.  

3.10 In year one, 590 participants entered further education or training, far exceeding the target of 150.  

3.11 Between 1 April 2006 and 31 October 2006, 549 OG LN participants progressed into further education or training.

3.12 It is therefore clear that the Learning Network has helped a significant number of its participants to improve their employability prospects.  A significant number have entered employment, and sustained this for at least one month, and/or made further progress to finding employment by taking part in further education or training.  Those participants already in employment also benefited from participating in further education or training by increasing their skill and knowledge base, thereby improving their career prospects.

Outcome Target 2: Improved confidence and self esteem of children, young people and families in the targeted areas 

3.13 Between April 2005 and March 2006, 13,407 visits to the Learning Houses were recorded and 130 families were supported through outreach services.  In the first seven months of year two (April 2006 to October 2006), 11,160 visits to a Learning House were recorded and 122 families were supported through outreach services.

3.14 The way in which participation in services provided by the OG LN contributes towards improving the confidence and self-esteem of these individuals and families is illustrated by some of the quotes from services users provided later in this Chapter.

Outcome Target 3: Improved skills of children, young people and families in the targeted areas

3.15 Much of the work of the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network is geared towards improving the skills of children, young people and families in the targeted areas.

3.16 A significant number of participants improved their skills by taking part in a number of activities, including (figures in brackets indicate the corresponding figure for the first seven months of year two):

· 588 (618) took part in internal and external training programmes;

· 15 (29) took part in volunteering opportunities; and

· 295 (360) engaged in basic skills training.

3.17 Improving the skills of 16-19 year olds who are not in education or employment is an important consideration of the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network.  In year one, 107 16-19 year olds in this situation accessed a Learning House’s services.

3.18 In addition, the Foyer recently submitted a bid for Get Ready 4 Work funding which, if successful, would complement the work of the Learning Network well, and would enable the Learning Network to target the NEET group more effectively.

Outcome Target 4: Reduce vulnerability of low income families in the targeted areas to financial exclusion and multiple debts 

3.19 To address this target, the OG LN offers money advice and financial literacy support through its Learning Houses.  Sixteen participants in year one and 28 participants to date in year two accessed this service. 

Outcome Target 5: Regeneration in the targeted areas

3.20 The services offered by the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network have an impact on the regeneration of the areas in which they operate, both in terms of helping participants to progress towards the labour market or to improve their career prospects, and by providing a venue for other local organisations to deliver their services.

3.21 To illustrate, in year one, 1220 partner organisations (including community groups and organisations), and 497 such organisations in the first seven months of year two, used the OG LN for service delivery.

Other Impacts on the Community

3.22 Below is a summary of the ‘softer’ impacts of the work of the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network.

3.23 The Learning Network offers people the chance to learn in a friendly, welcoming and informal environment where they can receive one-to-one tuition and support.  This is very important to users of the Network, many of whom come from vulnerable backgrounds.

3.24 For many people the LN is the first step towards education, training or employment. The LN therefore provides a vital service in helping these service users to build up their self-confidence, motivation and belief in a relaxed, flexible and supportive environment.  The Network can then help people to access further education or training opportunities.  There are no other services within Aberdeen and Aberdeenshire that can this provide support in this way, and the Learning Houses and projects are attracting many clients who would be unlikely to engage with other service providers.

3.25 One of the unique attractions of the Learning Network is that it can be used by people of all ages, and that it supports families to learn together.  Interviewees report that this is a crucial benefit of the LN, as it helps to bring families together and build skills, confidence and self-esteem.  Many service users welcome the social aspect of learning in the Learning Network, and this helps to build and strengthen bonds and relationships both within families and within communities as a whole.

3.26 For example, LN staff report that when they begin working with a new family on the Family Learning Project it is often only the mother who participates and not the father.  However, as the project progresses the father often shows an increased interest and joins in as well.  The Family Learning Project also helps to teach participants basic organisational skills, such as phoning to arrange or cancel appointments, setting up a learning space within their home, planning time for study, and keeping a record of their work.

3.27 Another example of the LN’s benefits to the community, particularly for those participants living outside the city of Aberdeen, is that it provides its services to its clients at an accessible local venue.  For example, an individual in Peterhead can access employability services provided by the OG LN in Peterhead itself, rather than making a journey to Aberdeen, which may be the case with other service providers. 

3.28 Blake Stevenson’s previous evaluation of the Learning Network identified that some local businesses were using the Learning Houses free of charge to access training for their staff.  This issue still exists and there could be scope to offer ICT training, and the ECDL to businesses and other organisations and charge for this activity, providing this does not have a detrimental impact on services to other users.

Service Users’ Quotes

3.29 LN staff have collected feedback and quotes from people using the Network.  A selection of these are presented below:

· “it’s nice and relaxed and I know I’m not the only one here who’s had problems”

· “it  has encouraged me to learn at my own pace”

· “I’ve gone from a period of despair to a place where I have hope”

· “it’s friendly and you meet other people – it’s helped me a lot”

· “I’ve gone from being scared to dust the computer at home to learning ECDL”

· “I feel that my prospects of finding a job which I want have been improved”

· “the staff are very knowledgeable and are interested in the students’ progress.  They have a keen sense of humour and make learning fun”

· “I would now apply for jobs that I would not have bothered with before”

· “it has given me the confidence to want to keep learning”.

4
Partnership Working – Strategic and Operational

Partnership Working - Strategic

4.1 Stakeholders we spoke with felt that the transfer to Foyer management of the Learning House Network had resulted in a much more embedded approach to partnership working and an improved fit with their own organisation’s strategic objectives.

4.2 Almost all representatives on the Opportunity Gateway Partnership have remained the same during the transition phase and to date. This has given stability to the Partnership at a time of change.

4.3 Relationships between organisations were felt to be improving (in terms of understanding the way each other works and building trust) and there was a sense of much more connectedness than previously.
4.4 There is generally felt to be a good range of organisations represented on the Partnership, although a number of potential new partners were suggested to us. These included:

· The Adult Literacy and Numeracy Partnership

· Apex

· Jobcentre Plus

· Other Housing Associations

· The Health Service.

4.5 In addition, Aberdeen City Council felt that they would benefit from having two representatives on the Partnership – one strategic-level manager, and an operational manager who would have more knowledge of the day-to-day work relating to the OG LN. This is a decision for the Opportunity Gateway Steering Group but we would caution against widening the Steering Group to include too many operational staff as this will detract from the strategic nature of the group and may impact on the decision making ability of the group.

Building on the Current Partnership

4.6 The original concept for the Opportunity Gateway was that it would be a Partnership that could deliver a range of opportunities. Currently, however, it is only seen as a delivery mechanism for the Learning House Network. Although a small number of other opportunities have been realised, most of those we spoke with felt that there was significant potential for further opportunities to be explored including for example, financial inclusion projects, the Divanha project (involving joint procurement between RSLs to maximise learning opportunities within the construction industry), and potential for Integrated Drug Rehabilitation Services to deliver through the learning houses.

4.7 In order to achieve this, a clearer set of objectives for the Opportunity Gateway is needed to enable it to move forward. Partners need to be clear about their aspirations for the OG, and decisions need to be taken about who drives this forward. 

4.8 There is an assumption on the part of some partners that this would be something Aberdeen Foyer would take forward on behalf of the Partnership. However, Aberdeen Foyer is currently only funded to manage the Learning House Network and we do not believe that there is scope with the current level of funding for them to take on sole responsibility for developing the Opportunity Gateway. It is critical that all partners are involved in this process.

Partnership Working - Operational 

4.9 The Learning Houses and Projects work with a range of agencies, organisations and other providers in their local area and beyond.  This involvement consists of mixture of formal and informal arrangements, and includes referrals, the provision of different services by agencies within the Learning Houses, and the delivery of joint projects between the LN and other organisations.  

4.10 Referrals take place between the Houses/Projects and a broad range of other organisations.  Key referral agencies for the Learning Houses include Aberdeen Foyer, social work, Jobcentre Plus, Working for Families, and Careers Scotland.

4.11 New links with Jobcentre Plus have been established since the change in management of the LN.  Jobcentre Plus now commonly refers clients to the Learning Houses, particularly to receive support in developing CVs and applying for jobs. 

4.12 Strong links are currently being developed with the Working for Families initiatives in Aberdeen and Aberdeenshire.  For example, the Learning Houses can put service users forward to receive support from Working for Families on a variety of issues, such as driving lessons, the advanced ECDL or the purchase of a new computer (if they are not eligible for the Family Learning Project).  There is also scope for LN service users to access childcare through the Working for Families fund. 

4.13 Each Learning House/Project also has links with a range of providers in their local area.  Some examples are provided below. 

Middlefield

4.14 Middlefield Youth Flat is located in the same stairway as the Middlefield Learning House, and staff report that an increasing number of young people have been accessing the Learning House recently. 

4.15 Aberdeen College delivers outreach classes in the Learning House one afternoon a week.  The college tutors bring additional laptops with them to these classes as there are often more participants than there are PCs in the Learning House.

4.16 Middlefield Learning House has also has links with the ‘Healthy Hoose’, Middlefield Community Project, Logie housing office, and Pathways and refers clients to these services.

Sandilands

4.17 Sandilands has links with a number of local groups, organisations and professionals, including local family centres and schools, Pathways, Occupational Therapists and St Machar Parents Support Group.

Torry

4.18 Torry Learning House has recently put in place a new arrangement with Grampian Housing Association, to enable service users to access debt advice.  The Learning House arranges appointments with the Housing Association for people who would benefit from this support.

4.19 The Learning House has strong links with Grampian Race Equality Council, which regularly makes bookings for its clients at the Learning House. The Learning House has similar arrangements in place with Albyn House, which provides counselling and support for people with alcohol problems.

4.20 Referrals to the Learning House also come from Community Learning, local schools and community centres, and the Torry Youth Project.

Fraserburgh

4.21 Although only established in January 2006 Fraserburgh Learning House has already made links with a number of agencies and organisations in the local area.  For example, the Learning House is working with a local tenants’ association group, providing training in basic committee skills such as how to plan meetings, keep minutes, etc.

4.22 Local agencies and professionals in Fraserburgh have been very supportive of the new Learning House.  Referrals to the House have been received from a range of different groups, including Turning Point, Community Learning and Development, People First, Children First, Occupational Therapists, substance misuse organisations, mental health workers, health visitors, and local schools.

4.23 It is hoped that when the new Learning House premises are established further links can be built with Banff and Buchan College to look at potential cross-referral, progression routes, and the delivery of specific courses through the Learning House.  

Peterhead

4.24 Peterhead Learning House is currently, or has recently, engaged in a wide range of partnership arrangements and initiatives.  These have included:

· The Robert Gordon University and European Social Fund project, ‘Ready, Study, Go’.  This project enables participants to access further and higher education without traditional entry qualifications.  Participants learn core study skills, are supported in applying to university and receive additional support for the first six months of a university course.  Approximately 80% of people who have participated in the programme have done so through Peterhead Learning House.  The project has received a national ESF best practice award.

· A ‘Get Active’ programme run in conjunction with the Foyer to promote healthy living and support Learning House users engage in physical activity, such as walking, jogging, gym activities, snowboarding and golfing.

· Regular counselling and support sessions delivered through the Learning House by Alcohol Advice and Counselling service.

· Links with the NHS to support service users engaged in smoking cessation programmes.

· The provision of placements in the Learning House to disadvantaged young people involved in the Prince’s Trust programme.

· Links with the Lifeshaper programme in Peterhead, which provides participants with basic life skills, such as cooking, cleaning, etc.  Arrangements are now in place for Lifeshapers participants near the end of their programme to visit the Learning House for one or two days a week with a view to them using the house as a stepping stone to further training or employment.

· Aberdeen College delivering certified flexible or short courses through the Learning House to build learners’ confidence, improve their employability and develop core skills such as literacy, numeracy and IT skills. 

Aberdeenshire Family Learning Project

4.25 The Learning Support Worker for the Aberdeenshire Family Learning Project is based in Alford and has strong links with the community centre there.  Family Learning Project participants can take the ECDL at the centre, and arrangements are also in place with Banff and Buchan College to enable project participants to take the ECDL at their centres in Turriff and Huntly.

Links with Employers 

4.26 In Blake Stevenson’s previous evaluation of the LN, we found that the Network did not have any direct links with employers.  

4.27 Since that time, a number of new links with employers have been developed. For example, people using the Learning Houses were given first opportunity to apply for a number of new jobs at Royal Mail, and B&Q encouraged people to visit the Learning Houses to receive support in completing job applications. There is potential, however, to widen these links with local employers further in the future and it is important that this work is dovetailed with other Foyer work going on in this area. It is likely that the proposed Training for Work contract will place more emphasis on links with employers.

5
Future Funding and Sustainability

5.1 There is currently funding in place for the OG Learning Network until March 2008. 

5.2 To date, partner organisations have not committed to funding the OG LN beyond that period, however all of the existing partners have indicated that they would wish to see the OG LN continue to offer services beyond that timeframe.

5.3 Early indications suggest that some partners may be able to offer funding beyond the current funding period whereas others are not able to commit at this stage.

Scottish Enterprise Grampian

5.4 Scottish Enterprise Grampian currently funds the Network through discretionary funding which is unlikely to be in place for much longer. In future, it is likely that the Network will have to be funded through Training for Work (TfW), and discussions are already underway with the Foyer to establish how this could work in practice.

5.5 As a TfW contract holder, the requirements placed on the Foyer would be more constraining than they are currently. TfW would require the Foyer to offer full-time support to service users who are closest to the labour market, and the type of support offered would require to be more structured than it tends to be just now. TfW is an outcomes-based funding stream and as such, the Foyer would have to commit to achieving a set number of outcomes for the period of the contract.

5.6 The Foyer believes that it has a sufficient core of service users who would meet the criteria outlined above.

5.7 A key benefit of the TfW contract is that although it has to be renewed annually, it is a more stable source of funding than currently.

Communities Scotland

5.8 Communities Scotland currently provides funding to the Network through its Wider Role monies. These are currently under review and are due to come to an end in the next year. It is uncertain whether this type of funding will continue.

Aberdeenshire Council 

5.9 Aberdeenshire Council was unable to confirm whether it would be able to fund the Network beyond the current funding period and noted that Council budgets for next year are tight.  As their funding to the Network is allocated through a range of different Council budgets, future funding will need to be considered corporately.  
5.10 However, they have indicated a strong desire to see the Network funded in future.
Aberdeen City Council

5.11 The in-kind contributions of staff that Aberdeen City Council has made to the LN have caused some management difficulties, and this form of funding is unlikely to be sustainable in the longer term. The Council recognises this, but has indicated that finding money for the LN within existing mainstream budgets would be problematic. They intend, for the future, to look at alternative ways of providing support to the LN, potentially through short-term secondments of staff, or through external funding such as the Lottery, or European funding.

Long Term Sustainability

5.12 The long term sustainability of the OG LN will require sustaining and increasing current levels of funding. The current dependency on funding from partners, and the frequent review of funding that this necessitates is not a viable long term option.

5.13 The potential for the OG LN to operate as a social enterprise has been considered during this review. Whilst the Foyer’s expertise in this area could be of substantial benefit, indications at this stage of the review do not suggest that there are sufficient sources of revenue to sustain a social enterprise. It is also unlikely that the OG LN could attract sufficiently high levels of service contracts to sustain it in the longer term, although the Modernising Government agenda is likely to increase the number of outsourcing opportunities.

5.14 The OG LN already has significant links to community planning in both Aberdeen and Aberdeenshire and we believe that it has a potentially more significant role to play within community planning than it currently does. There are clear links to the Regeneration Outcome Agreements in both areas and there is considerable scope for the Opportunity Gateway to link more directly to some of the regeneration priorities. Although partners in the OG are also represented on different parts of the community planning partnerships in Aberdeen and Aberdeenshire, the OG is not yet seen as one of the key mechanisms for delivering regeneration outcomes. It is likely that some realignment of current resources would be required to ensure that the OG could play a greater role, but despite this we believe that there is potential scope to develop the OG to play a more key role in community planning and that its future sustainability lies in this route.

5.15 The OG also has a potentially significant role to play in relation to the NEET strategies currently being developed in Aberdeen and Aberdeenshire, and in relation to integrated delivery of the Health Improvement agenda.

5.16 These are options that we wish to investigate further in the next stage of the study.  

6
Interim Conclusions and Recommendations and Next Steps

6.1 At this interim point of the review of the Opportunity Gateway Learning Network, it is fair to conclude that the transition to new management under the Foyer has been a success. It has been well managed and there has be no loss of service to the communities involved (there has, in fact been an increased quality of service).

6.2 The Opportunity Gateway Partnership has been strengthened by the new management structures in place and all partners are agreed that new management has brought many benefits to the Learning Network.

6.3 However, there remains significant potential for the OG LN to develop further and it is keen to do so. The next section outlines our interim recommendations for taking the work of the Learning Network forward, and looking to the future.

Operational Recommendations

6.4 A wide range of services are currently provided through the Learning Network.  During the course of this review we identified a number of potential opportunities for these services to be expanded or enhanced, in conjunction with other local partners.  Our recommendations are outlined below:

Recommendation 1

6.5 We recommend that the LN works with other local service providers to enhance the Family Learning Project to offer training and support to participants across a wider range of issues.  This may include, for example, support and information on healthy eating, physical activity, budgeting skills, childcare, etc.  By enhancing the scope of the Family Learning Project the LN would be able to help disadvantaged families tackle the full range of issues that can act as a barrier to them taking up potential education or employment opportunities.

Recommendation 2

6.6 If the Steering Group agrees that it wishes to widen the target client group, we recommend that the Opportunity Gateway investigates opportunities for extending the opening hours of the Learning Houses to include evenings and weekends.  This approach has been successfully implemented in Torry and it would enable the Network to attract a wider range of clients, particularly those who are in low-skilled, low-paid employment and who are looking to enhance or develop their skills.  Migrant workers, for example, could be particularly attracted to the services available at the Learning Houses but are unlikely to be able to access these services during working hours.

6.7 The Steering Group may also wish to investigate opportunities for making the learning house premises available for wider community use out of hours. 

Recommendation 3

6.8 We recommend that on-going work is undertaken to identify a suitable ICT course to offer to those service users who have completed the keybytes course but who do not feel confident or able to begin the ECDL.  This will bridge an identified gap in service provision and will allow more service users to make further progress towards further training or employment.

Recommendation 4

6.9 We recommend that the current staffing vacancies within the Learning Network are re-assessed, and if possible filled as appropriate.  Many of the other recommendations set out in this chapter are dependent upon staff having the necessary time and capacity to help take these forward.

6.10 We recommend that the Foyer, in conjunction with the OG LN, considers the possibility of creating a more flexible team of staff to work across the Learning Houses in Aberdeen. Total staffing resources in Aberdeen are currently insufficient to sustain all three Learning Houses, however with a more flexible team of staff, being deployed to houses as required depending on specific areas of expertise, there is likely to be more efficient use of resources. Because there are currently dedicated staff in each of the houses some core tasks are being conducted three times, but if one person was responsible for them across houses instead, the time and resources saved could be deployed to other tasks. We would wish to explore this option and the implications of it for Foyer management and staff further during the next phase of the work to determine whether it could work effectively in practice but we believe it could be a good way to address current staffing difficulties.

Recommendation 5

6.11 We recommend that staff development is further encouraged and regular training is made available. We recommend that specific staff training needs are reviewed regularly and staff are supported to access additional training where required.  IT training for staff should be consistent across the LN. An important component of this process is that it is a two-way process with staff pro-actively raising issues relating to training needs as they arise.

Recommendation 6

6.12 We recommend that more regular meetings take place between managers and Network staff, in order to discuss issues of collective interest and to share ideas and information across the Network.

Recommendation 7

6.13 We recommend that consideration is given to enhanced signage for the Learning Houses, to help attract passers-by who might not be aware of the LN.

Recommendation 8

6.14 We recommend that further action is taken to ensure staff safety. Sufficient staff resources should be allocated to ensure that all house visits are conducted by two members of staff at any one time.  Consideration should be given as to how new technologies could further enhance staff security within the Learning Houses. 

Recommendation 9 

6.15 We recommended that the current ICT stock in the Learning Houses should be assessed and, where possible, outdated ICT technology should be replaced.

Recommendation 10

6.16 We recommend that the OG LN continues to explore and develop links with other local agencies, organisations and initiatives, including the Working for Families project, sports clubs, healthy eating projects, financial inclusion services, parents’ groups, community groups, and so on.

Recommendation 11

6.17 We recommend that consideration be given to formally monitoring the number of referrals received to the Network from Jobcentre Plus. Staff advise that Jobcentre Plus has indicated that this information would be useful in monitoring and tracking their clients. 

6.18 Greater consideration needs to be given to data collection requirements more broadly, but in relation to JCP we recommend that the potential to put in place a service level agreement between the OG and the JCP be explored.

Recommendation 12

6.19 We recommend that consideration be given to the potential to charge businesses and other organisations who use the Learning Houses to train their staff, providing that their use of the services does not have a detrimental impact on service availability to core target users. Charges would not apply to employed individuals using a learning house in their local area.

Strategic Recommendations

Recommendation 13

6.20 We recommend an early facilitated session with the Opportunity Gateway Partnership to discuss and agree new opportunities in taking the Opportunity Gateway forward. Discussions should include decisions being taken in relation to lead responsibility for taking forward the proposals, and resources available to do so.

Recommendation 14

6.21 We recommend an in-depth assessment of the links between the Opportunity Gateway and the Community Plans in both Aberdeen and Aberdeenshire, including specific scrutiny of outcomes to determine where the OG could become more directly involved in supporting those outcomes to be achieved. Following this exercise, we recommend that formal dialogue be entered into with both community planning partnerships to explore potential future roles for the OG within community planning.

Recommendation 15

6.22 We recommend that the OG continues to explore the potential to deliver on new strategies as they emerge – recent strategies such as Workforce Plus and the NEET strategy have a direct link to the work of the OG and it is important that the OG has the opportunity to demonstrate the contribution that it can make to strategies such as these.  

Next Steps 

6.23 The next phase of our work will involved a series of interviews with potential new partners and funders to explore with them:
· their current and emerging objectives and activities (that they carry out themselves or fund);
· how the OG LN might contribute to their strategic objectives;
· funding they may have available;
· their views on the potential for future strategic and operational partnership working;
· how this might be achieved; and
· what needs to be done to drive this forward.
6.24 We will also use the second stage of the work to explore in further depth some of the options we have outlined in this report for the future development and sustainability of the OG.

6.25 At the end of the second stage we will produce a detailed report outlining options for the future direction of the OG in relation to developing services, future funding, and future strategic and operational partnership working. The report will also contain an action plan for taking the recommendations forward.

Appendix 1

Performance Statistics

	Outcome Target
	Outcome Indicator
	Target for 1/4/05 to 31/3/06 (if applicable)
	Performance (1/4/05 to 31/3/06)
	Target for year 2 (1/4/06 to 31/3/07) (if applicable)
	Performance to date (first 7 months of year 2 - 1/4/06 to 31/10/06)

	At least 60 people from our targeted communities into jobs over year one – of which 50% will be sustained in employment for a minimum of one month
	Participants into employment
	60
	117
	72
	58

	
	Participants sustaining employment (min 1 month)
	30
	85
	36
	35

	
	Participants into employment (disadvantaged areas)
	15
	68
	25
	30

	
	Participants sustaining employment (min 1 month – disadvantaged areas)
	10
	54
	15
	25

	
	Participants progressing into further education/training
	150
	590
	150
	549

	
	Participants taking part in internal and external training programmes
	
	588
	
	618

	
	Participants taking part in ECDL study
	
	1085
	
	2360

	
	Participants taking part in ECDL tests
	
	225
	
	402

	
	Participants taking part in coaching sessions
	
	825
	
	1296

	
	Participants taking part in informal study
	
	1477
	
	3658

	
	Participants attending job interviews
	
	154
	
	122


	Outcome Target
	Outcome Indicator
	Target for 1/4/05 to 31/3/06 (if applicable)
	Performance (1/4/05 to 31/3/06)
	Target for year 2 (1/4/06 to 31/3/07) (if applicable)
	Performance to date (first 7 months of year 2 - 1/4/06 to 31/10/06)

	Improved confidence and self esteem of children, young people and families in the targeted areas
	Families supported through Family Learning Outreach (current)
	
	130
	
	122

	
	Number of families off Family Learning Outreach
	
	186
	
	70

	
	Individuals visiting Learning Houses
	
	13407
	
	11160

	
	Number of new starts (Learning House)
	
	240
	
	484

	
	Participants accessing the internet
	
	1533
	
	2957

	
	Total number of families supported through Family Learning Outreach
	
	680
	
	766

	
	Contact with families (home visits or telephone calls)
	
	1550
	
	1535


	Outcome Target
	Outcome Indicator
	Target for 1/4/05 to 31/3/06 (if applicable)
	Performance (1/4/05 to 31/3/06)
	Target for year 2 (1/4/06 to 31/3/07) (if applicable)
	Performance to date (first 7 months of year 2 - 1/4/06 to 31/10/06)

	Improved skills of children, young people and families in the targeted areas
	Families supported through Family Learning Outreach (current)
	
	130
	
	122

	
	Number of families off Family Learning Outreach
	
	186
	
	70

	
	Participants taking part in internal and external training programmes
	
	588
	
	618

	
	Participants taking part in volunteering opportunities
	
	15
	
	29

	
	Participants engaging in basic skills training
	
	295
	
	360

	
	16-19 year olds not in education or work accessing house
	
	107
	
	359

	Reduce vulnerability of low income families in the targeted areas to financial exclusion and multiple debts
	Participants receiving money advice/financial literacy through Learning House
	
	16
	
	28

	
	Money management courses delivered
	
	4
	
	0


	Outcome Target
	Outcome Indicator
	Target for 1/4/05 to 31/3/06 (if applicable)
	Performance (1/4/05 to 31/3/06)
	Target for year 2 (1/4/06 to 31/3/07) (if applicable)
	Performance to date (first 7 months of year 2 - 1/4/06 to 31/10/06)

	Regeneration in the targeted areas
	Partner organisations using the OG network for service delivery
	30
	1220
	
	497

	
	Number of sessions (for above)
	
	408
	
	297

	
	Individuals visiting the Learning Houses
	
	13407
	
	11160

	
	Meetings with external agencies
	
	231
	
	358

	
	Number of families participating in the Working for Families Initiative
	
	N/a
	
	20


Appendix 2

List of Interviewees

Representatives of Partner and Funder Organisations

Sandy Murray

Tenants First

Gordon Smith

Communities Scotland

Fiona Malcolm

Communities Scotland

Margaret Waddell

Grampian Housing Association

Ian Heywood

Scottish Enterprise Grampian

Anne Simpson

Aberdeenshire Council

Pete Hamilton

Aberdeen City Council

Linda Murray

Aberdeen City Council

Service Staff

Anne Brebner

Torry Learning House

Pauline Hawke

Peterhead Learning House

Lorraine Reid

Peterhead Learning House

Diane Tait


Fraserburgh Learning House

Liz Scott


Fraserburgh Learning House

Steven Robertson

Middlefield Learning House

Karen Jaffray 

Middlefield Learning House

Shona Wilson

Sandilands Learning House

Fiona Henderson

Sandilands Learning House

Carol Riddell


Aberdeenshire Family Learning Project

Appendix 3

Partners and Funders Interview Schedule

Background

Please describe what you see as the aims and objectives of the OG LN.  Have they changed since the transition to Foyer management?

How do these aims and objectives fit strategically with the aims of your organisation?

Management

How was the transition phase to the new structure managed? Is there anything that could have been done differently/better?

What was the impact of the new management structure on service delivery?

How well are the new management structures working?

What are the benefits of the new management structure and the project being managed by Aberdeen Foyer?

What is the added value of the current management arrangements?

What are the disadvantages of the new arrangements? What could be improved about them?  How could this be achieved?

Are the arrangements sustainable in the long-term?  What would be an alternative model for the future?

Partnership Working

How effective is the partnership working in relation to the LN?  What input is required of partners? How does it feedback/link to what they’re doing in their own organisation?

Are there ways that the partnership working could be more effective?

What have the benefits of partnership working been to date?

Are there any partners not involved who should be? If so, who and why?

What has been the added value of the partnership?

Impact

What has been the impact of the OG LN on your organisation?

How does the OG LN contribute to achieving your organisation’s aims and objectives?  Which specific aims and objectives does the OG LN help you to achieve and how?

What has the impact of the new OG LN arrangements been on service users?

What has been the impact on staff working in the LN?

What factors have contributed to its success since April 2005?

Which of the OG LN activities are particularly effective?

Which are less effective?

Has it/is it on track to met/meet its original aims and objectives?

Does the work of the network complement, duplicate, overlap with other provision in the area?

Has it met the targets set by the partnership – what factors have contributed to that and if targets have not been met, what are the reasons?  How is progress monitored?

What suggestions do you have for the future improvement of the OG LN services?

The Future

What would be the impact if the services were not sustained beyond March 2008?

Is your organisation likely to continue to fund the OG LN beyond March 2008 and at what level? [only for those partners who fund the Network]
What scope is there for your organisation to provide finance or in kind contributions beyond 2008? [only for those partners who do not currently fund the Network]
Are there other organisations that could contribute to the service beyond 2008? Which organisations are these?

What opportunities might there be for the services to develop in the future? What might this include?  For example, new partners/funders/services/target groups/?

What emerging policy areas, local and national, could the LN fit with and respond to?

What should the OG do to ensure sustainability in the long term?

What do you envisage your organisation’s involvement will be beyond March 2008?

Appendix 4

Service Staff Interview Schedule

	1
	What are the aims and objectives of this Learning House/project?

	

	2
	Which learning opportunities do you offer?

	

	3
	What are your opening times?  Are there any plans to extend opening hours or increase numbers of staff?

	


	4
	Who are your key client groups? (ask about gender, age, socio-economic background, Area of residence)

	

	5
	How many people can be accommodated (daily, weekly, monthly basis) in classes, during courses, dropping in, at any one time?

	

	6
	How many staff are there (full or part time)? What are their positions and responsibilities? What qualifications and areas of expertise do they have? What are your future staffing requirements, requirements for staff training?

	


	7
	Who are your main referral agencies (names, how long have they been referring, will they continue to do so, number of referrals per year)?

	

	8
	What are the key benefits of the service for clients (e.g. increased motivation, re-engagement with learning, qualifications, better job prospects etc.)?

	

	9
	What have been the main achievements and successes of the Learning House in the past 18 months?

	


	10
	What are the main areas of difficulty and challenges that have been faced?

	

	11
	Are there any gaps in the services provided?

	

	12
	Is there any duplication between the Learning House/project and other services?

	

	13
	How do you market/publicise the Learning House/project?

	


	14
	Can the Learning House/project meet current demand and potential demand?

	

	15
	What advantages are there in the Learning Network being managed by Aberdeen Foyer?



	

	16
	What impact has this management structure had at operational level?

	

	17
	What are the key local linkages?

	

	18
	How could the Learning Network develop in the future? What funding opportunities are available for the network?
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