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SKILLS ACCOUNTS – Level 3 Learner Support Trial 09/10
 
Provider Guidance

The aim of the trial

Skills Accounts (SA) form part of the World Class Skills initiative, which is committed to the concept of giving all adult learners greater choice, purchasing power and control over learning, and to drive forward the implementation of demand led funding within FE. At the heart of Skills Accounts is the aim to bring about a culture change in the nation’s attitude to skills, motivating and empowering more adults to take up, invest and progress in learning, so that they realise their talents and achieve their ambitions in learning, work and life. 

Additional Level 3 support funding has also been made available to the Skills Accounts Trial.  The extra funding will only be made available to adult learners wishing to undertake full Level 3 programmes in specified parts of the 2 trial regions, the South East of England and the East Midlands. 

The overall objective of this project is to test the delivery of a more flexible package of learner support for Level 3 learners delivered under the Skills Account Trial. The aim is to test whether making available an upfront, integrated offer to adults can encourage them to participate and remain in learning.  

As part of the trial, one of the strands of learner support – the Adult Learning Grant (ALG) – is introducing flexibility to its eligibility criteria about ‘firstness’ for Level 3 qualifications; this will open up the scheme to individuals who already have a full Level 3 qualification, but who wish to achieve another in one of the key sectors identified by the participating regions.

Learner support schemes accessible through the trial

Various learner support schemes are available nationally including the Adult Learning Grant (ALG), Free Childcare for Training and Learning for Work (FCTLW), support for residential learning and hardship funding.  For this trial we are testing whether an upfront indication of eligibility for learner support can increase participation in Level 3 learning, and are focusing on ALG, FCTLW and an element of flexible support funding specific to the Skills Account Level 3 Trial.

What is the Adult Learning Grant (ALG)?

ALG is intended to help low-income adults studying full time (450 guided learning hours over the academic year) with the costs of learning. The grant pays up to £30 per week (subject to financial assessment) for learners aged 19 and over who are studying for their first full Level 2 or first full Level 3 qualification.  For more information: www.alg.lsc.gov.uk 

As part of the Skills Accounts Level 3 trial, ALG is flexing its eligibility criteria on ‘firstness’.  This will open up the scheme to individuals who already have a full Level 3 (which would ordinarily rule them out from ALG support) but who wish to achieve another in one of the key sectors identified by the participating regions.  All of the other ALG eligibility criteria, for example, income assessment, residency etc remain unchanged.

What is Free Childcare for Training and Learning for Work (FCTLW)?

The FCTLW scheme supports adults aged 20 years and over by paying for childcare and travel costs while they are undertaking learning leading to work. The aim of the scheme is to encourage the non-working parent within a family to participate in learning or training that will help lead them into sustainable employment. This scheme will pay childcare (and associated travel) costs of up to £175 per week (or up to £215 per week in London). The scheme is available to eligible parents who are undertaking any unwaged LSC funded course (up to and including Level 3) at an LSC funded provider.  For more information: www.lsc.gov.uk/providers/moneytolearn/childcaretraininglearning 

What is the Skills Account Level 3 Learner Support Flexibility Element?
This is flexible support funding, specific to this trial, which learning providers can use to fund additional help to individuals where insufficient support is available through other sources – including ALG, FCTLW and colleges’ own discretionary funding.  A learner is eligible for this support if they have been assessed by their nextstep advisor as requiring some additional help with costs associated with learning, and satisfy the key criteria listed below.  There are no strict categories of support that can or cannot be funded and examples could include fees, course materials, mentoring etc 

Key eligibility criteria for the trial:

The trial is open to adult learners who meet the following criteria:

· Registered for a Skills Account 

· Aged 19 or over

· Eligible for public support, and proposing to study through an ALR funded programme with a participating learning provider 
· Undertaking a full Level 3 course, regardless of whether this is their first or subsequent Level 3 qualification

· Qualification to be preferably in key sectors/courses identified by the participating regions, or courses which are specifically vocational, rather than purely academic

· In “hard to reach” Level 3 categories – for example learners with children who require additional help with childcare costs, whom the provider deems as suffering hardship and/or who are at risk of dropping out

· Who are at risk of redundancy and/or in need of re-skilling.

Is there a finite amount of funding or number of people who can be supported?

As the Skills Accounts Level 3 trial is a small scale project, funding is finite and should not be factored in as mainstream or an agreed allocation from the LSC.  All funding must be allocated or committed by 31 March 2010 at the latest, but can be actually spent up to 31 July 2010, to enable learners to be supported throughout the 2009/10 academic year.

How are eligible learners identified?
As part of the trial, a Learner Support Tool has been developed to help in giving guidance to clients about their potential eligibility for support from the ALG, FCTLW scheme and the Skills Accounts Level 3 Learner Support Flexibility Element.  During advice and guidance sessions, nextstep will work through the Learner Support Tool with any clients identified as being in scope for the Level 3 trial. Nextstep will also create a Skills Account for the client.

Once a nextstep advisor completes the Learner Support Tool with the client it will indicate all potential schemes they may be eligible for based on the responses provided. If the client is eligible for the Skills Accounts Level 3 Learner Support Flexibility Element they will be referred by nextstep to the provider offering the identified full Level 3 course, and will be given a supporting proforma to confirm their eligibility to the provider. 

If a learner approaches the provider directly and is identified as being eligible for this Level 3 Trial support funding, they must visit a nextstep advisor to obtain the proforma as proof of eligibility.

If the client is identified as potentially eligible for the flexed ALG, the nextstep advisor will provide them with a proforma to confirm this which must be attached to their ALG application form to identify them to the Learner Support Service who will assess their application.

What do I need to do?
Ultimate eligibility for the Flexibility Element is dependent on the client meeting all the eligibility criteria which requires verification by the provider.  Once a learner presents a proforma for the Flexibility Element, providers should apply the normal criteria used for Discretionary Learner Support Funding (DLSF) – referencing the criteria for this Level 3 trial set out earlier in this document – to decide on the amount of monetary support to be awarded to the individual.  Under the Level 3 trial providers should follow normal LSC agreed procedures for checking any other eligibility or entitlements.  

You should then arrange for the support to be put in place for the learner as usual, and then invoice the LSC for reimbursement of the funds committed.  For the purpose of this trial 5% of the total invoiced amount each month can be retained by learning providers enrolling the learner on the Level 3 course, to cover any administrative costs incurred.

Learners who are accessing the ALG but who already have a Level 3 qualification will also present a proforma to the provider as evidence of their eligibility, to ensure payments are set up for them.  Learning providers should keep a copy of this proforma as evidence of eligibility and for audit purposes.

Invoicing Information

To access the funding for any learners qualifying for the Learner Support Flexibility Element you will need to send 3 documents by the 1st of each month to your LSC Regional Contact for Skills Accounts as shown below.  You will need to send:

1. An invoice for funds committed to learners over the past month.  To enable tracking of total funding this should show the total funds agreed, regardless of when they will actually be spent, up to a final end date of 31 July 2010 for spending.  

For example, if a learner requires £100 of funding towards travel costs for each month of a 9 month course, then the invoice should show the full £900 up front.  If circumstances change, and the learner requires less than the full amount (for example due to a period of non-attendance), then the difference can be set off against future invoices submitted. 

If there are no future invoices submitted for new learners, then any unspent funds already claimed must be reimbursed to the LSC as soon as possible.  Your Regional LSC Contact shown below will advice on this procedure if applicable. 

The invoice must clearly state it is for the ‘Skills Accounts Level 3 Trial Phase 2’


2. The Skills Accounts Level 3 Trial Phase 2 Management Information return.  This will be issued to you shortly, in time for submission of your first invoice.


3. The proforma supplied by the learner.  


Monitoring Information
Learners entering onto a Level 3 course as part of this trial must be recorded on the ILR field L41 using “4444”. This is for monitoring purposes only.  Please also complete the Management Information return monthly, as described above.  

Do NOT use Discretionary Learner Support Fund (DLSF) ILR codes for learners receiving this Level 3 Trial funding.  This is not part of your LSF allocation so must not be included when completing the annual LSF monitoring return form.  However, you may wish to highlight this additional support spending in a comments box on that form.

For the purposes of evaluation, providers will be expected to share findings and experiences of demand, take up and learner retention of the offer with the approved LSC contractor.

Any questions relating to the Skills Accounts Level 3 trial should be addressed to your regional Skills Account contact as detailed below.
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