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Executive summary 

This report brings together findings from two Learning and Skills Development Agency 
(LSDA) research projects on employer engagement1 both of which explored demand-side 
issues from the perspective of employers. 94 employers and four Sector Skills Councils 
were consulted on what would support high-quality employer engagement and on their 
expectations of the service provided by further education (FE) providers. The research 
explored both general and sector-specific perspectives.  

LSDA and practitioners from 18 further education (FE) colleges produced principles of 
responsive provision, which took as their starting point the expectations of employers, as 
identified and confirmed by the research. A self-assessment and development-planning 
framework was produced, based on these principles, which the colleges used to compare 
the service they were providing with the expectations of employers and to consider how 
to improve it. 

Key points  

Most of the employers consulted were reasonably satisfied with the service provided by 
the colleges taking part in the research. Although these employers were in most cases 
using the Centres of Vocational Excellence (CoVEs) or Business Development Units 
(BDUs) involved in the research, most of them were also using a range of other publicly-
funded and commercial training providers.  

The outcomes of this research illustrate the wide range of expectations that employers 
have of training provision. Although some of these expectations are common to all 
employers, there is a level of detail in requirements according to the context of the 
sector, and the aspirations and purpose of the individual employers and employees. 
Expectations are rightly high, but the extent to which the range of individual demands can 
be met without substantial change in the focus of colleges may be limited.  

There are contrasting views held by individual employers and the Sector Skills Councils. 
This may in part be due to the fact that the employers interviewed had generally received 
a good service from the colleges and that good relationships between colleges and 
employers had developed over time. However, colleges are not routinely delighting their 
customers, and even employers who were keen supporters of the colleges pointed to 
shortcomings in the service they had received.  

Experiences of the service provided by various colleges clearly differ, and the lack of 
consistency between and across colleges is a strong message from the research. 
Although poor quality may have been improved, negative experiences of the service are 
remembered, and these perceptions are hard to change.  

College managers need to think critically about their current practices; to identify areas of 
strength and weakness, and to consider how their provision might be improved to secure 
consistently high standards. This may imply that provision is limited to what can be done 
well, or that partnerships with other experts are formed to extend the service further.  

To develop effective employer engagement, colleges need to set out clearly for employers 
what they can and cannot do. Employers need to appreciate that some of the issues they 
have raised are outside the control of the colleges. For example, the time taken to issue 
certificates is an issue for awarding bodies, and it is difficult for providers to tailor 
provision to the needs of employers when curricula and qualifications are externally 
prescribed. The unitisation of qualifications, which many employers are seeking, is not yet 

1 These projects were ‘Employers views on employer engagement’ and ‘Responding to the needs 
of employers and employees’. 
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widely available to accredit specific training. 

Nonetheless, a college that sets effective employer engagement as a strategic priority 
needs to understand that such weaknesses are the cause of considerable frustration and 
discontent on the part of employers, and needs to find solutions to the issues that are 
within their control. The way forward may require: 

working cooperatively with employers, other key players and providers of training 
and services to develop a ‘community of practice’, which shares a common vision 
of what constitutes best practice in the sector 
ensuring that provision is responsive, and that all parties are working together to 
achieve the principles and practices that secure effective employer engagement. 

In some cases, the solutions may seem simple. Colleges could routinely set service-level 
agreements with their business clients. This would ensure that expectations on the part 
of the college, the employer and the learners were clearly set out from the onset, and so 
avoid misconceptions about the nature of the service being provided. Communication 
issues could be easily solved by issuing lecturers with mobile phones and business cards, 
although such practice may seem out of step within a public service, rather than a 
business environment.  

The Foster review of FE2 clearly sets out a role for colleges and skills development. The 
development needs that arise from this role need to be addressed systematically across 
the sector, and barriers to responsiveness removed. In the meanwhile, this report and the 
frameworks for self-assessment and development-planning may be useful to colleges 
wishing to become more responsive to the needs of employers.  

2DfES (2005). Realising the potential: a review of the future role of further education colleges. The 
‘Foster’ report. Department for Education and Skills. 
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Introduction 

LSDA has been investigating two related aspects of employer engagement: 

employers’ views on employer engagement (project A) 

responsive provision in relation to four occupational sector areas (project B). 

This report brings together the findings, conclusions and issues from both of these 
projects, each of which also explored how colleges and other providers of training and 
related services could become more responsive to these needs.  

Project B also explored what responsive provision that secures effective employer 
engagement entails in relation to the specific needs of four occupational sectors – 
construction, engineering, media and information technology. It examined the extent to 
which the organisation, content and delivery of learning reflect the particular needs of 
employers and employees, and the active engagement of providers in seeking to 
understand and meet these needs. 

Background and rationale 

Responding to the needs of employers is a key purpose of providers in the learning and 
skills sector. Employer engagement has been highlighted in both the Skills Strategy and 
Success for All as a key feature of a reformed learning and skills sector. Setting explicit 
targets for employer engagement within providers’ 3-year development plans moved 
employer engagement from a marginal activity to a mainstream strategic concern. 
Providers of training within the sector should see employers and employees as key 
customers and users of their service – as important as individual learners. However, 
some providers still need to position employers as central to their mission. Although there 
is already a substantial body of work describing examples of employer engagement, there 
is still a need for an in-depth appraisal of how to engage employers strategically in the 
development of their companies and their workforce.  

The research described in this report stems from previous work by LSDA on employer 
engagement. In particular, it was informed by LSDA’s work on the typology of employer 
engagement, by its work on ‘Business Innovation and Support’ and ‘Colleges for 
Business’, and by the Centres of Vocational Excellence (CoVE) programme. The Learning 
and Skills Council (LSC) and others have used the term ‘employer engagement’ since the 
2002 Success for All proposals to describe employers’ active involvement in learning for 
their current workforce or the workforce of the future.  

The projects developed a set of draft principles of responsiveness with the participating 
colleges, based on previous research into college/employer relationships. Ninety-four 
business organisations and 18 further education (FE) colleges were involved in 
discussions about these principles and the match with the service employers were 
currently receiving from colleges. The views of four Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) and 
employees were also sought.  

Following consultations about the draft principles, the participating colleges undertook a 
self-assessment, peer perusal and development-planning process to assess whether 
their provision currently met employers’ expectations, and how it could be improved.  

This report describes the findings from the research and draws conclusions and 
recommendations for improving practice, illuminated by quotes from participants in the 
research. It also provides a framework for self-assessment (see Appendix 1) based on 
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principles for effective employer engagement. Since the research was undertaken, LSDA 
has adapted this framework to encompass issues of particular importance in the 
effective delivery of the Train to Gain programme (see www.traintogainsupport.org.uk).

The report should be of interest to providers, local LSCs and Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) 
attempting to develop a better understanding of the actions needed to promote effective 
engagement with employers.   
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Section 1 Employers’ views on employer engagement

The research into employers’ views on employer engagement (project A) considered the 
following questions. 

What do employers consider to be good practice in college responsiveness, which 
leads to effective employer engagement? 

What is the role of employers in securing employer engagement?   

To what extent does current practice reflect these views?

How could practice be developed to take account of the views of employers and 
secure better employer engagement?

Research method 

LSDA developed a set of draft principles of responsiveness for effective employer 
engagement, based on previous research into employers’ needs (see Appendix 1 for the 
framework for responsiveness). The principles of responsiveness reflect what employers 
can reasonably expect a training organisation to provide: 

an identified point of contact with knowledge of ‘the business’   
a service in tune with business needs  
cost-effective provision 
rapid response to requests and queries
regular and frequent updates and feedback 
training with minimum disruption to work patterns  
flexibility of delivery, assessment and qualifications  
high quality of both interaction and delivery  
clear and simple procedures. 

Earlier thinking on the principles was discussed and reviewed throughout the research 
projects by the colleges and employers who took part. The principles, and the 
accompanying indicators of responsiveness (see Appendix 2), embody what employers 
expect of providers and the respective roles and responsibilities of employers and 
providers, the mutual benefits resulting from employer engagement, employers’ 
expectations of their relationship with training providers, and how providers should 
respond.

The principles were later revised in the light of the consultation with the employers to 
develop a self-assessment and development-planning framework that would enable good 
practice in employer engagement to be extended within the participating colleges and 
across the learning and skills sector as a whole.3

The colleges

The colleges involved in this aspect of the research (see Appendix 3) were chosen 
because of their strong and productive relationships with employers. They all had Centre 
of Vocational Excellence (CoVE) status or had been involved in the Employer Training 
Pilots (ETPs, forerunners of the Train to Gain initiative). As such, these colleges were 
more likely to be providing good quality services to business. 

3 The format, order and forms of words for the framework inevitably evolved throughout the 
project. Minor differences are therefore found in the examples given in the Appendices. 

9



The employers 

Each college identified employers who would be willing to be consulted on their views on 
what constituted responsive provision. This provided ready access to a sample of 
employers who had some recent experience of working with LSC-sector providers, 
through the colleges’ CoVE activity, the successful operation of the colleges’ Business 
Development Unit (BDU), or involvement in the ETPs. The term ‘employer’ is used 
throughout this report, but in fact the interviewees held a wide range of roles and 
responsibilities within the organisations (see Appendix 4). 

Using a research instrument drawn from the principles of responsiveness, LSDA 
consulted the employers to review the match between their expectations and 
requirements of the service provided by the colleges, and the colleges’ current 
performance in their provision of training and services. The employers were also asked 
what, in their view, constituted good practice in employer engagement, and the 
respective roles and responsibilities of key players in securing it. 

Employers’ views on good practice in college responsiveness 

Most of the employers were using a range of other local colleges or providers to obtain 
training or related services. This included on-the-job and off-the-job training, on-the-job 
assessment for National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) at Levels 1 to 3 and/or 
apprenticeship training, in a wide range of subject areas.  

In a few cases the employers had used FE or higher education (HE) institutions to provide 
education and training courses leading to higher-level qualifications, such as higher 
national courses, management courses, eg DMA, MBA, NVQs at Levels 4 and 5, 
foundation degrees and degrees or post-graduate training.  

Over a third of the employers were also purchasing short-course training or continuing 
professional development (CPD) courses from the colleges, leading to certification in, for 
example, food handling and hygiene, health and safety, first aid, manual handling, 
customer care, web design, cake decoration and tutor training. A few were using the 
colleges and other providers, such as the local adult education institute, the local 
authority or county council, local social services and the Workers’ Educational 
Association, for basic skills training or courses in English for Speakers of Other 
Languages (ESOL).  

About three quarters of the employers had purchased training from private trainers and 
from product suppliers. This included specialist and advanced short courses, 
management and other professional courses, and training leading to certification such as 
communication skills, time management, project management, appraisal training, equal 
opportunities, risk assessment, disability awareness, conflict management, and 
warehousing and logistics. Larger organisations supported a greater range of training 
provision, including in-house training. 

Why employers are using the project colleges 

The employers were using the colleges for a variety of reasons: 

Access to national qualifications 
The colleges’ capacity to provide national qualifications was particularly important where 
organisations needed qualified staff as a legal requirement, as in the care sector; to 
enable staff to achieve professional qualifications, as in the catering sector; or to meet 
new regulations, as in the financial services sector. The larger companies thought that 
providing employees with qualifications improved recruitment, as applicants recognise 
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the value, portability and transferability of national qualifications. Some also valued the 
fact that college-based training enabled their staff to meet employees from other firms.  

College responsiveness 
Colleges were being responsive to the employers’ needs, were flexible, making efforts to 
find solutions to the companies’ problems, adapting provision to meet the needs of the 
employer and so provided the right training, with the right content, in the right format, in 
the right location, and at the right time.  

Good relationships 
The employers and the particular contact at the college had good professional 
relationships that had been built up over a long time that employers were keen to 
maintain. The colleges provided good support to the employer and employees. In four 
cases the employers themselves had trained at the college, knew the staff well and 
wanted to ‘put something back into the college’. 

Convenient location 
For companies of all sizes and types, the college was conveniently located, and provided 
easy access for the employer and the trainees. 

Access to public funding 
Employers value training providers who can successfully lead them through the maze and 
complexities of funding sources and models and guide them to sources of public funding. 
About a quarter of the employers stated that they had chosen their provider because the 
training was LSC-funded and, therefore, free (notably where colleges were participating in 
the ETPs), or because the cost of training was reasonable. Employers look very carefully 
at the costs and benefits of training. Small- and medium-sized employers (SMEs) and 
charities, in particular, commented on the cost of training and its impact on their tight 
margins. In some sectors, such as care, legislation dictates employers’ training needs, 
and the high turnover of staff means there is a constant need to train new staff, which is 
an expensive process.

Colleges’ experience and expertise 
Larger companies, in particular, used the colleges because of their many years of 
experience of providing training, and their knowledgeable and enthusiastic staff. 

The college’s trainers have substantial expertise in our field of work and this is 
acknowledged throughout the industry. The tutors are highly visible in this sector 
and contribute regularly to conferences and events, as well as writing papers in 
the sector’s journal. We can, therefore, be confident that the content of the 
courses will be correct and reflect leading-edge practice. 

Some of the employers consulted also chose colleges because of their capacity to offer 
different types of training – particularly important for larger organisations that were 
purchasing a range of training. For others, the availability of specialist training for which 
there were a limited number of other approved providers or the availability of the right 
facilities were important factors, as was the colleges’ emphasis on the quality of provision 
rather than on income generation.  

Why employers use other providers 

Specialist training 
Most of the employers consulted – of all sizes and types – were purchasing training from 
other providers that offered very specific and specialist training, often in a flexible mode 
or format. In some cases, training was sourced from the producer and supplier of a 
specific product or item of equipment. Employers appear to be prepared to pay 
substantial money for what they see as expert or specialist training.  
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Higher status of other providers 
One employer observed that senior managers within his organisation expect to be given 
management training by private training organisations, whereas training offered by an FE 
college would better suit junior managers. A hairdressing employer felt that it was 
essential to expose her staff to top-quality practitioners within the private sector who are 
‘passionate about the business and offer training for high-level skills’, and therefore 
sends her staff on expensive private one-day training programmes. 

Better value for money 
A very few employers thought that private training organisations provided better value for 
money than the colleges, notably for short certificated courses. For two other employers 
these providers offered a better quality service, achieved better results and 
communicated better than the colleges. They involved the employer closely in the running 
and management of the training, and provided regular feedback on the trainees’ 
progress.

Employers’ expectations of the colleges’ service 

Relevance 
Employers saw the relevance of the training as their most important expectation of the 
college service, in that it should be linked to workplace practices, up to date and 
reflecting the changing needs of the sector and its workforce. One employer expressed 
this as ‘having empathy with the organisation and its values’. 

Value for money 
Employers also expected provision to be good value for money; not necessarily the 
cheapest but the most relevant, and achieving the best outcomes.  

National qualifications 
Appropriate national qualifications are important, especially to larger companies. 

We expect the providers to listen to us to find out what we want. I have been a 
member of the college’s Training and Quality working group and now sit on the CoVE 
management group where I put across what the providers in my sector want from 
training. I believe they listen and provide what we need as a result of these 
consultations. Our staff are all now fully qualified, having been through professional 
training courses and then the NVQ. Three staff, including me, are now studying on 
the new foundation degree course. 

Flexibility in mode, location and duration 
Almost half of all the employers, in both small and large organisations, stressed the need 
for flexibility of delivery times, modes of provision and assessment, as and when 
required. Small and medium-sized organisations emphasised the need for on-the-job or 
on-site training because they could not afford to lose staff by providing day-release. For 
one large company, flexibility of provision included the need for training to be provided 
day or night as the company was operating continuous 24-hour production in three shifts.  

Flexibility for others meant the need to: 

cut training time to the minimum to achieve only the objectives required 
respond to the company’s spasmodic requirements for training 
avoid disruption to duty rotas and to avoid cover costs. 

Good communications 
The employers expected colleges to provide a regular contact person or, at least, a 
reliable communication system. This would ensure that the college could establish clear 
lines of communication and provide prompt responses to queries. In addition, good 
communications with a named contact would enable the company’s training needs to be 
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regularly reviewed, and changes to the curriculum and the nature and timing of training 
to be discussed. It was expected that the contact would provide regular feedback on the 
trainees’ progress and any support needs, and generally provide good customer service. 

The main expectation is that the provider should communicate well with the 
company; answering messages, contacting the company if there are problems, 
and if trainees are not making progress, notifying the company of any changes 
that might affect the training programme, for example, staff changes. 

High quality 
A third of all employers stressed the need for high-quality training, with high standards of 
delivery and high completion rates. For many employers the quality of the training was 
highly dependent on the contribution of trainers and assessors who were expected to 
demonstrate knowledge of their subject, be up to date with current thinking, provide 
relevant examples and illustrations, and have a passion for their business that could be 
transmitted to the trainees.  

Support for learners 
Employers from the care and hair and beauty sectors, in particular, noted that many of 
their trainees had not enjoyed success at school, lacked confidence and had low self-
esteem. Good trainers and assessors were seen to support and empathise with the 
trainees, be prepared to listen and discuss their difficulties, offer advice and guidance 
and boost their confidence. 

Many trainees have been out of formal education for many years and may lack 
confidence in their ability to learn or even resent having to do training. College 
tutors make the training fun as well as enabling the trainees to learn. Their 
evaluations of the training have been very good. The college has provided 
learning on site, which has been very helpful for trainees with basic skills needs, 
who could not have coped with completing the workbooks at home without tutor 
support. 

Awareness of new trends 
Other expectations included the need for colleges to keep employers up to date with 
national issues and developments within training provision. Employers in the care sector, 
in particular, noted that the skills needs of their staff and the sector are changing and 
developing, especially with new areas of work, such as care for highly dependent clients.  

Expectations of different types of provider 

The same criteria 
About half of those interviewed applied the same criteria to all providers. All providers 
were expected to deliver what had been agreed. The major consideration was that the 
provider delivered cost-effective, high-quality, flexible training, leading to the expected 
results.

If a private trainer is not satisfactory or cannot provide what I want, I am more 
likely to look for an alternative trainer. Whereas, if there is a problem with the 
college’s provision, I am more likely to work with the college to solve the problem 
or to develop the provision. This is because private trainers usually offer only 
specific and specialised training. Because private trainers are more profit driven, 
if they do not currently offer what I want they usually cannot or will not develop it. 
On the other hand, the college has a wide range of provision and, if it does not 
currently offer what I want, it is usually willing to develop it. 
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Different criteria 
Twelve employers, most from larger organisations, held different expectations of private 
training organisations. Such providers were seen to have a higher status than the 
colleges and offer a more bespoke service, for which the employers were prepared to pay 
a premium. Employers expected these providers to be very experienced, highly 
specialised and extremely knowledgeable about their subject.  

Colleges can provide basic training. Private trainers are not used for the ‘shop 
floor’. Colleges could possibly provide the high-level, specialised management 
training but they would need much longer to put such training together, when the 
company requires immediate, fast and efficient delivery. Colleges would require 
many meetings to explain what the company requires. 

Greater flexibility 
Some employers thought colleges were not able to be as flexible and non-bureaucratic as 
private trainers because bespoke training is only part of what colleges do. Colleges were 
thought to be capable of greater flexibility but there are ‘more people in the way’, creating 
barriers to responsiveness. 

The college seems more rigid in terms of when it can deliver and who can be 
used to deliver. For example, I tried to get the college to deliver first aid training 
on an evening or Saturdays to meet the needs of the employees. We had 46 
people willing to sign up for the courses. The college could not deliver this 
flexibility and their best offer was to provide places on their existing courses, 
which were open to the public. We went to private providers and were offered the 
flexibility we wanted. We also get better feedback on trainees from private 
providers.  

When we had a breakdown in communications with the college over NVQ 
provision and the foundation degree it seemed difficult to resolve the issues. We 
only once had a problem with a private provider on an IT course when a trainer 
did not turn up. After contacting them we had a letter of apology giving reasons 
why it had happened; they outlined the contingency plan they had put in place to 
ensure it would not happen again; and provided the course free of charge as 
compensation. I suspect the college would like to provide this kind of service but 
they are caught up in a large inflexible organisation, which can hold them back 
from providing the service they want to. 

More focused provision 
Others saw the colleges as dealing primarily with the mass market, providing courses of a 
given structure leading to qualifications. Training from private trainers is expected to be 
shorter, and linked to particular specialisms or products. Training from publicly-funded 
providers is expected to be free or cheaper than private provision.  

More current experience 
A small number of those interviewed thought that staff in private training organisations 
had more current experience of working in industry and were more up to date. College 
staff were thought to have been out of the industry and commercial practice for too long, 
which was not good in sectors where there is frequent change. 

Academic organisations need to be more business-focused, with a marketing 
person to visit each employer to sell and discuss the provision to be offered, 
rather than just a prospectus delivered to the employer. 

Changes in perception of colleges 
In contrast, some employers said that colleges were getting better at developing their 
services, were becoming more cost-effective and were overcoming the ‘cheap and 
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cheerful image’. One of these employers, representing a large organisation, said that his 
positive experience of FE colleges had changed his previously jaundiced view of what FE 
could offer and do. 

I previously had fairly set views about the limitations of FE colleges to serve 
industry’s training needs. In particular, I did not believe that FE could deliver good 
management training. Experience in my last post changed all that. The local 
college had a ‘can do’ attitude at all levels. They put a dedicated project manager 
in place to serve the company’s needs and also put permanent teaching 
resources onsite. Their attitude was that there were ‘no barriers’ to providing for 
the company’s needs. They were able to deliver all that was wanted in a way that 
was wanted. 

Cost factors 
About a quarter of the employers, particularly SMEs, had little or no experience of working 
with private training providers. Two thirds of the employers who had used private 
providers thought that both types of provider offered equal value for money. Some were 
reluctant to generalise, and thought that each provider had to be judged on their 
individual merits, and on the type of training they provide. They noted that good and poor 
providers exist in both public and private training organisations. 

Ideally, I would train all my staff through high-level specialist providers but this is 
too expensive. Because apprenticeships come with government funding, they 
give value for money and are the only practical option. But they have to be 
topped up to bring trainees’ work and attitudes up to the standard I expect in my 
salon.

Nine employers considered private trainers to be expensive, and thought that colleges 
offered better value for money. In contrast, six employers thought that private training 
organisations offered better value for money. This view was based on their experience of 
training, which offered a high level of up-to-date, relevant specialist expertise, delivered 
flexibly.

I approached a small training company, which is developing specific training 
packages and up-to-date software for its training. The company was able to train my 
employees at short notice. Eight employees’ certification had expired and they 
needed urgent re-certification. The colleges could not respond quickly. The training 
company was able to take the employees’ current experience and knowledge into 
account, complete the training in a shorter time and charge less than the college. 
The college would have required the employees to take the full training package and 
would have charged a full fee. 

Employers’ views on the principles of responsiveness 

The employers generally agreed with the list of principles of responsiveness but found it 
difficult to rank their importance. Most employers thought that all the principles were 
extremely important and relevant to their relationship with their training providers. One 
large food manufacturer observed that if a provider did not demonstrate all of the 
principles, that provider would no longer be used.  

The employers particularly stressed: 

the need for training to be responsive to the needs of their sector, the business and 
their workforce   
that the training provider should offer suitable qualifications for the workforce  
the need for an identified point of contact within the college 
the need for high-quality training.  
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More detailed requirements 

Although the employers generally agreed that the principles were relevant, some thought 
they needed to be more explicit. For example, ‘A service in tune with business needs’ was 
seen to encompass questions concerning the ‘minimum disruption to work patterns’ and 
‘flexible delivery’, as well as issues surrounding ‘the quality of interaction and delivery’. 

Some thought that they did not stress sufficiently what they personally considered to be 
important aspects of successful provider–employer relationships, and so did not fully 
reflect the issues they faced. A few employers wanted greater emphasis on the ability of 
the provider to communicate well with the employer, to listen and respond to what the 
employer needed, and to discuss difficulties and criticisms openly. 

It would be good if the colleges could help us prepare for longer-term training and 
development needs by offering some form of business advice service from a 
source that was aware of the new trends for companies such as ours, and had 
specialist knowledge in relation to our sector. Longer-term planning might make 
better use of resources. There is a need for ‘ingenious solutions’. 

Employers also wanted greater clarity in their understanding of how colleges are funded, 
and the influence this has on the cost of training. These employers queried why the costs 
of training could differ significantly across publicly-funded colleges. Others reiterated the 
need for providers to keep them informed about any external funding sources and the 
timescales and deadlines for funding applications.  

Individuals commented on, for example, the need for rigorous assessment; for a clear 
description from the outset of the content of training, delivery methods and key dates; for 
clear and full information before training begins on the total costs involved, including 
exam fees; the need for up-to-date physical resources; and the need for help with longer-
term training and development needs.  

How employers see their relationship with the colleges 

The employers were asked about the nature of their engagement with colleges, in relation 
to an LSDA typology of employer engagement outlined below,4 which describes three 
ways in which employers might work with providers: 

as sstakeholders: they provide leadership through their involvement in the design, 
development, management, delivery and/or assessment of learning  
as cconsumers: they purchase diagnostic services and skills development from LSC-
funded providers 
as sstrategic partners: there is sustained interaction between employers and the 
planners and providers of learning.  

This typology does not suggest that employers and providers will only work in one way, or 
that any of the types is preferable to the other. In practical terms, the relationship 
between providers and employers may take different forms, depending on the nature of 
the activity and the context in which they are working. The relationship can also change 
depending on the circumstances, and so it is important that both parties understand the 
context in which they are engaged, and are clear about the expectations that follow. 

Most of the employers were clear about the type to which their interaction predominately 
belonged. Just under half of the organisations saw themselves mainly as ‘consumers’ of 

4 Hughes M (2004). Reviewing the impact of employer engagement targets. London: LSDA 
research report.  
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training, even if relationships with providers occasionally strayed into that of ‘stakeholder’ 
or ‘strategic partner’. For the most part these employers were purchasing work-based 
learning (apprenticeships, NVQ training and assessment), using qualifications to upskill 
current staff, buying bespoke training for updating and using customised day-release as 
part of company training.  

Six employers claimed to have a ‘stakeholder’ relationship, which involved, for example, 
acting as guest speakers, giving demonstrations, running workshops, advising on 
facilities, the curriculum and its assessment, providing work-based settings for 
apprentices and work experience, sitting on advisory boards, validation panels for new 
programmes and acting as college governors. 

We see our role in the college’s course for women returners as stakeholder and 
strategic partner. We asked the college to run the course, provided the 
interviewing skills training and provided mentors from among our own staff for 
the women returners. These mentors are from the same background as the 
returners in that they are women with children who have had to deal with 
returning to work and balancing home–work responsibilities. The mentors meet 
the returners, who then visit the workplace. The mentors provide a phone 
number and e-mail address so that they can advise the returners on how to 
return to work and help them with the problems they may encounter. 

Some larger organisations saw themselves as strategic partners when collaborating in 
the development of new courses, sharing specialist staff, resources and training facilities, 
providing equipment and helping to improve resources. 

The lecturers come and spend a week in industry to update their skills. A member 
of staff is one of the five industrial professors appointed by the college from 
different sectors of the hospitality industry. Catering and Hospitality Industrial 
Professors Scheme (CHIPS) has launched a scheme in food preparation whereby 
12 students participate in a 2-year NVQ Level 2 course spending 2 days a week 
in college and 3 days working in one of the five professors’ businesses. These 12 
students will be paid and are in addition to the normal recruited workforce. 

As strategic partners we have been very actively involved in setting up the 
foundation degree. The company’s staff met on many occasions with the 
college’s staff to examine the syllabus, discuss methods of supporting students 
and review the documentation pre-validation. We also attended the validation 
meeting at the university and answered questions about our role as employers. 
Since the course began in September we have attended two formal review 
sessions. We have also donated books to the college. 

Twelve respondents’ relationships encompassed aspects of two or more of the three 
types. One large employer saw his relationship as a consumer in terms of purchasing 
courses; as a stakeholder through membership of the college’s governing body and 
involvement in teaching; and a strategic partner in the design of courses, including the 
design of a foundation degree. 

[I see my relationship with the college] on a day-to-day basis as a stakeholder, 
but because I have a strong relationship with the college I seem to be consulted 
as a strategic partner. I also served for a few years on the Training and Quality 
group, which had a strategic input to the regional employers’ partnership. 

I see it as a mixture of stakeholder and consumer. There are elements of both at 
different times. For instance, when I sit on the CoVE management group or act as 
a visiting speaker to the college’s new entrants I am involved as a stakeholder. 
When we use the college to provide training we are acting as a consumer. 
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Preferred type of relationship  

About half of the employers who saw their relationship largely as consumers were content 
with their current role. The relationship gave the company what it required and/or the 
employer did not want to be involved further because the existing relationship was 
already time-consuming, and detracted from the core business.  

A similar number said they would like to be more involved with their college, most 
commonly as occasional tutors or visiting speakers, contributing in a specialist capacity 
to short courses and expert seminars and/or collaborating on curriculum content. Some 
saw a potential contribution in providing staff development for college tutors or taking 
part in advisory groups. 

I am happy to continue with our roles as stakeholder and consumer but would 
like to develop the strategic role. In our business you are lucky to keep staff for 4 
or 5 years. We invest a lot of time and effort in training and I think we need to 
make more strategic interventions if we are to change the career pattern for the 
sector. 

A few employers said that their organisations had occasionally been involved in advising 
on curriculum design and assessment and in the design of new provision, but that the 
colleges had only encouraged such involvement so far. After taking note of the views of 
the employers the college relationship had reverted to the provider–consumer type.  

Some of the employers thought that their workloads would prevent any increased 
involvement and, if they took on a greater commitment, would expect their contribution to 
make business sense and provide a return to the company. 

However, some of the employers operating largely as consumers thought that, given the 
size of their company and its significance to the local area, they should be more involved 
as stakeholders and strategic partners – perhaps through collaborating with the 
providers in the joint development of courses and working collaboratively with the 
colleges to help improve resources for training. 

One company employs over 500 people and is a major employer locally. The 
training manager felt the company should be displaying a greater social 
conscience and more community responsibility, getting more closely involved 
with its partners in aspects of training. Another would like to get more involved in 
offering work placements and giving guest lectures on specific aspects of work. 
Two other employers saw their role as helping the community to build its 
business capacity and therefore would like to be more involved as a strategic 
partner.

Most of the employers operating as stakeholders were happy with the current extent of 
their role, largely because to take on more would be very time-consuming. However, three 
said that they would like to get more involved and thought the relationship should be a 
balance of the three types of engagement. One large employer stated that he was 
content with being a consumer with regard to lower-level courses but became a 
stakeholder when taking part in teaching and in college governance, and became a 
strategic partner when collaborating in the development of new provision, such as a 
foundation degree.

The employers that saw themselves as strategic partners were content with this role. In 
these cases both parties were thought to benefit from the relationship, especially from 
obtaining training closely tailored to their needs. 
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We provide student placements. On the college’s ‘Making Choices’ course, I act 
as a visiting speaker and am able to bring my up-to-date knowledge of the sector 
and local and regional opportunities to the course. On bespoke courses I help to 
plan the curriculum, an example of which is a course on staff appraisal. As a 
consumer I have commissioned and purchased a programme of training for NVQ 
assessors so that my staff can become more involved in the assessment of our 
own workforce. 

Employers’ role in employer engagement 

The responsibilities described by the employers in relation to their role in employer 
engagement reflect some of the principles of college responsiveness. Many stressed the 
need to communicate better with providers, expressing more openly and honestly the 
company’s present and future needs, how the company is developing, its possibilities and 
constraints, and problems and solutions. The need to establish a regular dialogue was 
seen as paramount, making each partner aware of each other’s expectations and the 
needs and expectations of the workforce. 

One employer expressed this in terms of ‘giving more to the relationship between training 
provider and customer rather than simply accepting training’. Another stressed the need 
for agreement between the employer and the college that, ‘whatever they jointly do, they 
do for the benefit of the learner, ensuring that the relationship between the provider and 
the employer is a partnership for the benefit of the learner’. These employers saw 
establishing a good relationship with the college as a necessary investment. 

We need to maintain our input to the college to ensure the best training to meet 
our needs. We need to make sure the college understands the environment and 
context in which the students work. We need to continue to feed in the changing 
requirements for our work and make sure we keep each other informed. We did 
not do that with first aid and so we suddenly had a large training need that the 
college could not service. 

There was common agreement that the employers’ main responsibilities lay in: 

establishing and maintaining close contact with the provider 
being more aware of what the colleges are doing and can do 
responding promptly to requests for information 
dealing promptly with issues and problems 
feeding back to providers on the outcomes of training 
ensuring that the provider fully understands the value of the learners to the employer 
and the investment the employer is making in the learners’ training  
keeping in touch with changes to qualifications and funding, and any local and 
national initiatives 

Employers’ contribution to the learning activity of their employees 

Employers’ responsibilities depended on the type of trainee they had in their charge – 
mature workers or young apprentices – and the trainees’ background. Some employees 
were reluctant learners and not all had good experiences of school or records of 
successful learning.

Larger organisations, in particular, saw their duty of care towards their staff as a 
significant factor in securing better results from training. It included monitoring trainees’ 
progress, carrying out regular reviews and giving them support during training, ensuring 
that the training process ran smoothly and promptly, addressing issues and problems.  
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Remembering we have a duty of care towards the staff and ensuring that training 
is valid and will remain valid and not go out of fashion. We have to allow staff to 
meet their potential and provide opportunities to progress in their career. 

Just over a third of the employers, mostly large ones, emphasised the need for an 
appropriate induction process before their employees took part in training. This entailed 
informing the employees about what was available and might best suit their needs so 
that trainees make the right decisions about training options.  

There is substantial preparation of employees before they undertake training. All 
employees have an annual appraisal. Training needs are identified though this 
process and are discussed with managers in relation to their business plans. A 
fully costed training plan is then produced, and suitable providers are found to 
deliver the training. There are discussions with the providers before the course, 
and expectations are agreed. Individuals are also prepared for some of the 
courses (especially NVQ Level 1) through a ‘preparation meeting’, followed by an 
induction.

The employers also noted that they needed to check that the training was valid and high-
quality; ensuring that the workplace provided adequate and up-to-date learning 
resources; providing full and practical on-the-job training to enable the trainees to meet 
their qualification requirements; ensuring that the employees were using the skills they 
had gained from training and thereby encouraging the trainees to stay once they had 
completed their training.  

Not all companies monitor the quality of the training, although some of the companies do 
investigate if, for example, trainees are not achieving their NVQ.  

Some emphasised their responsibility to motivate the trainees to adopt a positive attitude 
to training. This involved raising their employees’ expectations, providing training 
opportunities and ensuring equal access to training for all staff. These employers spent 
considerable time explaining to the employees the implications and benefits of training 
and the need for qualifications to overcome resistance to training from an established 
and experienced workforce. 

We have made a great effort to engage staff in training. This has not happened 
overnight. Actions that have been taken include: 

training the managers first, which gives the managers the skills and sets a 
good example 
celebrating success, through photos and articles in a quarterly newsletter, 
awards ceremonies, letters of congratulations. 

The message that training is important is gradually filtering through. There is now 
a waiting list of people who want to get on to courses. 

How current practice reflects employers’ views 

Match with employers’ expectations 
All of the participating colleges had one or more CoVEs, and so could have been expected 
to have a good track record of successful employer engagement. Most employers spoke 
highly of the service the colleges offered and emphasised that it matched their 
expectations. Key factors underlying successful relationships identified by employers 
included the following: 

Good communications systems: the employers knew the college contacts well and 
had forged good relationships. 
The colleges were proactive and flexible in meeting the employers’ needs.  
The employers received regular reports on the trainees’ progress and attendance  
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(For long courses) course dates and details were given up to 12 months in advance.  

The college meets our expectations very well. They have altered the times of their 
courses to suit our work patterns and made courses available on alternative days 
to suit supply cover for us. Quite a few of the courses now run in the evening as 
well as during the working day. Our work is quite a new discipline for colleges but 
it is a growing business for them. They have consulted us extensively and have 
applied what they learned from this.

Areas for improvement 
Most of the employers consulted said that problems occasionally arose, but they were 
usually discussed and resolved. However, some respondents expressed dissatisfaction 
about some aspects of the service being provided. 

Difficulty in making contact   
Communications can be poor and getting to the right person is not always easy, even 
when a designated contact is provided. All types and sizes of employer emphasised the 
importance of good communications and a speedy response to questions and issues 
raised. Difficulties were often caused by colleges’ poor telephone systems. 

The telephone system is diabolical. There is a lack of service at the first point of 
customer care. There are too few staff on reception to answer the phone and you 
get put onto an answer phone if you don’t know the extension number of the 
person you are phoning. 

Lack of feedback 
Some employers got little or no regular feedback on trainees’ progress or attendance. 
One employer commented:  ‘We only receive invoices’.  

Poor quality 
Teaching was not always of consistently high quality, there were some poorly-prepared 
training sessions and low completion rates. Some courses, especially those offered for 
the first time, were not well organised.  

A few employers commented that: 

employers and trainees were frustrated by the length of time they sometimes had to 
wait for an assessor to visit, particularly where assessment and a completed 
qualification affect salaries 
customer service varies from one department in the college to another: one 
department had helped the employer through the maze of government 
requirements, regulations and funding; another department had not 
inefficient college procedures result in delays in the issue of certificates and poor 
finance and invoicing arrangements. 

They seem to muddle their way through the first cycle. We make sure we tell them 
when we are not happy and what the problem is. They listen and respond and the 
provision usually improves. I am now reluctant to send anyone on a course run for 
the first time and wait for it to come on again.   

Narrow range of provision available locally 
The lack of locally available provision to meet the changing needs of local businesses 
was seen as an issue by some of those consulted. Colleges were thought not always to 
keep up with business developments and some employers had subsequently gone to 
private training organisations. Some larger organisations had developed their own 
provision because the colleges offered only a basic level or a narrow range of training. 
However, it was acknowledged that it is hard for colleges to find the resources and 
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expertise to develop the provision in line with employers’ requirements, particularly if 
trainee numbers are small.  

How to improve employer engagement 
The employers suggested actions that could improve employer engagement as outlined 
below.

Action by providers 
Contact and feedback
Employers suggested that providers should be more proactive in contacting and feeding 
information to employers, initially and on a regular basis; organising regular meetings and 
updates to provide feedback and to discuss issues; quickly getting in touch if problems 
arose, such as trainees not attending or not making progress. 

Communication between stakeholders is poor. We regularly get visits from the 
private training company but the college staff rarely visit. The private training 
provider and the college do not seem to communicate. It is only because I am a part-
time teacher at the college that I know about what is going on. 
Aspects of the training could be improved, for example through employers being 
given (or better, having a say in) the college’s schemes of work, so that the employer 
could best support and use the skills being learned.  
The resources at the college are outstanding. But the college fails to draw in 
practitioners to these facilities, for example, through a series of affordable day 
courses on specialist machines, or through employer-focused events.  
The college could encourage greater employer participation and share with them 
what is new and important. The college could be a focus for networking between 
employers in the same industry. 

Continuity of contact 
The need for continuity in contacts and key staff was seen as important to ensure that, 
for example, replacement assessors are available if one were to leave, and to provide 
continuity of contact if key people are absent or off sick.  

A more customised service 
Providers could take more account of other demands on employers and their employees: 
matching study modes and opportunities to better suit trainees’ commitments by 
providing more training in the workplace and more distance learning to balance the 
demands of the workplace and the demands of study.  

A larger range of more suitable provision is also needed. 

An employer sometimes cancelled appointments at short notice because of 
business needs and pressures. But the provider was scheduling meetings on a 
Monday morning, which was the worst time in the week for the employer. Also, 
the provider had not fully realised that the employer had to maintain supervision 
ratios. If someone was off sick, another trainee had to cover and therefore might 
have to cancel an appointment. 

I think that employers should have more influence on the syllabus of BTEC 
courses and NVQs. Too often students complete their training but are not ready 
to be employed, as there have been too many gaps in the practical applications 
of the training. A system for surveying employers on the requirements of training 
and what is missing would be helpful. Assessment also needs to match employer 
needs and be more flexible.  
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Better marketing information 
College marketing information should be adapted to reflect the service to employers. The 
college general prospectus is no use to employers, who need information on specific 
training programmes that can be given to individual trainees. Employers expect the 
college to promote what it can offer without being asked; to ‘drive the training agenda 
forward’, keeping the employer abreast of all it can offer outside immediate training 
needs and not rely simply on sending a prospectus.  

Mechanisms for formal consultation 
An employers’ forum or a consultative group in which the employers could influence the 
nature of the provider–employer relationship was seen as a way forward by some 
employers. Such a forum would enable training issues to be discussed; provide 
employers with good and frequent access to the college and staff; and enable the 
employers to discuss their requirements. 

A formal forum for employers to bring issues to the college should be set up. The 
forum could assist in involving employers in selecting staff who could deliver 
appropriate training. The forum could also advise on resources and equipment 
and help to keep college staff up to date through secondment. We could also 
encourage the college to coordinate information to employers to keep us 
informed of developments. Employer evenings could be used for this. 

Effective employer engagement appears to depend not only on the ability and willingness 
of employers to make an effort to work closely with the colleges, but also on the 
reciprocal effort of colleges to encourage and foster employers’ contributions. 

Up-to-date staff 
Colleges should ensure that trainers are up to date with the latest developments in the 
industry. When targeting certain industries, providers need to have staff who keep in 
close contact with the needs and constraints of that. Where possible, college staff should 
spend time working in the sector alongside the employees to appreciate their pressures 
and needs. 

What employers could contribute 
Shared responsibility 
Employers generally recognised that the creation of effective employer engagement was 
not solely the responsibility of the provider. The relationship has to be developed and 
fostered by both sides. Many of the employers acknowledged that they need to give 
providers a better insight and understanding of their needs, aims and expectations, 
working contexts and practices, and the direction in which the business is moving. This 
would need more frequent contact with the college, becoming more aware of what the 
college can do and what is on offer, and making their feelings known to ensure that the 
service is improved. Employers should take the initiative to get more involved in the 
college and in the training provision. 

Helping employees to succeed 
Employers accepted that they must work with the training providers to help their 
employees succeed, which may require: 

improving the support given to staff while training, providing better mentoring to 
ensure that trainees are motivated and attend training 
reviewing what employees have learnt and the impact of training, carrying out regular 
appraisals, taking more frequent and formal feedback from trainees and acting on 
feedback about trainees’ progress 
doing more to match the training provided with the needs of the employees 
working in partnership with the colleges to develop qualifications and cooperating in 
the design and implementation of projects.  
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The contribution of others 
The employers had fewer suggestions about what outside bodies and third parties might 
do to help improve employer engagement. Suggestions mostly related to funding and 
qualification issues. 

The employers observed that government could: 

be more consistent in their funding priorities; provide more funding for training and 
extend it to higher qualification levels and other groups of employees 
promote a learning culture with incentives for training  
keep qualifications under regular review, particularly NVQs  
simplify and reduce paperwork
reduce the number of agencies and confusing initiatives. 

The employers suggested that the Learning and Skills Council could: 

make more information on funding for training available to employers 
simplify funding criteria to make them more easily understood by employers 
reduce the volume and complexity of paperwork. 

Conclusions and issues

Employers’ expectations of the service 
Employers expect the content of training to be relevant, linked to workplace practices, up 
to date and responsive to the changing needs of the sector and its workforce. Large 
organisations and SMEs expect flexibility of provision – in terms of delivery times and 
modes – to keep the costs of training down and to avoid disruption to working times and 
practices. Equally, high and consistent quality is expected. 

Most of the employers consulted were generally very satisfied with the service provided 
by the colleges, and any problems that arise are usually quickly resolved. However, 
ineffective and inefficient communications systems, particularly through the main college 
switchboard or message service, appear to be a general problem, as is the lack of regular 
and systematic feedback on trainees’ progress. Perhaps most important is the absence 
of dialogue and partnership working between the colleges and the employers, resulting in 
misunderstandings and unrealistic expectations.    

The principles of responsiveness  
The principles of responsiveness and the related indicators (see Appendix 1 and 
Appendix 2) largely capture employers’ expectations about the service they receive from 
colleges and other providers of training. However, the size of the company, its stage of 
development and the nature of the transaction between the company and the college 
need to be taken into account when considering how the principles should be applied. 
Establishing these specific needs will require detailed discussions with the employer. 

Types of relationship 
Many employers are making an effort to help establish a positive working relationship 
with the colleges, which is an essential part of effective employer engagement. Some are 
prepared to increase that effort to develop closer relationships; particularly where the 
employers’ contribution makes sound business sense. Colleges also need to be sensitive 
to the employers’ ability and willingness to become more involved in aspects of provision, 
and to encourage and facilitate involvement. 
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The role of employers in securing employer engagement 
Employers are generally aware of their own responsibilities, in communicating with 
colleges, in expressing more openly the company’s present and future needs, and in 
setting out the possibilities and constraints regarding future development issues. While 
colleges need to understand employers’ individual training and skill needs better, 
employers also need to be better informed about what colleges can and cannot do. 

None of the employers consulted was particularly interested in becoming a training 
provider, although some provided in-house training for their own staff. Few had 
attempted any measurement of the impact of training and the extent to which 
improvements had taken place. Most left the evaluation of the quality of training to the 
colleges. This places a great responsibility on the providers of the service.  

Employers’ perceptions of their contribution to employees’ learning  
Employers generally recognised their duty of care towards their staff, particularly towards 
young trainees. Ensuring that trainees get on the right course, which provides high-quality 
training, is seen as an important responsibility. In work-based learning, employers have a 
key role in working with providers to ensure that the workplace provides adequate and 
up-to-date learning resources and full and practical on-the-job training. This is not only 
likely to enable trainees to achieve their qualifications, but to secure a skilled workforce 
more likely to stay with the company once training is completed.  

Choice of type of providers
Employers’ choice of provider appears to be closely linked to the purpose of the training 
and their awareness of the range of options available. For some, mostly large companies 
that regularly recruit young staff, the ability of the provider to offer national, professional 
qualifications is particularly important. It may also be a key determinant of choice of 
provider for some small firms where staff must be qualified as a legal requirement of 
employment.  

Responsiveness is influential, especially where colleges are proactive in contacting 
employers to market particular provision linked to their needs. Where providers are 
prepared to work flexibly, providing the right training, with the right content, in the right 
format, in the right location, and at the right time, they will secure both new business and 
repeat business. Success breeds success, and employers tend to work with colleges that 
have a good reputation or have been recommended. 

Being local is also an influential factor, and many employers will gravitate toward their 
local college when looking for training  The extensive network of local FE provision could 
be a strong incentive for colleges to be employers’ first port of call.  

Cost factors, particularly the availability of free or subsidised training, are strong 
motivators in the take-up of training, especially for small firms. However, employers are 
prepared to pay a premium for what they see as expert or specialist training from 
commercial providers.  

Employers’ expectations of different types of providers  
There is a clear distinction between the expectations of colleges or work-based training 
providers offering LSC-supported training and commercial training companies or 
consultants. While some employers with experience of working with public and 
commercial providers held the same expectations and applied the same criteria to all 
providers, others had higher expectations of commercial providers.  

A highly specialised service and very experienced, knowledgeable trainers who are expert 
in their field and able to illustrate how theory is related to leading-edge practice were 
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considered to be features of excellence, and more often encountered when using 
commercial trainers or consultants.  

Value for money 
It is not possible to generalise about whether employers consider that certain types of 
providers offer better value for money. Training provided by colleges or LSC-supported 
work-based training providers is valued because the cost of long courses leading to 
qualifications is subsidised. Although the cost of training is not the only, nor, for some 
employers, the major consideration, having needs met at the right quality is always 
governed by what can be afforded. For some employers accepting the almost-right 
training on offer is acceptable if free or low-cost. 
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Section 2 Responding to sector-specific needs  

Background and introduction 

Previous research into responsiveness has tended to concentrate on generic issues that 
would apply to all employers to some degree. However, employers are not a 
homogeneous group, and the needs of employers and employees working in specific 
contexts need to be considered when attempting to improve employer engagement and 
provider responsiveness. This aspect of the LSDA research therefore explored specific 
needs relating to occupational sectors. It also took account of the views of employees 
being supported in their training who are attempting to develop new knowledge and skills 
while holding down a job. 

The influence of the Sector Skills Councils on the relevance of provision and employer 
engagement should increase as Sector Skills Agreements are put in place. These 
agreements will articulate the learning and development needs of their sectors, and 
should enable providers to understand better what appropriate learning programmes 
should include. The agreements will set out the content of learning programmes and 
methods of delivery for specific occupational sectors. To ensure that these needs are met 
routinely, rather than by exception, providers may need to review the content and delivery 
modes of their training provision and the infrastructure that underpins it. 

At the time of the research Sector Skills Agreements (SSAs) were being developed by the 
Sector Skills Councils in four sectors: 

Skillset, representing the media industry 
SEMTA, representing engineering 
Construction Skills, for the construction industry 
eSKILLS, representing the IT industry. 

These sectors were therefore selected as the contexts to be explored by the research. 

Research method 

Eight CoVE managers, each of whom was operating in one of the four sectors, were 
invited to take part in the research. LSDA worked with the CoVE managers to produce a 
commentary on how the principles of responsiveness related to each sector context. 

Each CoVE manager then recommended six employers, with whom they had close 
working relationships, to be consulted about their views on the appropriateness of the 
current provision and how employer engagement could be improved. The views of the 
Sector Skills Council for each of the sectors were also sought. The research instrument 
for the consultation was drawn from the principles of responsiveness, and case studies 
were produced for each of the sectors.  

The CoVE managers reflected on the outcomes of the consultation, analysed their 
provision in the light of the comments of the employers and SSCs, and produced plans 
for improvement. 

Context of the four sectors 

Awareness of sectoral contexts and developments is essential to understanding the 
needs of the employers and their workforce, so securing better employer engagement. 
There are many common and individually specific needs held by the multitude of 
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employers within each of the sectors. The employers’ skills and training needs are 
influenced by, among other things, the size of their operation, their location, nature of 
business, and, more generally, by the technical, production and employment 
developments across their individual sectors.

Profile of employers taking part in the study 

Construction 

A housing association with well-established links to the college through the provision 
of apprenticeship training and full-cost workforce development: the interviewee had 
been in post only three months, and had little experience of the firm’s relationships 
with the college. 
A large building contractor covering all aspects of construction, an established client 
of the college, having had training and assessment of electrical and plumbing 
apprentices and other trades, and currently collaborating in the design of a 
curriculum for 14–19 year olds: the college was negotiating a contract to provide full-
cost training to upskill the workforce.  
A large, family-owned construction company with 170 employees which employs its 
own construction workers: the company has a strong commitment to training, and at 
the time of the interview had 26 apprentices; the college provides apprenticeship 
training for the company. 
A medium-sized (40 employees) manufacturer of signs and internal display materials 
for shops: the company has well-established relations with the college, including the 
provision of apprenticeship training; the company and the college have jointly 
designed an NVQ in signs and graphics. 
A large (200 employees) manufacturer of timber windows and doors and installers of 
pre-fabricated double-glazing: this is a new client for the college, which is providing an 
NVQ course in wood machinery online.
A large company (130 employees) specialising in shop fitting for internal displays: the 
college provides some of the training for the company’s apprentices..

Engineering 

A small medical systems research company (four employees) which is developing a 
new control system for an artificial hand: the college helped the company develop the 
prototype of the controller as well as supplying services and support in PCB design 
and EMC testing. 
A large specialist gear manufacturer (250 employees), which cooperates with the 
college in the training of its apprentices and in the development of new training 
courses: the company contributed to the development of the college’s foundation 
degrees in electrical and mechanical engineering. 
The Royal Fleet Auxiliary (RFA) which provides support services for the Royal Navy: has 
worked with the college to develop a new apprenticeship course for RFA personnel 
based on the requirements of the Merchant Navy Training Board. 
A large manufacturer of photocopiers and related equipment: the company 
cooperates with the college in the provision of NVQs and a range of short courses in 
engineering, business administration and customer care; the college has a permanent 
presence on site for assessment and for running the company’s e-learning centre. 
A small plastics manufacturing firm which buys NVQ training from a college. 
A medium-sized company manufacturing packaged foodstuffs which uses the local 
college as its sole training provider. 
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Media (creative industries)

BBC Humberside, which provides work placements for the college’s students as video 
journalists, some of whom have become part of the freelance pool used to cover staff 
shortages: the BBC sits on the college’s Industry Advisory Panel. 
A local commercial photographer (11 employees), which is part of a national franchise 
of photographers with owner–managers around the country: the national organisation 
provides training for its franchisees, in management and leadership. The company has 
recruited staff from the college’s recent HNC ‘graduates’ and collaborates with the 
college in its Employers’ Forum, in the development of the curriculum and in the 
judging of students’ shows. 
A multimedia arts centre (11 employees) that provides the college with training 
accommodation, a cinema, exhibition space and production equipment: the centre 
provides ‘incubator’ space for new businesses; it is a not-for-profit organisation, 
funded through the local authority, the Arts Council and its own income generation. 
The centre helps maintain the college’s knowledge of the industry, provides specialist 
training and work placements for students, takes part in the college’s Employers’ 
Forum and has worked with the college in the development of the creative industries 
strategy for the city. 
A small (fewer than10 employees) multimedia company that offers a wide range of 
media services, predominantly in the field of corporate video production: the 
organisation is a member of the college’s Industry Advisory Panel and collaborates 
with the college in the design of the curriculum. 
A community broadcasting organisation that produces material for transmission on 
local BBC stations, and provides the programming services for the college radio 
licence and onsite facilities for radio training: it is a not-for-profit organisation that 
relies substantially on volunteers trained in particular skills. The college provides the 
core skills training for the volunteers and the centre provides work placements for 
students on full-time media courses.
ITV Yorkshire, which is the main ITV contractor for the region: the organisation 
provides work-shadowing opportunities for the college’s students in its central offices 
or in one of its satellite news offices in the region.

ICT

A large local council (250+ employees) with which the college has had a longstanding 
relationship for the training of IT apprentices from the council’s IT support department.  
A major international telecommunications company for which the college provides 
small amounts of training leading to CISCO CCNA qualifications and short specialist 
courses in the latest skills for the mobile phone networks.  
The engineering maintenance support arm (100+ employees) of a major airline: the 
college provides training leading to the European Computer Driving Licence (ECDL) 
through distance learning for all the company’s maintenance engineers located at 
airports throughout Europe.
A small (30+ employees) media/advertising company dealing particularly with 
telephone and online sales of mainly motor vehicles: the college has established a 
relationship with the company through the provision of NVQs in call centre operations. 
A large (250+ employees) lottery, pools and betting organisation specialising in 
telephone and online betting: the college has established a relationship with the 
organisation through the provision of NVQs in call centre operations
A small (fewer than10 employees) hardware maintenance company offering computer 
support services. The company offers the college’s students employment or part-time 
work placements, and one of the company’s employees is studying iPro on a day-
release basis.
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The case studies in Section 3 provide an insight into the range of views held by people 
working in each of the respective sectors. Although the employer sample within each 
sector is small and the views of the employers consulted are not necessarily typical of the 
sectors as a whole, the employers taking part in the study do reflect the diversity of the 
sectors, different types and sizes of company. The interviewees also reflect a range of 
length of time in post. Some had several years’ experience of working with their provider 
college; others were relatively new in post (see Appendix 4).
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Section 3  Case studies

Case study 1 Construction 

Current business challenges and related skills needs in the sector 
The construction sector continues to operate within a booming building economy. There 
is high-volume building all over the UK and a number of high-prestige projects are 
employing high volumes of workers. Colleges continue to have difficulties recruiting and 
retaining staff from the industry to teach the new trainees. 

The construction business is rapidly changing, and modern materials and methods are 
commonly used. Companies are becoming more specialist, which means that the 
workforce uses a narrower set of skills in their jobs. This in turn makes it difficult for 
employees to acquire and demonstrate the range of competencies from their workplace 
experiences that are needed to meet NVQ requirements. Skill areas that are in demand 
nationally but in short supply include electrical installation, plumbing, wall and floor tiling, 
fitted interiors and maintenance operators. 

Match between provision and current and future skills needs 
The SSC has suggested that some training providers offer courses they think should be 
provided rather than those which employers and employees need. An example given is 
the resistance to providing training related to new processes such as ‘thin bed jointing’. 
The SSC has also reported that some training provision currently offered is out of date. 
This includes lead work, which has long disappeared from the workplace as a common 
technique, although it is still required in restoration work. However, colleges and training 
providers are obliged to provide skills training and course content that reflect nationally 
developed programmes, and the content of courses is determined by qualification 
requirements. 

Barriers and solutions to meeting skills needs 
Many providers and employers do not consider the qualifications currently available to be 
fit for purpose, for the following reasons: 

They include a range of competencies which require trainees to spend a 
disproportionate amount of time producing portfolios of evidence rather than  being 
on site.
Trainees are not currently able to pick and mix units of NVQs, as funding is 
determined by the provision and achievement of full qualifications, although this 
may be addressed in part by the new ‘Magenta’ NVQ scheme, which comprises 
mandatory and optional units. 
Learners completing competence-based qualifications have a narrow range of 
experience, often focusing on small areas of work.
There is no parity in the requirements and demands of the construction 
qualifications and those within other industry sectors.  

Some employers observe that the Construction Industry Training Board (CITB) consults on 
the design of qualifications with a few large employers, but the views of the many small 
and medium-sized businesses may not be sufficiently heard. However, as part of the 
development of the Magenta NVQ scheme, the CITB has carried out wider consultation 
with small, medium and large companies, which should result in a qualification that is 
more fit for purpose.  

Most training is defined by existing agreements or is within the apprenticeship 
framework. Different qualifications are required to meet the needs of specialist 
companies, such as the new NVQ Level 2 in industrial doors. Some specialist firms are 
also looking for bespoke qualifications, for example roof sheeting and cladding. 
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College staff are generally thought to have good knowledge of the occupational area. The 
On-Site Assessment and Training (OSAT) process requires college staff to make onsite 
visits and have regular contact and discussions with supervisors, and this helps lecturers 
to understand the needs of the employer and the workforce.

The further development of OSAT will provide an assessed route for experienced workers, 
involving a skills profile and the production of a 6-hour project to demonstrate the 
required competencies. However, construction-sector employees frequently move sites. 
Assessors are often not able to observe what they need to assess because the work 
programme does not fit.  

Likely impact of Sector Skills Agreements 
The Sector Skills Agreement was being developed while the research was being 
undertaken and collaborative action plans with partners were being agreed. It aims to 
ensure that training meets employers’ needs so that more employers are prepared to 
train their employees, who then are more employable.  

Employers’ views 
The employers were consulted on their views of the provision they were currently 
receiving from CoVEs in relation to the principles of responsiveness.  

An identified point of contact with knowledge of their business  
Most of the employers had an identified point of contact with the college. There appear to 
be clear communication channels, and queries are dealt with promptly and 
professionally. Although the employers were divided as to whether all staff in the colleges 
took responsibility for dealing with enquiries, most thought that the colleges displayed a 
positive attitude to working with employers, and were eager to make the relationship 
work. In one case, the employer was using the CITB (the managing agent) as the channel 
for communication with the college. This was working well. 

A recent development at the college is the introduction of an employer liaison 
officer. We have found this to be a very important and welcome development. We 
now have a good reliable point of contact. 

We have had no problems. If the students start slacking the college contacts me 
by phone and we arrange for the college tutor to visit the company. We then both 
meet the student to sort out any problems. We work together to provide support. 

The language used by the colleges was clear and free of jargon. Many college staff had a 
positive attitude to working with employers, and worked to make the relationship 
succeed. However, not all the staff provided good customer care; provision ranged from 
very good to poor. In one case the college’s central systems and procedures were 
hampering the consistent provision of good customer care. 

A service with relevance to business needs 
Teachers were thought to have good knowledge of the current skills required of the 
employers’ workforce, which often came from their industrial background.  

Employers’ sites are being used for assessment, and in one case for developing a 
curriculum for 14–19 year olds. In another case the course is delivered online. 

The course has only been up and running for 6 weeks. We believe it is the first 
online NVQ in construction in the country. The delivery is through the web and 
includes film and will soon accept video-conferencing. 
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However, half of the employers said that their business needs and trends were not fully 
understood. One employer observed that there was not enough provision that matched 
emerging needs, and that the college placed greater emphasis on its full-time students. 
Another commented that NVQs were outdated and needed to be better matched to 
current needs. A third commented that the colleges understood generic trends in the 
industry but not specific ones. 

Not so much the colleges but CITB seem to have developed courses that are 
outdated, for example, lead work, which died out in the workplace a long time 
ago. We have to spin the students around to find steel pipe work for plumbers 
who hardly ever use it in the workplace. We have had to create a work bay to 
provide evidence of work no longer used by the industry. 

The business is rapidly changing and modern materials and methods, eg MDF 
and machined feather joints are commonly used now. The college is aware of 
these changes. 

Three employers commented that they were not regularly consulted and had to ‘push’ the 
important issues. In other cases there was evidence of more dialogue. 

Yes, they have consulted extensively and have visited our factory to look at our 
machinery and needs. 

Most of the employers were not involved in developing the skills and experience of 
teaching staff, although there were some exceptions.  

We are currently working on a project involving two schools and the college to 
bring in their staff to work onsite for short periods to develop the 14–19 
curriculum.

Some of the employers said that they had not been consulted on curriculum design of the 
NVQ or the content of the apprenticeship framework, although two commented that the 
colleges had consulted on delivery methods or on the trainees’ performance. One 
employer saw it as the CITB’s responsibility to consult on the curriculum, while another 
saw the need for an employers’ forum. 

We have not been consulted on the design of the curriculum but they do let me 
know if there is anything students are finding difficulty in mastering and I then 
arrange their work to give them more experience of it. 

Cost-effective provision 
The mode in which training was being provided suited most of the companies, and half of 
the employers said the colleges offered flexible modes of attendance. However, others 
stated that they would prefer block rather than day-release in certain circumstances, or 
for some groups of trainees, but no alternatives were offered. 

We normally have day-release, which is usually OK but at times when the 
company is busy it may cause some disruption to have more than one apprentice 
away on the same day. The college is always willing to discuss. 

The college has made block release available for short blocks when the students 
have needed additional input. They have been pretty flexible. 

Neither employers nor colleges focus their evaluation on the impact of training: they do 
not consider the associated cost-effectiveness, business impact or financial risks. Of the 
three employers who responded to these issues, one thought that training was cost-
effective; the other two saw the CITB levy system overriding concerns about cost-
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effectiveness. One large building contractor reported that his company was getting back 
from the training grant system much more than it pays in for the levy. In contrast, the 
other large building company was paying out much higher in the levy than it was getting 
back in grants. In two other cases the employers reported that the colleges were covering 
the training costs, and the employers were paying only for the costs of release and start-
up costs. 

Definitely cost-effective. All apprentices are under 19 and therefore there is no 
cost for the course. As joiners are hard to get it is cost-effective to grow our own. 
By the time they are 19 they know what is expected of them and provide good 
service to the company. 

In construction all companies pay the CITB levy. We use the training grant system 
with CITB and get back much more than we pay in for the levy. 

The college is offering the course as a loss leader at no cost to us except start-up 
costs of £2000 to purchase computers and software. 

High-quality interaction and delivery 
Most employers said that the quality of training was good and standards were high.
Half of the employers thought that their relationship with the college demonstrated that 
employer engagement was a key focus of senior management and that there was a 
commitment to training at senior level. The other three said there was no way of 
assessing the senior management’s commitment to employer engagement.  

Half of the employers said that their relationship with the college was that of strategic 
partners in the organisation and development of their courses. For two other employers 
their relationship did not extend this far. 

We have a plumbing lecturer coming to work with us for a 3-day session and also 
two teachers from schools to identify what is required by us from students. 

Complexity and confusion are removed from the process 
The employers generally thought that the colleges removed much of the complexity from 
the procedures and processes, particularly from the difficulties associated with funding. 
One employer, however, commented that he was not told who to approach for funding, or 
how much funding is available or what it can be used for. 

It is a good idea that they don’t tell employers how complex funding is. On the 
other hand employers are not told where they can go to for funding or how much 
and what it can be used for. They don’t know how long it will take or how much 
they can get from the CITB grant. Few companies know how to maximise the 
return from the CITB levy by producing a training plan and taking on apprentices. 
Most just see the levy as a tax. 

Rapid response to requests and queries 
No service-level agreements were in place at any of the companies, although all agreed 
that this would clarify their and the colleges’ responsibilities and rights. 

Regular and frequent updates and feedback   
In two cases there was consistently good practice in the provision of feedback, the 
frequency and format of feedback having been agreed with the colleges. Employers 
reported that there are clear and effective channels for discussion and feedback 
information has been used to improve the apprentices’ experiences. They also find the 
information useful in assessing students’ aptitudes, attitudes and progress. 
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If a student is absent they will ring me straight away and we will follow up. 
Apprentices know that not attending college is a dismissal offence. (It has never 
come to that.) 

Two others were less satisfied, and were either not receiving information directly or were 
not getting as much as they would like, such as details of term dates and when the 
trainees should attend college. These employers said that as far as they were aware, no 
mechanisms for formal and informal dialogue were in place. 

Two of the employers reported that they did not receive regular information about the 
trainees, such as reports on attendance, progress and performance, or the information 
they do receive is too general and too brief. Another employer used the managing agent 
(CITB) as the main communication channel. One employer commented that the colleges 
tend to forget that the company is employing the trainees and that the company receives 
information after the trainees. Two other employers were satisfied with the information 
they received. 

Each time a student completes an assignment the tutor sends feedback to the 
student and the employer. Onsite visits will also result in feedback although they 
have not taken place yet. 

We get regular reports of progress. We also have a formal assessment each year 
when the college contact comes in and we meet the apprentice and carry out an 
appraisal. This results in a written report. 

Flexibility of delivery, assessment and qualifications 
Assessment takes place either in the college or in the workplace but there is little 
flexibility in assessment opportunities and assessment is rarely considered in relation to 
other work commitments. In one instance, the employer moves work patterns to suit 
assessment requirements. Another commented that he could organise the work 
programme to suit assessment needs and timing if he knew in advance what the 
curriculum and assessment programme comprised. In another case the employer 
commented on the inconsistent practices within the college across the craft areas. 

The tutor sends an e-mail to the manager when the next assignment is arriving at 
the company then arranges for the apprentices to come up to the computers and 
do the work during the next week. 

Onsite assessment is carried out. We used to have assessors from CITB who had 
experience of the industry but now the CITB employs people to do the job who 
have no experience of the construction industry and as a result we now get bland 
statements on the assessments. 

This is a big issue for us. The college gave 2 days’ notice for key skills 
assessment and when we challenged this they said they don’t need to give any 
notice as the test is on the net. There is no flexibility offered on assessment or 
work-based recording apart from the electrical installation CoVE staff who will 
discuss with us times and work programmes. The rest just arrive and often will 
not see what they need to assess because the work programme does not fit. 

Half of the employers were not involved in the development of training and assessment 
programmes, although one said that he would like to be. Two other employers were 
satisfied with their involvement. Employers conceded that colleges have little influence 
over the development of national training and assessment schemes. 
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Suitable qualifications for the workforce  
Three of the employers commented that there is no opportunity to pick and mix units 
from different NVQs to meet their needs. Two other employers were satisfied with the 
qualifications as they were being offered.  

The views of Construction Skills 
The training and development needs of the construction industry have been served by 
the CITB, which has now been licensed as Construction Skills, the SSC for the industry. 
The SSC representative interviewed during the project stressed the need for good 
customer care to be provided by all college staff. He also noted that employers have a 
role to play in developing the skills and experience of teaching staff, either through the 
secondment of staff to work in industry or through more employees from the industry 
contributing to teaching, course and staff development in colleges. 

The SSC regarded all the principles and indicators of responsiveness as important, but 
thought that these were not routinely in place in all colleges. Improvement was seen to 
be required in a number of areas, outlined below. 

Referral to other providers where necessary  
It was suggested that this should be routinely done where other providers may offer more 
appropriate provision. It was thought that more networking, as in the CoVE Specialist 
Development Groups that have been established as discussion forums for the CoVEs, 
would help make this happen. 

Better understanding of current or possible future business needs  
Providers deliver what they think is necessary, rather than what is needed. While colleges 
are good at staff development this is usually related to qualifications. Staff and the 
curriculum are not developed to meet the needs of new production processes 

More SLAs between employers and providers 
Service standards are not always agreed nor high standards maintained. 

The routine provision of information on learners’ progress  
Employers need to know quickly about issues concerning their trainees. 

Assessment to be considered in relation to other work commitments  
Providers do not always consider employers’ work patterns. 

Employer engagement seen as a key purpose by college management 
The funding structure makes it more attractive for providers to enrol full-time students, 
and employers are not being treated as strategic partners. 

More appropriate measures of success 
The success of programmes should be measured in terms of the increased productivity of 
employees, staff retention or new business. 

More customisation of provision 
Employers should be offered a ‘one-stop shop’ through the provision of bespoke 
packages which include specific funding arrangements, equipment and an adapted 
curriculum, teaching and assessment. 
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Barriers to employer engagement 
These were related to a number of factors: 

LSC funding drives how training is packaged and delivered through the achievement 
of full qualifications. This limits the ability of employers to ‘pick and mix’ units from 
various qualifications.  
There is the difficulty of proving the cost-effectiveness of training: employers and 
employees tend to see the need for an industry card, the minimum requirement to 
work on site, as more important than cost-effectiveness. However, it is difficult to 
prove that training and development lead to increased productivity 
The site-based nature of much of the industry makes the introduction of in-company 
learning centres difficult. 

Action by the Sector Skills Council
The SSC reported that the Sector Skills Agreement provides an opportunity to address 
some of these issues. Currently the SSC is:

consulting employers on the design of training and assessment programmes and 
involving employers as strategic partners through their participation on area advisory 
committees and occupational working groups, etc  
collaborating with the CoVEs to produce teaching and learning materials to 
encourage the development of standardised training programmes  
cooperating with other providers of support for business, eg working with training 
providers and Jobcentre Plus to train unemployed people as assessors  
helping to provide clear lines of communication among providers and between 
providers and employers, eg by working closely with the British Association of 
Construction Heads (BACH) and the CoVEs, and with employers through its network of 
training advisers  
engaging with employers at a senior level within the business community to promote 
the effectiveness of training and development.  

Case study 2 Engineering 

Current business challenges and related skills in the sector
Almost all engineering activities take place in a strongly competitive global market in 
which there is excess production capacity. The pace of technological change is rapid. 
Increasingly, engineering activity and innovation take place in SMEs, and high-value 
products are often the assembly of components from a complex supply chain of SMEs. 
The main engineering SSC (SEMTA) suggests that for companies to remain competitive 
there needs to be: 

constant innovation and product improvement 
a continued drive to reduce the time for a new product to reach the marketplace 
increasingly effective management of the supply chains 
a commitment to business improvement techniques such as ‘lean manufacturing’. 

This will require team leaders and managers to acquire the relevant skills in high-
performance working, which can only be provided through an increased supply of 
appropriate skills at Levels 3, 4 and 5. 

Match between provision and current and future skills needs
Engineering companies increasingly talk of the need for ‘just-in-time’ training, and ‘bite-
size’ training to support their innovation and production. However, public funds generally 
support education and training programmes that are comparatively lengthy and well 
established, and are recognised and validated by awarding bodies. A time lag can occur 
between the design of a course and its recognition for public funding. 
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More than 40% of the engineering workforce is aged 45 or over, and almost all sectors 
have difficulties recruiting young people. Many of the immediate future training needs 
relate to the upskilling or re-skilling of the existing adult workforce. Public funds are 
largely focused on students and trainees aged 16–19, particularly on apprenticeships. 
Also, much of the current public investment and provision is at Level 2 rather than higher 
levels. The number of employees needed with Level 2 skills is predicted to decrease 
(though ‘replacement stock’ is a recognised area of need). 

Barriers and solutions to meeting skills needs
Firms are often wedded to the concept of public funding for training. The availability of 
funding can take precedence over actual needs, or distort the training programme 
provided. The government and the SSC are encouraging companies to prioritise 
according to their training needs rather than according to the availability of funding.
Some colleges are perceived as having other priorities, such as full-time 16–19 students, 
rather than meeting industry’s training needs. This leads to colleges being the preferred 
providers only for ‘steady demand’ training (apprenticeships, meeting legal requirement 
short courses, etc). Colleges that manage to work beyond this tend to develop a 
business-to-business relationship with employers. For example, they are in the same 
networks and they regularly visit the companies to discuss each firm’s developing needs 
and new college products and services.   

College staff do not always have the necessary knowledge and skills to meet industry’s 
training needs. There are some examples of good practice in which companies have 
provided training and experience for college staff who are then able to deliver the training 
through the supply chains. Some companies visited during this project suggested that 
they would be willing to take college staff on work experience to update their industrial 
knowledge.

Some companies have had disappointing experiences of working with colleges, perhaps 
due to unreasonable expectations of what can be provided. In the most successful 
practice, training providers and companies have developed a mutually trusting 
relationship in which open discussion of each party’s needs, strengths and weaknesses 
is the norm. Formal service-level agreements stating each partner’s responsibilities and 
the expected outcomes help to avoid difficulties developing later.  

Perhaps the most difficult, deep-seated problem faced by the sector is recruiting able 
young people, particularly girls, and trainees from minority ethnic groups. Many factors 
appear to be involved, some outside the control of providers. The more successful 
providers have strong 14–16 provision, which may include weekend engineering clubs, 
schemes with local schools funded through the Increased Flexibility initiative, and Young 
Apprenticeship schemes.  

Likely impact of Sector Skills Agreements
SEMTA has a very wide remit. It covers some 100,000 employers and a workforce of 
about 2 million. It has separate strategy groups for each of its main sectors. At the time 
the research was undertaken, SEMTA had produced a draft SSA covering the aerospace, 
automobile, bioscience and electronics sectors. This states the agreed training needs 
within each of these sectors in specific skill areas and envisages this training taking 
place over the next three to four years. The SSA might pose a considerable challenge to 
the training provider network, and some colleges are concerned that they have been 
insufficiently consulted on the agreement. 

The draft agreement suggests that ‘the sector’ must take more control of ‘the key areas’ 
in the relationship between demand and supply of training, and these include all aspects 
of training. Stronger sectoral control is likely to have an impact on the provider network, 
and on awarding and qualification bodies. The agreement suggests that ‘the sector’ 
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should actively help providers to deliver best-in-class training. It envisages a high 
proportion of training taken ‘just-in-time’ and in ‘bite-size chunks’. The provider network 
will be expected to be more flexible, and to respond more rapidly to employers’ and 
employees’ skill and training needs. The provider may become an integral part of an 
extended supply chain. As such, providers may be expected to work within the rigours of 
that chain.

Employers’ views 
The employers were consulted on their views of the provision they were currently 
receiving from the providers taking part in the study in relation to the principles of 
responsiveness.  

An identified point of contact with knowledge of their business 
All the employers have a regular point of contact with a good knowledge of their business, 
and there are clear communication channels with the colleges. College staff are 
approachable and reliable, and the employers thought that all staff took responsibility for 
ensuring that enquiries were dealt with reliably and promptly, which is essential for the 
smooth running of the business. The staff show a positive attitude to working with 
employers, which is helped by the fact that many of the college contacts have an 
industrial background. 

The company deals with the college in seven areas of learning. The college 
provides a dedicated contact for each area through its work-based training 
operation. The main point of contact for the company when making an enquiry 
about possible training is the college sales executive. He telephones or visits the 
firm every 4–6 weeks to discuss new initiatives, for example a new funding 
source or the company’s future training needs, and is a valued contact for the 
company.

All the college staff with whom the employers are in contact provide good customer care. 
They understand the organisations and see their business as important.  

The employer praised particularly the administrative staff who answer the phone 
when the main college contact is not there. Messages are always relayed rapidly 
and accurately, and the contact responds quickly. The employer has the mobile 
phone numbers of almost all the tutors who deal with the company’s apprentices. 

The college principal’s Business Forum is a termly meeting of business people 
with the principal and other college staff. The meetings are much valued by the 
employer as a networking opportunity. At his first meeting the employer was 
introduced to the head of engineering who offered to help the company to 
produce prototypes of its new product. Together they drew up a formal 
partnership agreement. The outcome has been very satisfactory from the 
company’s point of view and the product is now being manufactured locally. 
Since the initial meeting contact between the employer and the engineering staff 
has been regular, valued and reliable. The company’s administrator, who handles 
all non-technical aspects, is also frequently in discussions with the college’s 
‘employer services coordinator’. 

The language used is clear and free of jargon. 

The trainees are generally adults with poor qualifications and low opinions of 
formal education. It is essential that the training is clearly related to their work 
and free of education jargon. The trainers and assessors from the college are 
very skilled at this. The college managers have also helpfully removed the 
barriers associated with jargon in funding applications by acting as 
intermediaries with the funding bodies. 
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The colleges are good at talking to the employers about, for example, changes in 
framework requirements or qualifications. 

It is important to the company that information is up to date, particularly when 
taking advantage of new initiatives. The company is particularly grateful to the 
college for steering them rapidly to new sources of funding. Recently, in 
particular, they have been using the LSC’s funds from the ‘skills for growth’ pilot 
project.

A service with relevance to business needs 
The colleges understand the current and possible future needs and trends of the 
businesses, and often consult the companies on their needs. For the most part, the 
curricula and teaching staff are sufficiently developed to meet these needs, and for that 
reason the college is chosen to provide training and services. Staff also develop their 
understanding through their frequent contacts and visits to the companies. 

Head office gives the company a 4-year strategic plan of which training and 
development are parts. The local HR [human resources] department then 
produces a 1-year operational plan. Relevant parts of these plans are shared 
with the providers.

The college meets all the employers’ needs, so referral to other providers is not required. 
One employer commented that he knows the strengths of each provider and approaches 
the most appropriate one.  

In most cases the employers’ premises are used for all or part of the training.  

Companies’ premises and facilities are extensively used, and this is seen as a 
way of minimising disruption of production while maximising relevance. The 
college has a permanent assessor based in the company and the college 
equipped and staffed the company’s e-learning facility. 

This is essential for the apprenticeship programme. The ‘premises’ are the 
organisation’s ships. All training and assessment for the NVQ takes place at sea. 
On ships that are designated as training vessels there are qualified assessors. 
Between phases of training at the college, apprentices are given a maintenance 
assignment to research and write up at sea, which is later marked at the college. 

Most employers did not feel it necessary to be involved in developing the skills and 
experience of the teaching staff, generally because they felt the staff were already 
experienced. But two employers expressed an interest in helping teachers to update their 
knowledge. Although some employers have been consulted on curriculum design, as in 
the development of foundation degrees or matching an apprenticeship framework to 
meet the company’s needs, there is scope and interest among some employers to play a 
more active role as strategic partners. 

Cost-effective provision 
Flexible modes of delivery are made available. 

Flexible delivery is considered essential to minimise production down-time. The 
method of training and assessment were negotiated with the company. For 
example, in the engineering programme, the 4-day formal training was delivered 
at the company’s premises in repeated 3-hour blocks. This enabled personnel on 
all three shifts to benefit by only slightly altering the length of their shifts. 
Assessors are happy to come in at any time of day to catch particular activities. 
The next phase of engineering training is likely to be in August. The employer 
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looked surprised when the summer vacation was mentioned; the college works 
right through the year. 

Most of the employers attached little or no importance to the evaluation of training to 
assess the business impact or to ensure the relevance of future training. All the 
employers were convinced that the training and development were leading to increased 
productivity; that is why the companies train. Apprenticeship training had been designed 
in one instance to satisfy a recognised need to improve efficiency and effectiveness. 
However, although employers were convinced improvements in productivity had taken 
place, the companies and colleges had not generally attempted any formal measurement 
of the impact of training, and the extent to which those improvements had taken place. 

During the period of training the employer was designing and making an 
automated production machine to replace a line that had several ‘hand’ operated 
stages. The training helped him with the machine design and enabled him to 
achieve a finished product more quickly. Before this development the line was 
producing 80 articles per shift; the new machine now produces 5200 per shift. 

Extensive evaluation of all training activities is undertaken. It has four stages: 

a statement on what is expected of the programme, and how it is justified 
a ‘happy sheet’ covering the perceived quality of the training and setting 
objectives on how the outcomes are to be applied 
a meeting with the supervisor to set specific targets related to the outcomes 
a review after 12 months to see if the targets have been met. 

The availability of public funding was a major issue for most of the employers. They had 
generally not considered sharing the risks of new provision with the provider, nor whether 
start-up costs should be jointly funded.  

Rapid response to requests and queries 
Although channels of communication between the companies and the colleges were 
good, one small employer commented that he missed the very frequent contact he had 
with his NVQ assessor, and would like a way to tap into technical expertise at the college. 

While service-level agreements between the colleges and employers are rarely in place, 
standards were considered to be high, but are not routinely explicitly stated. 

The prototype work was covered by a full agreement that covered non-disclosure, 
had milestones and specified exactly what was to be delivered. 

Regular and frequent updates and feedback  
Most of the colleges provide information on learners’ progress and performance, and the 
frequency and format of feedback is agreed and adhered to. Feedback is regarded as 
useful and timely, and in one case it forms part of the service-level agreement. 

The colleges have regular dialogue with the employers. In half the cases there are 
informal mechanisms through the visits of assessors, joint development work on training 
courses and contact through employer networks. Formal mechanisms include attendance 
at business forums and course team meetings. Employers considered both the formal 
and informal methods to be effective. 
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Minimum disruption to work patterns 
In most cases the mode of training and attendance has been agreed with the employer to 
suit the company’s needs, and courses have been arranged to avoid disruption to work 
patterns. Where, for example, apprenticeship training is provided in a ‘traditional’ way, 
this has suited the company requirements. Assignments are often company-based, and 
training and assessment often take place in-company. 

The company has cooperated with the college in matching national certificate 
and higher national certificate assignments to the company’s work, and 
supervisors have worked with the apprentices on these projects. Assessors from 
the college regularly assess NVQ competencies of the apprentices in the 
workplace.

All work-based learning is on board ship. Phase 1 trainees go together to a 
designated training vessel that has study facilities. On these vessels designated 
trainers/assessors guide the apprenticeships through a training schedule. In 
later phases the apprentices are full crew members and will be one or two to a 
ship. The sea-going training manager ensures that all the students’ training and 
assessment needs are met. 

Flexibility of delivery, assessment and qualifications  
Flexible assessment opportunities are routinely available in the workplace, and trainees 
on shift work are visited by college assessors. The employers were satisfied with 
assessment arrangements that were adapted to suit their work commitments. 

Work situations are able to cover all aspects of the NVQs. Training can be, and 
often is, adjusted to enable the regular assessor visits to include direct 
observations in the production area. 

The employers are involved in developing training and assessment programmes, such as 
foundation degrees and apprenticeship frameworks, to suit the companies’ needs. In one 
case, such involvement was considered by the employer to be essential because of the 
specialist nature of his equipment. 

The apprenticeship was conceived from a need for the Royal Fleet Auxiliary to 
have more ‘technician level’ crew members. The delivery pattern and detailed 
content of the programme were jointly designed by the RFA and the college. 

High-quality interaction and delivery  
Employer engagement is recognised by all the employers to be a key focus and a priority 
of the colleges’ senior management. 

Half the employers did not see themselves as strategic partners of the colleges, but two 
employers emphasised their involvement in the design of training programmes.  

One major employer sees the college as a strategic partner in so far as he helps 
the college achieve its operational plan. Contact between the college and the 
firm is developing with the firm becoming a partner in delivering the engineering 
curriculum.

The employers were not being used by the colleges as sources of information about 
training services and development in any formally structured way other than, in two 
cases, through the Business Forums that the colleges have established or through 
representation on the local Chamber of Commerce. 

Only funding is relevant to this firm. The college was very helpful in tapping into 
various sources to support their work for the company and the interviewee’s 
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training. They filtered out the funding complexities and just came up with 
solutions. 

The whole apprenticeship is a bespoke package. The college was a great help in 
steering the company through the complexities of BTEC and NVQ requirements 
and in negotiating with these bodies in recognising the programme. 

Suitable qualifications for the workforce 
In two cases the colleges were providing what the employers considered to be ‘bespoke’ 
training programmes. In both cases the colleges had been helpful in matching the 
courses to the national framework to maximise public funding. Most of the employers 
regarded their training provision as ‘bespoke’, in that the colleges had adapted NVQs or 
apprenticeship training to meet their needs. 

The apprenticeship has been carefully tailored to meet the organisation’s needs. 
The college has been very helpful in advising what units are available so that a 
good fit is obtained to the organisation’s requirements. 

The views of SEMTA 
When considering the principles of responsiveness, the SEMTA representative stressed 
the importance of companies’ staff and premises being used for training and 
assessment. When college staff deliver training on the company’s premises it is clear to 
the trainees that the company supports the training, and that it is relevant to the 
company’s needs.

The need to provide information on the learners’ progress and performance is also 
particularly important when the trainees are involved in off-site training. Providers need to 
report immediately on absences or behaviour problems, and to provide detailed and 
regular progress reports.  

The SSC representative thought that practice reflecting the principles of responsiveness 
needed to be developed in a number of the following areas. 

Flexibility

Colleges are sometimes slow to promote the different possibilities of training, and 
some employers consider only the traditional routes.  
Employers cannot always ‘pick and mix’ units from various qualifications.  
Flexible assessment opportunities that fit round the production process are not 
always available. 

Customer care 

Some staff see employer engagement as the domain of others, such as the 
Business Development Unit.  

Clear communication 

The language used is not always comprehensible. In larger companies staff may be 
familiar with jargon, but not necessarily staff in small firms.    
Communication channels are not always clear. Although queries may be dealt with 
promptly or professionally and, once established, clear channels of communication 
exist between the colleges and their partners, automated college systems do not 
always direct ‘cold callers’ to a contact for business training enquiries. Similarly, 
many college websites do not readily signpost employers to contacts for business 
support and training.  
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SLAs that include the frequency and format of service standards such as updates 
and feedback are rarely in place. 

Understanding needs 

Current and possible future trends and business needs are not always understood. 
Too many colleges do not think strategically, and are late in meeting emerging 
needs.
Employers are not regularly consulted on their needs. Colleges should regularly visit 
local companies to discuss their business needs and promote what the college can 
offer.
The outcomes from the evaluation of training are not taken into account to ensure 
the relevance of future provision. Both employers and providers often fail to 
evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the training and the effects it has had in 
the company.  

Employer engagement 

Employer engagement is not a key focus of a college’s senior management. Some 
have widening participation and/or full-time 14–19 provision at the top of their list. 
Such colleges often only deal with the larger employers, and often only did the 
‘easy bits’. At the better colleges, managers are out and about in the companies, 
often meeting industry leaders in other network forums. 
Employers are not routinely involved in developing the skills and experience of 
teaching staff or in the development of training and assessment programmes as 
strategic partners. Many companies would be willing to be involved in this. Even 
standard training programmes, such as apprenticeships, should be as directly 
relevant to needs as possible.

Staff skills 
Teachers may not have a comprehensive knowledge of the skills of the employer’s 
workforce. Often it is the assessors who have this knowledge, as they frequently 
visit the company, but the assessors are often not associated with the teaching 
function as a consequence of the colleges’ internal structures. The problem is likely 
to increase as more employers become registered centres, providing their own 
assessors and instructors, and so the day-to-day contact between college staff and 
companies will reduce.  
Bespoke packages providing a single solution to needs are rarely offered.  

Barriers to responsiveness 
SEMTA suggested that a number of barriers need to be overcome if provision is to 
become more responsive. 

Inappropriate funding steers 
The provision of bespoke packages is important to employers, as it would provide an 
appropriate curriculum, physical resources, equipment, delivery and assessment package 
to give the company a single solution to business needs. However, publicly-funded 
provision does not match this requirement. The SSC is finding it difficult to wean 
employers off their dependency on public funding for training. Progress was being made 
in raising awareness that training should not be free before the introduction of the 
Employer Training Pilots. Now employers are concentrating training in the areas covered 
by the pilot rather than through a proper analysis of their needs. Employers in regions not 
covered by the pilot are demanding that their training should also be free. Training 
packages that have been designed with employers are being ‘distorted’ by providers to 
enable the training to be ‘inflated’ to an accredited course and, therefore, to qualify for 
public funding
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Inconsistent interpretations of funding regulations 
LSC regions interpret funding rules differently from each other. It is important to 
employers who are located across college catchment areas and local LSC boundaries 
that approaches and procedures are consistent. 

Competition between providers 
Competition still exists between providers of support for business because of the need to 
generate income. 

Colleges’ inflexible working practices    
College structures are sometimes too rigid to enable teachers to work, for example, in a 
company’s learning centre or on a night shift. Not all teachers feel sufficiently 
knowledgeable or confident about using company-based assignments. 

Lack of measures for the effectiveness of training 
Employers have difficulty measuring the effectiveness of training and the increased 
productivity that might result.  

Short-term employer/college relationships 
Some employers become involved with providers only as far as it suits their business. 
Employers engage with providers at a strategic level only when it meets their company’s 
needs and helps the company achieve its business aims. 

Current action by the SSC 
The SSC representative suggested that engineering companies see the ‘best’ colleges as 
businesses. They expect senior managers to move in the same business circles as their 
own senior managers. Networking at this level is a very important way to provide a steer 
to the colleges and for colleges to inform strategic managers about developments and 
possibilities.

The SSC is helping to improve responsiveness and employer engagement by: 

helping colleges to identify the new developments in the sector and to prepare staff 
for them
investigating how to use funding to support the involvement of employers in the 
development of the skills of teaching staff 
introducing SLAs for SEMTA projects with providers or employers  
advising employers about available funding and qualification pathways.

However, this is very resource-intensive. SEMTA believes that well-informed employers 
understand the possibilities for maximising the benefits of training to suit their business 
needs and at the same time the funding available. Those new to training need help 
understanding systems and possibilities. The SSC suggested this should be one of the 
roles of Business Link, although the skills brokers for Train to Gain should improve the 
availability of information and support for employers about the training and providers.  

Case study 3 Media (creative industries) 

Current business challenges and related skills needs in the sector 
The media industry is currently going through dramatic changes. 

Technological change 
The pace of technological change is increasing rapidly. This is producing more forms of 
use (PCs, mobile phones, portable DVDs, etc), at cheaper and cheaper prices. There is 
more demand for games, films, software and programmes. The price of the content 
needs to be lower, and it needs to have multiple use to recoup the costs of production.  
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Organisational change 
The technological changes are driving through a restructuring of the industries. Large 
corporate bodies, such as broadcasters, are shrinking – the BBC, for example, is to cut 
jobs. Such organisations are becoming publishers that buy the ‘content’ (films and 
programmes) and exploit it. There is a proliferation of SMEs dedicated to creating 
‘content’ and exploiting niches using a variety of technologies. Many new SMEs are 
starting to operate at a transnational level through the exploitation of new technology. 
Intellectual property is becoming the universal currency. 

Legislation and regulation 
There is a move towards ‘light touch’ regulation across the media that is allowing the 
proliferation of new types of ‘content’. The Communications Bill allows producers to 
retain rights in their work that offer more scope for exploitation. This in turn requires 
producers to develop new skills. 

Sources of funding 
The media is financed in two ways; either by charging the user through, for example, the 
purchase of a cinema ticket or subscriptions, or through, for example, the sale of 
advertising, etc. Currently the market is at a pivotal point where both of these models are 
under pressure. Advertising is increasingly seeking niche markets, while the various types 
of subscription models are at the limit of what the market will bear. The free delivery of 
content, legally or illegally, is having an impact on the marketplace. 

Match between provision and current and future skills needs 
The main characteristic of the media labour market is its unpredictability. The industry 
and its workforce are fragmenting. Whereas the television companies, for example, used 
to create ideas, turn them into programmes and then transmit them, they now screen 
ideas that are made by outside production companies. These companies, in turn, sell 
their ‘ideas’ around the world. This structure has led to more freelance working, with 
workers accepting contracts when and where they arise. 

Capturing trends from an industry that is dominated by freelancers, SMEs and micro-
businesses is very difficult. Most employment data are out of date by the time they are 
published. Reliable evidence on which to base labour market planning is weak, although 
clear evidence of growth is demonstrated through the increase in sales. Many economic 
development and regeneration strategies are predicated on the switch from traditional 
industry sectors, such as manufacturing, to the ‘knowledge economy’ and the need to 
create a workforce with a new range of skills.

The supply of people who are developing these skills is strong: Skillset estimate that 
there are over 50,000 students currently undertaking some form of media qualification, 
although not all of these are vocationally-oriented, skills-based courses. 

The skills the industry needs are often short term, for example, specific software package 
skills, and likely to be redundant as technology changes. At the same time, much of the 
technology, including the software, is becoming easier to use. The industry needs to focus 
on different skills and adopt a different approach to meeting skill needs. Growth in the 
industry requires innovation, entrepreneurship and creativity, which all play a major part 
in developing new businesses and new markets that did not exist previously (for example, 
the development of ‘ringtones’). Skillset and CCI Skills have identified business-based 
generic skills as a key requirement if their respective sectors are to grow. Employers are 
seeking capacity in teamwork, problem-solving, and project management, supported by 
technical skills. In a market dominated by freelance workers, such skills become the 
essential tools, along with finance, marketing and management skills. 

Employers’ demand for the training of employees is low. The few large employers, such 
as the major broadcasters, tend to undertake their own in-house training. The SMEs 
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undertake limited staff training. There is an over-supply in most areas of media 
production skills, and SMEs and micro-businesses tend to look for the person who will ‘fit 
in’ rather than for a specific skill. They also want people with experience, which leads to 
pressure from new entrants to find work placements that will provide them with sufficient 
experience to find employment. 

Barriers and solutions to meeting skills needs 
The challenge for FE colleges and the providers of training and services to the media 
industry is to secure close and effective relationships with employers that will: 

enable new entrants to gain access to the industry 
enable freelancers to develop sufficient experience to gain regular work  
grow a pool of labour that enables larger companies to ensure that they can fulfil 
contracts competitively.  

Providers need to enable students to get practical experience, work under industry-
standard conditions, and produce work that gives full testament to their skills.  

Developing the training required for the industry may be hampered by employers’ 
reluctance to commit to training when the nature of their business is volatile, and there is 
high mobility of staff within the sector. Freelance workers may be more inclined to take 
up training, but this will need to be tailored to their needs, ie short, flexible and with 
almost immediate benefits. 

It is often assumed that innovation and creativity spring from the industry itself. But much 
of the ‘new thinking’ is being propagated in colleges and other providers, with, for 
example, the development of ‘incubators’ in universities, which link theory and practice in 
the development of new products. Within further education, Grimsby College is actively 
involved in the development of Red Carpet TV, a satellite channel screening new work by 
students.

Likely impact of Sector Skills Agreements 
Skillset produced and published the SSA in May 2005. It presents a picture of a volatile 
industry reacting to its skills needs. The Broadcast Section indicates that there are no 
‘hard-to-fill’ gaps within the sector; the supply of skills is plentiful. The SSA does highlight, 
in this and other sectors, the need for the generic business skills mentioned previously. 

One of the issues affecting training providers in this industry is the fragmentation 
between Sector Skills Councils. A large section of the media industry, print, does not 
come under Skillset, and the basic skills of journalism are, therefore, split between SSCs. 
Skillset has responsibility for broadcast journalism but not for print-based journalism, 
which has yet to find an appropriate SSC. Magazine publishing has been adopted by CCI 
Skills. However, the interplay between these two sectors is close. Many print-based 
journalists work in television and radio, and vice versa. Most of the skills are transferable, 
and a significant entry route into broadcasting is via print-based journalism. This split will 
also affect the photo imaging sector: it is under the remit of Skillset, but much of its 
output is print-based, and will come under CCI Skills. 

The SSA holds the promise of bringing a degree of coherence to the supply of training and 
skills. There is the prospect of subsidised training for the freelance market. Foundation 
degrees are seen as an effective way of combining practical work-based experience with 
the necessary underpinning theory. More controversial will be the ‘kitemarking’ of 
institutions and providers. However, the demand side of the equation is still problematic, 
with uncertainty about whether employers will create a market for the newly accredited 
qualifications, if only providers accredited by Skillset will receive funding, and whether 
SMEs will find it economically viable to participate in the ‘apprenticeship’ programmes. 
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Some commentators have suggested that the lack of structure across the media industry 
may result in the SSA making little difference to the broadcast production areas. The 
industry has tended to be short term and reactive, and will continue to be opportunistic in 
its recruitment practices and methods of filling skills gaps. Where the SSA can assist is in 
driving forward the emphasis on business growth and the development of skills to assist 
this; this is where the providers of training and services need to improve the range of 
provision for this sector.  

Employers’ views 
The employers were consulted on their views of the provision they were currently 
receiving from CoVEs in relation to the principles of responsiveness.  

An identified point of contact with knowledge of their business  
The employers have a reliable point of contact, which is often a single point of contact. 
Queries are dealt with promptly and professionally, and there are clear and effective 
communication channels between the employers and the colleges. Mechanisms for both 
formal and informal dialogue with employers are in place. 

The employer and CoVE coordinator both sit on various creative industry boards. 

The longstanding relationship between the college and employer has developed 
a fast and rapid response between them. Several of the employees were former 
students of the college. 

Most of the employers felt that all the college staff provide good customer care and that 
the information provided by the colleges is up to date. 

Jargon is generally not an issue for the employers. The college staff avoid it or explain it, 
or the employers are familiar with it through their various roles, for example as an 
external verifier. 

A service in tune with business needs 
The colleges understand the companies’ current and possible future business needs and 
trends. The employers are generally impressed by the knowledge and professionalism of 
the college staff. 

Both parties have a thorough understanding of the needs of business, not least 
as the company operates an ‘incubator’ of training and skills development. The 
company is also a member of the CoVE’s Employers’ Forum. 

Employers are frequently and regularly consulted on their needs. This may happen 
through the Employers’ Forum. Employers are consulted on curriculum design as 
strategic partners, not just as consumers. 

Future planning is under discussion in the radio industry because the ‘Community Radio’ 
landscape is changing under new OfCOM rules. Although employers and providers are 
aware of the potential, a detailed analysis of future business needs and trends has not 
yet taken place. 

Most of the employers were not yet involved in developing teaching staff, but saw it as an 
area for future development. Similarly, only the larger organisations’ staff and premises 
tend to be used for the delivery of training and/or assessment 

The employers acknowledged that post-training evaluation needs to be improved to 
secure more relevant provision and to improve staff retention and productivity. Providers 
need to respond to emerging business needs for which there are solutions linked to 
training. 
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Retention of employees is a problem for employers as the skills, ie software skills 
are in demand. Some specialisms are difficult to recruit to. Portraiture at a 
commercial level, for example, is not seen as ‘sexy’ and it is hard for employers 
to find good young photographers. The CoVE has helped to dispel this image. 

Cost-effective provision 
Half the employers agreed that innovative and flexible modes of delivery are made 
available by the providers. Two others were not involved directly in training delivery, so it 
was not an issue for them. 

Funding was not an issue for the employers because they do not pay for training, and any 
costs to them are marginal. One employer commented that he would like to understand 
the role of the Learning and Skills Council better. 

Rapid response to requests and queries 
Service-level agreements do not exist with employers but the employers did not feel that 
they were necessary, because of the good relationships and high level of trust. 

Regular and frequent updates and feedback 
Feedback on students’ progress and performance while on placement is provided. The 
frequency and format of updates and feedback are agreed and adhered to, but in some 
cases the contact, although frequent and regular, is informal.  

There is a good flow of information between the CoVE and the employer through 
newsletters, leaflets, etc. 

The employer is involved with the training programmes outlining the work of 
commercial photographers and he always attends end-of-year shows. 

Teachers generally have a full knowledge of the skills of the employers’ workforce. 

Many CoVE staff use the company facilities outside normal working hours. 

Minimum disruption to work patterns 
Only two of the employers felt that work-related learning opportunities were maximised,
but they saw this is a real strength of the partnership. Trainees get a variety of 
experiences and get to work with a variety of equipment and systems. 

Flexibility of delivery, assessment and qualifications 
Half the employers said that flexible assessment opportunities in the workplace were 
routinely available. Employers are involved in the development of training and 
assessment programmes. For one, this was the basis of the relationship. For another, 
this was helped by the fact that the employer is an external verifier. 

High-quality interaction and delivery 
Employer engagement is a key focus of the colleges’ senior management and the 
employers are treated as strategic partners.  

This is a competitive market, ie college relationships with media companies. The 
college has gained respect with employers at a time when there are other 
colleges and universities seeking similar relationships. 

The complexity and confusion removed from the process 
Although the employers see bespoke packages as the way forward and in some cases 
are discussing them with the colleges, the provision of such packages of training is not 
generally available. 
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Suitable qualifications for the workforce 
Half the employers were able to pick and mix units from various qualifications available 
to meet their needs, and one other was currently negotiating this.  

Students need to undertake certain modules to be eligible for the placement. 

The company’s courses for non-traditional learners encourage the CoVE to 
provide additional units where possible. 

Up until now the employer has accepted the C&G qualification as sufficient; 
however, changes which are pending may now require greater customisation of 
the syllabus. Pick and mix is likely to be the direction developments take.

The views of the SSC 
The SSC representative thought that all the principles of responsiveness were important, 
but stressed the need for the following. 

More providers  
More providers are needed to emulate the good practice that currently exists. 

A single, regular point of contact for employers  
Many institutions have too many people contacting employers, which turns employers off.  

Current and possible future business needs and trends to be understood
Providers need to appreciate that training is essential to any business, and is not simply 
an ‘add-on’: it needs to be demonstrated, particularly to SMEs, that training and 
development lead to increased productivity.

A clear business benefit to be shown for training  
At present the contract culture, and the employment of freelancers in the sector, 
undermine this.  

Innovative, varied and flexible modes of delivery to be available  
This should include shared delivery with employers and other providers: although mixed 
modes of attendance are needed, employers will only take up one-day or two-day 
courses.  

Funding
Funding needs to be available to support training within SMEs, and for freelancers. 

Brokerage
Regional Skillset personnel or Screen Agencies need to help involve employers in the 
development of training and assessment programmes: this is the ‘brokerage’ role 
referred to by SSCs and the Skills White Paper.  

Modular qualifications
These are need to meet the employers’ needs, and funding needs to be available for 
elements and units of qualifications if training is to be adopted more widely across the 
sector.

Bespoke packages 
These need to be made available to provide single solutions to business needs, 
particularly for the continuing professional development of personnel; new entrants 
require greater flexibility in the training offered.  

The SSC suggested that some of the important indicators were not in place, particularly: 
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use of jargon-free language  
developing the curriculum and staff to meet the emerging needs and trends of the 
sector
involving employers in developing teachers’ skills and experience 
keeping teachers’ knowledge of the skills required by the employers’ workforce up 
to date and comprehensive because they are out of touch with the rapid changes 
in the industry 
measuring the success of programmes in terms of productivity, staff retention, 
reduced wastage, efficiency and the creation of new business; this is rarely 
highlighted and providers need to offer training with this is mind. 

Barriers to responsiveness 
Skillset identified several barriers to effective employer engagement:  

the difficulty of engaging effectively with SMEs and freelancers 
employers’ lack of recognition of ‘curricula’, which limits their contribution to the 
design of training programmes    
the variable approaches and attitudes to training that exist nationally across 
providers and other key players  
the inability of employers to introduce work-related learning opportunities such as 
in-company learning centres; such provision can only be made by large 
organisations such as the BBC.  

Current action by the SSC 
The SSC is helping to address employer responsiveness by: 

working to establish support funding for training for SMEs and freelancers  
undertaking joint work with Business Link in London to support SMEs and identify 
training needs within the sector  
supporting the role that CoVEs can play in developing a ‘training culture’ within the 
media industries.

The forthcoming SSA will specifically mention CoVEs, as they are seen by the SSC as a 
key partner in establishing effective new entrant schemes that are work-focused. The 
model of offering modern apprenticeships that lead into foundation degrees could be 
useful, with apprenticeships possibly spread over several short-term contracts and then 
progressing to a foundation degree. 

Overall good providers will develop good relationships with employers. Treat 
employers as valued customers and you won’t go wrong. 

Case study 4 ICT 

Background 
The workforce of Great Britain is around 28 million; 21 million employees use IT, which 
results in nine out of 10 jobs using IT. The range of ICT work and the associated skills is 
wide. The employers interviewed in the survey covered some of the skills and a few of the 
available qualifications. These were: 

European Computer Driving Licence (ECDL) 
CISCO CCNA qualification (a vendor qualification)5 on which employees are enrolled as 
individuals and so receive public funding

5 Vendor qualifications are qualifications offered by manufacturers of computer hardware and 
software to certify IT professionals in their products, eg CISCO’s qualification CCNA; 
Microsoft’s qualification Microsoft certified Professional MCP. 
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full-cost bespoke training for employees on employers’ premises 
NVQs in IT 
iPro, which includes optional vendor units (eg CISCO, MS, CompTIA, ORACLE) and a 
mandatory unit on customer service and support 
NVQs in call centre operations.  

Current business challenges and related skills needs in the sector  
Companies that employ professional, practitioner and technical staff often find that the 
ICT qualifications do not exactly suit the needs of the company or the employee. However, 
they understand that training is needed in some form to improve the staff’s skills and to 
motivate them. Where companies are at the leading edge of technology, the 
qualifications currently available are not sufficiently up to date, and the process of 
validating new qualifications is too slow to keep abreast of the technology. 

Match between provision and current and future skills needs 
Colleges are now able to offer the popular vendor qualifications, either as a component 
part of funded qualifications, or at full cost. The iPro qualification offered by City and 
Guilds (C&G) and OCR includes optional vendor units such as required by CISCO, MS, 
CompTIA, ORACLE, and mandatory units on customer service and support. The 
development of publicly-funded vendor qualifications has resulted from the identified 
needs of the ICT sector. For example, CompTIA designs its qualifications to include the 
needs of large organisations, including British Telecom, Hewlett Packard and IBM. 
Microsoft gives exemptions to candidates holding these qualifications for part of their 
vendor qualifications. As Microsoft qualifications are based on the National Qualifications 
Framework, colleges can provide training at competitive rates. Microsoft has established 
a global network to enable college staff to keep up to date with the skills and 
qualifications required in the workplace. 

Barriers and solutions to meeting skills needs 
The rapid pace of technological change is a problem faced by all providers. Individual 
providers cannot get the physical resources or staff to meet the changing and growing 
demands for new skills in the workforce. Increased collaboration and partnerships 
between providers are essential to address this problem.  

The introduction and development of the CoVEs has proved to be an excellent way of 
keeping FE staff and resources up to date with the skills required of the workforce. 
Microsoft, CompTIA and e-skills UK all agreed that although many employers do not 
realise this, many FE colleges can provide their workforce with the skills required by their 
jobs, using excellent and up-to-date resources.  

Although colleges offer vendor and IT-user qualifications, SMEs in particular (and they 
represent most IT businesses) are not fully aware of these qualifications or where they 
can find training that will meet their needs. Colleges need to engage with SMEs more 
effectively, informing them of what is available, persuading them of the benefits of 
training, and facilitating employees’ release for training. Some employers noted the need 
for non-certificated bespoke training required for small numbers of employees. 

In their engagement with employers, providers of ICT training can support the skill needs 
of the sector by helping to ensure that: 

there is a sufficient focus on the needs of employees as well as employers 
a learning culture is fostered in the workplace 
changes that have occurred in the training and qualification systems are understood 
by employers and employees. 
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Likely impact of Sector Skills Agreements 
The SSA has identified five collaborative programmes involving FE colleges as partners, 
which are likely to improve some of the areas where barriers exist. 

Careers advice 
There is a need for closer collaboration between employers, secondary, further and 
higher education, and the careers services to ensure that all partners fully understand 
the IT industry and its requirements.  

IT diploma 
The IT diploma is now being developed and it will be a work-based qualification which e-
skills UK will develop in collaboration with other agencies and vendors. This may mean 
that it will have mixed owners if several agencies/vendors offer units to the Diploma. The 
IT Diploma will provide opportunities for colleges, but there is concern regarding the 
funding of mixed-owner qualifications. 

Business support for SMEs 
Providers of ICT training need to simplify and signpost qualifications for employers. One 
of the collaborative programmes intends to create an umbrella for collaborative action by 
employers, business support services, universities, colleges and private training 
providers. It aims to enable employers and individuals, through the use of skills and 
business diagnostic tools, to identify and access resources and development 
opportunities that meet their needs, and to help universities, colleges and private training 
providers to provide and promote learning and development that meets employer needs, 
ranging from bite-sized short courses to apprenticeships, vocational qualifications, 
degrees and post-graduate development. 

e-skills Passport / iTQ 
iTQ is work-based (NVQ) provision which has a very flexible approach to qualification 
delivery. This will increase IT users’ skills in line with market needs, through 750,000 
people undertaking skills improvement using employer-recognised records of 
achievement in the form of the e-skills Passport. The LSC has agreed that from 
September 2006, funding will be aligned only to iTQ and qualifications that contribute to 
the iTQ. 

Computer Clubs for Girls (CC4G) 
The industry recognises that CC4G develops skills valued by employers, and teachers see 
that it makes a direct contribution to the capability of students and enhances delivery of 
the school curricula. CC4G is staffed by volunteers who receive full training and support 
in setting up and running clubs. Through the CC4G volunteer programme, employers 
support the delivery of clubs, with CC4G also providing a platform for wider employer 
engagement with schools. This has been successfully implemented in schools for over a 
year.

Current action 
Through the SSA, e-skills UK is piloting the ‘Exchange’. This is a web service developed by
e-skills where employers can contribute towards the delivery of the SSA (through the 
provision of time, training provision, etc).  

The SSA is proposing to develop a simplified, more flexible structure for the recognition of 
achievement appropriate to the employers’ needs, particularly SMEs.  
For example, the SSC has addressed the funding for elements and units of qualifications 
through the introduction of ‘spiky profiles’. This will enable learners who want a 
qualification at Level 2, for example, to construct the qualification to suit their work-
based experience by using units from several existing qualifications. The units can be at 
any level, but must conform to the e-skills model and add up to the appropriate score. 
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Employers’ views  
The employers were consulted on their views of the provision they were currently 
receiving from CoVEs in relation to the principles of responsiveness.  

An identified point of contact with knowledge of their business 
All the employers have a regular and reliable point of contact, and there are clear and 
effective channels for discussion and engagement. In most cases, dialogue is informal, 
but the informal arrangements work well. In the best practice, the contact with specific 
tutors is widened where necessary to other staff and departments. In other cases, the 
employer liaises with one specific contact, but such an arrangement suits the employers’ 
needs.

Time is of the essence, and we need a quick response to enquiries. There is one 
main contact with the college, who is the account manager, and she handles 
everything with one other assessor. The employer has little contact with anyone 
else at the college as there is no need. There is very frequent contact, 
approximately three times per week and plenty of time for discussion. 

Queries are dealt with promptly and professionally throughout the term time, but two 
employers commented on the need to have a point of contact during college holidays. 

It is vital the college understands the business, especially as there are 
recruitment problems at the moment. Someone who can deal with this all year 
round is needed. 

The main contact deals with queries promptly and professionally. However, 
inevitably, he is not always available, especially in college holidays when others 
are not able to help. 

Good customer care is provided by all college staff, who are responsive and act promptly 
in response to requests and queries, and the colleges provide up-to-date information. 

There needs to be the equivalent of an account manager. This is the working 
practice on the part of the employer, and the company would expect it of their 
suppliers. They need contact all year round.

For the most part, jargon is avoided. While computer jargon is part of IT specialists’ 
vocabulary, education jargon can be very intimidating. 

Often there is a need to use jargon, as this is a very detailed technical area and 
the conversation must be precise. 

A service in tune with business needs 
The companies’ current and possible future business needs and trends are understood, 
as far as this is possible in a rapidly developing sector, and the curriculum and staff are 
adapted and developed to meet these needs. 

Technology drives the business, and staff must understand this. The company 
has brought college staff in for a day to see the company and understand their 
needs. 

College staff need to be aware of developments within new media and of the 
company’s operations.

Employers tend to be regularly and frequently consulted on their needs through regular 
planning meetings. This is considered essential in this fast-moving sector. 
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Some employers are involved in developing the skills and experience of teaching staff, 
but the need for this depends on the nature and level of training offered. As important as 
the technical IT knowledge is the need for staff to understand the nature and culture of 
the employer’s business, such as the ‘betting culture’. Some colleges employ staff from 
the company to ensure that staff and training are up to date. 
While the colleges are up to date as far as the companies’ business needs are 
concerned, they find it difficult to identify future needs and trends. Some companies also 
have difficulty identifying future needs in a sector that is rapidly developing. 

The company is already at the cutting edge, and trends are not yet known in the 
new media sector.

Cooperation between the various providers of support for business is desirable, and 
needs to be clear to all who are purchasing support services. However, to achieve 
consistent approaches to training and support across all providers and other players is 
considered to be good in theory, but unrealistic.

All providers have different prices, but they must be commercially attractive. 
Deals have to be negotiated. Different employers have different needs and 
cultures.

The company had an arrangement with a local college for ECDL training and 
approached a college in another region to provide the same training. This college 
was not at all responsive. The existing partner college explored the possibility of 
offering their online provision in the other college’s area but were unable to do so 
as the learners were not from their LSC area.

In some cases, post-training evaluation is taken into account to ensure the relevance of 
future provision through, for example, the use of focus groups. However, although the 
return on the investment in training is important to employers, the business impact and 
cost-effectiveness of training appear to be less rigorously evaluated.  

The company has four levels of evaluation. However, they do not evaluate 
‘impact’ directly, as this is a building process. It is a ‘verified’ process with a line 
manager evaluating individuals’ competence in the workplace. 

Cost-effective provision 
Work-related learning opportunities are used wherever appropriate. Reviews and work-
based assessment and, in some cases, portfolio building, are carried out on employers’ 
premises. Training took place on company premises in all but two cases. For larger 
employers the use of company premises and equipment is a cost benefit and provides a 
return on investment. In smaller organisations the colleges’ facilities and equipment are 
sometimes better and more suited to meeting the trainees’ needs.  

In this company the employees use the company’s computers and premises, 
especially those who are doing 12-hour shifts, as they use the online training 
materials in quiet periods. It would be good to have training of Outlook Express as 
a bespoke course delivered in the company’s training rooms. It would be very 
good to do the ECDL tests on the company’s premises at times suitable to the 
employees. However, the awarding body does not allow this, as the centre has to 
be accredited. 

Flexible and mixed modes of delivery are available and are cost-effective.  

The ECDL learning is delivered online either on the employer’s premises or at the 
employees’ home and can be done at any time. But tests can only be taken on 
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Monday to Friday between 9.00 am and 5.00pm, as they must be done in the 
college.

The company has a variety of models which meet their needs and is planning to 
use e-portfolios to maximise the time trainees spend in college, on- and off-the-
job training. CISCO training is online. 

Financial issues, such as the sharing of financial risks and the joint funding of start-up 
costs, depend very much on the nature and level of training, the existence of a public 
subsidy of training costs and the size and nature of the company. However, companies 
agree that more flexible funding is necessary to support employer training, particularly 
where most of the employees are undertaking training at Level 2. 

The funding situation is much better now because vendor qualifications can be 
embedded in courses. 

However, shared delivery of training with employers and other providers is not popular. 
Employers do not like shared training events with other employers with whom they are in 
competition. 

Rapid response to requests and queries 
The colleges demonstrate a consistently positive attitude to working with employers, and 
deal efficiently with any queries. However, no service-level agreements were in place with 
any of the employers consulted. 

Ideally there should be a service-level agreement. The company has an SLA with 
most suppliers. With the college the company has only a contract covering 
finance and security but not relationships. 

A detailed analysis of the business and/or learners’ needs is rarely carried out. 

At the moment there is no initial assessment of the students or any training 
needs analysis. There is no opportunity for college staff to talk to the students. 
There is no contact between teachers and students before their tests. It would be 
useful and time-saving if this were done, as some students may be able to take 
tests without the NETg (online learning materials) learning. Ideally this would all 
happen on the company’s premises and the students would be given information 
and an induction, but there is no time to do this. 

Regular and frequent updates and feedback 
In most cases the teachers have a comprehensive knowledge of the skills of the 
employer’s workforce. Colleges provide useful information to employers on learners’ 
progress, performance and attendance. This tends to be informal, and is covered during 
the regular discussions with the college contact, rather than on the basis of an agreed 
frequency and format of feedback 

There is a quarterly performance review. Four weeks prior to this the college 
provides information about the students’ attendance, timekeeping, approach to 
work and achievement. 

NETg has given the employer access to reports on the progress of all his 
students. Employees can see their own progress. The employees’ test results are 
supplied by the college to the training manager in a report approximately every 
fortnight.
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Flexibility of delivery, assessment and qualifications 
Slack time and ‘down-time’ are used whenever possible. One employer commented that 
he would like more flexible testing arrangements. For another, flexibility is limited 
because the organisation does not have its own trained assessors which, it is felt, would 
be more motivating for the trainees. Time is the major stumbling block. 

High-quality interaction and delivery 
Employer engagement is a focus of the colleges’ senior management. This is essential if 
employer engagement is to be successful. However, the employers tend to be consulted 
more as consumers rather than strategic partners. While employers have been consulted 
in the selection of relevant units and options within training programmes, they tend not to 
be involved in the development of training and assessment programmes, other than in 
the choice of optional units. In some cases, the qualifications being taken, such as the 
ECDL, are a fixed programme, or the NVQ is the minimum standard required by the 
company.

Four of the employers stated that it is important for colleges and employers to measure 
the success of programmes in terms of productivity, staff retention, reduced wastage, 
efficiency and new business, but only two of them appeared to be measuring the success 
of programmes in these terms. 

This is important to the company. There are many jobs available in the area. The 
company wants the staff to feel valued, and training is one way of keeping staff. 

The complexity and confusion removed from the process 
For most of the companies, training is delivered as a bespoke package, which is a 
simpler solution which they think is essential. However, bespoke qualifications and 
training programmes do not fit in the national framework.  

The company needs many single training solutions which are equipment-specific 
and could be for only six people. Sometimes there could be themes for packages, 
eg IP (Internet Protocol), but then there would need to be version-specific 
modules. 

The National Qualifications Framework should not drive out employer-specific 
qualifications. The company would like their own modules accepted by a 
qualifications body. However, discussions have suggested this could be done by 
2007. The company and the currency of the modules cannot wait that long. 

Suitable qualifications for the workforce 
Three of the employers favoured the ability to pick and mix units from various 
qualifications. Not all the elements of courses are required for work-related training, and 
the companies are interested in their employees acquiring specialist skills. The ability to 
choose individual course units may be more motivating to trainees. 

The views of e-skills UK 
The Sector Skills Council, e-skills UK, regarded all the principles of responsiveness as 
important, but suggested that many colleges need to improve to ensure that: 

innovative and flexible modes of delivery are available, including shared delivery 
with employers and other providers; it would be particularly useful to bring SMEs 
together to share training; and to encourage large companies to make spare places 
on training courses available to small employers  
the various providers of support, training and services for business work together 
to ensure that provision is seamless and high-quality   
service- level agreements have been established with employers; employers would 
welcome them, as with any business relationship  
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bespoke packages are available to provide single solutions to business needs; 
bespoke packages enable companies to meet specific training and skills which are 
responsive to market needs.  

Barriers to responsiveness 
The SSC suggested that the following barriers need to be overcome if responsiveness is 
to be fully achieved. 

The competitive nature of the training market deters colleges from referring clients 
to other providers if they cannot provide the full service required. 
The offer of mixed modes of attendance is problematic, because they require 
‘diarised’ appointments for learning. The SSC stressed the need for ‘blended 
learning’ and the offer of the right solution, in the right place. 

Current action by the SSC 
The SSC is helping to improve employer engagement and responsiveness by: 

introducing the Sector Skills Agreement, which will help all parties understand current 
and possible future needs and trends in the sector, and issues to address  
setting occupational standards, eg for the IT diploma and foundation degrees; through 
their contribution to the design of the occupational standards, employers will 
contribute to curriculum design more as strategic partners than consumers  
piloting the ‘Exchange’, so that companies looking for training can identify who 
provides it, and vice versa, which will facilitate the shared delivery of training  
supporting within its draft SSA the unitisation of courses by proposing to ‘develop a 
simplified, more flexible structure for the recognition of achievement appropriate to 
the employers’ needs’, in particular for smaller companies 
addressing the funding of elements and units of qualifications through the 
introduction of ‘spiky profiles’  
supporting the introduction of a brokerage network within the context of a national 
training programme. 

Conclusions and issues across all four sectors 

Common concerns 
Most of the employers consulted were reasonably content with the service they were 
receiving from their providers, but some common concerns present significant 
challenges. The training and skills needs of employers within and across the four sectors 
appear to depend as much on the organisations’ relative size and disposition as on the 
needs of the occupational sectors.  

Technological change 
All four sectors are experiencing substantial technological changes. Training providers 
need to acquire the up-to-date physical resources and staff with the technical expertise to 
deliver the new skills. Change is rapid, putting considerable pressure on providers. 

Increased specialisation 
Construction companies are tending to become more specialised. In the engineering, 
media and IT sectors, there is a proliferation of SMEs. The workforce in these 
organisations is becoming increasingly specialised, and requiring a narrower range of 
more highly developed skills. Appropriate training is required to enable the new workforce 
to acquire the necessary skills and for existing employees to re-skill, upskill and adapt to 
the changing demands of their jobs.  

Technical and generic skills 
Increased specialisation and technological change, particularly in the engineering and 
media sectors, place a greater emphasis on and need for skills associated with the 
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‘knowledge economy’. Organisations increasingly require innovation, creativity and 
entrepreneurship, and the generic skills of teamwork, problem-solving and project 
management, alongside higher-level technical skills.

Bespoke provision 
As a consequence of rapid technological changes and increased specialisation, 
businesses demand more specific training and, certainly as far as many employees are 
concerned, more specific qualifications. Companies are requesting ‘bite size’ training 
which will fit in with their working practices and tight schedules; training which is short, 
flexible and tailored to the specific needs of their market. 

Current strengths of provision  
Across the four sectors there was a high degree of agreement about what is required on 
the part of colleges for effective employer engagement, and what constitutes current 
good practice in employer responsiveness. Employers placed high value on the following 
qualities and, although there were exceptions, the colleges were generally providing 
them:

high-quality training 
a regular and reliable point of contact 
a positive attitude to working with the employers and good customer care 
teaching staff who have a good knowledge of the skills required by the trainees 
and who understand the current and future needs of the industry 
flexible modes of attendance, teaching and/or assessment 
employer engagement as a key focus of the colleges’ senior managers 
consultation with the employers about their needs 
information which is up to date and free of jargon 
regular feedback on the trainees’ progress. 

In the cconstruction and eengineering sectors: 

the employers’ sites are regularly used for training and/or assessment purposes. 

In the mmedia and IIT sectors: 

employers have the ability to ‘pick and mix’ elements of training programmes to 
suit their individual needs. 

Gaps in provision 
Employers across all sectors agreed that providers should engage in more detailed 
discussion and consultation with them before and during training. Specifically, many 
employers said that the colleges should involve them more in: 

training and developing the trainers to help keep them up to date 
curriculum development and the development of training programmes that meet 
their specific needs 
the evaluation of training in terms of its business impact, productivity and efficiency 
the establishment of service-level agreements that set out the service standards, 
requirements and responsibilities of all parties 
greater cooperation among the providers of training and training services.
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Section 4 The views of employees

21 trainees were interviewed to ascertain what employees in each of the sectors thought 
was important in relation to the principles and indicators of responsiveness (see 
Appendix 1 and Appendix 2). The employees represented an equal mix of young first-year 
and second-year apprentices and more mature trainees, most of whom were working 
towards an NVQ at Levels 2 and 3. Three of the employees had embarked on a part-time 
foundation degree. To avoid disrupting their training programmes unduly, the employees 
were interviewed either during a break in their off-the-job training in the colleges or at 
their workplace at the end of a shift.  

The trainees were generally positive about their training and their experiences in college. 
Despite working in different sectors and being from different age groups, they had similar 
views and priorities. However, the more mature employees were generally more able to 
recognise the full value of their training – both on-the-job and off-the-job. They recognised 
that their training had given them greater flexibility in the workplace, and would assist 
them when seeking promotion. The younger trainees, on the other hand, were primarily 
interested in obtaining their qualification, and not yet able to see the relevance of every 
aspect of their training.  

Important issues 

All the trainees placed a high priority the following features. 

An identified single point of contact at the college 
Employees in training need to have someone to whom they can talk and to whom they 
can take their problems; who will answer queries promptly and professionally; 
understands their situation and the competing demands on their time. The identified 
contact may be the course tutor or the assessor who is frequently in the plant or readily 
contactable by telephone or e-mail. The trainees felt that this was working well and that 
the colleges provided good student care.  

Construction 
It is important to have someone to talk to. The training adviser is the person we 
would use as our point of contact. He will sort out any problems at college or at 
work. We have not had any particular problems but have confidence that any 
would be well dealt with. We feel the college looks after our interests. 

High-quality interaction and delivery 
Learners thought that their teachers provided good quality teaching and had good 
industrial skills. Training was well organised. Teachers and assessors were said to be 
enthusiastic, to know their subject well, to give good demonstrations during the lessons 
and to be helpful, approachable and professional. Most lessons were usually enjoyable, 
but there were exceptions.  

Construction 
We have a mixture of good and boring teachers. They all know about their 
subjects but are not all good teachers. In the good lessons the teacher breaks 
down the knowledge into smaller units to make it understandable to us. The 
boring lessons are when lecturers just give us the information that they 
understand and don’t break it down for us. 

Engineering 
The interviewees complained that deadlines set by teachers were allowed to slip, 
so that their own effort to get work in on time seemed devalued. They did not like 
unsatisfactory work being returned to students and then resubmitted later to 
receive the same or a higher grade than their own. They complained that the 
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grading system did not allow a proper comparison between the different quality 
of work from different learners. 

Flexibility of delivery, assessment and qualifications 
Trainees liked the system of gathering evidence of their skills from their everyday work, 
and liked the fact that assignments were directly relevant to, and generally specific to, 
their company’s work. They thought it was important that training and assessment 
caused the minimum of disruption to the work process. Some questioned how far the 
company’s commitment to training would extend if production were to be disrupted. In 
cases of good practice, trainees recognised that assessors were particularly flexible in 
timing visits to fit the often varying demands of production, even visiting trainees on night 
shift to cover aspects of assessment. 

Construction 
The college will contact the company if I need particular experience and the 
company will move me around to get the experience. The company tries to 
organise my time to give me a range of activities. If there is something we are 
finding difficulty in learning, the adviser will contact the company, who will give us 
time to practise and develop the skills. We are allowed time to work in the 
canteen if we are falling behind in our assessments. 

Engineering 
The assessor took account of the trainees’ job demands and made no extra 
demands on the trainees outside the workplace. Training sessions, portfolio 
building, etc, were all carried out in the employer’s time. He always asked if the 
trainees were available before taking up their time, and often observed them 
working on the line to capture assessments. He gave good personal support, 
enquiring about their welfare and how they were coping. He responded quickly if 
trainees asked to see him and was ready to give personal help with technical 
difficulties when needed. He was frequently in the plant, at least once per week 
over the initial training period, then at least once a fortnight. 

ICT 
Teaching and assessment have to be flexible to fit with peaks in our workload. 
Our industry is all about providing flexibility for our customers. Flexible 
assessment opportunities are routinely made available in our workplace and are 
always considered in relation to work commitments. The assessors understand 
the way we work and our work commitments. The company supports us well and 
allows us to work on our portfolios in quiet periods at work. The employees all try 
to work together and support each other and the trainees mostly complete the 
course quickly due to the high level of support. 

Regular and frequent updates and feedback on training and development  
Employees expressed the need to receive regular and frequent updates and feedback on 
their training and development; knowing where they needed to improve and where they 
were doing well. In the best practice, company training managers had regular meetings 
with college staff and the colleges were keeping the trainees and their employers well 
informed of their progress. One interviewee suggested that he might not have succeeded 
without this regular feedback and pressure. Tutors were said to have a comprehensive 
knowledge of the trainees’ skills and provided accurate, timely and useful feedback.  

Construction 
The college operates tri-partite reviews every 10 weeks where the student, 
training adviser and work supervisor meet to carry out a review of progress. The 
discussion covers practical and academic progress and results in a review report, 
which includes comments from the student, the adviser and employer, and 
identifies action to improve attainment. Review reports were very good. They 
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included a clear analysis of the trainees’ progress and identified the action 
required to improve their skills and achievement. The students valued the 
reviews as a formal way of motivating them. 

ICT 
The college informs us and our employer how well we are doing, which is 
important as we need to know that we are working to the correct standard. The 
tutors have a good knowledge of our skills and level and give us good individual 
feedback every week in a 1:1 session. At this session there may also be an 
assessment or portfolio review.                                                                                                    

However, in some cases the trainees thought the feedback systems did not always 
function smoothly, and they were not given enough feedback on their progress. 

Construction 
Our training manager at work is very on the ball and pushes very hard to have 
updates from the college. We know he has had problems getting information on 
attendance and has set up an e-mail system, which the college has to fill in and 
send back each week. He also visits us at college and presses the college for 
more information all the time. The chamber has a review meeting with us, the 
employment liaison officer and the company, every 10–12 weeks. The college is 
not very good at giving us feedback on our progress in theory lessons. They rely 
on phase tests to identify how we are progressing. They may have a good 
knowledge of how well we are doing but they don’t tell us. In the practical lessons 
our work is checked and we get feedback. It would be better if there were a 
system which gave us feedback on our progress in the theory between tests. 

Engineering 
Feedback has not been operated very well by the college. Reporting from the 
college to the employer had been every 6 weeks through an automated system. 
Changes to the central college MIS has meant that reporting can no longer be 
automated. Report forms have been simplified and reports are now three times 
per year. The present overall ‘good/ satisfactory/poor’ tick-box system gives 
insufficient information to the employer and does not give sufficient credit to the 
standards achieved. Although there is a box for comments, the commentary 
entered is usually shallow and unhelpful. 

ICT 
Some teachers need prompting to give feedback. It would be better if they were 
more proactive. It should not be up to the student to ask for feedback. 

Less important issues 
Trainees thought the following issues were less important. 

Training with relevance to business needs 
The colleges often introduce trainees to a wider range of experiences and processes than 
is generally available in their workplace. This gives them an understanding of aspects of 
the job with which they are not normally engaged. Advanced trainees, for example those 
on foundation degrees or in their final apprenticeship year, and experienced employees 
who are engaged in specific technical training, such as aspects of ICT, regard the 
relevance of their training to their work needs as highly important. It is important that 
tutors are conversant with the training needs of the company and the skill needs of the 
trainees, so that assignments and assessments relate to those needs.  

Some younger trainees, on the other hand, are less interested in the relevance of the 
content, and are more interested in the qualification and the training course for 
themselves. Some fail to see the relevance of aspects of the college training to their 
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immediate work needs. Others, however, appreciate that although the skills and 
knowledge taught are wider than those required by the company and the current job, 
many of the skills they are acquiring could be useful in the future and may well stand 
them in good stead in a future job.  

Construction 
The college covers things we have not done at work to give us a wider 
experience. This has included the use of steel armoured cable, pyro (fire 
resistant) cable and other specialist cables. We have learned how to use these to 
wire up circuits and boards. Much of the work we do on the course is not directly 
relevant to our work as we have to learn to make a large range of joints: mortice 
and tenon, dovetail, butt, finger, etc. At work we only use butt joints and cover 
with a facia, but we understand that learning to make the full range of joints may 
help us in the future with other jobs. 

Engineering 
The assessor spent time in the plant familiarising himself with the equipment 
before the training programme started. As a result, the training element was 
always directly to do with the machines they were operating. The assessor was 
able to bring parts of these machines into the training room when examples were 
needed for dismantling and assembling. All the assessments were carried out 
using the company’s production lines during actual manufacture. The trainees 
recognised and welcomed the fact that the assessor had been in industry 
himself.

Minimum disruption to work patterns 
In the best practice, training is offered in a variety of ways, and college staff negotiate 
times for training and assessment that minimise any disturbance to production. 
Assessors are as unobtrusive as possible and trainees and workplace supervisors are 
accustomed to their presence.  

ICT 
Training is offered in a variety of ways. Work-related learning opportunities are 
used wherever possible, for example, training is offered within company learning 
centres and online. Assignments, projects and assessments are based on the 
needs of the job. This all fits well with our job requirements. 

Engineering 
When the learners are on the production line there is no time for assessment to 
take place. They are left to write up what they have been doing and then obtain a 
witness statement from their supervisor. Assessors from the college come to the 
company on one day (the same day) each month for a review. 

Construction 
The Chamber of Commerce is our managing agent for the apprenticeship. They 
provide the funding through a contract with the college. We have no idea how 
cost-effective it is. Learning materials are free or low-cost. The company pays our 
wages when we are at college. All tools and materials are provided free at 
college. We have to pay for travel costs, and we have to provide our own tools at 
work.

The time commitment is an important issue for some, particularly when so much study, 
research and writing must be done in their personal time.

Construction 
We are at college for 10.75 hours and only get paid for 8 hours. 
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Conclusions and issues

Trainees are generally positive about their training and their experiences in college and, 
despite coming from different sectors, express similar views. However, the more mature 
employees are generally more able to recognise the full value of their training; both on-
the-job and off-the-job. The younger trainees, on the other hand, are primarily interested 
in obtaining their qualification, not yet able to see the relevance of every aspect of their 
training.  

Employees in training need someone to whom they can talk and to whom they can take 
their problems; someone who understands their situation and the competing demands 
on their time. They value teachers and assessors who are enthusiastic, know their 
subject well and are helpful, approachable and professional. Trainees like to gather 
evidence of their skills from their everyday work and appreciate assignments that are 
directly relevant to their company. They appreciate regular and frequent updates and 
feedback on training and development, knowing where they need to improve and where 
they are doing well.  

Trainees are less concerned about the direct relevance of the training to the needs of the 
business. The colleges often introduce trainees to a wider range of experiences and 
processes than is generally available at work, and this gives them an understanding of 
aspects of the job with which they are not normally engaged. Some of the younger 
trainees are more interested in the qualification than its relevance to the employer, and 
appreciate that although the skills and knowledge taught are wider than those required 
by the current job, many of the skills they are acquiring could be useful at some time in 
the future. In best practice, training is offered in a variety of ways, and college staff 
negotiate times for training and assessment that minimise any disturbance to production. 
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Section 5 Improving employer engagement 

Developing practice to reflect the views of employers  

The consultation established that the principles of responsiveness accurately described 
employers’ expectations of the service provided by colleges and providers. It also 
indicated what should be done to improve employer engagement, and so provided a 
measure by which the project colleges were able to assess the extent to which their 
current training provision and services to business met employers’ expectations, and how 
the service could be improved.  

A framework for responsiveness 

Following discussions with the colleges on the findings and conclusions from the 
consultations, LSDA produced a framework for responsiveness which indicated what 
colleges needed to do to improve their employer-facing work in relation to the principles 
of responsiveness, as shown in Appendix 1.  

Self-assessment

The colleges then undertook a self-assessment of their provision to assess the extent to 
which it met the principles of responsiveness. The self-assessment process was 
undertaken in a common format, based on the framework of responsiveness. It was 
important for the colleges to define the scope of the process, as different issues may be 
apparent across the organisations. Ideally, a whole-college assessment of provision 
should be undertaken. The self-assessment process encouraged the colleges to look at 
provision within their CoVE or Business Development Unit as well as the college as a 
whole. However, time limitations meant it was not possible in all cases to look more 
broadly. Appendix 5 provides some examples of completed self-assessments.  

Peer perusal 

After completing their self-assessment exercise, some of the colleges worked with a 
partner from the participating colleges and exchange visits took place at each of the 
partner colleges to discuss and compare their own and their partner’s current practices 
and performance. They reviewed how they were each responding to the principles of 
responsiveness to learn from each other’s good practice. 

Outcomes of the peer perusal
The self-assessment exercise was successful in identifying the extent to which the 
principles were in place, but the peer perusal brought the added benefit of highlighting 
additional features and new approaches that the partner colleges were successfully 
employing; identifying action that could improve current good performance even further.  

College B noted: 
The peer perusal visits were extremely interesting and valuable, with a lot more 
gained than either of the colleges anticipated. It became clear to both colleges 
that key to the success of both areas was the time spent in relationship-building 
with employees. It was clear that College C was very proactive in networking, 
sharing good practice and just ‘being there’ for the employer. The same is in 
place at College B. Employer engagement is not easy, there is no real ‘quick fix’, 
and it does require dedicated and motivated staff willing to go the extra mile. 
I particularly like the work placement swap idea, where a tutor will work in the 
company for a short period of time and the employer work with the college and 
students. 
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College C has produced excellent mentor packs for employers before an 
employee commences training to ensure the employer knows exactly what is 
required and how they can help. 
Employers are invited to inductions and end-of-course activities to signpost jobs 
or HE possibilities. 
We shared concerns that while offering unitisation from current NVQs would be 
extremely valuable, the new Credit Framework will be a minefield to explain and 
promote to employers. 

Action plans 

Following the self-assessment exercise and the peer perusal the colleges were asked to 
produce an action plan.6 These action plans: 

addressed key weaknesses and priorities for development the colleges had 
identified 
related to the principles that were not being fully addressed 
identified actions that should be taken either within the CoVE/BDU and/or across 
the college as a whole 
included a description of the barriers that were preventing the chosen principles 
being put in place (barriers within and outside the colleges’ control), how these 
barriers might be overcome and evidence that might be used to assess the success 
of the proposed actions.  

An extract from a college action plan is included below.  

Scope of the action plan 

This is a four-point action plan with four key priorities that complement each other in a bid to enable 
local employers to plan and budget effectively for their training needs and to value the training in 
relation to costs and business efficiency.

Key priorities 

1. Extend delivery of the CoVE’s staff training and development package within the private and 
voluntary sector. 

2. Initiate credit-rating system for providers in the private and voluntary sector to enable them to plan 
more effectively for their training requirements. 
3. Provide information to employers about the full cost of all training to enable them to value the 
training in financial terms. 
4. Develop evaluation materials for employers to evaluate the effectiveness of any training that their 
staff attend in relation to business efficiency and financial planning. 

Each key priority will be addressed separately 

Key priority 1: Extend delivery of the CoVE’s staff training and development package within the private 
and voluntary sector. 
Indicators of responsiveness:

A service in response to business needs 
Employers are encouraged to consider short, medium and long-term needs in relation to planning 
training.  

                                           
6 More examples of these action plans are included in Appendix 5. 
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Current extent to which provision is in place 

Background  
The sector has been receiving government funding to support training for several years. The four action 
points identified in this project are designed to support the sector as it moves toward a position where 
employers will have to take more financial responsibility for supporting training. 

Links to Employer Views of Employer Engagement project and peer perusal process 
The research project identified the apprehension in the sector about what will happen as government 
funding is withdrawn. During the peer perusal exercise my partner college colleague was impressed by 
the staff training and development package the CoVE had developed. 
a) Current extent to which this provision is in place within the CoVE 
The CoVE has developed a comprehensive staff appraisal/staff development package of resources 
and associated training session, which is delivered by the county’s Early Years Partnership (EYDCP) to 
all their Early Years settings working towards a quality kite mark. The CoVE manager provided training 
for all the county teacher teams to enable them to deliver the package to providers. This package 
provides a wide range of resources, which encourage long-term plans for staff development activities 
and training budget management. The package is delivered through a 3-hour training session and the 
participants receive a comprehensive pack of resources and materials. These materials are delivered 
both in hard format and on disc so that they can be adapted by each organisation/company to meet 
their individual needs. Currently the training and resource package is only delivered through the EYDCP 
(who paid for the development of the materials) to selected groups who are applying for a kite mark 
award.
b) Current extent to which this provision in place across the college 
The Business Development Unit undertakes Skills Analysis, which enables companies to plan for 
training and development activities. 
I am not aware of any other department in the college which has such close working relationships with 
employers as the Childhood Studies CoVE. 

Barriers to development Strategies to overcome barriers 
Within the college’s control 
Time and strategies to 
market the resource 
package

Recruit additional administrative staff to support employer engagement.
Create and disseminate flyers. 
Create a free booklet outlining key issues related to planning for 
training.
Provide conference for employers on staff development strategies. This 
will be particularly relevant given the changing market in the sector, the 
development of the Framework for Achievement and unitisation of 
qualifications and the reduction of government funding for the sector. 
Produce a booklet describing full-cost training options and encourage 
providers to plan and book events in advance for the year. 

Lack of knowledge and 
skills for effective 
marketing. 
(The CoVE needs effective 
marketing strategies for 
other issues) 

Contract a marketing consultant to undertake some design work. (CoVE 
marketing budget). 
Ensure consultant can have some time to become familiar with the 
centre and the very specific needs and requirements of the sector. 

Cost to prepare materials To be utilised from the CoVE marketing budget. 

Time to deliver the staff 
development package 
training 

To be undertaken by the CoVE Development manager as part of core 
commercial duties. 

67



Challenge of organising a 
conference when the 
centre is unable to meet 
current administrative 
needs

Appointment of additional administrative staff. This can be partly 
funded through the CoVE budget, although support from college 
budgets will be required. 

Barriers to development Strategies to overcome barriers 
Outside the college’s control
Gain agreement to use the 
pack  from EYDCP (they 
paid for the pack and 
would consider they have 
ownership of it) 

Discuss proposals with recruitment and training manager. 

Gaining agreement from 
the neighbouring EYDCP 
to pay for the initial 
training and resources for 
local employers 

Discuss proposals at the next training working party. Suggestions to 
include:

a part-payment package expecting employer to contribute 
incorporate training into the EYDCP kite mark package. 

If the partnerships decline 
to pay, encouraging 
businesses to see the 
value of the programme 
and pay for it themselves. 
(Despite the apparent 
influx of government 
money to the sector, 
individual providers are 
still operating in some 
financial hardship and in 
an ethos of expecting to 
receive free training.) 

Utilise the marketing strategy identified above. 
Introduction of the credit rating system as described in key priority 2 of 
this action plan. 
Providing information about the full cost of some training will enable 
employers to value the training they receive. Links with key priority 3 of 
this action plan.
(As an example, for the first time ever we included a small cost of £10 
for an evening training. The numbers attending were greatly reduced, 
and one assumption was that the expectation to pay £10 was not 
acceptable to the sector.) 

Difficulty evaluating the 
effectiveness of the 
project in the short term, 
as the outcomes will be of 
benefit to employers 
rather than the college 

Undertake a 3-month evaluation review to assess how many providers 
are using aspects of the programme. 

This links with key priority 4 of this action plan to design evaluation 
materials for employers to determine the effect of training on the 
organisation. 

Action By who By when 
Recruit additional administrative staff to support the CoVE 
and employer engagement. 

Centre manager to 
discuss with college 
principal at business 
planning.

Discussions 
June 05 Staff 
in place Sept 
05

Create and disseminate flyers. Marketing manager or 
CoVE manager. 

Autumn term 
05

Create a free booklet outlining key issues related to 
planning for training. 

Marketing manager, 
CoVE manager 
supported by admin 
staff.

Autumn 05 

Provide conference on staff development strategies. This 
will be particularly relevant given the changing market in 
the sector, the development of the Framework for 
Achievement and unitisation of qualifications. In addition it 
is essential to support providers as the government funding 
for training is withdrawn and they need to subsidise 
training for their employees. 

CoVE manager and 
administrative 
support.

Spring 06 

Produce a booklet describing full-cost training options and Marketing manager Autumn 05 
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encourage providers to book events in advance for the year 
This links with key priority 2 of this action plan, which will 
enable employers to invest in training throughout the year. 

CoVE manager. 

Contract a marketing consultant to undertake some design 
work. (CoVE marketing budget). 

Centre manager to 
discuss with college 
principal.

September
05

Delivery of training to be undertaken by the CoVE 
development manager within current role. 

CoVE manager. Throughout
the year 

Appointment of additional administrative staff. This can be 
partly funded through the CoVE budget, although support 
from college budgets will be required.) 

Centre managers to 
discuss with college 
principal at business 
planning.

September
05

Discuss proposals with the county recruitment and training 
manager. 

CoVE manager. June 05 

Discuss proposals at the next training working party. 
Suggestions to include: 
- a part-payment package expecting employer to contribute 
- incorporate training into the EYDCP kite mark package. 

CoVE manager. July 05 

Design an evaluation tool which includes course evaluation 
and a 3-month evaluation. 

CoVE manager. September
05

Evidence of success: 

attendance registers for the staff development and training plans sessions as delivered by the 
CoVE
evaluations of the session and a 3-month review to identify how many providers are using the 
resources.

As the aim of this project is primarily to encourage providers to develop a proactive response to 
training rather than the reactive approach currently in place in the sector, the results may not be 
instantly obvious. However, as there will be an increasing need for employers to subsidise the 
training, which for many years has been subsidised by the government I consider that this is an 
essential piece of work to support the sector. The long-term results will be that the sector will be able 
to afford the training that it needs and will purchase this training from the college. 

Areas for improvement 

As a result of the self-assessment and development-planning process, the colleges 
identified a number of aspects of their provision that did not meet the employers’ 
requirements. Some of these needed to be addressed as a high priority to further 
improve employer engagement. Most commonly, the colleges concluded that to meet 
employers’ expectations they would need to: 

provide opportunities for employers to help develop the skills and knowledge of 
teaching staff through, for example, work experience 
engage employers more in consultation on curriculum design and content 
establish further formal and informal mechanisms for dialogue with employers, 
including the introduction of employer focus groups 
ensure better and consistent feedback to employers from course evaluations and 
trainee reviews 
establish positive attitudes to working with employers across the organisation 
train many more staff within the curriculum area and across the college in customer 
care for business clients, including support staff 
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share information more effectively across the college on new training programmes 
for employers and employer engagement initiatives  
introduce a central database of employers and their training needs 
monitor and analyse response times to employers for all employer engagement 
activity and set targets for future activity 
produce individual service-level agreements with all business clients. 

Benefits from self-assessment, peer perusal and action planning 

The colleges reported that the self-assessment, peer perusal and action-planning 
exercises were extremely valuable. They enabled the colleges to: 

reflect on the employer engagement practices within their CoVE/BDU using the 
principles of responsiveness and considering improvements  
share the principles with other departments within their own institution to enable 
them to examine their own employer engagement practices 
visit their peer institution to examine and compare procedures and resources, 
exchanging ideas in a cooperative, non-threatening relationship, and acknowledging 
similarities and differences in their practices 
meet and share experiences not only with their peer college staff but with other CoVE 
staff within the college, including sometimes, other CoVEs within the visiting 
college’s own business sector. 

College C 
We had some very useful discussions which highlighted some interesting points 
for consideration, as follows: 

the need for a dedicated telephone line for employers 
all staff have had training in customer services, assertiveness, time 
management and handling conflict 
information leaflets gain the Plain English kite mark 
the MIS system is used to include employer engagement, as employer details 
form part of the enrolment form. 
the marketing department completes a needs analysis of employer 
engagement on an annual basis; each curriculum centre provides a context 
paper identifying their employer engagement activities. 
large employers are much more likely to engage with training providers than 
the SMEs , and colleges often place too many demands on a small number of 
responsive employers   
the need to undertake an evaluation of the business impact of training within 
a company 
employers are often provided with ‘dummy’ invoices which identify the full cost 
of training as well as the cost to the customer 
employers can be provided with evaluation forms to evaluate the effectiveness 
of the training on core delivery of services. 

Individual colleges learnt a great deal from their partner’s practices, and exchanged 
information about a variety of approaches to developing effective employer engagement 
including, in particular, different and innovative approaches to the creation of client 
databases, to invoicing and marketing.  

The colleges concluded that: 

even where the principles and indicators of responsiveness were fully in place in 
some areas, they were not consistently in place across the curriculum or across the 
college; the CoVEs/BDU concluded that they need to disseminate their good 
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practices in employer engagement more widely: across their own department and to 
other departments within the college 
not all sections within a college need or can achieve the same degree of employer 
engagement; some are primarily involved with 14–19-year-old students, and should 
interpret the concept of ‘engagement’ differently 
the resource implications of effective employer engagement must be considered 
colleges must be realistic about what they can achieve and how the CoVE can be 
sustained once external funding has ceased 
if a college cannot provide the required service to an employer, the employer should 
be referred to an alternative supplier. 

The colleges agreed that a useful follow-up phase in the peer perusal process would be 
for the participating CoVEs/BDUs to introduce the curriculum areas within their own 
institution to the peer partners which share the same specialism, thus allowing, for 
example, two catering or construction departments to learn from each other’s 
experiences, and then to repeat the peer perusal process with other colleges. 

I took the principles and indicators of responsiveness to all the deans of faculty 
within my college to see to what extent they felt they were responding to 
employers’ needs. There was a surprising lack of understanding about employer 
engagement and provider responsiveness. The faculties were unclear about their 
strategic direction, their priorities and about their response to the various 
government initiatives: 14–19; 19+ and employer engagement. 

Conclusions and issues 

The self-assessment process enabled the colleges to think critically about their 
engagement with employers, to identify areas of strength and weakness within their 
employer relationships, and to consider what was working and not working, and how their 
practice could be improved. Despite their success in engaging with employers, the 
colleges identified areas where practice could be improved, and many issues that needed 
still to be addressed as a high priority to improve on their already fruitful employer 
engagement. The peer perusal brought the added benefit of highlighting additional 
features and new approaches, which the partner colleges were successfully employing. 
Within their action plans the colleges successfully identified action that could be taken to 
improve current good performance even further. 
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Section 6 Overall conclusions and recommendations

The outcomes of this research illustrate the wide range of expectations that employers 
have of training provision. While some of these expectations are common to all 
employers, there is a level of detail in the expectations that depends on the context of the 
sector, and the aspirations and purpose of the particular employers and individual 
employees. Expectations are rightly high, but the extent to which these can be met 
without substantial change in the focus of colleges may be limited.  

There is also some conflict within the views held by different types of employers, and also 
with some of the views of the Sector Skills Councils. Experiences of the service provided 
at colleges clearly differ. While poor quality may have long been improved what is 
remembered is a negative impression of the quality of service.  

However, the extent to which colleges delight their customers remains limited. Colleges 
need to think critically about their current practices; to identify areas of strength and 
weakness, and to consider how their provision might be improved to secure consistently 
high standards. This may mean that the service is limited to what can be done well, or 
that partnerships with other experts need to be formed.  

To develop effective employer engagement, colleges need to set out clearly for employers 
what they can and cannot do. Employers need to appreciate that some of the issues they 
have raised are outside the control of the providing departments. For example, a poor 
college-wide telephone system that does not facilitate swift and easy communications 
between the employer and the provider of training is a central college issue, but the time 
taken to issue certificates is an issue for awarding bodies. Similarly, it is difficult for 
providers to tailor provision to the needs of employers when curricula and qualifications 
are externally prescribed. The unitisation of the curriculum, which many employers are 
seeking to meet their specific training needs, is not yet available for publicly-funded 
provision.  

Nonetheless, a college that sets effective employer engagement as a strategic priority 
needs to understand that such weaknesses are the cause of considerable frustration and 
discontent on the part of employers, and needs to find solutions to the issues that are 
within its control. Working cooperatively with employers, other key players and providers 
of training and services to develop a ‘community of practice’, ensuring that provision is 
responsive, and that all parties are working together to achieve what they agree to be the 
principles and practices required to achieve effective employer engagement, may be the 
way forward. 

In some cases, the solutions may seemingly be simple. For example, communication 
issues could be easily solved by issuing lecturers with mobile phones and business cards, 
but such practice may be out of step within an academic, rather than a business, 
environment. Similarly, colleges could routinely set service-level agreements with their 
business clients. This would ensure that expectations on the part of the college, the 
employer and the learners were clearly set out from the onset, and so avoid 
misconceptions about the nature of the service being provided. 

The Foster review of FE7 clearly sets out a role for colleges and skills development. The 
development needs that arise from this role need to be addressed systematically across 
the sector, and barriers to responsiveness removed. Meanwhile, this report and the 
frameworks for self-assessment and development-planning may be useful to colleges 
wishing to become more responsive to the needs of employers.  

7 DfES (2005). Realising the potential: a review of the future role of further education colleges.
The ‘Foster’ report. Department for Education and Skills.  
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Recommendations 

Action to be taken resulting from the general consultation 
Providers should: 

be more proactive in contacting employers, initially and on a regular basis: organising 
regular meetings and updates to provide feedback and to discuss issues, and 
regularly communicating if problems arise 
be more aware of employers’ and trainees’ needs: matching study modes and 
opportunities to suit trainees’ commitments through more training in the workplace; 
more distance learning; a larger range of courses (particularly at higher levels); 
providing more of a bespoke service more in tune with the employer’s needs  
improve their marketing, websites and literature on specific  training programmes 
which can be issued to individual trainees 
provide a forum for consultation through which employers could influence the nature 
of provision and provider–employer relationships  
maintain greater continuity of staff and contacts  
keep staff up to date with the latest developments in the industry. 

Employers could play a part in developing and fostering effective engagement by: 

giving providers a better insight and understanding of their needs, aims and 
expectations, working contexts and practices, and the direction in which the business 
is moving 
maintaining more frequent contact with the college; being more aware of what the 
college can do and what is on offer; making their feelings known to ensure that the 
service is improved 
getting more involved in the college and in the training provision, possibly by taking a 
greater initiative and meeting college staff on their own territory. 
working proactively with the training providers to help their employees succeed in their 
training by: 

- providing better mentoring of trainees, improving the support they give to staff 
while training, ensuring trainees are motivated and attend training regularly 

- reviewing more thoroughly what employees have learnt and the impact of 
training, carrying out regular appraisals, taking more frequent and formal 
feedback from the trainees and acting on feedback about trainees’ progress   

- doing more to match the training provided with employees’ specific needs  
- working more in partnership with the colleges, cooperating to develop 

qualifications and training programmes that better suit their needs. 

Government could support effective employer engagement by: 

more consistency in funding priorities; providing more funding for training and 
extending it to higher qualification levels for other groups in the workplace   
providing incentives for training and the need for training to change the culture of 
learning 
keeping qualifications under regular review to ensure they are up to date and reflect 
changing competences that will be required in the future 
simplifying and reducing paperwork  
reducing the number of agencies and confusing initiatives. 

The Learning and Skills Council could support effective employer engagement by: 

providing employers with more information on funding for training  
simplifying funding streams and criteria  
reducing the paperwork and its complexity. 
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Implications from the sector consultation 
For colleges 
The responses from the employers suggest that most college–employer relationships are 
positive and are working well. Different employers within and across the sectors have 
different expectations and requirements of the relationship. In the construction industry, 
for example, most training is apprenticeship training, with a much smaller amount 
relating to updating, which is in turn driven largely by legislative requirements. In the 
media industry, where there are no NVQs, there has been an increase in small niche 
companies with ‘freelance’ staffing, which requires a different range of skills for such 
individuals. Engineering has a well-established range of training programmes on offer, 
especially for large companies. 

Because employers vary so much in their requirements, colleges need increasingly to 
consult with individual employers on their training and skill needs, involving employers as 
far as possible as strategic partners. While there are systemic issues outside the control 
of colleges, greater consistency in responsiveness to the needs of employers within each 
of the four sectors should be developed. Training provision needs to be made on the 
basis of what employers really need rather than what colleges think should be provided. 

A greater emphasis on networking and partnership working would enable colleges and 
other providers better to cope with the difficulties of providing more specialist training 
and more specialist equipment. Greater collaboration would enable colleges to focus 
more on what they do best.

Although the employers are largely satisfied with the training and service they receive, 
they are seldom delighted. Colleges need to review what their provision to identify what 
needs to be done to delight their customers and to dispel the impression that they are 
primarily interested in the 16+ student market. 

For employers 
Companies, in turn, need to have realistic expectations of colleges. The employers’ 
comments inevitably reveal contradictions and disappointed expectations. Such 
disappointments, often the result of misunderstandings, can be avoided if the provision 
of training and services has been preceded by a full and frank dialogue. A number of the 
employers and the SSCs commented on the absence of service-level agreements. SEMTA 
is planning to introduce SLAs for SEMTA projects. The introduction of SLAs, which include 
the frequency and format of service standards on the part of providers and clients, 
should help to ensure that colleges’ engagement with employers (and vice versa) is 
increasingly effective. 
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Appendix 1 A framework for responsiveness 

Employers’ expectations of 
providers

Providers’ response to employers’ expectations 

1.1 A designated and clearly communicated point of contact is 
provided.

1.2 All college staff provide good customer care.  
1.3 Jargon-free language is used. 
1.4 Queries are dealt with professionally and promptly. 
1.5 The provider’s information systems relating to employers 
and employees are kept up to date. 

1. An identified point of contact 
with knowledge of their 
business

1.6 Regular updates are provided to employers on new 
opportunities relevant to firms, and external drivers with 
implications for training, eg legislation, funding. 
2.1 Current and possible future business sector needs and 
trends are understood.

2.2 Curriculum and staff development take account of these 
business trends and patterns. 
2.3 Employers are regularly consulted about their needs. 
2.4 Employers are used to train and develop the skills and 
experience of teaching staff. 
2.5 Employers are consulted on curriculum design and content.
2.6 Employers’ staff and premises are used for training and 
assessment. 
2.7 Post-training evaluation is used to improve the relevance of 
provision.
2.8 Employers are encouraged to consider their short-, 
medium- and long-term needs when planning training. 

2. A service in tune with 
business needs 

2.9 Clients are referred to other providers where appropriate. 
3.1 Innovative and flexible modes of delivery are used, 
including shared delivery with employers and other providers.
3.2 On-course and post-course evaluation are conducted to 
establish training outcomes in terms of cost-effectiveness and 
business impact. 
3.3 Where possible, risks associated with new or innovative 
activities are shared with employers. 
3.4 Sources of funding for training are sought on behalf of 
employers.

3. Cost-effective provision 

3.5 Early information on the full cost of training is provided to 
employers/employees. 
4.1 Clear communication channels exist within the training 
organisation, between the training provider and employers, and 
with other partners or providers where relevant.

4.2 The provider’s systems handle queries effectively and 
promptly.
4.3 All the provider’s staff take ownership of enquiries from 
employers.
4.4 Positive attitudes to work with employers are the norm 
across the training organisation. 

4.5 Service-level agreements with employers are in place, 
which include response times, follow-up and relationship 
management. 

4. Rapid response to requests 
and queries 

4.6 Response rates to employers are monitored and targets are 
set for improvement. 
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4.7 All queries from employers are logged and used to inform 
current and future provision and to augment labour market 
information.

4.8 Conversion rates from enquiry to take-up are monitored 
and targets for improvement are set. 

5.1 Mechanisms for formal dialogue are in place and 
opportunities for informal dialogue with employers are used.
5.2 Frequency and format of updates and feedback with 
employers are agreed. 
5.3 Information on learners’ progress and performance is 
regularly shared with employers and employees. 

5. Regular and frequent 
updates and feedback 

5.4 Information provided is accurate, timely and useful to 
employers.
6.1 Training is offered in a variety of modes and methods. 
6.2 Training is offered at or near the workplace. 

6. Training with minimum 
disruption to work patterns 

6.3 Work-related learning opportunities are exploited, eg in-
company learning centres, online, company-based 
assignments, projects and assessment opportunities. 
7.1 Flexible assessment opportunities in the workplace are 
routinely available.
7.2 Work-related assessment opportunities are provided. 
7.3 Managers and supervisors are involved in the development 
of training and assessment programmes. 
7.4 Suitable qualifications for the workforce are offered, 
including units from different qualifications and bespoke 
awards.

7. Flexibility of delivery, 
assessment and qualifications 

7.5 Assessment schedules and loads are matched against the 
employees’ work commitments. 
8.1 Employer engagement is a key focus of the provider’s 

senior management.
8.2 Employers are treated as strategic partners. 
8.3 Service standards are set up and maintained. 
8.4 The success of programmes is measured in terms of  

productivity, staff retention, reduced wastage, efficiency, 
new  business. 

8. High quality of both 
interaction and delivery 

8.5 Information is obtained from employers at a senior level 
within the business community to promote effectiveness of 
training and development. 

9.1 Bespoke packages are available which provide single 
solutions for individual companies, to include funding, kit, 
curriculum, delivery and assessment.  

9. Clear and simple procedures  

9.2 Registration and invoicing procedures are appropriate for 
business clients. 
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Appendix 2 Indicators of responsiveness 

Indicators of responsiveness 
In place*
(F, P, N) Evidence / Examples Action to be taken 

Priority 
Ranking**  

(H, M, L) 
1. An identified point of contact with 
knowledge of their business 

Expectations of providers 
A designated and clearly communicated point 
of contact is provided.

All staff are trained in customer care for 

business clients. 

Jargon-free language is used. 

There are consistent approaches across the 

curriculum area and college. 

Information systems relating to the 

employer/employees are kept up to date. 

Regular updates provided on new 

opportunities relevant to firms, and external 

drivers with implications for training, eg 

legislation, funding. 

What might the role of employers be in supporting the above? Please note any good examples of such support from employers. How could such support be encouraged? 

2. A service with relevance to 
business needs 

Expectations of providers 

Current and possible future business sector 

needs and trends are understood. 
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In place*
Indicators of responsiveness (F, P, N) Evidence / Examples Action to be taken 

Priority 
Ranking**  

(H, M, L) 
Curriculum and staff development takes 

account of these trends and patterns. 

Employers are engaged in ongoing dialogue 
about their needs. 
Employers are used to train and develop  
skills and experience of teaching staff. 
Employers are consulted on curriculum  
design and content. 
Employers’ staff and premises are used for 
delivery and assessment. 
Post-training evaluation is used to improve 
relevance of provision. 

Employers are encouraged to consider short-, 
medium- and long-term needs in relation to 
planning training. 

What might the role of employers be in supporting the above? Please note any good examples of such support from employers. How could such support be encouraged? 

3. Cost-effective provision 
Expectations of providers 
Creative modes of delivery are used, including 
shared delivery with employers and other 
providers.
On-course and post-evaluation are conducted 
to establish outcomes in terms of cost-
effectiveness and business impact.
Where possible, risks of new or innovative 
activities are shared with employers. 
Sources of funding for training are sought. 

80



In place*
Indicators of responsiveness (F, P, N) Evidence / Examples Action to be taken 

Priority 
Ranking**  

(H, M, L) 
Early information on the full cost of training is 
provided to the employer/employee. 

What might the role of employers be in supporting the above? Please note any good examples of such support from employers. How could such support be encouraged? 

4. Rapid response to requests and 
queries 

Expectations of providers 
Clear communication channels exist within the 
organisation, and with other partners or 
providers where relevant. 
Systems handle queries effectively and 
promptly.

All staff take ownership of enquiries from 
employers.
Positive attitudes to work with employers are 
the norm across the organisation. 

Service-level agreements with employers are 
in place which include response times, follow-
up and relationship management.

Response rates to employers are monitored 
and targets are for improvement.

All employer queries are logged and used to 
inform current and future provision and labour 
market information. 

Conversion rates from enquiry to take-up are 
monitored and targets for improvement are 
set.
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In place*
Indicators of responsiveness (F, P, N) Evidence / Examples Action to be taken 

Priority 
Ranking**  

(H, M, L) 
What might the role of employers be in supporting the above? Please note any good examples of such support from employers. How could such support be 
encouraged? 
5. Regular and frequent updates and 
feedback 

Expectations of providers

Mechanisms for formal dialogue are in place 
and opportunities for informal dialogue with 
employers are exploited.  

The frequency and format of updates and 
feedback on employees’ progress are agreed 
with employers. 

Information on learners’ progress and 
performance is regularly shared with 
employees.

Information provided is accurate, timely and 
useful to employers and employees. 

What might the role of employers be in supporting the above? Please note any good examples of such support from employers. How could such support be encouraged? 

6. Minimum disruption to work 
patterns 

Expectations of providers 

Training is offered in a variety of ways.  

Training and assessment are offered at or 

near the workplace. 

Work-related learning opportunities are 

exploited, eg in-company learning centres, 

online, company-based assignments, projects 

and assessment opportunities. 
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In place*
Indicators of responsiveness (F, P, N) Evidence / Examples Action to be taken 

Priority 
Ranking**  

(H, M, L) 

What might the role of employers be in supporting the above? Please note any good examples of such support from employers. How could such support be encouraged? 

7. Flexibility of delivery, assessment 
and qualifications 
Expectations of providers 
Flexible training and  assessment 
opportunities are available.  
Work-related assessment opportunities are 
provided.
Managers and supervisors are involved in the 
development of training and assessment 
programmes.
Suitable qualifications for the workforce are 
offered, including units from different 
qualifications and bespoke awards. 

Assessment schedules and loads are matched 
against employees’ work commitments. 
What might the role of employers be in supporting the above? Please note any good examples of such support from employers. How could such support be encouraged? 

8. High quality of both interaction and 
delivery
Expectations of providers 

Employer engagement is a key focus of the 

college/provider senior management. 

Employers are viewed as strategic partners  

and engaged at a strategic level. 

Service standards with employers are set and 
monitored.
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In place*
Indicators of responsiveness (F, P, N) Evidence / Examples Action to be taken 

Priority 
Ranking**  

(H, M, L) 
The effectiveness of programmes is evaluated, 
in terms of the employer’s needs and 
expectations and its impact on new business. 

Physical resources are up to date.

Employees receive regular advice and support 
during training 

What might the role of employers be in supporting the above? Please note any good examples of such support from employers. How could such support be encouraged? 

9. Clear and simple processes 
Expectations of providers 

Complete and bespoke packages are 

assembled, which provide single solutions for 

individual companies, to include: funding, kit, 

curriculum, delivery and assessment. 

Registration and invoicing procedures are 

appropriate for business clients.

What might the role of employers be in supporting the above? Please note any good examples of such support from employers. How could such support be encouraged? 

Key: 
* F = Fully in place across the college (or scope of peer perusal activity) 
 P = Partially in place 
 N = Not in place 

** H = High 
 M = Medium 
 L = Low
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Appendix 3 The participating colleges  

Project A 

College                              CoVE/BDU title 

Blackburn College          CoVE: Working with Children 

Bradford College             CoVE: Beauty and Complementary Therapies 

Bury College                    BDU: Business Solutions/ ETP 

City College Norwich       CoVE: Financial and Business Services 

Eastleigh College             CoVE: Electrical Installation, Refrigeration and Air                         
                                         Conditioning 

Kingston College             CoVE: Management and Related Professional Studies 

Matthew Boulton College  CoVE: Vocational Medical & Health Sciences/ ETP 

North Trafford College  CoVE: Chemical Industry/ ETP 

Thanet College                  CoVE: Hospitality & Catering 

Truro College                     CoVE: Care 

Project B 

College   CoVE 

Barnfield College            Computer Integrated Networking Systems  

City of Wolverhampton     Creative Industries                       

Grimsby College        Digital & Interactive Media Technology                      

Leeds College of Building  Construction 

Plymouth College   High Technology Engineering 
of Further Education       

St. Helens College        Building Services Engineering 

St. Helens College     Business and Information Technology 

Telford College    Engineering and Maintenance Skills for 
of Arts and Technology  Manufacturing Process Industries 
                                                                     

85



Appendix 4 Project A employer sample 
Number of employees Sector  Interview given by: 
Fewer than 10  
1 Childcare Manager
2 Hairdressing Proprietor
3 Hair and beauty Proprietor
4 Hair and beauty Proprietor
5 Electrical (PAT testing) Managing director 
6 Bakery Proprietor
7 Dentist Practice principal 
Between 11-50  
8 Childcare Manager
9 Childcare Proprietor
10 Childcare Managing director 
11 Hair and beauty Area manager/director 
12 Packaging company Area admin. manager 
13 Care Project manager/Service coordinator 
14 Refrigeration and air con. engineers Managing director 
15 Travel, tourism, retail Lifelong learning coordinator 
16 Care Registered manager 
17 Public sector People development manager 
Between 101-250  
18 Childcare Training and quality manager 
19 Insurance brokers Human Resources Manager 
20 Finance Chief executive officer 
21 Finance Training manager 
22 Construction Quantity surveyor 
23 Social sector Principal manager 
24 Wines and spirits bottlers Personnel manager 
25 Hospitality General manager 
26 Hospitality Executive chef
27 Catering General manager of catering  
28 Catering Technical director 
250+
29 Manufacturing company Deputy company secretary 
30 Insurance/Finance HR manager
31 Insurance  Head of business learning 
32 Manufacturing company Internal training consultant 
33 Electrical contracting Training and development manager 
34 Public sector Service development officer 
35 Cleaning Deputy cleaning services manager 
36 Manufacturing company Training officer 
37 Consumer goods Human resources manager 
38 Food manufacturer Technical training manager 
39 Hospitality Operations director
40 Care Training and development manager 
41 Social care Learning and development manager 
42 Childcare Director
43 Care Learning accounts coordinator 
44 Local authority Director of HR and training 
45 Local authority Training and development manager 
46 Public sector Management development adviser 
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Appendix 5 Self-assessment of provision 

The examples that follow are extracted from actual self-assessments undertaken by the project colleges. They are selective, and only include fields where 
comments or examples have been given. 

To what extent are the following criteria in place in a) your CoVE  b) your college? 

Notes 
1. Please complete the pro forma as honestly as you can. 
2. It is not expected that each box will have a comment, although some comments and examples would be useful. 
3. Please rate the extent to which the indicator is Fully (F), Partly (P), or Not in place (N) across the CoVE and college. 
4. Where possible, please relate your assessment to the specific sector or work context being investigated by this project. 

Example 1 
1. An identified point of contact with knowledge  
of the business

CoVE College Comments/Examples 

1.1 a reliable point of contact   F F
The CoVE office was established. It has its own phone number, answer machine and fax 
number. We also set-up the xxxcove.com website – independent of the college site, but 
linked. 

  F P See above. 1.2 Queries are dealt with promptly/professionally. 

1.3 AAll college staff provide good customer care. P P
Not sure about the whole college in this respect – all general enquiries are focused through 
the college direct system. 

1.4 Jargon-free language is used. P P A constant difficulty in education! 
1.5 Information provided is up to date. F F The CoVE website is kept up to date as much as possible. 
1.6 Clients are referred to other providers where 
appropriate. F F

Definitely the case with CoVE – we have built a good relationship with other providers and 
trainers.

2. Training with relevance to business needs 
2.1 Current and possible future business needs and 
trends are understood. P P

The CoVE employer links and the links with the SSC help us keep in touch as much as 
possible, ie plans for a short course in business start-up etc for the specific sector 
businesses. 
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2.2 The curriculum and staff are developed to meet 
these emerging needs. P P

As new software is installed staff training is arranged. 

2.3 Employers are regularly and frequently consulted 
on their needs. F P

via CoVE Employer Forum meetings 

2.4 Employers are involved in developing skills and 
experience of teaching staff. F P Foundation degree developed. 
2.5 Employers are consulted on curriculum design as 
strategic partners, not just consumers. F P As above. 
2.6 Employers’ staff and premises are used for delivery 
and assessment. P P

Unit on the BTEC ND course was run by a partner training facility in the town centre. They 
have better kit and specifically-trained staff. 

2.7 Post-training evaluation is taken into future account 
to ensure relevance of future provision. N N

Evaluation after training sessions. 

3. Cost-effective provision
3.1 Innovative and flexible modes of delivery are 
available, including shared delivery with employers and 
other providers. 

P P
an example of this happening on the foundation degree which has onsite delivery of a 
module

3.2 On-course and post-evaluation takes into account 
cost-effectiveness and business impact. P P As above. 

3.4 Joint funding is sought for start up costs of new 
provision eg specialist equipment. P P

Ilford donated a high-end digital printer to Sandwell College – this meant that the college 
premises were used by the company to demonstrate that particular piece of equipment to 
its potential customers.  

3.7 Cooperation between the various providers of 
support for business is evident. 

P P Some employers have been prepared to sponsor courses – ie Beacon Radio and Midlands 
News.

4. Rapid response to requests and queries

4.3 There is a positive attitude to work with employers. 
P P

There is an excellent working relationship between the college and the employers in the 
sector – see website for examples. 

4.4 There are service-level agreements with employers 
which include response times, follow-up and 
relationship management. 

P P
There is a SLA agreement between XXX company and the college; it governs the 
relationship between the two. 

5. Regular and frequent updates and feedback to 
employers on training and development of their staff
5.1 Colleges provide information to employers on 
learners’ progress and performance. P P

This happens on the (named) course with the employers, who receive regular reports from 
the college. Note – this is a two-way process. 

88



5.3 Frequency and format of updates and feedback 
with employers is agreed and adhered to. F P See above. 
5.4 There are clear and effective channels for 
discussion and engagement. F P

As well as the above, the CoVE Employers Forum is a means of communication. 

5.5 Mechanisms for formal dialogue and informal 
dialogue with employers are in place. F P

As above for CoVE. 

5.6 Feedback information is accurate, timely and useful 
to employers. F P As above. 
6. MMinimum disruption to work patterns

P P
As indicated, this is present on the foundation degree. 6.3 Work-related learning opportunities are maximised, 

eg in-company learning centres, online company-based 
assignments, projects and assessment opportunities. 

It is also an integral part of the full-time (named) course that arranges work experience 
placements for students alongside their college course. 

7. Flexibility of delivery, assessment and qualifications 
7.2 Employers are involved in the development of 
training assessment programmes. 

P P This is evident in the new foundation degree.  

7.4 Funding is available for elements and units of 
qualifications. N N

This is a crucial problem. We are only able to offer courses that are on the NQF and as such 
this is restrictive. It has actually led to provision (that is in demand!) being cancelled.  

7.5 Pick and mix of units from various qualifications are 
available to meet employer needs. N P

See above – it would be ideal in this sector area. 

7.7 Bespoke qualifications and training programmes 
are available which fit within a national framework. P P

We run bespoke training and this is planned. 

8. High quality of both interaction and delivery
8.1 Employer engagement is a key focus of the 
college/provider senior management. F P

This is very much part of the focus for the CoVE – not so sure that this is reflected across 
the college. 

8.2 Employers are treated as strategic partners. F P
Certainly a key part to all CoVE developments – not so clear that it is part of the total 
college picture – but it is increasingly recognised as being important. 

8.4 The success of programmes is measured in terms 
of productivity, staff retention, reduced wastage, 
efficiency, new business. 

P P The Business Development section of the college has this focus. 
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Example 2 

1. An identified point of contact with knowledge of the 
business

CoVE  College Comments/Examples 

1.1 a reliable point of contact 
        P F The college has three main strands – college, community and work, college being the 

dominant part with a large student services department. Other enquiries are usually 
directed correctly but to a single person. 

1.2 Queries are dealt with promptly/professionally. 
F F ‘Front of house’ staff have all undergone the ‘Welcome Host’ programmes of training. 

1.3 AAll college staff provide good customer care. 
P P The aim is there, however as with all people we uncover areas of weakness that occur 

usually due to lack of thought. 

1.4 Jargon-free language is used. 
P P When specialists are brought into the enquiry loop, jargon is inevitable and there have been 

examples of this occurring, especially between training staff and engineers. 

1.5 Information provided is up to date. 
F F Prospectuses, websites, etc have just been updated, information is virtually all 

intranet/database-based and can be instantly updated. 

1.6 Clients are referred to other providers where 
appropriate.

N P I only know of a few examples of this – usually for areas where we have no involvement, eg 
construction. 

2 Training with relevance to business needs 
2.1 Current and possible future business needs and 
trends are understood. 

F P This shows a wide range of understanding across the college. 

2.2 The curriculum and staff are developed to meet 
these emerging needs. 

F F 10 days’ staff development is mandatory for all staff; work placements, etc are available 
and occur on a 3-year cycle. 

2.3 Employers are regularly and frequently consulted 
on their needs. 

F P Employer Forum meetings involve mainstream campus directorates with employers, Offsite 
provision is involved with employer consultations on a daily basis. 

2.4 Employers are involved in developing skills and 
experience of teaching staff. 

P P As 2.1, 2.2 and 2.3. 

2.5 Employers are consulted on curriculum design as 
strategic partners, not just consumers. 

F F The structure is in place, very strong for company-based provision – issue with campus-
based courses is actually getting the companies to attend. 

2.6 Employers’ staff and premises are used for delivery 
and assessment. 

F P As above. 

2.7 Post-training evaluation is taken into future account 
to ensure relevance of future provision. 

F F SPOC form used at the end of each programme and an EPOC form sent out annually.  
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3. Cost-effective provision
3.1 Innovative and flexible modes of delivery are 
available, including shared delivery with employers and 
other providers. 

F P CoVE and the Directorate of Commercial Development use a negotiated planned approach 
to delivery to ensure that the most effective delivery method is applied – engineering 
shares the delivery of its progression award with staff from the local army base. 

3.2 On-course and post evaluation takes into account 
cost-effectiveness and business impact. 

F P Student perceptions of college (SPOC) and Employer perceptions of college (EPOC) surveys 
assess this to a degree – monthly feedback and review meetings are used to review key 
performance indicators’ effects and impacts. 

3.3 Financial risks are shared with employers. P N Difficult question to quantify/prove. Employers will have in kind costs such as time, some 
projects will also be funded on a trial basis. 

3.4 Joint funding is sought for start-up costs of new 
provision, eg specialist equipment. 

P P Company X’s Robot Welding Cell – college provided the Cell and a current robot – 
Johnson’s provided software upgrade and a welding head. 

3.5 More flexible funding is available to support 
employer training. 

F P Due to the different contracts within the D of CDT various options for funding can be used 
where the costs can be reduced – hence charges to employers can be reduced, including 
‘discounts for quantity’ where the charges are reduced as long as reasonable costs are 
covered. 

3.6 Consistent approaches are evident across all 
providers and other players, eg LSC. 

F F The approach is consistent across the LSC and employers; however we have no influence 
over other providers, although there is an agreement between the county’s colleges. 

3.7 Cooperation between the various providers of 
support for business is evident. 

P P Partnership working is being developed across the range of possible partners – including 
private providers; however, this is in its infancy and does not include any split funding such 
as franchising. 

4. Rapid response to requests and queries 
4.1 There are clear communication channels with the 
college and with other partners or providers. 

F F All enquiries go to either Student Services or to the Business Development unit – 
depending on the request. 

4.2 All staff ‘own’ employers’ enquiry. F F Yes – especially with the commercial side where client ‘managers’ and individual client
project managers are used. 

4.3 There is a positive attitude to work with employers. 
F P One directorate dedicated to this work, other directorates are less involved; however, each 

directorate has a target for employer engagement and income. 
4.4 There are service-level agreements with employers 

which include response times, follow-up and 
relationship management. 

P P Service-level agreements in the form of contracts and project plans are in place for each 
employer-dedicated programme.  

5. Regular and frequent updates and feedback  
5.1 Colleges provide information to employers on 
learners’ progress and performance. 

F F Meetings or written feedback at agreed intervals are given to all employers. 

5.2 Teachers have comprehensive knowledge of the 
skills of the employers’ workforce. 

F P TNAs are used to inform the college of employers needs, and appropriate staff are utilised 
or employed to meet the needs of the employer. 
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5.3 Frequency and format of updates and feedback 
with employers is agreed and adhered to. 

F F against project plans 

5.4 There are clear and effective channels for 
discussion and engagement. 

F F Meetings at least termly and contact names, numbers are available for all contracts – using 
the BDU contact, Project Manager or Course Team Leader. 

5.5 Mechanisms for formal dialogue and informal 
dialogue with employers are in place. 

F F Employers’ forums and meetings are available for all employers. 

5.6 Feedback information is accurate, timely and useful 
to employers. 

F F We consider that they are, and the EPOC surveys back this up. 

6. Minimum disruption to work patterns
6.1 A variety of ways of providing training is offered. F P Where the employer wishes, or has the capacity, alternative options are made available to 

each employer project. 
6.2 Mixed modes of attendance are offered. F P In company the shift patterns are met; in college the numbers affects the flexibility

available.
6.3 Work-related learning opportunities are maximised, 
eg in-company learning centres, online company-based 
assignments, projects and assessment opportunities. 

F F These are all available to varying degrees and are constantly being developed and 
upgraded.

7. Flexibility of delivery, assessment and qualifications
7.1 Flexible assessment opportunities in the workplace 
are routinely available. 

F P Fully in place for the Commercial Directorate, college-based courses are difficult to manage 
when visits to a range of workplaces is required. 

7.2 Employers are involved in the development of 
training assessment programmes. 

F P Yes – at programme and courses team meetings. 

7.3 Assessment is considered in relation to other work 
commitments. 

F P For example, not around December for food companies, where production is paramount. 

7.4 Funding is available for elements and units of 
qualifications. 

P P LSC funding is available for units where required, but not elements. 

7.5 Pick and mix of units from various qualifications are 
available to meet employer needs. 

F P Fits with the above; more often a qualification is delivered with additional units from other 
qualifications to meet the needs.  

7.6 Training and development is provided that links to 
increased productivity. 

F P Business improvement qualifications are delivered – this area is growing, and affects a 
number of vocational areas. 

7.7 Bespoke qualifications and training programmes 
are available which fit within a national framework. 

F P Bespoke programmes have been developed to support and fit within the national 
framework of qualifications. 

8. High quality of both interaction and delivery 
8.1 Employer engagement is a key focus of the 
college/provider senior management. 

F F included in the mission – VP conducts Business Development forums cross-college 
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8.2 Employers are treated as strategic partners. F F included in the governors and other strategic bodies to formulate college policy
8.3 Service standards are set up and maintained. F F as previously, against contracts with a recognised delivery and evaluation model 
8.4 The success of programmes is measured in terms 
of productivity, staff retention, reduced wastage, 
efficiency, new business. 

F P As other answers in this questionnaire – more relevant to specific employer programmes 
rather than traditional full-time or day-release courses.  

8.5 Information is obtained from employers at a senior 
level within the business community to promote 
effectiveness of training and development. 

F F a function of the Business Development Unit 

9.. The complexity and confusion removed from the 
process
9.1 Bespoke packages are available including funding, 
kit, curriculum, delivery and assessment to provide 
single solutions to business needs. 

F P One directorate (140 staff) is dedicated to this type of provision, with specialists across 
most areas. 

Example 3 
1. An identified point of contact with knowledge of the 
business

 CoVE College Comments/Examples 

1.1 a reliable point of contact  F F College has a focused employer services department. 

1.2 Queries are dealt with promptly/professionally.  P P Need to close the loop more tightly. 

 F P in most cases 1.3 AAll college staff provide good customer care. 
1.5 Information provided is up to date. 

 F F Updates at least every 6 months. 
1.6 Clients are referred to other providers where 
appropriate.

 F F This works reasonably well. 

2.Training with relevance to business needs
2.1 Current and possible future business needs and 
trends are understood. F P in most cases but some LMI not regional enough 
2.2 The curriculum and staff are developed to meet 
these emerging needs. F P wherever possible when funding permits 
2.3 Employers are regularly and frequently consulted 
on their needs. F P in most cases and improving 
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2.4 Employers are involved in developing skills and 
experience of teaching staff. P P in very specialist areas only 
2.5 Employers are consulted on curriculum design as 
strategic partners, not just consumers. N N only consumers 
2.6 Employers’ staff and premises are used for delivery 
and assessment. P P in limited cases 
2.7 Post-training evaluation is taken into future account 
to ensure relevance of future provision. F P

Some inconsistencies across college. 

3.Cost-effective provision
3.1 Innovative and flexible modes of delivery are 
available, including shared delivery with employers and 
other providers. 

P P
Shared delivery with employers and other providers has been limited. 

3.2 On-course and post evaluation takes into account 
cost-effectiveness and business impact. F P in most cases but not all 
3.3 Financial risks are shared with employers. N N not in place 
3.4 Joint funding is sought for start-up costs of new 
provision, eg specialist equipment. P P Has worked with some larger companies; more difficult for SMEs. 
3.5 More flexible funding is available to support 
employer training. P P

Less funding now seems to be available. 

3.6 Consistent approaches are evident across all 
providers and other players, eg LSC. P P

Some inconsistencies still exist. 

3.7 Cooperation between the various providers of 
support for business is evident. P P

in most cases but not all 

4. Rapid response to requests and queries
4.1 There are clear communication channels with the 
college and with other partners or providers. F P

Situation is improving. 

4.2 All staff ‘own’ employers’ enquiry. P P in most cases 

4.4 There are service-level agreements with employers 
which include response times, follow-up and 
relationship management. 

P P
mainly with large employer but not all 

5. Regular and frequent updates and feedback to 
employers on training and development of their staff 
5.1 Colleges provide information to employers on 
learners’ progress and performance. 

F F Student reporting system in place. 
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5.2 Teachers have comprehensive knowledge of the 
skills of the employers’ workforce. 

P P some, not all 

5.3 Frequency and format of updates and feedback 
with employers is agreed and adhered to. P P where there are service-level agreements 
5.4 There are clear and effective channels for 
discussion and engagement. F F See below. 
5.5 Mechanisms for formal dialogue and informal 
dialogue with employers are in place. F F

Regular meetings take place – employers attend course meetings. 

5.6 Feedback information is accurate, timely and useful 
to employers. P P The system is now in place but not yet perfect. 
6.Minimum disruption to work patterns
6.1 A variety of ways of providing training is offered. P P More work to do with regards to e-learning. 
6.2 Mixed modes of attendance are offered. F P in most areas, but not all 

P P
6.3 Work-related learning opportunities are maximised, 
eg in-company learning centres, online company-based 
assignments, projects and assessment opportunities. 

This works with larger companies, not SMEs. 

7.Flexibility of delivery, assessment and qualifications
7.1 Flexible assessment opportunities in the workplace 
are routinely available. P P

with some but not all employers 

7.2 Employers are involved in the development of 
training assessment programmes. P P

some employers, not all 

7.3 Assessment is considered in relation to other work 
commitments. P P

This works with most, but not all. 

7.4 Funding is available for elements and units of 
qualifications. P P

Funding is becoming more difficult for this. 

7.5 Pick and mix of units from various qualifications are 
available to meet employer needs. N N

Difficult to fund and manage. 

7.6 Training and development is provided that links to 
increased productivity. P P

Difficult information to capture formally. 

7.7 Bespoke qualifications and training programmes 
are available which fit within a national framework. 

P P Bespoke qualifications are offered, but not always within national framework. 

8.High quality of both interaction and delivery 
8.1 Employer engagement is a key focus of the 
college/provider senior management. F P

It is now becoming a greater focus for the college. 
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8.2 Employers are treated as strategic partners. N N Tend to be treated as clients. 
8.3 Service standards are set up and maintained. P P where there are service-level agreements 
8.4 The success of programmes is measured in 
productivity, staff retention, reduced wastage, 
efficiency, new business. 

P P This information is gathered informally at present. 

8.5 Information is obtained from employers at a senior 
level within the business community to promote 
effectiveness of training and development. 

P P
This worked with larger organisations, but not so well with SMEs. 

9.The complexity and confusion removed from the 
process

P P
Funding not always available, therefore mostly full-cost recovery. 9.1 Bespoke packages are available including funding, 

kit, curriculum, delivery and assessment to provide 
single solutions to business needs. 

Example 4.

1. An identified point of contact with knowledge of the 
business

CoVE College Comments/Examples 

1.1 a reliable point of contact 
F F

Reception is immediately upon entering the building staffed from 6am to 9pm during term 
time. College telephone system has an initial short message for transferring contacts to 
Student Services, leave a message or speak to reception. 

1.2 Queries are dealt with promptly/professionally. F F
Reception staff respond to telephone and personal visitor requests by referring the contact 
to the relevant area. During holiday periods staff are not always available to respond 
immediately but messages are always taken and passed on to appropriate staff. 

1.3 AAll college staff provide good customer care. P P
Working towards Customer First (CF) Award. College compliant against 29 of 32 CF 
standards. Being re-assessed against partially awarded units in August 2005. 

1.4 Jargon-free language is used. F F
Reception staff use clear precise English and take pride in helping contacts/visitors. 

1.5 Information provided is up to date. F F
All college course literature is revised every year and available from reception or by looking 
through the wall containers at the side of reception. College phone book is online with details 
of name, job title, location and phone number with ease of access to all staff. 

1.6 Clients are referred to other providers where 
appropriate.

F F
Referral system help is provided internally by Student Services. 
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2. Training with relevance to business needs
2.1 Current and possible future business needs and 
trends are understood. F F

The college is engaged with industry employer groups HVCA, BPEC and local and national 
building companies from which needs and trends in industry are extracted. 

2.2 The curriculum and staff are developed to meet 
these emerging needs. 

F F
All NVQ teaching staff must undertake assessor awards upon starting employment with the 
college. CPD is provided to relevant staff in industry to update their skills and knowledge of 
new materials and to meet awarding body assessor requirements to assess learners in the 
workplace. All new staff undertake teacher training qualifications. The college offers the new 
Edexcel teaching certificate. 

2.3 Employers are regularly and frequently consulted on 
their needs. 

P P
Extensive SD policy and programme linked to strategic and development plans. The college 
works hard to ensure we consult with groups of employers and takes a leading role in the 
meetings. An Employer Perspective of College (EPOC) form is sent to all employers annually 
and a findings report is produced from which appropriate actions are taken. 

2.4 Employers are involved in developing skills and 
experience of teaching staff. 

F F
Tutors gain up-to-date knowledge and work experience to find out about new technologies 
being used and changes in construction materials. Three members of staff are taking 2 
weeks industrial placement at different companies in July to update their skills and gain 
current industrial experience for assessing learners in the workplace. 

2.5 Employers are consulted on curriculum design as 
strategic partners, not just consumers. 

P P
Foundation degree and national certificates cover employer requirements that include 
assessments applied to the learner’s workplace. The college is not consulted on the design 
of course syllabuses by other awarding bodies. The content is prescriptive and must be 
adhered to. 

2.6 Employers’ staff and premises are used for delivery 
and assessment. 

F F
All NVQ learners carry out training and cover assessment in the workplace. All onsite 
evidence and assessment must be generated in the workplace. 

F F
Bespoke course for national building consultants designed and run – teaching materials and 
content modified after evaluation with learners/employers to reflect service-level agreement. 2.7 Post-training evaluation is taken into future account 

to ensure relevance of future provision. 
3. Cost-effective provision
3.1 Innovative and flexible modes of delivery are 
available, including shared delivery with employers and 
other providers. 

F F
Part-time day-release, evening and block release or a combination are offered in a number of 
subject areas. On Site Assessment and Training (OSAT). Distance learning for improving 
basic skills. 

3.2 On-course and post evaluation take into account 
cost-effectiveness and business impact. 

F F
Some companies are sensitive about releasing information about their commercial details 
and improvements. Employees gain personal skills, apply quality workmanship and are able 
to judge the quality of their own work. Employees are accredited with NVQ and gain the CSCS 
card that allows employers to tender for further work knowing that their workforce is 
qualified and acceptable to gain entry onto a construction site. 
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3.3 Financial risks are shared with employers. F F
Full-cost recovery courses offered where no other funding is available to support/subsidise 
training. LSC provision requires 27% tuition fees for non apprenticeship routes. 

3.4 Joint funding is sought for start-up costs of new 
provision, eg specialist equipment. 

F F
New signmaking provision provided by the CoVE capital. The college worked with heating and 
ventilating employers to support them in training unemployed adults – joint funding was 
pursued and was successful. 

3.5 More flexible funding is available to support 
employer training. 

N N
National drive to put more emphasis onto employer paying more for education and training. 
There are pockets of different funding available and there is inconsistency in the funding. 
Funding needs to pump prime various initiatives, eg. Train to Gain. 

3.6 Consistent approaches are evident across all 
providers and other players, eg LSC. 

P P
The LSC funding methodology provides the mechanism to provide equal sums for a listed or 
load-banded course that is inconsistent. 

3.7 Cooperation between the various providers of 
support for business is evident. F F

Cost-effective provision is determined by each organisation that may provide future 
progression including overheads and how organisations are managed. (Some course content 
syllabus requirements are not fully thought through to suit the requirements of business 
training needs.) 

4. Rapid response to requests and queries

4.1 There are clear communication channels with the 
college and with other partners or providers. 

F F
Named contact person and telephone number for all companies held within employer 
database. Contact details for members of committees are held in the relevant files. 

4.2 AAll staff ‘own’ employers’ enquiry. P P
This area includes technicians, porters, cleaners, that can sometimes be patchy. Majority of 
support and curriculum areas respond in a professional manner to enquiries. 

4.3 There is a positive attitude to work with employers. F F
All NVQ learners are training with an employer and contact is built in to the training 
requirements. Personal advisers meet each employer to discuss their trainees’ progress and 
development needs and they provide written feedback. 

4.4 There are service-level agreements with employers 
which include response times, follow-up and 
relationship management. 

P P
See separate sheet for list of documents signed for agreements between employer, 
employee and college covering outline of responsibilities, response time to queries, number 
of visits, contact person and telephone number that are signed by both parties. 

5.. Regular and frequent updates and feedback to 
employers on training and development of their staff
5.1 Colleges provide information to employers on 
learners’ progress and performance. F F

Termly reports to employer. If non-attendance contact with employer/managing agent made 
immediately. Contact made every 10 weeks, (if E2E every 2–4 weeks) to review progress in 
the workplace with the learner and employer. If progress is poor the learner is placed on a 
support register and additional support is provided. 
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5.2 Teachers have comprehensive knowledge of the 
skills of the employers’ workforce. F F

All teaching staff have been recruited from the industry and have specific industrial 
experience. 

5.3 Frequency and format of updates and feedback 
with employers is agreed and adhered to. F F

An initial agreement for contact on learner progress etc is adhered to. See work-based 
learning records for details. 

5.4 There are clear and effective channels for 
discussion and engagement. P P

The Work-Based Learning Unit provides a major member of staff to link and support a 
number of employers’ and their trainees overseeing their progress and giving support. 

5.5 Mechanisms for formal dialogue and informal 
dialogue with employers are in place. F F

Work based learning advisers schedule visits with prime employer contact and learner. Work-
based learning advisers are allocated specific employers to engage with in supporting their 
learners. 

5.6 Feedback information is accurate, timely and useful 
to employers. 

P P
Progress made during attendance at college and the learners’ progress evidence collection 
on site is documented and fed back to the employer. The content of the feedback is currently 
being reviewed. New site diaries being developed and tested. 

6. Minimum disruption to work patterns

6.1 A variety of ways of providing training is offered. F F
Day-release, block release, evening, extended college year teaching and training, distance 
learning, short 1–5 day courses, bespoke courses when the employer requires them. 

6.2 Mixed modes of attendance are offered. F F
The employer normally chooses the mode of attendance for their learner. Learners can swap 
between modes eg from day-release to block release, but not from a day-release to a half-
day and one evening. 

F F
The majority of training and assessment in craft-based courses is carried out in the 
workplace covering employer job roles. For example: plumbing and heating and ventilating 
are totally mandatory in the workplace. 

6.3 Work-related learning opportunities are maximised, 
eg in-company learning centres, online company-based 
assignments, projects and assessment opportunities. The new foundation degrees have been designed to cover activities and processes carried 

out in the workplace and that evidence generated for assessments must be from the 
workplace. 

7. Flexibility of delivery, assessment and qualifications

7.1 Flexible assessment opportunities in the workplace 
are routinely available. 

F F
OSAT – logistically the nature of the construction industry and the mobile nature of the work 
must allow flexibility of assessment – the assessor contacts the employee to find out the 
current site they are currently working at before setting out, or if the employee needs to be 
assessed on a job he is carrying out the employee will ring asking for the assessor to come 
out.

7.2 Employers are involved in the development of 
training assessment programmes. P P

Some employers are reluctant to be involved, These tend to be smaller companies. Work-
based recorder events help to breakdown barriers. 

7.3 Assessment is considered in relation to other work 
commitments. 

F F Assessment is carried out at the request of the employee/employer. 
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N N
There is a definite need for funding individual units of qualifications. No joined-up thinking 
across qualifications/awarding bodies for pick and mix including candidate fees for 
registration and certification. Credit accumulation is very slow. 
Inspection point of view issues around success achievement. 

7.4 Funding is available for elements and units of 
qualifications. 

7.5 Pick and mix of units from various qualifications are 
available to meet employer needs. 

N N
No pick and mix across different craft specialism. Not provided for in syllabus, plus additional 
units are not funded. 

7.6 Training and development are provided that links to 
increased productivity. 

F F
This is very hard to judge – soft issues not recorded. Companies are often wary of giving 
information about their workforce and success. 

7.7 Bespoke qualifications and training programmes 
are available which fit within a national framework. 

N N
The college has written a plumbing ASET Level 1 course that is still not seen to be other 
provision but does not fit into the national framework. 
There is a national demand for specialist bespoke courses that are not covered in the 
funding lists. Some employers would rather have training than national qualifications. 
Apprenticeship frameworks are seen to be too complex in their breadth along with constant 
assessment regime. The apprenticeship route requires the learner to work towards and 
achieve communication and literacy key skills, health & safety test, employers’ roles and 
responsibilities, all syllabus units require job knowledge assessments, practice evidence to 
be in portfolio and mapped, evidence required from workplace, plus a technical certificate 
course for specific trade. Some learners also have to cover abrasive wheel course 
(brickwork, timber, tiling, etc). 

8. High quality of both interaction and delivery
8.1 Employer engagement is a key focus of the 
college/provider senior management. F F

Senior management and college managers are proactive in employer engagement. The 
governing board consists of construction employers representing the construction sectors. 

8.2 Employers are treated as strategic partners. F F All employers are valid customers who are looked after. 
8.3 Service standards are set up and maintained. F F All college policies have a review date. 

8.4 The success of programmes is measured in 
productivity, staff retention, reduced wastage, 
efficiency, new business. 

F F
Full college self-assessment for quality assurance in place. Employer Perspective of College 
(EPOC) questionnaire and actions, course review, external verification, reports and numerous 
visits.
Difficult to retain staff due to volume of industry work available at much higher salaries. 
School teacher salaries are higher than FE. 

8.6 Information is obtained from employers at a senior 
level within the business community to promote 
effectiveness of training and development. 

F F
An annual EPOC form is mailed out from which the findings are produced in a report for 
action to be carried out each year. 
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9. The complexity and confusion removed from the 
process

P9.1 Bespoke packages are available including funding, 
kit, curriculum, delivery and assessment to provide 
single solutions to business needs. 

P
Some bespoke courses developed and run by the college to meet specific employer 
requirements. No funding provided to plan for bespoke requirements including teaching and 
learning resources. 
More joined-up thinking required between funding agencies, education and the members of 
the training sector to be able to support the sector better. 

Example 5 

1.. An identified point of contact with knowledge of the 
business

CoVE  College Comments/Examples 

1.1 a reliable point of contact P P
Enquiries go through Student Services which are then directed to the appropriate member 
of staff. Although some go direct to staff rooms and these are then passed on. 

1.2 Queries are dealt with promptly/professionally. P *
It is the policy of the college to adhere to this, but the promptness may not always be 
achievable due to priorities and workloads. 

F * Again, this is the policy of the college. 1.3 AAll college staff provide good customer care. 

1.4 Jargon-free language is used. P P
Technological subjects involve jargon and therefore it is impossible to avoid its inclusion. 

1.5 Information provided is up to date. F F
This is done by student information sheets and the college website which are updated and 
controlled by Student Services. 

1.6 Clients are referred to other providers were 
appropriate.

P *
If the requirements of the client can’t be met. 

2. Training with relevance to business needs
2.1 Current and possible future business needs and 
trends are understood. F F

Each individual college has to produce a business plan for the academic year, which takes 
into account current trends and needs. 

2.2 The curriculum and staff are developed to meet 
these emerging needs. F F There are 5 training days each academic year. 
2.3 Employers are regularly and frequently consulted on 
their needs. P *

Only those actively involved with our employment liaison officers. 

2.4 Employers are involved in developing skills and 
experience of teaching staff. P *

Onsite assessors regularly return with ideas about new techniques, while members of staff 
have spent time in a construction company. 
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2.5 Employers are consulted on curriculum design as 
strategic partners, not just consumers. N *

The constraints of the curriculum are set by the appropriate awarding body, for the 
Technical Certificate stipulated in the framework. These are decided between the SSC and 
Employers at national level. 

2.6 Employers’ staff and premises are used for delivery 
and assessment. P * Workplace assessment is an essential part of the NVQ. 
2.7 Post-training evaluation is taken into future account 
to ensure relevance of future provision. F F

Student evaluation sheets are SARs (Self Assessment Reports) completed at the end of 
each academic year. 

3. Cost-effective provision
3.1 Innovative and flexible modes of delivery are 
available, including shared delivery with employers and 
other providers. 

F *
As well as the normal day-release mode, evening and full-time short programmes are 
provided. Also staff work outside traditional hours occasionally (nights and weekends) when 
necessary to assess or deliver. 

3.2 On-course and post evaluation takes into account 
cost-effectiveness and business impact. P P

Student evaluation forms are used both on and post-programme. 

3.3 Financial risks are shared with employers. 
P *

Employers share the risk in course fees and lost production. 

3.4 Joint funding is sought for start-up costs of new 
provision, eg specialist equipment. P *

Employers have provided sponsorship and specialist equipment on occasions. 

3.5 More flexible funding is available to support 
employer training. F F

Funding is a cross-college issue and all avenues are explored. 

3.6 Consistent approaches are evident across all 
providers and other players, eg LSC. N *

Each provider is independent and establishes their own cost to meet their business 
requirements.

3.7 Cooperation between the various providers of 
support for business is evident. F F

The college works in conjunction with other providers and the CoVE with its collaborative 
partner to provide the support for the regions employers. 

4. Rapid response to requests and queries
4.1 There are clear communication channels with the 
college and with other partners or providers. F F

There are strong links with other providers, particularly with collaborative and franchise 
partners.

4.2 All staff ‘own’ employers’ enquiry. F *
Certain staff are designated programme leaders and deal with the appropriate enquiries. All 
other staff, including student services, direct enquiries to the appropriate person. 

4.3 There is a positive attitude to work with employers. F F This is part of the college policies. 
4.4 There are service-level agreements with employers 
which include response times, follow-up and 
relationship management. 

P *
Each employer or managing agent has their own individual SLA to meet their specific 
requirements, of which some include response times. 
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5. Regular and frequent updates and feedback to 
employers on training and development of their staff

5.1 Colleges provide information to employers on 
learners’ progress and performance. 

P *
This is achieved through the programme leaders and employment liaison officers with the 
majority of employers. Some employers are too involved with their business and believe the 
off-the-job training is the sole responsibility of the provider. 

5.3 Frequency and format of updates and feedback with 
employers is agreed and adhered to. F F These are stipulated in the SLAs. 
5.4 There are clear and effective channels for 
discussion and engagement. F *

Through programme leaders or the employment liaison officers as appropriate. 

5.5 Mechanisms for formal dialogue and informal 
dialogue with employers are in place. F *

Through programme leaders or the employment liaison officers as appropriate. 

5.6 Feedback information is accurate, timely and useful 
to employers. F *

Either through postal reports, phone conversations, and training officers visits to college or 
employment liaison officers in company 6-weekly reviews. 

6. Minimum disruption to work patterns 
6.1 A variety of ways of providing training is offered. F * As stated in 3.1. 
6.2 Mixed modes of attendance are offered. F F As stated in 3.1. 
6.3 Work-related learning opportunities are maximised, 
eg in-company learning centres, online company-based 
assignments, projects and assessment opportunities. 

F * Work-related learning is an essential requirement of the NVQ. 

7. Flexibility of delivery, assessment and qualifications
7.1 Flexible assessment opportunities in the workplace 
are routinely available. F *

As stated in 3.1 and 6.3. 

7.2 Employers are involved in the development of 
training assessment programmes. F *

As stated in 2.5, but it is essential to coordinate the assessments with employer’s 
programme of work. 

7.3 Assessment is considered in relation to other work 
commitments. 

F *
Certain areas of work are sensitive, and assessments cannot take place, ie Production of 
Nuclear Triggers and Prisons. Assessments on diagnostic skills have to be on demand as 
breakdowns and faults can not be scheduled. 

7.4 Funding is available for elements and units of 
qualifications. 

P P As stated in 3.1. 

7.5 Pick and mix of units from various qualifications are 
available to meet employer needs. F F

This will depend on the qualification, since certain industries require the full NVQ to 
practice.

7.6 Training and development is provided that links to 
increased productivity. 

F F The purpose of all training is to increase employer productivity with minimum disruption. 

7.7 Bespoke qualifications and training programmes 
are available which fit within a national framework. F F

Bespoke programmes have been developed to the delivery and training needs of the 
employer, whether these are a recognised qualification or tailored to suit the employer. 
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8. High quality of both interaction and delivery
8.1 Employer engagement is a key focus of the 
college/provider senior management. F F

Employer engagement is essential to work-based learning. 

8.2 Employers are treated as strategic partners. F F
Employers constitute part of the board of governors and each directorate has a dedicated 
employer/governor. 

8.4 The success of programmes is measured 
productivity, staff retention, reduced wastage, 
efficiency, new business. 

P P
It is difficult to deduce how individual employers measure success, but the college uses the 
LSC criteria. 

F F
8.5 Information is obtained from employers at a senior 
level within the business community to promote 
effectiveness of training and development. 

As stated in 8.2 employers form part of the board of governors. 

9. The complexity and confusion removed from the 
process
9.1 Bespoke packages are available including funding, 
kit, curriculum, delivery and assessment to provide 
single solutions to business needs. 

P F In general for the college this is the function of the Business Development Unit, although 
this may be dealt with directly by individual areas. 

Example 6 
1. An identified point of contact with knowledge of the 
business

CoVE College Comments/Examples 

1.1 a reliable point of contact 
P P

Beginning to develop well with the establishment of a dedicated Business Unit 
within the college. 

1.4 Jargon-free language is used. 
F P

Some staff have a tendency to use technical language inappropriately and 
this acts as a barrier to communication. 

1.6 Clients are referred to other providers where 
appropriate. F F

This aspect has developed well over the last 2 years as a consequence of a 
significant amount of ‘brokerage’ activity. 

2. Training with relevance to business needs
2.2 The curriculum and staff are developed to meet 
these emerging needs. F F

Systematic structure in place to provide staff training directly related to 
institutional strategic objectives. 

2.3 Employers are regularly and frequently consulted on 
their needs. F P

The CoVE has established a culture of employer engagement at all levels and 
this is beginning to pervade the whole institution. 

2.4 Employers are involved in developing skills and 
experience of teaching staff. F P

CoVE incorporates staff secondments to industry as a feature of individual’s 
staff development plan. 
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2.6 Employers’ staff and premises are used for delivery 
and assessment. F F

A fundamental feature of both competence- and outcome-based curricula. 

2.7 Post-training evaluation is taken into future account 
to ensure relevance of future provision. F F

Systematic model for formative evaluation embedded in college curricula. 

3. Cost-effective provision
3.1 Innovative and flexible modes of delivery are 
available, including shared delivery with employers and 
other providers. 

F P
Well embedded in CoVE curricula, mainly as a consequence of the operation 
of the xxx programme. Centralised Business Unit now embedding within whole 
college curricula. 

3.2 On-course and post evaluation takes into account 
cost-effectiveness and business impact. P P

Emphasis has been on quality of training provision in terms of both process 
and product. Need for more thorough approach to measuring business 
impact.

3.4 Joint funding is sought for start up costs of new 
provision, eg specialist equipment. F P

CoVE practitioner curricula developed as a result of funding partnership with 
xx who provided £1m worth of equipment to train students. 

4. Rapid response to requests and queries
4.2 All staff ‘own’ employers’ enquiries. F F Culture of customer service well embedded within the institution. 
4.3 There is a positive attitude to work with employers. F F Staff appreciate the importance of workforce development as fundamental to 

the future of FE and attitudes reflect this. 
5. Regular and frequent updates and feedback to 
employers on training and development of their staff
5.1 Colleges provide information to employers on 
learners’ progress and performance. F F

Monthly meetings with employer representatives to report on employee 
progress is a feature of the CoVEs Higher Workforce Development Programme 
for the delivery of NVQs in the workplace. 

5.2 Teachers have comprehensive knowledge of the 
skills of the employers’ workforce. P P

Comprehensive knowledge seems unrealistic, particularly in very large 
organisations. 

5.3 Frequency and format of updates and feedback with 
employers is agreed and adhered to. F P See 5.1 above. 
5.4 There are clear and effective channels for 
discussion and engagement. F F See 5.1 above. 
5.5 Mechanisms for formal dialogue and informal 
dialogue with employers are in place. F F See 5.1 above. 
5.6 Feedback information is accurate, timely and useful 
to employers. F F See 5.1 above. 
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6. Minimum disruption to work patterns
6.1 A variety of ways of providing training is offered. 

F F
Blended learning a feature of a major contract to deliver IT User Skills to a 
local NHS trust. 

6.2 Mixed modes of attendance are offered. 
F F

Day, evening, weekend and flexi-centre IT provision is available to all 
students. 

6.3 Work-related learning opportunities are maximised, 
eg in-company learning centres, online company-based 
assignments, projects and assessment opportunities. 

F F
Work-related assessments are well embedded in all college curricula to 
ensure relevance and ability to apply principles. IT learning centres enable on-
site IT training, including night shift workers. 

7. Flexibility of delivery, assessment and qualifications
7.1 Flexible assessment opportunities in the workplace 
are routinely available. F F

Company requirements for assessment of call handling NVQs on Saturdays 
readily facilitated. 

7.3 Assessment is considered in relation to other work 
commitments. F F

See 7.1 above. 

7.5 Pick and mix of units from various qualifications are 
available to meet employer needs. F F

New ITQ qualification used to ensure choice of units is totally relevant to an 
individual’s work situation. 

8. High quality of both interaction and delivery
8.1 Employer engagement is a key focus of the 
college/provider senior management. F F

Seen as a primary aim in the institution’s 3-year development plan and 
strategic objectives. 

8.3 Service standards are set up and maintained. 
P P

Service standards established on a curriculum area basis but not yet 
standardised.

9. The complexity and confusion removed from the 
process

Business Unit now fully engaged in development of this feature across the 
institution.

9.1 Bespoke packages are available including funding, 
kit, curriculum, delivery and assessment to provide 
single solutions to business needs. 

P P
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