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Background and introduction

1 The LSC National Employer Service and National Office Provider Financial Assurance team working with consultants (PWC) have developed a Paperless Systems Framework to enable large employers to use electronic systems in place of paper-based systems for learner records. This includes placing reliance on employers’ ability to access a stable database of their employees’ HR records in order to verify learner identity. The Paperless Systems Framework was developed and tested with McDonalds and Sainsburys throughout 2008 with a final evaluation in January 2009.  

2 In March 2009 the LSC Finance and Resources Board approved a proposal to develop and test a framework for the acceptable use of electronic records by providers, specifically in relation to audit requirements.  Electronic Records in this instance include electronic methods for the verification of learner identity and for the collection and storage of learner data.
Phase 1 – Development of framework and assessment tool

3 The National Office Provider Financial Assurance team have developed an Electronic Platform Control Risk Assessment (EPCRA) tool to enable the assessment of large employers’ electronic systems in relation to the Paperless Systems Framework developed by PWC.  We expect that a large part of the assessment tool can be used for providers who are not employers and this will be tested in phase 2 of the project.

4 The Paperless Systems Framework and EPCRA tool have been mapped against and are consistent with the BSI standard 10008 identified in the Information Authority Paper Data Burden report.  Further work is being undertaken to ensure that specification and assessment of controls in relation to scanned documentation is also consistent with published British Standards.

5 Additional development work is required around the potential alternate controls for providers who do not have access to employee HR records to provide verification of learner identity.  External consultants have been commissioned to provide expert advice and develop the framework in relation to learner verification.  This will include consideration of electronic signatures of various kinds, biometric information, use of other identifiers etc.  The assessment of the controls for acceptable methods will then be incorporated into the EPCRA for providers.     

Phase 2 – Testing of framework and assessment tool with providers (pilot)

6 In order to test and further develop the framework and assessment tool 12-15 providers (including at least 3 colleges and 9 independent training providers) will be selected to take part in a pilot.  A set of criteria have been agreed to aid the selection of pilot providers including:

· Previous audit results including consideration of:


For Colleges – (i) Financial Management and Governance Reviews

(ii) Internal controls opinions from funding assurance        work/LEE audit

For Providers – (i) Internal controls opinions

                               (ii) Use of funds opinions

· Views of relevant audit managers, including assessment of risk

· Views of LSC relationship manager

· How prepared they are for the use of electronic records and how much investment they have already made

We will also take into account the size of the LSC contract and geographical location (of head office for multi-regional providers) to ensure a spread of provider involvement.

7 A list of approximately 35 providers to be considered for the pilot has been produced from a range of sources including: providers that have approached the LSC nationally with specific plans for the development of electronic records; providers identified by LSC regional audit managers that have expressed an interest in pursuing the development of electronic records; providers that have been made aware of the pilot through IA provider advisory groups; and providers that have held NES contracts and are aware of the work with employers.  

8 All these providers are at different stages ranging from those that have used paper electronic records successfully alongside meeting LSC paper based requirements for audit, those who are content with paper-based systems but would like to use electronic scanning and storage of documents, and those who are seeking to purchase or develop systems that allow them to use electronic records and are looking for guidance on what would be acceptable. Work is progressing at an individual level with providers to ascertain their current systems and their plans to move towards electronic records.

Project key milestones

· October 2009 

Pilot providers formally notified

· November 2009 

Learner Verification added to EPCRA 

· November 2009

Training for Audit teams

· 25th November 2009
Stakeholder engagement event

· End December 2009 
All pilot providers to have completed EPCRA

Interim report published 

· 1st Quarter 2010 
Pilot providers to complete 3 month evaluation

· 30th April 2010

Final report and recommendations for roll-out

9 The timescales of the project have been affected by providers’ commitment and the time period involved in their response to completing the EPCRA and providing the relevant evidence required, and in some instances in their availability or the readiness of their systems.

Implications for the FE Sector

10 Although it is expected that overall the move to acceptance of electronic records will reduce the administrative burden on the sector it must be recognised that there will be implications for providers in terms of their own investment in appropriate systems.  We hope through the project work with pilot providers to be able to demonstrate the potential return on this investment.  
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