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Item 1. Welcome and introductions

Item 2. Minutes of last meeting and evaluation feedback
2.1 Paul ran through the actions from the last meting and fed back the main themes from the meeting evaluation sheets which group members completed after the October 2010 meeting. Overall, the feedback on the usefulness and structure of the meetings is very positive. One possible improvement, suggested by several group members, is to have more group discussions on particular topics so that the group can share their experience and good practice. This is to be tried in item 5.
Item 3. The single ILR in XML

3.1 Anita Holcroft updated the group on the information authority’s project to produce a single ILR. The presentation slides have further details but there are three key strands to this piece of work. Firstly it will enable the submission of a single ILR file which has all of a provider’s learners on it, rather than just those on a particular funding stream. Secondly, by restructuring the ILR it will possible to better demonstrate the data content and data relationships. Finally the single ILR will be transmitted in XML to offer more flexibility and bring the ILR into line with e-Government Interoperability Framework (e-Gif) standards.
3.2 The group queried what the collection dates would be. Anita explained that the expectation is that there will be number of data freezes/extracts taken throughout the year. The dates for the data freezes will be published and it will be made clear how the data will be used. The group can expect an update on data freeze dates after the information authority board meeting on 2 March 2011. 
3.3 The group discussed the increasing pressure they are under to submit timely, accurate data. It was highlighted that they cannot do this without the Learning Aims Database being up to date. It was suggested that there should be a charter from funding agencies to provide this sort of information in good time. Paul pointed out that the FE Data Management Group, which had funding agency representation, has produced the four good practice principles for Funding Bodies and Agencies. The various agencies have signed up to these principles, although the group queried their usefulness if they are not enforceable.
3.4 There was a discussion on data collection dates for the single ILR. Colleges were clear that they would not want to report on their Learner Responsive provision any earlier than the current date for the LR01 return (early in December each year). The group queried whether there would continue to be reference dates. If so, they suggested that the reference dates should be harmonised. Currently ER returns report on the status as the end of the month, whereas most LR reference dates are at the start of the month.
3.5 Anita explained that the information authority is working with data users to understand their business needs so that the secretariat can make a recommendation on what the data collection dates for the single ILR should be. 
3.6 Some members of the group commented that Ofsted occasionally asked for slightly different data or make their own interpretations based on ILR data, rather than following the statistics published by the Data Service. It was agreed that it would be useful to invite an Ofsted representative to a future meeting to better understand their data requirements. 
Action: Paul to invite a data contact from Ofsted to the next meeting. 

3.7 There was some discussion on how the single ILR will be validated. Anita explained that funding models will dictate the validation rules to be applied. 

3.8 Anita was asked whether the single ILR could cope with several layers of subcontracting – the expectation being that the introduction of minimum contract values may mean more organisations are sub-contractors. Anita explained that the ‘franchised out and partnership delivery provider number’ (field A22 in the ILR) captures who delivered the learning aim. 
Post meeting update: The funding guidance is clear that there must not be more than one level of subcontracting. 
3.9 The group also asked for a published timetable to make clear when they can expect to receive standard reports such as the Qualification Success Rate reports and data quality reports. Several members of the group had been in touch with the Data Service’s service desk to ask when the reports will be published. The number of calls they receive would be reduced if the Data Service publicised this sort of information, even it if the dates are only indicative. 
Action: Mike Wicks to look into the Data Service publishing planned dates for data reports. 

Item 4. Essential changes to the 2011/12 ILR
4.1 Anita talked through the presentation slides which detail the changes that have recently been agreed. The information authority only considered changes that were essential to support the delivery of recent key policy documents such as the Skills Investment Strategy.
4.2 A query was raised regarding the format of S139A documents. It is only recently that learning providers in the FE and training sector have had to look out for these documents. Often the front line data collection staff do not know what this document looks like and they certainly don’t have any guidance on how long an assessment is valid for.
Action: Paul Kelman to seek additional guidance for learning providers on S139A assessments. 

4.3 Anita talked about the government’s aim to provide skills training for the unemployed. Several group members commented that they are getting more learners referred from Jobcentre Plus (JCP). Typically these learners are not to be enrolled on courses that run for more than eight weeks. Learning providers are unclear what proportion of their LR budget should be allocated to this provision and asked whether next year, their allocations will include specific indicative figures for JCP LR provision. 
Action: Paul to raise this query with the Skills Funding Agency.

Item 5. Enrolment and dataflow processes

5.1 There was a group discussion on how the various providers present enrolled their learners and managed any in-year changes.
5.2 One of the group members from a college gave an overview of how they moved from using the ILR form published by the information authority to creating their own forms to reflect their enrolment processes. They reviewed the requirements specified in the funding documentation and developed their own forms. The college sought written permission from the LSC’s auditors before using their own forms. 
5.3 They have found it useful to collect additional information that is not on the ILR form. For example, collecting the learner’s previous school helps to resolve some of their possible ULN matches. 
5.4 They review their forms after each academic year to agree improvements for the following year. Any staff involved with collecting data are trained in any changes for the forthcoming year. Other organisations have adopted a similar approach and developed a suite of forms to capture the data that is required. 

5.5 There was quite a bit of discussion on the funding guidance and audit documentation’s requirements for there to be an ILR form. Despite efforts in recent years to remove references to a paper ILR form, it seems clear that auditors expect to see ILR forms. Some group members questioned the need for any paper forms. Given that payments are based on what is submitted electronically, it is the electronic ILR file that should form the basis for the audit, rather than paper copies of what has been submitted. Many providers view this as unnecessary bureaucracy. 

5.6 Several of the providers present commented that some of the fields on their forms were pre-populated. This raised the question of why include it on the form when the same code applies to all learners. Similarly, why is it necessary to list all of the units or aims of a particular qualification when the MI system does all of that.  
5.7 Most group members are frustrated at the volume and cost of storing paperwork. Providers want to have the option of scanning documentation in and storing it electronically. 
5.8 One of the organisations present had been through the pilot which Jagvir Banning led for the Learning and Skills Council. As a result, they are running a predominantly paperless system. They do capture some information on paper and get learner signatures but this documentation is then scanned onto the system. 
5.9 Paul informed the group that there are a number of large employers who are already running paperless systems. Skills Funding Agency representatives in the past have commented that large employers are considered to be low risk because there is clear evidence from their HR and payroll systems that the learners exist. 
5.10 It was pointed out that only very large providers are likely to have the resources to develop paperless systems. The suggestion from the group is that the funding agencies should vet and approve particular software suppliers rather than looking at every provider. 
Action: Paul to seek an update from the Skills Funding Agency on rolling out paperless systems and include this as an agenda item at the next meeting.

5.11 There was some discussion around requirements that Ofsted may have. For example, the funding agency guidance states that an employer’s signature for reviews is optional but some providers had been told that Ofsted expect the employer’s signature to be there. Discrepancies like this need to be ironed out. 
Item 6. Data Service system re-platforming

6.1 David Young talked through the Data Service’s system re-platforming project. The presentation slides have further information. 

6.2 Some of the additional functionality that can be expected in the Learner Information Suite (LIS) includes a tool to convert a flat file ILR into an XML file. It should also be possible to merge ILR files using the LIS so that ER and LR provision could be merged and submitted as a single file. There will continue to be validation differences between LIS and the Online Data Collection (OLDC) because the OLDC validates against third party applications such as ULNs. The Data Service is not able to provide a desktop LIS tool that is capable of live checking against these systems.
6.3 David informed the group that the Learning Aims Database (LAD) will be replaced by the Learning Aims Reference Application (LARA). LARA will use new technology to automate updates. It will pull in data directly from relevant organisations, including Ofqual and the Department for Education. Although LARA will have a new look and feel, it will have some similarities with the LAD.
6.4 LARA will be used for 2011/12 learning provision. The expectation is that LARA will be populated with data in June 2011. David commented that the Data Service is considering updating the LAD with 2011/12 data until LARA is available. However, there is a risk of there being different data for the same qualification. It was agreed that it is far more efficient, both for the sector and the Data Service, for there to be just one place to store 2011/12 learning aims data. 
6.5 It is likely that LARA will have funding values rather than Standard Learner Numbers (SLN).

6.6 Some units in LARA may be available for funding as stand alone units, units to be done as part of another funding aim or both. 

6.7 There was a discussion about the lack of some funding information on the LAD and the fact that some in-year changes are made. This makes it difficult for learning providers to plan their provision. David explained that the Data Service was reliant on the funding agencies to provide the data to go onto the LAD. David also queried the number of in-year changes, commenting that there are very few cases that he is aware of.

6.8 This led to a further discussion about how providers can meet the timeliness targets they are set when funding information is not available on the LAD. Applying a proxy aim is time consuming and is not a good approach from an audit point of view. Some providers have to spend a lot of time chasing up particular qualifications for just a handful of learners. The group suggested that the Data Service, rather than providers, should be chasing outstanding funding information. 

6.9 David pointed out the risks associated with assuming that courses will be funded and went on to explain how LARA could demonstrate where qualifications are in terms of the approval process. 

6.10 Several group members commented on the problems they have had with their continuing Entry to Employment (E2E) learners. They are receiving the weekly payments but none of the bonus payments. This means that the figures being used to calculate next year’s allocations are inaccurate and so look less favourable for providers. There was also some alarm expressed regarding the information authority’s advice to amend E2E start dates to ensure that they are prior to 1 August 2010. Paul explained that his understanding was that this was the only option to get these learners through validation.
Action: Paul to investigate and report back on what is being done regarding E2E bonus payments.
Item 7. Provider Funding Reports (PFR)

7.1 Tony White from the Skills Funding Agency informed the group that the agency is currently reviewing its systems and that PFRs are within the scope of that. Currently there are two ways to generate a PFR. Either through the OLDC or the LIS. Tony suggested that the agency may not be able to continue to do both.
7.2 If forced to choose between an OLDC and LIS version, the OLDC version seemed to be the group’s preference. Some providers commented that the figures produced in the LIS do not reflect the payments that they actually receive. MI staff are reliant on PFR information to inform their accounts staff of expected payments. Where the amounts are different, MI staff find it very difficult to explain why. The OLDC version of a PFR also provides some reassurance that all of the data has been submitted successfully. It would be helpful if there was a PFR automatically generated when a data collection is closed. Currently, PFRs have to be requested and if a data submission is made on the closing date, the PFR requested will come through the following day with data for the following month. Providers find that very frustrating.
7.3 Providers commented that it would be useful for PFRs to include the current contract value. Sometimes a verbal agreement is made with a provider that the contact value will be increased but it can take a while for the figures to be amended in the agency’s systems. Tony pointed out that he had already looked into their contract management systems feeding directly into PFRs but it had proved to be too expensive to do. 
Action: the group members agreed to feedback any further comments to paul.kelman@theia.org.uk 

Item 8. Learning Records Service update

8.1 Ann Watson from the Learning Records Service (LRS) provided an update on the LRS’s work. The LRS is trying to reduce the number of exceptions or possible matches. The LRS is developing a test environment so that they can work on improving the matching algorithm. The LRS now gets a more regular data feed from the National Pupil Database. This will keep the schools and LRS data better aligned. As a result, learners’ details on the LRS system should be up to date. The LRS is also working to improve the exceptions handling process so that it flows better from a provider’s point of view. 
8.2 Ann was asked what the LRS had done about previous requests from this group regarding the publication of monthly, rather than annual credibility reports for learning providers. 

Action: Ann to check with colleagues what happened following the previous request and feed back to the group.

8.3 Ann was informed that deadlines for returns bring pressure on providers to create a new ULN, if they have not been able to clarify possible matches. Private training providers often face tougher challenges than colleges in terms of resolving possible matches. Often their learners are often based in the work place, may work unsociable hours etc. whereas in a college, a large proportion of learners will attend the college on a daily basis and so it is easier to clarify data issues with them. 

8.4 There was a discussion about data quality and the number of checks that learning providers do. As well as the LIS and DSAT, there are now provider data quality reports. This is creating more work. A single tool for checking data and reporting on its quality would be appreciated. 
8.5 There was a discussion on whether there would be increased validation on ULNs. Some providers had heard that there will be validation checks on OLDC which will not only check that the ULN provided is valid but also that the ULN matches other information (such as the learner’s name or date of birth) in the learner’s record. 
Action: Mike Wicks to investigate and feed back to the group. 

8.6 Finally, there was a discussion about merging duplicates. The merge facility is only available to the LRS’s system administrators. Some members of the group indicated that they would be happy to merge duplicates where they are absolutely sure that they are right. This would reduce the burden on the LRS. 

Action: Ann to feed this back to LRS colleagues.
Item 9. ‘User experience’ feedback

9.1 Fraser Hamilton explained that he is undertaking a full scale review of the way that learning providers engage with the Data Service and funding agencies. Fraser is a usability specialist who is carrying out this work for the Data Service. He wants to understand how providers interact with the agencies so that he can make informed recommendations on how things such as Provider Gateway can be improved for learning providers. 
9.2 The group put forward a number of comments and ideas. These included:

· A single point of contact for all systems, ie one phone number that sources the correct answer regardless of whether the query is for the Data Service, funding agencies, LRS, etc. Currently learning providers have numerous phone numbers and websites to refer too. They often rely on peer support by circulating queries via JISCmail. 

· On a similar theme, the group commented that one newsletter would be helpful rather than half a dozen different newsletters coming out of the same building in Coventry.

· A better layout of websites and an improved website search function. It is difficult to find documents and guidance. Search engines provide far better results that the site’s own search facility.
· There are too many guidance documents and often they are published too late. It was also suggested that guidance should be kept outside of contracts.

· There should be a holistic calendar to clarify what a learning provider needs to return and when. This would include ILR returns, mid-year estimates etc. Contract managers are not always clear what has to be delivered and when.
· The speed of provider gateway needs to be improved.
· It would be helpful if providers could tailor the e-learning modules. For example, the ILR e-learning module is useful for training data collection staff but they do not need to know to use OLDC.

· It should be possible on DSAT to flag possible data problems which have been checked. Each time DSAT is run, the same problems will appear which makes it difficult for providers to see what the new problems are.
· QSR reports contain a lot of detail. In many cases they are too large and e too colourful. The ER provider group has made several requests for there to be in-year benchmarking data included.

Action: Paul to invite Gary Tucker to the next ER group meeting to feed back on Fraser’s findings and provide an update on what action is being taken as a result.
Item 10. Any other business
10.1 Further to the discussion in item 9, it was pointed out that the Framework for Excellence website can be used for benchmarking. It is possible to search for learning providers and see their success rates 

10.2 The group asked for the Employer Contribution collection to be on the next ER group meeting agenda. 
Item 11. Dates for future meetings
11.1 The remaining ER provider group meetings in 2011 will take place on Thursday 16 June and Thursday 17 November. Suggestions for future group discussion topics should be emailed to paul.kelman@theia.org.uk 
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