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Vocational Qualifications – good practice
Linking London Lifelong Learning Network – success in establishing Progression Agreements
13 July 2011 
Background
One of SPA’s objectives is “to review current admissions practices and policies at Higher Education provider Institutions (HEIs)”. We worked with some of the Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs) in England to raise knowledge of vocational and work based qualifications for progression to higher education (HE) within HEIs. Through the excellent work of the LLNs some clear progression routes for learners with vocational qualifications can now be identified.
Securing “clarity, coherence and certainty” of progression is at the core of the work of the LLNs
 and the Schwartz Report recognised the potential of the then proposed LLNs as a means of clarifying progression routes in regions.
 
Linking London Lifelong Learning Network
A particular example of good practice in the establishment of progression agreements to identify progression routes is that of the Linking London LLN. Linking London was established in September 2006. Its aim is to improve and create opportunities for vocational learners, who want to progress into and through HE. Linking London is a unique network of education partners, made up of small adult focused organisations, large multi-purpose further education colleges (FECs) and highly prestigious research intensive universities. Initially funded until July 2011, Linking London has successfully obtained continuation funding through partner subscriptions and other funding streams. One of Linking London’s successes in increasing progression opportunities for all learners has been through brokering and embedding progression agreements.
Linking London progression agreements
Throughout its initial HEFCE funding period, Linking London has supported the signing and implementation of 78 progression agreements between partners, covering a range of courses. These agreements have formalised progression relationships between partners and opened up new routes for vocational learners into HE. 
The progression agreements are the result of negotiated partnerships between two or more of Linking London’s partner colleges and universities. The agreements enable students on vocational courses and in the workplace to progress onto specified HE courses e.g. Foundation Degrees, Bachelors and Masters Degrees, certificates, diplomas, and short courses. They are designed to make progression routes transparent and clear and put guarantees in place to ensure that vocational learners are given equitable treatment regarding progression.
Most of the “sending” qualifications in the Linking London agreements were 14-19 Diplomas (31) and Access courses (24)
. In this sense the agreements differ from most LLNs, whose sending courses tend to be BTECs and NVQs
. In most cases partner FECs were the sending and partner HEIs the receiving institutions. Linking London was successful in including a broad spread of membership in the agreements; 14 of the network’s partner colleges were involved, with City and Islington College and the College of Haringey, Enfield and North East London being particularly engaged (involved in nine each) and a long tail of colleges involved in one progression agreement. Nine of the network’s 16 universities signed progression agreements, with the University of East London involved in 20 and Birkbeck, University of London involved in 17.  
Types of progression agreements
Linking London’s progression agreements tend to be bilateral, specific institution to institution and programme to programme agreements rather than broader matrix agreements. However, many agreements cover several courses. 
Linking London were integral to the establishment of the agreements, brokering initial meetings between interested partners to identify objectives, enabling curriculum articulation to be discussed and appropriate routes mapped. Linking London recommends strategic as well as operational level buy-in, and that a “signing ceremony” should be held, attended by each partners’ marketing and communications staff, providing an opportunity for internal and external publicity and promotion.
  A “champion” should be identified in each partner institution to ensure continuity; SPA recommends that these people could very usefully be based in the admissions office.
A progression agreement in practice
Two of Linking London’s partners, Morley College and London South Bank University (LSBU) signed progression agreements in 2010. These partnerships are intended to forge links between LSBU’s pre-qualifying programmes in nursing and midwifery but also with programmes including social work, psychology and media and Morley College’s Access to Higher Education department. These are not generic agreements and differ from course to course.

The partners have completed a project to evidence the mechanisms and processes used to embed the progression agreements in a way which may be replicated/ adapted by other institutions. The project sought to explore and analyse staff and students’ understanding and experiences of the agreements; to evaluate the existing embedding mechanisms to inform the development of a generic model for embedding progression agreements across the Linking London network.
The following observations were made based on the findings of a survey of staff and students involved in the progression agreements: 
· Presentations and tutorials about the UCAS application process should include specific instructions to students to add the details of their progression agreement to section 3f of the UCAS application form

· Good communication links with personal tutors at the FEC for the provision of individual feedback to students who are unsuccessful should be established

· Students should have access to mock interview practice sessions.

The project found that to be effective, individualised embedding mechanisms would need to cover a number of areas of activity including:

· Detailed initial information dissemination – who needs what information and when

· Financial information - who needs what information and when

· Knowledge transfer activities – as knowledge about the progression agreement is acquired, how is this passed onto other staff in the institutions involved (it is a risk to any activity to have all the knowledge invested in one individual)

· Completion of the UCAS application 

· Actions when progression agreement applications are received – who does what and when

· Preparation for the selection process - who does what and when

· Monitoring and annual evaluation – how is the progression agreement evaluated, how do the partners know it has achieved its objectives.
The project makes the following conclusions and recommendations:
Consistency of communication, information and knowledge transfer activities are key factors in tutors’ and students’ understanding and experience of progression agreements. This may be achieved by:

· Developing generic tutor resources in relation to the progression agreements

· Clarifying the specific roles and communication links of nominated staff from both institutions – particularly throughout the stages of the UCAS application process

· Reviewing marketing materials annually for accuracy and clarity of information in relation to progression agreements

· Using clear terminology in progression agreement documents to avoid misinterpretations

· Providing motivational and consistent knowledge transfer activities and tutorials in relation to the UCAS application/ selection process e.g. mock interview practice.  

Student and tutor feedback about their experiences and student progression data are important elements to consider in evaluating the effectiveness of the agreement. The project suggests this may be achieved by using a questionnaire to collect and evaluate feedback from students and staff on an annual basis, for use by Linking London’s partners. 
Effective data collection is essential for successfully embedding a progression agreement. The Morley College/ LSBU example suggested as pre-requisites: 
· The collection of student progression data through the UCAS system
· The number of students applying via the progression agreements
· The number of students achieving the required qualifications
· The number of students finally enrolling on their chosen course.
The project suggested there may be potential to develop a consistent data collection format for Linking London’s partners. A particularly effective mechanism was identified in relation to developing long term links with students who have successfully progressed via the agreement, and using them as case studies to reinforce the positive messages. 

A full list of progression agreements signed to date is available on the Linking London website.

In addition to creating the progression route, some partners have found the process of developing an agreement to be a valuable experience for a number of reasons. These include increased understanding of new qualifications, encouraging inter-departmental working and the engagement of a potentially new cohort of students, which further supports widening participation (WP). 
Sustainability and Legacy
One of the main challenges in terms of the sustainability and continuity of progression agreements is around the issue of ownership. This has implications for driving forward the activity in relation to existing agreements and the creation of new ones. Effective working relationships between sending and receiving institutions must be maintained and developed, if agreements are to be sustained. Partner staff must ensure that progression agreements are fully integrated and embedded into the fabric of their institutions, this will need to be done through effective staff development to ensure a shared understanding of the purpose and nature of the agreement. 
Part of the Linking London legacy is the production of a Progression Agreement Toolkit to help institutions establish and maintain agreements. The template makes explicit reference to the Schwartz Report
 best practice principles. The templates and instructions will enable users to instigate and broker progression agreements. Linking London has also shared with members an individualised progression agreement matrix which highlights qualifications and subject areas served by the agreements, and therefore enables existing gaps to be identified.
Institutions should consider the effectiveness of their tracking and monitoring mechanisms, to enable them to identify where education liaison and WP resources need to be concentrated. Producing robust data in relation to progression agreements can be used as evidence to demonstrate successful impact in the Access Agreements required by OFFA and the Widening Participation Strategic Assessments required by HEFCE. Partners must continue to ensure that through their joint working, the requirements of both types of institutions i.e. FECs and HEIs, are met. SPA recommends that progression agreements are clearly articulated as part of institutional policy and operational documentation and that practice is regularly monitored and reviewed. 
Conclusion
Linking London progression agreements are an excellent example of a mechanism which helps and encourages students taking vocational qualifications to aim higher and gain entry to courses which may previously have seemed out of reach. This work also helps to demonstrate the commitment of FECs and HEIs to WP and fair treatment of all applicants.
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