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SUMMARY

The ULF has been running in Northern Ireland since 2002. The ULF aims to promote activity by trade unions in support of the Government’s objective of creating a learning society.  The evaluation reviews whether the aims and objectives of the ULF have been met and focuses on the period 2006-08 where the ICTU have been more closely involved in the administration and support of the ULF. 
Six ULF projects were funded in 2006-07, one of which ended at the end of March of 2007. One project began activity in early 2007 and two further projects have been supported mid-2007. Details of these projects, their aims, objectives, key features and issues faced are set out in Annex A. 
The ULF is managed by DEL and supported by the ICTU ULF team. The ULF team’s role has been enhanced to undertake more of the administration of the fund, although ICTU does not hold the ULF and DEL is the contracting body.

In the 18 month period April 2006 to September 2007, the ULF projects engaged 1,500 learners of which 469 were essential skills learners. In this same period a total of 119 ULR’s were trained.
The achievement of learner outputs was 90% of planned volumes. Comparing output data across the financial years suggests that there has been an increase in capacity to engage learners and the unit costs of engaging learners in learning has fallen to an average of £350. This is on a par with the unit costs of similar ULF programmes.
In addition to the project outputs, the aims for the ULF relate to building union capacity to engage learners via the workplace. These objectives have largely been met although partners stress that there is more to do to help ensure sustainability and widen  and extend union learning in more workplaces across Northern Ireland and within more unions.
A number of issues have been highlighted including some difficulties faced in the recruitment and retention of ULRs and engaging employers. However, the foundations for union learning have clearly been laid. 

The evaluation makes recommendations to take union learning further forward including building a shared vision for the next 3 to 5 years, ongoing government support for the ULF, linking union learning within wider skills, economic and equality strategies and building the ICTU and union structures that support ULRs and learning.

1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 The union learning fund

The Northern Ireland Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU) has commissioned an external evaluation of the Northern Ireland Union Learning Fund. The Union Learning Fund (ULF) for Northern Ireland was established in 2002 to promote activity by trade unions in support of the Government’s objective of creating a learning society. 
The ULF recognises the role that unions play in engaging adults who have been disadvantaged or excluded from education. The Department for Employment and Learning (DEL) who fund the ULF, further recognise the importance of union learning and union learning reps (ULRs) within the workplace and the role they can play in helping the Government to meet targets for improving Essential Skills and increasing the number of adults achieving qualifications. ULRs are appointed by recognised trade unions. They promote learning and engage employers, learners and providers in developing solutions to improve access to learning and skills. The Employment Act 2002 included statutory rights for ULRs to carry out training and duties. 

The ULF has 2 main aims:

· to develop and expand the capacity of the trade union movement as a primary catalyst for increased lifelong learning 

· to increase workplace learning by encouraging innovative, union-led partnership projects.

The first aim is primarily met through a Northern Ireland specific programme of training for accredited ULRs. The Northern Ireland Committee of the Irish Congress of Trade Unions (NIC ICTU) manages this aspect of the programme on behalf of the Department.  The second aim is pursued through ULF projects that address one or more of the following key themes:

· overcoming barriers and widening access to learning in the workplace

· addressing Essential Skills needs, consistent with the Department’s Essential Skills for Living”  strategy

· attracting non-traditional learners, particularly excluded groups of employees 

· promoting partnerships and involvement with employers and others.

The ULF in 2006/07 totalled £340,000. The fund includes an allocation to ULF projects and funding for ICTU to deliver ULR training and provide an administrative function and other support for ULF projects. In 2007, eight unions were awarded ULF funding. The average amount of funding for the 2007/08 year was £31,000 and most projects were awarded 2 years of funding at the start of 2006/07. 
1.2 Evaluation scoping
The evaluation included a scoping stage to review the context in which the NI ULF developed (in terms of government policy on Essential Skills, wider workforce skills and learning). In addition, the scoping study included a review of key documentation relating to the fund including the prospectus, bidding documentation, project proposals and reports. The scoping phase included consultations with key partners and focused on clarifying the context in which the Fund and individual projects have developed, on obtaining initial feedback on the operation of the fund and the desired focus of the evaluation study. 
Consultations included interviews with the ICTU team, DEL policy and Fund managers, unions and project managers/workers, ULRs and key partners including the Open University, ESGA and ANIC. The scoping study has also included a review of the key features of the funding, management and key delivery issues faced by similar union learning funds. The findings from the scoping study including the features of other ULF funds are discussed below. 

1.3 Evaluation framework 

The project has used a standard evaluation framework as the basis for exploring the ULF programme. This framework focuses on the inter-relatedness of the components of the programme. Its primary focus is on outcomes, but also considers links to all levels in the design, implementation and delivery of programme activities. The framework contains the following elements purpose/goals, inputs, project design, work tasks, structures, information used in decision making, the rewards and motivations for different participants, human resources, culture and values, outputs and wider outcomes.
1.4 Scoping study findings
At the time that the ULF began only a small number of unions, notably UNISON had significant experience of running education initiatives for members/workers in Northern Ireland. For many other unions, setting up and delivering a government funded programme and working with providers to deliver learning via the workplace, was a relatively new departure.  The commitment to the ULF grew from a belief amongst those within trade unions in Northern Ireland, and in Government, and from experience in other parts of the UK, of the potential role for unions in supporting workplace learning. This was informed by the lessons learned from the operation of other union learning fund programmes and a growing commitment to (and understanding of) the ULR role. 
1.5 A changing policy context

During the scoping study, respondents also noted that the policy context, which shapes the focus of ULF activity, has changed since 2002 when the ULF was initially conceived. 
In 2002, the main initial focus was on the life-long learning agenda. In 2003, this changed to a more specific focus on Essential Skills (literacy and numeracy). More recently, the policy focus of the ULF has looked more widely to other priorities within the skills strategy. 
The management of the ULF has, since 2003, been located with the Essential Skills team of Department for Employment and Learning (DEL) and therefore the key operational targets of the ULF have been around the achievement of literacy and numeracy outputs. However, union learning activity links to other areas of learning at work (such as personal learning and vocational qualifications and engaging employers in learning and skills programmes), and therefore has links to other national strategies. Key linked areas of government strategy in Northern Ireland include:

· The skills strategy, Success Through Skills
 aims for social inclusion & economic growth through understanding the demand for skills (including the skills expert group, Skills Action Groups and workforce development forums), improving the skills levels of the workforce; improving the quality and relevance of education and training; and tackling the skills barriers to employment and employability.

· FE Means Business
 aims to make the FE sector a key driver of local, sub-regional and regional economic and workforce development, an active agent of social cohesion and a major promoter of lifelong learning.

· The Essential Skills Strategy 
 seeks to build a quality framework, build capacity and engaging learners

· The Economic development strategy
 aims to ensure that “our people have the right skills for future employment opportunities” through increased qualifications, management development, careers information and advice, enterprise and education plans, curriculum development and links to voluntary, community and rural programmes.

· Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998
 states that public authorities must have due regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity.
Generally, the widening of the ambition of the ULF to focus on the wider themes is welcomed. However, unions continue to stress that, at its core, the ULF should focus on the needs of disadvantaged learners and those excluded from wider opportunities in education and training, many of whom will have essential skills needs. 

1.6 Learning within ICTU 

Within NIC ICTU, there are two parts of the organisational structure that cover learning and training issues; these are the Education Trade Unions group and the Trade Union Education and Training Advisory committee. 
The Education group mainly focuses on the teaching unions and sector industrial policy in the sector. The Trade Union Education and Training Advisory Committee meets quarterly, includes a mix of tutors, FTOs and lay reps and covers trade union education and the learning agenda. 

In addition, the ICTU Education and Training Officer, who takes the lead on the ULF within Congress reports to the NIC executive about ULF and other union learning activity on a regular basis. At the UK level, the ICTU Education and Training Officer sits on the Unionlearn/ULF advisory group. This group links the union congress officers taking the lead on union learning fund activity in England, Scotland, Wales & the English regions. This enables the TUC, ICTU, STUC and WTUC to share and update good practice from the other ULF models.

1.7 The operation of the ULF
The ULF funding is allocated to trade unions via a bidding process. A prospectus was issued and a template application form provided. Between 2003 and 2006, the focus of activity was primarily on the delivery of Essential Skills learning. In 2006/7, the focus changed to cover wider learning goals. In addition, only existing projects were eligible to bid.

The fund is currently managed within the DEL’s Essential Skills Branch who is the contracting body and is responsible for the overall management and administration of the fund. Bids are assessed by a steering group made up of ICTU and DEL. When the ULF began, the ICTU role was to promote the ULF through union networks, encourage bids and support unions with advice on projects. 
Initially, the contracting process was slow causing early delays in activity. The change in focus of the ULF led to a degree of confusion over what would be funded and rules concerning budgets and claims. From the DEL perspective, progress achieved and reporting of ULF outputs was below expectation.

1.8 Evolution of the ICTU role

To address these operational issues, the then Secretary of State announced that the role of the ICTU team was to be augmented during 2006/7 to increase the support offered to unions and ULF projects.  The ULF projects have different levels of support needs. The actual support needed by projects from the ICTU depends upon prior experience and the existence of capacity and structures within the union to support ULF and ULR activity. The ICTU’s ULF team has worked more closely with unions to prepare management information, gather quarterly reports and claims and highlight any under-spend. In addition to this administrative role, the ICTU team are responsible for supporting unions in the delivery of their projects. This may include, for example:

•
Providing advice to steering groups

•
Meetings with employers

•
Training ULRs and supporting them in their roles

•
Brokering links with other learning organisations such as EGSA and FE colleges.

•
Producing case studies highlighting best practice in relation to the ULF project.

This activity is supported by a ULF project worker who has also run project management training/workshops and networking sessions for ULF project staff. The ULF team was expanded in 2006/7 to add another project worker, whose role is specifically to focus on the development of union learning reps (ULRs). The ULF team have also supported union learning activity outside of the ULF, encouraging further partnership work between unions, employers and providers.
The quality of management information (MI) has improved in the past two years. There have been some ongoing difficulties with projects not reporting management information within agreed timescales or to the specification required. In some instances this was due in part to changes made in the information required by DEL. In other instances, MI and reporting capacity has needed to develop. There is more to do to ensure that information requirements are clear and consistent so projects can plan their data collection and reporting. In addition, ICTU needs to work with unions to build a shared view on the importance of ULF MI and the value of reporting on the collective achievements of union learning across Northern Ireland.
Feedback during the study highlighted the benefit of the enhanced ICTU role. The vast majority of respondents valued their support to develop MI reporting, share good practice between projects and their work in promoting union learning at the national level to external partners.  However, a small minority see that the ICTU role in collecting data on behalf of DEL has allied them too closely to government rather than working strategically with and for unions. ICTU needs to work more closely with unions to continue to build and demonstrate the added value of their ULF activity.
1.9 Themes for investigation

The scoping consultations asked respondents about the themes and issues that the evaluation study should focus upon. The following summarises the key points 

· ULF purpose and goals: what is the main purpose of trade union engagement in learning and skills and what role can the ULF play in supporting this?

· What are the main and key factors that help deliver successful outcomes?

· How do inputs/outputs compare with other ULF programmes in the UK? 

· What is the scope for engaging in wider economic development and skills agendas including growth/priority sectors, linking into SSC/sector skills priorities, or engaging small and medium enterprises in learning and skills? What is the government’s commitment to supporting union learning in make these links?

· What works in the design and delivery of successful projects and what is the role of ICTU in sharing this good practice?

· How is the ULF programme managed and what structures support this?

· What are the motivations and rewards of participants in the ULF (unions, DEL, ICTU, employers, learners, ULRs)?

· what has been achieved in terms of outputs from the ULF? Where there have been difficulties in achieving objectives, what are the reasons for this? 

· In addition to the specific outputs, what are the wider outcomes and benefits from the ULF?

2 Other union learning funds in the UK
The union learning fund in Northern Ireland developed alongside the development of similar funds in other nations and regions of the UK. In England, the ULF began in 1999 and specific Wales and Scotland funds also developed in 1999 and 2000 respectively. In addition, English regional government has supported regional union learning programmes to complement the national fund.

All of the funds have similar features, but they vary also. The similarities and differences are outlined below. Annex B shows the key elements of the union-led learning initiatives in England (the ULF), Wales (WULF), Scotland (SULF), the South West of England (the Learning Works for All Fund) and the North East of England (the Learning for All Fund).
The common themes across the ULF funds are the focus on the development of ULRs and on engaging learners. Many projects focus on engaging learners with previously low levels of education and formal qualifications, notably those with literacy and numeracy needs. However, in recent developments, these union learning funds are increasingly making links to higher level learning opportunities in order to offer progression routes for union learners and continuing education and professional development opportunities for members that already hold higher level qualifications; strengthening the union message of lifelong learning for all. 
The approach to the allocation of union learning funding is broadly similar across these funds; in all cases the funding partners (in consultation with the union congress and in some cases other partners) issue a prospectus that sets out national/regional priorities and the expectation that ULF bids meet one or more strategic themes. Unions are required to submit bids that meet set criteria. Projects normally run for two years, although in the English ULF some learning strategy projects run for longer. 

2.1 Building management information systems

The evaluations of other ULFs have highlighted the ongoing challenges faced in developing management information and reporting systems. Many of the personnel leading and delivering ULF projects for the first time were not familiar with MI requirements for government funding. In addition, unions have not traditionally shared data about reps and their activities with other unions or congress. 

To help reconcile government requirements with union culture and practice, all ULFs have included an element of support, usually delivered via the congress body, to work with unions and government to develop appropriate output measures, clear statements of what MI is expected and reporting templates. In most cases, the congress body has worked directly with project workers to build their capacity to complete output and budget reports and, in some cases, help to build capacity to write project bids.

2.2 Levels of funding
The average project funding is much higher in England than in other models. This reflects the ULF in England’s focus in the past 5 years on funding a number of “strategic bids”. These include large (circa £1m) projects that aim to build UK-wide union learning strategy and infrastructures. The follow-up with ULF projects in Northern Ireland illustrates that, in cases where the participating union is UK-wide, the NI ULF project is linked into these wider union support structures. 

The total fund in Northern Ireland per year for the ULF is £340,000.  In Scotland and Wales the average annual spend on the ULF is £1.65m and £1.5m
. The two UK regional funds also have annual budgets of around £1m or more. If the level of ULF funding in Northern Ireland was at a similar level (pro-rata for the size of population) to the levels of funding for union learning seen in Wales and Scotland, the ULF in Northern Ireland would be set at a value of between £550,000 and £900,000.

In Wales and Scotland the level of average annual funding for a project is much higher than in Northern Ireland. In Wales, the maximum amount that projects can bid for is £100,000 p.a. In Northern Ireland the average grant cap has been around £30,000.  Initially the funding was capped by DEL at £50,000 – the last two years funding was based on the grant that the projects themselves bid for in the previous round.
2.3 Number of projects and unions
The larger scale of funding leads, in many cases, to larger individual projects than in Northern Ireland. However, the other funds also have a greater number of individual projects and a larger number of unions are engaged in delivering the ULF. This higher level of activity offers greater opportunity to promote the ULF and the work for the ULRs.
2.4 Strategic drivers and linkages
In Northern Ireland the core focus during the period 2003-2006 was on Essential Skills learning. The management of the fund is located with the essential skills policy team that lead on this area of work. Essential or basic skills have also been a feature in other ULFs. However, the other ULFs are located  within a wider context of lifelong learning or skills strategies and are overseen by government policy teams that have this wider focus. 
The regional funds are supported either wholly or partly by the regional development agencies (RDAs) in those regions. The remit of the RDAs covers learning and skills, but is more widely focused on economic development. Consequently, the union learning funds in those regions have stronger links to economic strategies, activity in priority industry sectors and with SSCs. 
The link to business development and partnership work with, for example, the CBI, SSCs and Business Link is a notable feature of the union learning fund in Wales, the South West and North East. In addition, the contribution that union learning makes to wider economic and skills strategies is noted with ULRs and union learning mentioned in various national and regional strategic documents, such as the government’s implementation plan following the Leitch Review
 and the new Skills for Scotland strategy
.
2.5 Union congress role 
The specific role of the union congress in the other nations and regions varies. In England, including the regional models, the TUC (including the respective regional TUC teams) are the managing agent for the fund. They administer the funding and hold the contracts with the individual ULF projects. In these ULF models the proportion of the total funding that pays for the union congress support role is generally about 40% of the total fund. This includes funding to pay congress for this ‘managing agent’ role but also for activities such as marketing, advice and support for projects, evaluation, training and promotional events. 
In Wales, the WTUC does not undertake any administration of the WULF projects. The WTUC team are closely involved in supporting unions to develop bids, seeing early drafts and in providing information, advice and opportunities to exchange good practice.  In Scotland, the STUC took over the management of the SULF (round6, 2006-7). This meant the development of STUC’s role, building internal administrative and capacity to provide additional support to projects. The change has meant that the STUC now works more closely with SULF funded projects. Historically, the SULF always had some degree of under-spend. During 2006-07, these issues were managed more effectively early on and under-spend was re-distributed, enabling 3 more projects to come on board. 
2.6 Programme management and steering
In other nations and regions a wider range of stakeholders are engaged in ULF steering than is the case in Northern Ireland. In Wales, bids are approved by the DCELLS Minister, supported by an advisory group made up of members from the TUC and CBI. In the South West of England the LWFA steering group is made up of a wide range of stakeholder organisations including Job Centre Plus, providers and the careers service. The involvement of partners via this type of group is felt to improve the understanding of the ULF across wider networks and help facilitate working links between union projects and other parts of the learning and skills infrastructure.
2.7 Outputs

All of the ULF models require projects to achieve agreed output targets. These typically relate to learners referred or engaged and ULRs trained, although many other outputs are included including employers engaged and learning agreements, qualifications and higher level learning. In the ULF initiatives in England, the range of possible outputs that a ULF project might achieve is quite large and, in their initial bids, unions identify which of these outputs they will aim for. The wide range enables projects to develop work-based learning activity that is based on identified need. This helps ensure that the learning is demand-led, rather than being primarily driven by individual targets. 
2.8 Evaluation findings
In addition to target outputs (learners, ULRs, learning agreements etc), the stated aims of the ULF initiatives is to build the capacity of unions to engage learners.  This outcome is less directly measurable, but there is general consensus of the benefits of government support that helps develop a sustainable union infrastructure that can engage workplace learners and employers in learning and skills initiatives. The internal Welsh Assembly Government Review of union learning
 concluded the following:
· “Union learning delivers many desirable outcomes sought by Welsh Assembly Government policies and strategies in economic, lifelong learning, social justice and other fields. ULRs are a unique resource with the ability to act in a “mentoring” role, particularly with colleagues who may have…some fears in relation to learning. 

· Union learning has the potential to deliver more for the direct funding the Assembly Government invests in it, if partnerships with mainstream and other programmes funded by the Assembly are developed. This requires action by government, employers and others, as well as the Wales TUC and individual unions.

· Together with partnership, sustainability, in a variety of forms, should be a major theme underpinning the development of core funding agreements so that the benefits of projects do not cease when funding ceases”. (ibid, Executive Summary).

The evaluation of the Scottish Union Learning Fund
 also came to the conclusion that SULF had been successful in achieving its objectives and that government support for it should continue. Key recommendations included:
· “There needs to be awareness raising with employers of the benefits of SULF.

· Unions need to consolidate the position of ULRs, and these ULRs should more systematically record learning data.

· The Scottish Executive should recognise that many of the outcomes of SULF led learning are largely intangible and are thus not easily measurable.

· The Scottish Executive should also recognise the time required to embed learning activities within unions and workplaces” (op cit page 10).
3 Northern ireland ULF Outputs

The ULF projects aim to deliver learning outputs including building union learning capacity, notably the training and development of ULRs and engaging learners in learning. This includes learners taking part in essential skills courses and other learning. 
3.1 ULRs trained

Across Northern Ireland, a total of 215 ULRs have been trained, of these 43 have taken further essential skills or refresher ULR training. 
In the period April 2006 to the end of December 2007, 119 new ULRs were trained, 34 of which were from unions which are not currently part of a ULF funded project. 

3.2 Learners involved in courses

Chart 1 shows the learners taking part in the ULF projects in the year 2005-6 (where known), in 2006-07 and 2007-08 up to the end of the second quarter (September 2007).   This includes data for one project that ran in 2006-07 and then stopped in 2007. The outputs for the two new ULF projects funded during 2007-08 have not yet been reported.  The chart shows the number of essential skills (ES) learners and those taking part in other types of courses (non-ES). In addition, the chart shows a conservative estimate of the number of learners that will be engaged in ULF projects during the whole of 2007/08. This is based on an assumption that the number of learners involved in the ULF projects during the second half of 2007-08 will be two-thirds of the number reported in the first half of 2007-08.
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Data is only partially available for the period pre-April 2006. At this time, the ULF was administered by DEL and full data is not publicly available for the period 2002-2005. Some details have been provided by ULF projects to ICTU on learning activity in 2005-06.  
Chart 1 shows that the total number of learners taking part in ULF projects in the period April 2006-07 to the end of Q2 in 2008 was 1,510 learners. An estimated 2,000 or more learners will have participated in learning via ULF projects in the two years 2006-08. This suggests an estimated 10% increase in number of learners engaged between 2006/07 and 2007.08.
3.3 Essential skills learning

Within this total, an estimated 470 learners will have taken part in essential skills courses. The percentage of learners that take part in essential skills learning as a proportion of the total has declined year on year from just over 50% of learners reported in 2005-06 to 25% of learners in 2007/08. However, the absolute number of ES learners supported by the ULF in this period has doubled. The estimated total number of essential skills learners that will be engaged by the end of 2007-08 is 676. 
3.4 Literacy and numeracy assessments

In addition to the learners engaged in learning, ULF projects report on the number of literacy and numeracy assessments that are undertaken. In the 18 month period April 2006 to September 2007, the ULF projects reported that 2,704 essential skills assessments took taken place as a result of ULF activity. 
3.5 Types of non-ES learning

Non-ES learning covers a wide range of courses including IT (introductory, Level 1 and Level 2), Learning & Development, ESOL, NVQ L2, health and safety, foreign languages, British Sign Language, yoga, introduction to higher education and CPD programmes including understanding dementia, drug awareness, deaf awareness, understanding autism and palliative care for nurses.
3.6 Capacity to deliver ULF outputs

Chart 2 shows the percentage of target learner outputs achieved by year and for the period 2006-08 as a whole (estimated).  In the year 2006-07, an average of 74% of target learners were achieved. For 2007-08, this is estimated to be 94% of planned learners, giving an average over the two years of 90%. This analysis indicates that capacity to achieve planned activity is increasing. Analysis of the end of year outputs is needed to report on this finding further, as additional outputs will also be generated by the two new projects that began during 2007 that are not reported here.

[image: image2]
3.7 Unit costs

Chart 3 shows the unit costs of learner outcomes (this does not include the wider outcomes reported below, or the capacity built via training of ULRs). Data in Chart 3 includes the overall costs of the ULF to DEL and total number of learners reported per year (including the estimates for 2007/08).
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Chart 3 indicates that the unit cost of engaging learners in courses has declined to an average of just over £350 per learner for 2007-08. The reduction in average costs gives an indication of the enhanced efficiency of the ULF programme to deliver learning outcomes.  
The average cost of £350 per learner is similar to the unit cost achieved by the union learning fund operative in the North East of England (the Learning for All Fund, LFAF) at a comparable time in it’s development (fifth year) and SULF in its first three years of operation 2002-2005.
3.8 Wider Outcomes 

In addition to the ULF outputs reported, the evaluation feedback has highlighted a range of other outcomes from ULF activity. These include the following:

ULF project outcomes

The ULF projects report a wide range of other outcomes that have resulting from the project activity (Annex A has further details). The key outcomes include:
· building partnerships with employers (including the development of learning agreements). Notable examples of employer partnerships include union learning at FG Wilson, Belfast Trust and BT.

· developing partnerships with providers and other unions in the delivering of learning initiatives in the workplace.

· helping to develop the vision set out in the FE means business strategy, by building effective links between providers, employers and workplace learners. 

· building understanding of how union learning activity maps to and complements mutual interests of other partners such as DEL and SSC learning and skills priorities.

· building capacity and models of learning support that meet the needs of “non-traditional” learners and addressing some of the physical barriers to access to learning (information, location, time and costs) and psychological barriers to learning (expectations, motivation and fear of failure).

· building the demand for learning across Northern Ireland and meeting this demand in partnership with learning and careers providers.

· building ladders of progression for learners from essential skills or personal/leisure learning activities on to higher levels of learning or skills development; building a learning culture and encouraging everyone to “aim higher”.
· levering in funding and support (both monetary and in-kind) for union learning from employers, unions and providers.

The outcomes for learners and employers have been reported in other fora; notably the learner case studies in the ICTU report “union learning works”
  and employer presentations to the NI ULF conference in November 2007. Benefits reported by employers include increased flexibility of staff, helping staff access internal progression routes, engagement in workforce training and links to initiatives aimed at upskilling the workforce.

For unions, respondents report on the benefits in terms of improved employer relations, raised profile in the workplace and building union capacity. For example, some ULRs that are new activists are also taking up other union roles.

Other outcomes

The ULF provides the basis on which to promote the union learning model in Northern Ireland. This (along with the developing infrastructures that UK-wide and Irish trade unions have developed) has provided the framework within which other unions and ULRs have started to develop activity in Northern Ireland.  This is illustrated by the number of ULRs being trained by ICTU that are not part of a formal ULF project. There is limited scope to capture the nature and degree of workplace learning activity that these ULRs are involved in.
Other partners (such as the OU and ANIC) also report that the joint work with unions has led to the development of other learning programmes, leading to the generation of other outputs that are not captured by the ULF reporting.

4 issues highlighted 

The issues faced by individual projects are shown in Annex A and summarised here. 
4.1 ULR recruitment

Unions have highlighted a number of problems relating to the recruitment and retention of ULRs. The ULR role is central to the success of union-learning, particularly if the long-term goal of the ULF is to develop sustainable workplace learning. 
Promoting the success of ULRs and the value of the role to learners, employers and unions is key to encouraging new ULRs to come forward. In addition, clear structures of support and progression routes are needed to build ULR skills and confidence. This in turn will help ensure ULRs stay motivated and engaged. 
Surveys of ULRs
 highlight the importance of employer support for the role, in terms of (statutory) time off for duties and co-operation in carrying out ULR activities (also see below comments on employer engagement).
4.2 Purpose/goals

The initial sole focus on essential skills had a negative effect on the early development of the ULF in Northern Ireland. Although unions remain committed to focusing union learning support on those with less access to education and training, the widening of the focus of the fund was welcomed. 

The experience in Northern Ireland, and from other ULF programmes, illustrates that the underpinning goal should be to build capacity so that unions can support learners and employers engage in all types of learning and skills initiatives appropriate to their needs and circumstances. 
4.3 Building the demand for learning
The projects have achieved around 90% of planned learning targets, often with operational issues such as delays in ULR and project worker recruitment limiting project activity. 
Other unions have also expressed their interest in developing union learning in Northern Ireland and some existing ULF projects reporting waiting lists for courses. This suggests the ongoing potential for unions to generate further demand for learning.

4.4 Northern Ireland wide

The feedback from unions highlights the efforts made to ensure that learning is spread across the province and offered to people in areas where fewer learning opportunities currently exist. However, there is more to do to ensure that the union learning infrastructure develops to engage and support ULRs across Northern Ireland. 
4.5 Strategic role for ICTU & the ULF team

The role of the ICTU team in supporting the ULF changed in 2007 to include more responsibility for the administration of the fund. This increased responsibility did not bring with it any additional authority to make key decisions about the fund. 

The ICTU’s admin role in the ULF has created some negative feeling amongst some projects who feel that the ULF team has allied itself more closely to DEL, rather than promoting the wider interests of union learning. Others are very supportive of the ICTU role and the added value that this brings to the fund as a whole, including the overall increase in activity, promoting the ULR role to other partners and the more effective delivery and reporting of outputs. 

Respondents feel that there is potential for ICTU and the ULF team to develop a more strategic role in relation to union learning.  This includes working with unions to build a shared vision for union learning in Northern Ireland and supporting unions to build their capacity to do this.  Others feel that ICTU could help support union learning activity through the sharing information about localised learning needs and help in co-ordination of viable courses in those localities. In addition, the issues faced by some projects with a shortage of tutors, notably for essential skills learning, highlights the need for ICTU to develop the strategic dialogue with DEL/learning providers on 

· the anticipated demand that will be generated by union learning projects 

· how this can be met across Northern Ireland
· the opportunities for progression from these courses.

The experience from other union learning funds indicates that the ULF steering or advisory group is a useful vehicle through which key partners can come together to discuss these operational issues.

4.6 Union capacity to support ULF projects

The capacity for individual unions to support their ULF project has varied. This depends upon the overall level of resources that the union has in the province and access to expertise on delivering union learning fund projects. ICTU needs to continue be able to respond flexibly and provide additional support for projects when and where it is needed.
4.7 ICTU structures

The feedback from unions highlights the value added and future potential role that the ULF can play. However, this needs to be developed in partnership with unions to ensure effective dialogue and joint work based on co-operation. ICTU structures, including the Training and Advisory Committee and the reporting of union learning to the Executive need to be strengthened to ensure that effective dialogue develops at the highest level within congress and across unions.
4.8 Flexibility
Work-place learning is subject to operational changes (unexpected business changes, company restructure etc) and the ULF needs to be able to respond flexibly to keep the learning activity on track. The ULR/union learning model offers this flexibility by keeping learners engaged and informed. However, responding flexibly means that original targets might not be met or can change during the lifetime of a funded project. There has been some confusion as to the scope to vire budgets and what is eligible expenditure. Communication between DEL, ICTU and projects needs to improve to help ensure budgets are used effectively and meet the challenges presented by working in a changing and sometimes un-predictable environment.
4.9 Sustainability 
Most projects are working towards embedding learning within the union, with ULRs at the centre of this. The current ULF projects identify the potential to scale up activity by increasing the volume of activity and working to ensuring coverage across Northern Ireland.  However, as was noted in the SULF evaluation, building sustainable models takes time. A large degree of existing ULF activity would stop if funding for the ULF comes to an end. 
4.10 Planning horizons

Although funding was initially allocated for 2006-08, there was a hiatus mid-term as projects were required to submit updated proposals at the end of 2006-07. Longer term funding and planning horizons would greatly help the development of programmes. The Wales ULF, for example, issues a prospectus six months prior to the allocation of funding, helping to build in longer term planning and preparation. This crucially helps in the recruitment and retention of key project staff.
4.11 Employer engagement

A key challenge is engaging employers and building general awareness and support for union learning and the ULR role. This challenge can be addressed by unions and Congress working jointly to promote the concept and value of union learning. This effort would benefit greatly from support from other national partners, led by DEL, in promoting the business benefits and economic importance of improving learning and skills at work and the role of ULRs in supporting this. 
In other ULFs, there are clearer links between unions and business organisations, such as the CBI and SSCs that help reinforce these messages.

4.12 Scale of activity
The review of funding and other ULFs shows that activity in the NI ULF has been relatively small scale and in this respect suffers from (a relative) “diseconomy of scale”. There is less scope to develop nation-wide awareness events and build understanding of the ULR role and position union learning along-side other workforce and adult learning programmes. The total amount of funding per project (average £30,000 p.a.) means that the impact within the union and across workplaces is quite small compared to other ULFs. In addition, the ULF is a relatively small programme for DEL and as such does not warrant a high degree of engagement. 
The average costs associated and budgeted for with projects, notably project worker salaries have not changed in three years. This needs to be reviewed to ensure that appropriate levels of resource are built into projects. 

5 conclusions and recommendations
5.1 Conclusions
The two main aims of the union learning fund in Northern Ireland have been:

· to develop and expand the capacity of the trade union movement as a primary catalyst for increased lifelong learning 

· to increase workplace learning by encouraging innovative, union-led partnership projects.

The evaluation finds that the fund has been successful in achieving these aims. Some operational targets have been lower than originally planned, but the wider objectives of building union capacity and developing partnerships to deliver workplace learning have been met. In addition, the ULF helps generate other learning outputs and outcomes that underpin a range of government strategies covering learning, skills, economic development and equality.

The key next steps is to focus on building sustainable union learning strategies that truly embeds learning within the wider work of trade unions and links that capacity to other parts of the learning, skills and enterprise support infrastructure in Northern Ireland. The key factors that make union learning successful are the work of ULRs, the dedicated support from project workers, the support from ICTU and unions to share knowledge and good practice and the partnership work with employer and providers. 

The development and support of the union learning rep role needs to be at the heart of any sustainability strategy. It is their unique position in the workplace supporting learners and developing dialogue with employers that is the key to the success of union learning. We cannot forget that the ULR role is voluntary and in most cases part time. Therefore, the development of dedicated union resources to support ULRs in their work and develop their skills is also needed to ensure ULR capacity is maintained and is well linked into the wider learning and skills infrastructure.

Union learning activity provides the opportunity to engage learners and employers in a wide range of activities linked to learning, skills, business development and equality. The ULF needs to be more effectively linked into the work of partners not only within DEL, but with others including DETI, SSCs and the equality commission. Engaging these partners in the possible funding and steering of future union learning fund programmes should be explored.

Building a strong base of information about union learning is a key challenge. This is needed to demonstrate impact and effectiveness to funders, employers, learners, partners and providers. There have been weaknesses in information systems, particularly in early rounds of the ULF. 
These are being addressed and recent systems development by the ICTU team working with unions has meant that the MI available on which to make decisions has greatly improved.   However, ongoing work is needed to build capacity and union support for the importance of recording and submitting accurate MI and budget planning. To support this DEL, ICTU and unions need to work together to plan data collection.  Information requirements need to be set out clearly, be appropriate and consistent. Consideration needs to be given for the scope for building a more rounded picture of union learning in Northern Ireland including learner profiles, outcomes and non-ULF union learning activity. There are examples from other ULF programmes on how this has been achieved over time.
The comparison with other ULFs highlights some key differences in Northern Ireland to other government funded union learning initiatives. Firstly, the scale of activity is relatively small. Secondly, the broader consensus of the benefit of union learning is evident in other nations and regions of the UK, where union learning is mentioned as part of the solution in wider economic and skills strategies. Locating union learning within economic and skills strategies helps to build links between unions and other partners and builds confidence within the union movement that the ULR role is valued and will be supported. DEL and other departments such as DETI should consider how union learning can be mapped into their wider strategies. 
The structures that support the ULF need to be developed to more effectively engage unions and other partners in the programme. This includes, as mentioned above, engaging unions and partners in the steering of any future union learning fund. ICTU should develop the structures that engage unions within Northern Ireland on learning and skills (separately from the groups that look at the industrial issues in the education sector or wider union rep training needs). Union learning and the work of ULRs and the ULF is a related but distinct activity within the trade union movement. It has links to organising and equality strategies and ongoing work is needed within unions to make these links. 

It is suggested that ICTU work with partner unions to develop a strategic position paper on the development of union learning in Northern Ireland, reflecting on the findings from the ULF evaluation and building a vision for the development of union learning over the next 3-5 years. This would provide a vehicle to develop the dialogue between unions about aims and objectives for union learning, how the ULF can support this and where links to other key parts of the learning and skills infrastructure should be made.
The motivations and rewards from participating in union learning activities vary for the different stakeholders; ULRs are motivated by the building of opportunities for their colleagues and the personal development and satisfaction that this brings. Learners also gain personal satisfaction from engaging in learning and for many, union learning provides a first key step (back) into lifelong learning and skills development. For employers the benefits link to workforce development and for providers there are business benefits of extending links into new workplaces. At the centre of this, ULRs, supported by their union, work to negotiate learning solutions that meet these diverse needs in a model that is demand-led.
5.2 Recommendations

In order to take union learning in Northern Ireland forward, the evaluation makes the following recommendations:

· That the ULF continue to be funded by the Northern Ireland Assembly
· That the scale of the ULF should be increased to engage more unions, a wider range of partners and ensure that initiatives are truly Northern Ireland-wide.
· A wider group of unions and partners be involved in the steering of the ULF in order to raise its profile

· The ULF funded activity should continue to include essential skills, but be more explicitly focused on wider learning and skills objectives. 

· Government and other partners should work together to promote the role of the union learning rep more widely so that it is better understood by unions, employers and partner organisations and clearly located within the wider message of “Success through Skills”. Union learning and the ULF should also be better linked into other government strategies of adult learning, economic development and equality.
· The emphasis of the ULF should be on building sustainable workplace union learning activity, embedding the role of the ULR. ULF funding should recognise the length of time that it takes to achieve this and provide support projects for up to three years. 

· Union learning should be recognised as playing a vital role in upskilling the Northern Ireland population.  The ICTU should continue to position itself as working with and for unions on the development of union learning. 
· This should include ICTU leading a process to fully engage affiliate and partner unions in a planning process to map out the future for union learning over the next 3-5 years.  Part of this process should review how and where union learning is best supported within ICTU committee structures.

· In addition, ICTU should build its work with unions supporting the professional development of reps and union officers responsible for union learning activity and in sharing good practice between projects in Northern Ireland and elsewhere in the UK.

· Unions, the ICTU need to work together with government to identify and plan for information needs relating to union learning. This should include developing ways of sharing information between unions on the learning needs identified within localities that would help in the planning and set-up of viable courses.
6 Annex A: ULF projects 
Note:

The targets, outcomes and issues are reported for the six ULF projects funded for the period 2006-2008 in Northern Ireland.
The data was collected in the October/November 2007. Quarterly MI data available is until the of end September 2007. Projects have a further 6 months remaining to deliver target outputs.
An overview is given of the two projects funded during the year 
Union: UNITE: AMICUS
Project: Skills Build
Aim: Offering Essentials Skills training through the medium of I.T and through Health & Safety and Customer Care.

Objectives and targets (2006-08): To engage 185 learners across 8 companies and train 18 ULRs. Embed pilot learning programmes and develop workplace learning committees to support learning activity.
Features: The project had ULF funding pre-2006 and initially focused on working with manufacturing employers in Belfast and Derry. In 2006, a part-time project worker was appointed who has worked to develop the programmes and engage employers in other sectors (transport, education and utilities). The project is overseen by the regional secretary of UNITE: AMICUS section, who is the project manager and actively supports and mentors the project worker. The project worker co-ordinates ULF activity and sits on the workplace steering groups that have been established within participating companies. She also represents the NI ULF within the UNITE: AMICUS union learning steering group which brings together others in the union working on similar union learning projects in England, Wales and Scotland.
The main focus in Northern Ireland has been on essential skills, incorporating this with other learning themes, notably IT. The ULRs have been well supported by the project worker and they have in turn developed good links with colleagues in the workplace and managers. The project has been funded for £35,000 per year of which a third of the costs are for the project worker.

The project is also supported by funding in-kind from the participating employers in terms of paid leave for learners to attend classes. More recently, one employer (FG Wilson) has seconded a ULR to co-ordinate learning three days per week.
Achievements: During the lifetime of the project 22 ULRs have been trained and 16 ULRs have attended follow-on courses. AMICUS has developed it’s own Stage 1 ULR course and is developing a Stage 2 ULR programme. This is planned for delivery to ULRs in early 2008. 24 workplace learning centres have been established and two learning agreements signed. 

Across the two years of funding from 2006-08 the Skills Build project has engaged 223 learners against an original target of 185. 57% of learners have taken part in essential skills courses. In addition, 622 people have taken skills for life assessments in literacy and numeracy. Learners have taken part in essential skills literacy and numeracy at various levels. Others have taken part in City &Guilds Entry Level Start IT. Other outcomes achieved from the project include:

· Building FTO support for the network of shop stewards who initially took on the ULR role. The project aims to embedded the ULR role through this route and then encourage other members to take it up. 

· The management steering group for the ULF meets quarterly. Steering Groups within companies meet once a month.

· Building links with employers via the Engineering Training Council and holding employer awareness conferences for Essential Skills.

· Adults screened for dyslexia for the first time. 

· Embedding union learning and essential skills in workforce training; the union is now involved in assessing workforce skills in NI Water and in planning to meet essential skills needs before internal training takes place on new technologies. 

· Partnership links established links North West Regional College, the Dyslexia Association, Open University and ATGWU and GMB for joint project work within NI Water.

· Although hard to quantify, partners note better relations between employers and employees, improved morale within workforce, better awareness of union learning and reduced stigma of adult learning.

Key issues:

The key issues highlighted during project have been:

· ULR’s are critical to the success of the union learning project. They provide the vital link between employees and employers and help reduce scepticism 

· There is good support from the union 

· The learning is provided by one provider who has developed good working links with the project

· There has been insufficient project worker resource to support activity as it has grown. 
· There have been periods when there were shortages of essential skills tutors which has slowed activity down.

· Year on year funding decisions has created barriers; employers need to know there is a longer term commitment to encourage them to get involved in ULF activity.

· There is a general lack of employer awareness of ULR rights, the business benefits of life long learning and essential skills.

· The “3 strikes and you’re out rule” for adult learners has a negative impact, creating barriers to completion especially for non-traditional learners.

· There is a view that the current role of the ICTU in providing administrative support the ULF for DEL means that ICTU are being driven by government on union learning rather than them taking a lead on it collectively on behalf of the unions. 

Union: ATGWU
Project: ULF – Newry & Mourne
Aim: The project aims to provide migrant TGWU members and non-members in the Newry and Mourne District with the opportunity to access lifelong learning through courses such as English Speaking for other languages (ESOL) and Basic I.T.

Objectives and targets:  The project seeks to engage 80 migrant workers on the ESOL course and 50 on the Basic I.T courses. In addition, the project aims to train 8 Union Learning Reps and establish a steering committee to oversee the project. 
Features: The project focuses on the Newry and Mourne areas because of the commitment to target migrant workers on low pay and in an area with less access to adult learning resources. 
The project includes funding for a project worker (4 days per week) and is supported by the regional education officer who is the project manager.  The project has been funded with £23,500 per year, of which 75% pays for project worker time.  

The project worker is based in the target area and works to promote the role of the ULRs to the branch, recruit individuals to be ULRs, explain the ULR and project aims to employers and arrange for training when needs are identified. 

The NWIFHE pay for tutor time and travel; there were no training costs built into the original budget. Some employers support the project with time for learners to attend courses (NHS) and one ULR is on paid release to carry out ULR duties. 

There is a quarterly steering committee of the ULF project which includes the provider, the union FTO, branch activists, the project worker and manager. 

The project has met with migrant worker community organisations to raise awareness of the project and encourage support from them. This has lead to the development of closer links with these organisations and the union which in turn has helped build awareness of employment rights amongst migrant workers.
Achievements: To date 9 ULRs have been trained and five of these have taken further IT training. 26 learners have taken part in ESOL courses and ten have taken part in an Essential Skills and IT course. A further four IT courses are planned for January 2008, with an expected 40 learners taking part. Other outcomes achieved from the project include:

· Helping learners to break down barriers to learning and reduce the stigma or embarrassment about identifying learning needs.

· A growing level of demand for learning, especially IT, and there are now waiting lists for those signing up for courses in Newry.

· Developing learning agreements with NI Water (in partnership with UNITE: AMICUS and GMB) and Translink

· Building awareness of the union learning/ULR role in supporting workforce development and the need to address literacy and numeracy to underpin changes in new technologies in the workplace.

· Building learning activity and awareness of union learning into the core programme of education by the union, raising awareness of activists across Northern Ireland.

· Joint promotion by the union and NWIFHE to employers of essential skills needs and offering a training needs analysis service and provision of courses on site. This has had an added spin-off for the union of delivering courses for the employers/management on themes such as harassment and bullying at work and health and safety. This joint work, in turn, has provided the opportunity to continue to promote the role of the ULR to these employers.

Key issues: Issues highlighted during this project include:
· The project was not able to get going in the first year due to difficulties in recruiting a project worker. This meant that the project was under-spent and learner targets were not achieved in year 1. 

· There has been some degree of drop out from the ESOL courses, as staff are often asked at short notice to do extra shifts.  

· With the initial absence of a project worker, initial activity has been supported by the project manager, although this was not factored into original costs or project planning. 

· In addition, the project was unable to source IT training facilities in the target area. To address this, the project has secured funding from the union to purchase laptops that can be used as a dedicated and mobile resource. 

· The case needed to be made to the union for the continued support of the project which initially appeared to offer limited value to the union and members. This support for the project has grown with improved links to the organising team. As others in the union have become more aware of the project, other activists are now asking to be involved in similar activity.

Union: Communication Workers Union
Project: 
Aim: The aim of this project is to promote and provide high quality, flexible and accessible learning opportunities for CWU members in Northern Ireland.

Objectives and targets: The project includes the recruitment of 12 ULRs, provision of follow-on ULR training and establishing a CWU regional learning committee to develop a learning strategy that will form the basis for the development of a sustainable learning agenda. The project also aims to provide access to learning for 260 learners across Northern Ireland in the workplace and in the community; it aims to target employees from BT, Royal Mail and Parcelforce who work in remote rural areas and are based in small work units. The project includes a learning needs analysis of 400 members, establishing 2 workplace learning centres and delivery of training to 120 employees who work towards a recognised qualification in Literacy or Numeracy, ICT, ECDL, or CLAIT.

Features: The project focuses activity in three main employers across Northern Ireland and works with five providers, including the OU.  The project is funded for £74,000 over the two years and 85% of costs are for the full-time project worker salary. The project is managed by the CWU head of learning, based in London. 

The project receives in-kind support from the national union in terms of regional and branch websites, and promotional material such as e-magazines and flyers. The local branch also supports learning suites by paying for broadband connections. 

There is no additional funding support from the employers, although they provided workplace facilities for project activity and in-kind support with time for staff to attend training and support for celebration events for learners (Royal Mail).

The project is supported by the networking activity that CWU provides for all project workers leading projects across the UK. In addition, the project worker has attended events for NI ULF project workers, convened by ICTU, to share updates and explore opportunities for coordinating ULF activity. 
Achievements: The project has trained 31 ULRs, half of which are new activists.  Activity in the project has included working towards building sustainability by integrating union learning into wider union structures in Northern Ireland. This has been through developing a regional learning committee that can take the lead on a regional learning strategy within CWU. This has also helped improve joint working to coordinate  learning activity across the 5 branches. This includes training, development and support for ULRs, sharing learning questionnaires and promoting good practice in the distribution, collection and use of learning needs information.

The CWU project has engaged a total of 266 learners to date of which 99 were essential skills learners, exceeding initial targets for total learner volumes for the period 2006-08. The number of ULRs trained has also been more than double the initial target with 10 of the 31 receiving follow-on training. The project has also supported the development of networking for CWU ULRs. This includes, for example, BT ULRs meeting monthly.

The project links into employer learning and development systems. For example, at BT ULRs promote the company’s internal training offer and ULRs offer essential skills learning that complements this programme. Once learners have engaged in Essential Skills learning they are encouraged to think about progressing to other learning, including the company offer. The ULRs are also able to promote the CWU scholarship fund which can provide financial support for course fees.
Key issues: Issues highlighted during the project include

· The initial focus on essential skills limited the scope of the ULF, although improving essential skills is critical to the NI economy.

· A turnover of ULRs has led to the recognition of the need to ensure appropriate development opportunities for them to build their skills and confidence in delivering IAG and social and welfare rights support. 

· The need to ensure that there are appropriate opportunities for progression for learners engaged in courses supported by the project; whether internally or externally to other programmes, including further and higher education.

· Building and sharing experience of developing an IT-based learning suite.

· Working with providers to encourage them to deliver flexibly to meet the needs and circumstances of working people, especially those on shifts.

· The need to build a general message for employers from government and partner agencies (including the CBI/BiC etc) on the value of lifelong learning and transferable skills.

Union: Fire Brigades Union

Project: Climbing the learning ladder
Aim:  To provide equality of access to learning for all staff in NIFRS
Objectives and targets:   The project aims to recruit and train 10 ULRs and provide follow on training for 6 ULRs. The project also aims to deliver awareness sessions to 75 staff and deliver essential skills learning to 100 employees aiming for Level 1 or Level 2 qualifications, ICT learning for 250 staff, language courses for 40 staff and deaf awareness training for 40 staff. The objectives also include reporting on the outcomes from a learning survey of 700 staff, develop a learning agreement, develop a steering committee and raising awareness of essential skills for management and union officers through the production of literature and delivery of awareness raising events.
Features:  The FBU project is delivered by a project worker who’s salary is part funded by the employer the Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue Service (NIFRS). Project worker costs are 50% of the ULF funding. The project covers the whole of Northern Ireland and seeks to involve uniform and non-uniform staff working across 67 fire stations. A key challenge for the project has been raising awareness of essential skills across the workforce where the existence of entry requirements and tests for many staff leads to a general assumption that there are few essential skills needs. A key part of the project worker’s role has been raising awareness of the value of lifelong learning to staff and managers. A further challenge is meeting the learning demand generated in such a way that suits the work and shift patterns of full-time and retained staff. 

The NIFRS supports the initiative with project worker funding, although non-work related learning must be taken outside of work time.  The focus of the ULF project has been to develop learning that has some job relevance and complements existing company training within the NIFRS skills framework, which itself includes reference to lifelong learning. Because of the co-funding between the ULF and NIFRS, ULF activity is reported to both the ULF steering group and the company personnel department. The project is also supported by the UK-wide FBU ULF network group that brings together those working on other FBU projects across England, Scotland and Wales. The group has developed shared resources, including a Toolkit for ULRs. The FBU project in Northern Ireland has worked with five providers, including F&HEIs and the WEA in order to be able to offer learning opportunities across Northern Ireland.
Achievements: The project worker has engaged NIFRS teams in ULF learning that has links to their work. For example, staff in community safety teams have taken part in courses to learn the basics of sign language and minority ethnic languages spoken by people in the communities in which they operate.  

Five ULRs have been trained, against an original target of ten. Overall, a total of 265 learners have taken part in courses to date. Over 200 learners took part in courses in 2006/07. Operational factors, including the floods of summer 2007, lead to courses planned being cancelled (due to staff being called for duty).  The courses are being re-scheduled for Winter 2007.  Although the total volume of learners is below the initial target, the ULF project has been successful in other ways, including embedding deaf awareness training into the company’s own programme. In addition, over 700 staff have been surveyed for their learning interests. With a response rate of almost 80%, including management, staff, full time and retained fire-fighters, the project has gathered and disseminated a strong body of evidence of the scale and nature of learning needs and learning preferences and barriers. Over a third of learning needs identified were vocational, with 40% of other learning needs being IT or languages; some of which relate to work, others to personal motivations.

The ULF project has benefits for both individuals and staff, as the learning includes both vocational and other elements that engage learners through other interests. The project has also supported learners to progress from initial interest based learning to take part in more structured learning such as CLAIT and CLAIT diplomas. There is also a cross benefit as the ULF project worker and ULRs can refer individuals to the training opportunities open to them via the company’s internal IPDS process. 

Key issues: Issues highlighted during the project include

· The project has highlighted the need for flexibility in order to be able to offer learning at a time and a place that suits learners working part time and with changing shift patterns.
· There is scope to enhance the joint working between ULF projects to ensure that the best use/advantage is made of the union learning opportunities being developed in different localities.  

· The recruitment and development path for ULRs has proved problematic. There is a need to encourage all partners, not just the union, to give their support to the ULR role; this is especially the case for part-time staff many of whom work in other workplaces.
· A shortage of essential skills tutors has created some difficulties in putting on courses
· The employer has been supportive with funding for the project worker, but is further scope to strengthen the link to and input from the company, particularly to clarify how lifelong learning is supported within the wider skills framework and IPDS system.
Union: UCATT

Project:  Building skills in the construction industry (2007/08 only)
Aim: To promote and develop the concept of lifelong learning in order to build a qualified and registered workforce, provide training pathways to people that have missed out on other learning, create work based learning centres and undertake training needs analysis within partner companies.
Objectives and targets: To recruit and train 8 ULRs, provide essential skills with IT courses for 40 people, essential skills courses for 15 people and engage 25 NVQ level 2 candidates. To achieve this the project works with 3 employer partners.
Features: The project is supported by the Construction Employers Federation and managed by UCATT in partnership with them. Learning programmes are provided by NWIFHE.  Project worker fees cover 57% of the total costs. 

The construction sector has a culture of sub-contract/self-employed working which does not encourage participation in training, especially of those with few formal qualifications. UCATT’s long term goal is to develop work or site based learning centres serviced by mobile tutors from the FE sector. 

To support the building of this workplace learning culture, the ULF project brings together UCATT, the CEF and FE to build working partnerships, demonstrate achievement and cascade information to employers and workers using partner networks. The CEF supports the project through promoting the ULF through it’s well established networks of employers and committees.
Achievements: To date 2 ULRs have been trained and 47 learners have taken part in courses, including 25 NVQ candidates enrolled on Level 2 courses. All of the workplaces in which the NVQs are taking place are new to this form of learning and qualification. All of the NVQ learners are aged over 30 and work in a range of settings including steel fixing, form workers and general operatives. 

Partnerships have been established with three employers who are active in supporting the project. This includes promoting the learning offer and joint work with the provider to set up NVQ and other courses. The project has also developed working links with the CITB and construction-skills.
Key issues: The issues highlighted during the project include:

· Although there is a strong commitment to address essential skills, the focus has been on promoting an overall message of lifelong learning and progression for all staff, as experience has found that promoting essential skills directly and in isolation has not been a successful way of engaging employers or learners.

· There is a need to raise awareness of future skills gaps and the impact on the demand for skills in the sector to help underpin understanding of the objectives of the ULF project.

· The employers that are taking part in the project are recognised as being strong on training and have seen the potential benefits of extending this offer to workers with fewer qualifications. Ongoing promotion of successes is needed to help raise awareness of business benefits of supporting life long learning and engage those employers who are currently less likely to train.

· The project is managed by the union’s national education officer, who has considerable experience of managing similar successful projects across the rest of the UK. However, there is one full-time UCATT officer based in Northern Ireland, limiting the amount of support that can be given to the project from the rest of the union.

Union: UNISON

Project: UNISON Learning Initiative
Aim: To develop and promote opportunities for individuals to increase their skills through appropriate learning, where possible in partnerships with employers and to increase access to progression routes up to degree level.
Objectives and targets: To develop progression routes to degree level using work-based models, to increase the uptake of essential skills learning, to celebrate and promote learning and develop the “ulearnni” website as an information hub for members, to develop the infrastructure to support learning and develop new opportunities for learning with private sector employers. Initial targets set for the project for 2006-2008 were to train 50 ULRs and engage 925 people in learning opportunities.

Features: The project is managed by the UNISON project manager for lifelong learning who has prior experience of managing similar projects in the community and voluntary sectors. UNISON pays for the salary of the project manager in her role as lifelong learning manager. This role includes working strategically with employers and providers. Costs supported by the ULF of £36,550 per year include paying for learning programmes (including OU courses), seminars and website development. Some employers support the project with release for staff.  26 UNISON reps work as branch education officers and 8 ULRs have been recruited. The project has focused on developing workplace partnerships with employers where possible and ULF activity is reported to the UNISON regional education committee. Activities have included holding “learning stalls” within workplaces where UNISON, the employer training team, the OU, FE and EGSA have jointly promoted their services. 

The project has developed a new CPD programme of courses, focusing on engaging learners without high levels of qualification and signposting learners to progression routes. The project has promoted essential skills learning and offered individual support for learners and IAG. The CPD programme has been developed through the on-going discussion with members, course participants and union reps on the themes and subjects they would like to learn more about. The focus has consistently been on offering learning to those that would not normally be offered these opportunities and, in the health sector, on making links to the national skills framework and progression opportunities, such as FE and OU programmes. 
Achievements: The project has worked with a range of providers to develop a range of work-based and essential skills programmes. To date over 680 people have taken part in courses including, so far in 2007-08, over 40 in IT related courses and 210 in courses focusing on health and social care topics including understanding dementia, understanding autism, palliative care and the OU’s k1oo “understanding health and social care” exam preparation.  This course is a 60pt year 1 HE programme and is recognised as a module on the nursing degree. The project has also supported the development of the ulearn website which includes details of courses and learner stories. In addition, materials that promote the website and a monthly bulletin have been sent to over 2,700 members. Workplace learning agreements are being negotiated with five Health Trusts and close working partnerships have been developed with the OU, the FE sector and EGSA.

Learners have benefited from the improved offer of courses and more support has been available locally to access provision. The programme has helped increased the visibility of the union at the workplace, enhanced recruitment and helped developed working relationships with employers. Other partners have also benefited from the joint work with the union, helping to raise their profile with employers. 

UNISON’s work in Northern Ireland with the OU, supported by the ULF, on engaging staff on the Health and Social Care programme has been recognised as good practice and is being disseminated to other regions of the UK via a DVD that explains the programme and achievements to date, including employer benefits.
Key issues: Issues highlighted during the delivery of this project include:

· There has been difficulty in recruiting ULRs, although they have been very effective once in place.

· Employer support is mixed. Where partnerships exist the focus has been on developing workplace activity. Where they do not, the project has worked to offer learning opportunities outside.

· The support from the ICTU team has been key in helping to keep the project on track and focused, helping to maintain a good overview of progress and share good practice with other projects. Support from the union has also been key in helping to embed the learning project alongside other union work.

· There has been less engagement with employers in the private sector, although some individuals have accessed courses on the CPD programme, the culture of training and development is less strong than in the public sector.

· In some cases where senior and HR management have been supportive, issues have still arisen with some line managers who are less willing to release staff to attend programmes.

· Tracking the outcomes and impact of the ULF activity for learners is problematic as they progress through different routes (employer, FE, OU etc). Research has been commissioned with learners to seek their feedback on how they perceive that their work-skills and practice have improved.

Union: USDAW (2007/08)
Project: Check Out Learning
Objectives and targets: Based in larger manufacturing and distribution sites, and involves taking the learning into the workplace through a workplace learning centre. The activities associated with this are
· Establishing a network of trained Union Learning Reps within the site to encourage and support learners.

· Agreeing with the site management a joint approach to making learning affordable and accessible, usually embodied in a joint agreement

· Establishing some kind of joint mechanism (eg a site level Learning Committee) to run the initiatives to promote a learning culture, solve problems and to monitor progress (usually involving some representation from providers)

· Establish a joint Learning Fund to help make learning affordable

· Have regular promotions of learning to encourage sign-ups and to give recognition to achievement.

· Develop the experience and relationships that, together with the appropriate structures, are the basis of a sustainable joint initiative

This is the approach we will use with Grampian Country Pork (Unipork), Cookstown and with a Distribution Centre of a major retail chain. Grampian Country Pork have already signed up to elements of this process. In a retail environment and smaller workplaces. This involves accessing members to already existing (fixed or mobile) local learning provision. The activities associated with this are

· Establish a network of trained Union Learning Reps across a variety of retail sites – usually in a compact area.

· Identify and support a Mobile Union Learning Rep who co-ordinates the activities of the ULRs, acts as a ULR in small stores or where no ULR exists, and provides a link to, and co-ordination with the provider/s.

· Uses already existing store consultation structures to promote joint working with local managements

· Establish  a local learning committee to run and monitor the initiative with representatives from the employers, and the provider, (and which runs some sort of fund/voucher scheme to help make learning affordable, where necessary).

· Run regular promotion days.

· Develop the experience and relationships that are the basis of a sustainable joint initiative

This is the approach will be used with Primark, Sainsburys and Asda.
Union: BFAWU (2007/08)

Objectives and targets

· Introduce a new workplace learning culture in the participating companies 

· Enrol & train 6 ULR’s 

· Establish 3 local learning agreements 

· Set up steering groups 

· Build a partnership with appropriate providers 

· Open days 

· Engaging with migrant workers to assess their needs 

· Explore new learning initiatives 

7 Annex B: Features of other union learning fund models
	Features of union learning funds operating in England, Wales, Scotland, the South West of England and North East of England

	Feature
	ENGLAND
	Wales
	Scotland
	SW
	NE

	Fund name
	ULF
	Wales ULF
	Scottish ULF
	Learning Works for All Fund (LWFA)
	Learning for All Fund (LFAF)

	Funding source
	LSC
	National Assembly for Wales
	Scottish Executive
	SW RDA
	LSC NE and One North East

	Start of Fund
	1999
	1999
	2000
	2002/03
	2002/03

	Value of fund
	2002-2005:£9.7m
 2008-09: £15.5m
	1999-2007: £5.6m

2008-10:  £1.65m
	2000-2005: £3.3m
2006-2008: 1.6m
	2003-2006: £1m

2007 -2010: £1m
	2003/04: £475,000

2005-2007: £2.4m

	Key outputs
	ULRs, literacy & numeracy, “building union capacity to deliver the learning agenda” (national union learning strategy), 1st L2 qualifications, progression to L3 & HE
	TU capacity to promote learning, innovative ways to encourage learning, additional learner support & advice, widening participation, basic skills
	ULRs, learners inc literacy, numeracy, ICT skills and qualifications and personal learning
	ULRs, 6 hours plus learning, Literacy and Numeracy and 1st NVQ level 2
	ULRs, 6 hours plus learning, Literacy and Numeracy and 1st NVQ level 2

	Strategic fit
	Leitch, Skills Strategy. Links to SSCs and Sector Skills Agreements
	Learning Country, Skills and Employment Action Plan, Leitch, Basic Skills Strategy
	Contribution to the Scottish Executive’s Lifelong Learning strategy, notably increasing the demand for “in-work” training

	Links to SW regional skills strategy, SW RDA corporate plan, Regional Economic Strategy, Learning and Skills Council plan, JCP plan
	Regional skills priorities built into the LFAF prospectus (which is amended annually) bids must reflect one or more of these priorities

	Funding pays for 
	ULF manager, 1 finance worker, 2 admin, 4 ULF project development workers. Project funding (does not include funding for learning)
	WTUC receives no WULF funding (gets WAG core funding). Offers advice and guidance to unions. Project funding includes funding for learning
	
	60% into the cash fund for projects, 40% pays for support (2 posts: LWFA manager and admin worker, marketing, training for LWFA projects, evaluation). 
	60% of LFAF for projects , 40% now pays for NTUC support (7 posts marketing, evaluation, project management training for LFAF projects)

	Number of projects
	Total to date: 66 projects
	Total to date: 115 projects
2007: 17 projects
	Total to date: 54 projects

2006-08: 15 projects
	Phase 1 = 33, Phase 2, currently 11 projects, 2 more bidding rounds planned
	66 in total
2007 =32 projects


	Bidding rounds
	Annual for up to three years
	Annual for up to two years
	Annual for up to two years
	6 planned over 18 months in Phase 2
	Annual for up to two years –underspend within year is forecast and unions invited to bid for this within year 

	Bid assessment and approval
	ULF steering group: individual bids assessed by pairs who make recommendations to the full group
	Minister approves bids on the advice of WULF Advisory panel (WTUC, CBI, DCELLS)

Applications made in by Nov 2007 and awarded in new year to start March 2008
	STUC  reviews bids and makes recommendations to the SULF advisory committee
	Sub group of the steering group – each bid assessed by a pair of matched assessors (usually 1 union with 1 employer/funder). Bid assessment recommendations made to steering group. 
	Bids monitoring group unionlearn/TUC/unions. Unionlearn do initial review and make recommendations. Monitoring group oversee the assessment process and finalise outcome.

	Average size of bids
	£141,000 (multi-year) 

bids range from regional projects to large national multi-year projects of over £1m
	Maximum: £100,000, average £56,000
	£60,000 (multi year)
	Phase 1 (over 3 years) £20k

Phase 2 (over 3 years) £48k
	£22k a year

(average years of funding 2.6 per project)




8 Annex C: References






union learning fund 


Evaluation report:


This report sets out the findings of an evaluation study on the union learning fund in Northern Ireland commissioned by the Northern Ireland Committee of the Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU).

















       








Jo Cutter, 3rd January 2008


� HYPERLINK "mailto:jo.cutter@btconnect.com" ��jo.cutter@btconnect.com� 


07799 117 638


























0.0





Chart 2: % of ULF targets achieved
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� in Wales, the WAG supports WTUC with £540,000 of core funding, not WULF monies.





� Success Through Skills: The Skills Strategy For Northern Ireland: A Programme For Implementation, DEL 2006 and Progress Report, May 2007.


� Further Education Means Business For People, Communities And The Economy In Northern Ireland, DEL 2003.


� Essential Skills For Living: Equipped for the Future, Building for Tomorrow, a framework and consultation paper on adult literacy, DEL 2002.


� Economic Vision For Northern Ireland, DETI 2006.


� The 1998 act places a statutory obligation on public authorities in carrying out their various functions relating to Northern Ireland, to have due regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity – between persons of different religious belief, political opinion, racial group, age, marital status or sexual orientation; between men and women generally; between persons with a disability and persons without; and between persons with dependants and persons without. For further details see � HYPERLINK "http://www.equalityni.org" ��www.equalityni.org�


� World Class Skills: Implementing the Leitch Review of Skills in England, DIUS 2007.


� Skills for Scotland: a lifelong skills strategy, the Scottish Government, 2007.


� Review of Welsh Assembly Government for Union Learning, Welsh Assembly Government, 2006.


� Evaluation  of the Scottish Union Learning Fund 2000-2005, Scottish Executive Social Research, Department of Enterprise, Transport and Lifelong Learning, 2006.


� Union Learning Works, ICTU 2007.


� See for example the TUC’ survey of ULRs “Making a Real Difference: union learning reps survey”, TUC 2006.






[image: image4]

