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2009/10 Annual Report of the Higher Skills Theme Group

Wolverhampton Learning Partnership

By 2010/11 22.7% of Wolverhampton’s working age population should be qualified to at least level 4 (NI 165). This is against a baseline of 19.3% in 2006.’
The structure of this report is determined by the Group’s terms of reference as approved at its inaugural meeting on the 2 July 2009, which are reproduced below in italics.

1. Undertake such tasks as referred to it by the Board of Wolverhampton Learning Partnership in line with the aspirations for the city as expressed through the Local Area Agreement, Sustainable Community and Economic Strategies. 

	Commentary: The first task given to the group was to establish itself as an effective forum. This has been achieved. The evidence is contained in the minutes of the 7-quorate meetings that have been held to date.

The second was to focus on action that would lead to the achievement of the NI165 key performance target to be found in the Local Area Agreement.  

The group’s recognition of this is reflected in the terms of reference, which were drafted and approved by its members. In doing so, the Group was aware of the nature of the challenge that exists in respect of the City of Wolverhampton. That proportion of working age population in Wolverhampton with a Level 4 or above had fallen from 18.6% in 2002 to 18.3% in 2007. This is to be compared with increases in achievement in Birmingham (22.4 – 24.7%), West Midlands (23 – 24.6%), and nationally (26.1 – 28.1%).

The Group accepts the importance of ensuring that above trend is reversed through activity that engages all stakeholders in the achievement of the NI 165 target. It additionally has always accepted the need for it to demonstrate a task-orientated approach to its work.


2. Work with relevant stakeholders to adopt a ‘task orientated’ approach to achieving a measurable improvement in the proportion of the working age population with NVQ Level 4 or higher.

	Commentary: The group’s membership is evidence of its commitment to this element of its terms of reference.  Core members are drawn from  City of Wolverhampton College, Black Country Partnership for Learning, Wolverhampton Learning Partnership, Lighthouse Media Centre, University of Wolverhampton, Foundation Degree Forward, Aim Higher Black Country, and Wolverhampton Economic Partnership, In addition the group has sought to extend the range of expertise available to it by agreeing that one of its members should sit on the Enterprise and Innovation Committee of  Wolverhampton Economic Partnership, and that a member of the latter should sit on the Higher Skills Group. Additionally both groups will receive the minutes of the other.  It has also been the practice of the Chair, a member of the University of Wolverhampton, to make a regular report to that organisation’s Partnership for Progression Committee.

The Higher Skills Group does, however, recognise the public sector orientation of its membership and is seeking to widen it to include members drawn from private sector employers, particularly experiencing skills deficits, within the City of Wolverhampton. 


3. Take a proactive role in seeking funding in order to promote “pump-priming” proposals for improving access to higher skills opportunities 

	Commentary:  This has been achieved through the successful ‘Higher Skills’ bid to Wolverhampton Learning Partnership, which the Higher Skills Group commissioned Aim Higher Black Country to undertake on its behalf. This project, funded by Wolverhampton Working Neighbourhoods, requires the achievement of the following targets by March 2011: the delivery of 200 individual advice and guidance sessions, the formulation of 158 individual employment and skills action plans, 120 individuals having completed or commenced a programme of learning leading to a level 4 qualification, interaction with 255 employers, and 158 individuals in employment who have enhanced their skills.  The project is on target to achieve these targets with the Higher Skills Group receiving a progress report at each of its meetings.

At time of writing the Group has submitted a second bid to the Working Neighbourhoods Fund.  This bid reflects the challenges faced  by level 4 providers by the introduction of a cap on full-time recruitment and seeks to increase the number of those living in the City of Wolverhampton who obtained a level 4 qualification through part-time study. The Group considering that this route of study offers greater potential to mature, non-traditional returnees who will often have family and community responsibilities.  If successful this project would seek to increase, amongst other things, the number of those living within the City of Wolverhampton holding level 4 qualifications by 280. It is to be emphasised that the Group sees both projects as having direct linkage to the needs of the City’s employers. The latter project seeking address acknowledged skills shortages in areas of unique employment opportunity for the City. 


4. Use all available intelligence and data to inform the debate about higher level skills and inform providers, stakeholders and partners as to the major issues and priorities for the city.

	Commentary: Through its representation drawn from Wolverhampton Learning Partnership and the City’s two major level 4 providers (University of Wolverhampton and City of Wolverhampton College) the Group has access to relevant intelligence and data. This has been used to inform Group discussion and more importantly the pump priming activity referred to above. An example of this is the decision to focus the second bid for Working Neighbourhood’s Funding on part time rather than full-time level 4 provision. This resulting from consideration and understanding of the funding  constraints placed on the latter.


5. Make recommendations to delivery agencies, stakeholders and partners as to how the city should address the issue of higher skills in a manner, which is coherent, collective and rooted in partnership.

	The Higher Skills Group makes the following recommendations by way of this its annual report to the Board of the Wolverhampton Learning Partnership:

· The importance of citywide co-ordination of activity relating to higher skills. It has, for instance, become apparent to the Group that a number of providers have an interest in the provision of graduate internships and that there a variety of funding streams underpinning such activity. This has the potential to limit the effectiveness of activity that is of clear benefit to those living and running businesses in the City. The Group, therefore, asks the City to support the creation of a framework that provides such an approach in both this and other areas of the higher skills agenda. 

· That the annual reports of the four theme groups are circulated amongst the groups. This would improve the understanding of the Higher Skills Group of the work of its partner groups.

· That the agendas and  minutes of the meetings of the 4 theme groups be made available via the internet as a means of promoting cross working and understanding.


6. Submit a report on the business conducted at each meeting to the Strategic Group of Wolverhampton Learning Partnership. 

	Commentary:  This has been done via the minutes of each meeting and the of a Higher Skills member on the Strategic Group.


7. Make an annual report to the Local Strategic Partnership,  Wolverhampton Learning Partnership Board and other “theme” partnerships as required. 

	Commentary: Achieved through the submission of this report.
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