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Introduction

This is the final evaluation of the Learning Communities project in Barton, Blackbird Leys and Rose Hill, Oxford. The project, led by the Community Learning  Support Unit, Oxfordshire County Council, was funded by SEEDA with match funding from a number of key agencies including the two local authorities and providers. The aim is to enable residents to take up learning opportunities that suit their needs and raise skill levels, thereby helping to lift a number of priority areas out of disadvantage.   The project began in January 2006 and ends 31 March 2008. The evaluation has taken place over the period  September 2006 to January 2008.  
The report fall into three parts

Part 1 provides an overall assessment of the Learning Communities project as a model for community-based learning and makes recommendations for the future

Part 2 provides the essential background to the project

Part 3 reports on the results of a survey of learners and their significance for the future of the project
Summary 

This summary highlights the main findings and conclusion from Part 1 of the Report only. Part 2 provides in depth background on the project and Part 3 reports in detail on the learner survey. 
Background 

The aim of the Learning Communities project in Barton, Blackbird Leys and Rose Hill, Oxford has been to test a model for estate-based learning programmes designed  to encourage residents to take up learning opportunities that suit their needs and raise skill levels, thereby helping to lift a number of priority areas out of disadvantage. Barton, Blackbird Leys and Rose Hill contain nine of the thirteen  areas of highest disadvantage in the County. Managed by the County Council, the project  has been  funded by SEEDA with match funding from a number of key agencies including the two local authorities and providers. The project began in January 2006 and ends 31 March 2008. 
Evaluation 

The evaluation, carried out by Martin Yarnit Associates, has taken place over the period  September 2006 to January 2008. It has focused on four issues

· the impact on learners, the quality of their learning experience and progression to further learning, employment and volunteering opportunities
· the contribution made by partnership working to outcomes

· compliance with the equality requirements laid down by government and SEEDA including those for disability, race and gender

· project sustainability.

Aims 

The aims of the project  have been  to 

· raise skill levels by  involving local residents in mainstream learning opportunities through accessible  and informal first step learning opportunities in local centres with multi-media facilities

· create opportunities and structures that continue after the project comes to an end. 

This involves 

· changing attitudes to learning amongst residents and developing the learner voice

· developing demand-led, responsive and accessible community based e-learning facilities,  including learner signposting and support, providing progression into mainstream learning opportunities 

· improving service delivery through a step change in the quality of partnership between provider organisations and other key agencies

· setting up a  learning champions scheme

· engaging with employers to improve pathways to work

· setting up a Sustainability Panel to ensure that these opportunities and structures survive the end of the project.
Strategic Context

Increasingly the government expects regional development agencies, the LSC, JCP and local authorities to work together more effectively to deliver learning, skills and business support.
 The result is a major focus on the strategic framework provided by regional economic strategies and local area agreements. That is the case in the South East and Oxfordshire as elsewhere in England. Key mechanisms for ensuring effective leadership and delivery will be the Oxfordshire Economic Partnership and possibly a new Employment and Skills Board, as proposed by the Leitch report. 

So the future of the Oxford Learning Communities  project  rests on its ability to make a convincing case in relation to the key objectives  of both  the regional economic strategy for the South East and the local area agreement for Oxfordshire. The Oxford project is well placed in this regard since it is already lodged within the LAA framework. This report suggests  that it is well placed to  makes a contribution to achieving the new RES targets for raising skill levels and economic activity rates and that this is the route to a sustainable future. 
A Model for Development

The real value of the project rests not merely in what it may have achieved for the three estates but also what it has to offer as a model for development. This evaluation shows that the essence of the model consists in what might be called the community development or engagement approach to building a community’s capacity for regeneration in partnership with key agencies including local government and education providers as well as employers. This involves a consistent focus on marketing: finding out what meets the needs of residents and funding bodies, designing learning programmes or brokering programme development with partners, engaging potential learners through outreach activity and the work of learning champions. 
To put it in a nutshell, learning communities act as the glue between educationalists and local communities, helping to join up services so that they meet local needs. They act as a broker between educational institutions and would-be learners, signposting ways into the system whilst re-shaping it to meet modern needs. They help to anchor learning and skills in broader plans for area renewal, drawing together the funding streams to make it all work.

The evidence from a study of regeneration in England over the last twenty years or so is that changing the fortunes of estates such as Blackbird Leys, Rose Hill and Barton rests on community engagement and  partnership as well as a benign economic environment, and that it takes time.
 It also requires a comprehensive and multi-agency approach to regeneration since no education project, however well based, is able by itself to reverse a history of decline and neglect. It means building the capacity of local residents to manage their own affairs as well as raising skill and economic activity levels.  
Impact on Learners

Since this is a project about learning, the acid test must be about the impact on learners. Has it changed their atitudes to learning, are they more involved in learning and community activity than before? 

On most fronts, the project has succeeded in doing much of what it set out to do, especially in relation to learners, in an extraordinarily short and organisationally turbulent period. It has performed well in relation to its targets, widening participation especially amongst those living in the most disadvantaged parts of the three estates.
A key limitation for the project is that it has only been able to claim results for courses it has offered itself and it is difficult to track outcomes from the courses offered by partners.  Nevertheless, the record is impressive. The project has assisted with the skills development of 571 people and assisted 271 residents into work. In Blackbird Leys alone 39 residents have gained a qualification with  a further 28 studying for a level 2 qualification, and 17 moving into employment or making progress at work. 

The overall participation data presented to the Area Board in January 2007  shows 57% as coming from the priority SOAs and a total of 76% from priority and secondary SOAs. By comparison, 59% of  respondents to the survey carried out for this report came from the priority SOA areas, and 87% from either the primary or secondary priority areas. 
If the survey sample reflects the reality, there are other respects in which the project has been effective at targeting the sort of people who could make a difference to their communities. While the vast majority - 92 % - of respondents were of active working age, aged 16-64, 66% were not in employment.  In Oxford, by comparison, around 27% of people  aged 16-64 are not actively engaged in the labour market. 
 Unusually for community-based projects, only 8% were of pensionable age. 18% - almost one in five – were on work related benefits and almost as many again were not working but not receiving work-related benefits. So, almost two out of five respondents were not working.  
Only 19% of the sample were men. If this is representative of the learners engaged by the project, then clearly there is a major task to reach out more effectively.
From an equal opportunities and inclusion point of view,  the survey suggested an impressive level of engagement with non-white residents.  62% were white and 34% BME. However, since there are no recent data on ethnicity, it is anyone’s guess whether these figures reflect local reality. A similar problem attaches to disability; the survey shows only 5% of respondents identifying themselves as disabled. This may indicate that the project needs to do more to reach Incapacity Benefits and similar claimants. 
So, who is the typical learner, according to our survey? She is most likely 
· to be a young woman, in her mid-20s to mid-40s

· living in a priority area

· to be white

· employed part-time or unemployed

· to be to be involved in some form of learning at a local learning centre  

· to have  found out about the course she is on  by word of mouth
· to be on an award bearing  part-time  course

· to have returned to learning after leaving school through a course put on by the project or its partners. 

The Learner Experience

The lives of hundreds of local people have been changed for the better; probably many more if we count the impact on family, friends and children. This is confirmed by the learner survey (see Part 3) as well as the case studies reported in this and earlier reports. 

Perhaps the best news is that 58% of the sample had taken part in learning in the last three years, compared with 42 % nationally according to NIACE national surveys.
 This seems like a significant result for the project in demonstrably widening participation. It is possible that some of the 58% had done their learning elsewhere or at the Blackbird Leys site of Oxford and Cherwell Valley College, but given that there were no locally delivered courses before the project, it is fairly safe to say that most of these responses relate to project-related provision. 

When asked about the effect of learning on employment, the most common response was that it had developed new work skills (56%). Second most common response was that it had increased job satisfaction (18%). 11 people had got a new job as a result and 10 had set up their own business.  12 said that it had led to a pay rise or promotion.  

For many respondents, a positive effect of taking part in learning is that they have become more involved in the community like the young people in Barton whose music activity has led them into becoming learning champions.  Twenty respondents mentioned supporting others to take part in learning, and twenty said that they had become involved in some way as a volunteer. Almost as many said that they had helped a family member to take up learning or helped their children’s learning.
The Right Provision?
There are a lot of lessons to be learned about how to provide community based learning that meets learners’ needs. The survey provides some clear answers to the question, ‘what has helped encourage you back into learning’. Respondents could tick as many answers as they wanted. The top response in terms of number of mentions were

· A learning champion assisted me (68)

· The content of the course was relevant to my needs (64)

· I got help with childcare (63)

Also important, but less so, were help with learning and basic skills, and courses taking place in a suitable venue at a suitable time. 

Respondents were asked what had made it difficult for them to study in the past. Three reasons stood out: childcare problems, the fact that courses were not offered at a suitable time and the cost of learning. All these are issues for which   the project and its partners have been looking for solutions. A fourth factor was lack of confidence or motivation. Perhaps this is why the help of the learning champions has been so important. 

53% felt that everything that could be done to make learning more accessible had been done. The remaining 47% cited a number of remaining problems including  the difficulty of fitting learning around working hours. Given that the majority of respondents were women and the majority of learners are also women, who – according to the survey – tended either to be in part-time work or unemployed – it could be that  more attention needs to be given to meeting the needs of full-time employees – and this could be a key factor in enticing men to take part in learning.   Childcare or funding for childcare was also an issue, as was a desire for help with literacy or computer skills, funding or help with travel expenses, better publicity for the courses on offer and help with confidence building. 

Quality and Tracking

Occasional surveys are no substitute for developed systems of quality assurance. Given the responsibility the project bears for the quality of what others as well as its own direct delivery activities, it is vital that there should be a quality assurance mechanism linked to the Common Inspection Framework. 

The agreements with the county’s adult learning service and the IAG providers mean that these providers will begin to collect data on learners from all three estates which should make it easier to track progress and support progression. IAG is now being linked to an increasing number of courses, as a normal occurrence. 

Routes to Employment 

If the fortunes of the priority areas were to be changed, then much would depend on the success with which residents were helped into and on in employment. But like many community-based projects, Oxford Learning Communities has found difficulties with this part of the agenda. One reason is that preparation for employment and placing people in work requires specialist skills that were not present when the project was set up. Another is that the project was set up without links to employment-related agencies or employers. Nevertheless,  the survey shows that some residents have been helped into work or at work by the learning they have done through the project. There is a developing relationship with Jobcentre Plus and the childcare and teaching assistant courses have given dozens of residents a new start. 

Partnership

Previous reports have assessed the strength of partnership working.  The project has brought together a large group of providers and other agencies which has met as the Three Estates partnership for two years. Key partners include  the county’s adult and community learning service (after admittedly a rocky start),  Oxford and Cherwell Valley College and Oxford Brookes University as well as SEEDA itself. 

The developing partnership with the county’s adult learning service, the college and with the IAG providers will be the lynchpin of attempts to mainstream the work of the project. The adult service has committed itself to an SLA for first steps learning amounting to £50,000 for 200 learners. It is also providing quality assurance expertise. A more explicit link with the local area agreement in future could help to strengthen joint planning, especially if the LSC and Jobcentre Plus were to be involved in efforts to engage the economically inactive. This is the route to a sustainable future for the project. 

Management 
Despite management changes throughout the life of the project, much has been achieved, and that reflects well on the quality of the work by staff and volunteers but also on the community development approach which has inspired a new level of engagement from providers and residents. 

For the future it is clear that a single manager   for the three estates, rather than three coordinators,   would bring unity and integration of planning and resources to the project. It would also be useful to have a senior member of staff responsible for partnership and planning alongside a manager responsible for community engagement and learning champions. The whole project also needs to be better integrated with the County Council’s programmes and structures. 
The Learning Champions 
Although the learning champions were a comparatively late innovation for the project they have clearly made an impact. They were referred to as a major factor in encouraging new learners and they have also been an important source of information about courses. They carried out the interviews for the learner survey following a briefing on methodology.  25 have been recruited from the three estates and the plan is to move to 30 by re-structuring management. 

It is not clear which comes first, but the make up of the learning champions tends to reflect the make up of the learner body, being predominantly female aged 25-44. If the project is to reach out to a wider audience, then thought needs to be given to recruiting learning champions amongst men, full-time employees, the over 50s, disabled people and people on Incapacity Benefit. 
Equal Opportunities

On grounds of both visible fairness and social cohesion, the project needs to ensure that it is meeting its obligations on equal opportunities. The project is engaging with a broad range of people, including some groups which traditionally tend to be neglected in adult learning provision such as young people and Asian women. Young men and women are well represented among the learning champions, especially young black women in the case of Blackbird Leys. So who is missing out?  Older people, 50 and over, seem to be participating less. Perhaps more attention needs to be given to the many people dependent on incapacity and disability benefits.

Facilities

The survey shows how important local provision is to engaging with new learners. Significant resources have been invested in upgrading or refurbishing community learning facilities on the three estates. The extension to Rose Hill Children’s Centre and the remodelled Glow Hall attached to the Blitz Centre on Blackbird Leys are highlights of the programme. The upgrading of IT facilities has been slow and difficult but new tutors have been employed on the three estates to support users of drop in facilities and people on IT courses. 

Have the SOAs been lifted?

It is unrealistic to expect the project, in the absence of a comprehensive area regeneration programme to raise the priority SOAs out of disadvantage.  But the project has demonstrated a  promising model for engaging disadvantaged groups of learners, raising their skill and qualification levels, and moving them towards employment or advancing their prospects at work. 

Finally, Two Recommendations
A number of suggestions have been made in this first part of the report but we would like to end by making two firm recommendations that we believe are central to the future of the Oxford learning communities model:

1. The model should become the basis for the provision of community based learning services throughout the county and the region

2. The model should become mainstreamed through the Oxfordshire local area agreement. 
Evaluation

The purpose of the independent evaluation  carried out by MYA has been  

1. to ensure that project activities are contributing to agreed outcomes

2. to help managers to use performance data as a guide to action

3. to demonstrate to stakeholders – the community, local agencies and  funders – the extent to which  the agreed ends for the project are being achieved

4. to assess the validity of the Oxford learning communities model as a means of addressing disadvantage.

The evaluation is designed to focus attention on outcomes and impact especially

· the impact on learners, the quality of their learning experience and progression to further learning, employment and volunteering opportunities
· the contribution made by partnership working to outcomes

· compliance with the equality requirements laid down by government and SEEDA including those for disability, race and gender

· project sustainability.

The evaluation  attempts to trace the relationship from aims to outcomes taking account of target groups, objectives or activities and outputs eg enrolments.
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It identifies the lasting impact made by the project and how this has been achieved. It, by the same token, attempts to explain shortfalls or failings. The tone and approach are intended to be  constructively candid and critical if necessary. 

The independent evaluation sits alongside self-assessment activities run by the project including 

· The collection of data about key indicators

· Regular reflection on the progress of the project

· Report backs to stakeholders on the progress of the project.

· The training and support of residents as researchers.

Methodology

The MYA evaluation methodology has focused on two broad aspects

· Learners and the quality of the learning experience, 

· The quality of the service provided as part of the Learning Communities project, including partnership working and learner engagement in service development and delivery.

This final report has been preceded by two reports:

1. A stocktaking report, covering the first year from January to December 2006 and focusing on enrolments, courses and IAG; and partnership

2. An interim report, dealing with the first half of 2007, and assessing six aspects of the project:

· Enrolments, courses and IAG

· Tracking and outcomes

· Learning quality

· Partnership

· Community Involvement

· Facilities

The main methods used in carrying out the evaluation are

· Interviews with key actors including learners, managers of community organisations, providers and project managers and coordinators

· Observation of meetings

· Analysis of data provided by the project as part of its reporting agreement with SEEDA

· Reports of activity presented to the local partnership meeting, the Three Estates Partnership and the Area Board.

In addition, for this final evaluation, 100 learners, chosen randomly, completed a questionnaire with the help of coordinators and learning champions. The main aims of the survey were to get a sense of who the learners were and their background and to  pinpoint the progress made by respondents in terms of learning and employment. A detailed account of the survey methodology is given in the Appendix. 
PART 1 OVERALL ASSESSMENT

Background and Aims

SEEDA  funded the Learning Communities project to develop sustainable solutions to the education and employment problems faced by residents in three areas of the East Oxford regeneration arc.  The project built on earlier Single Regeneration Budget investment in parts of these communities.  Barton, Blackbird Leys and Rose Hill contain nine of the thirteen  areas of highest disadvantage in the County. The project has tested a model for estate-based learning programmes designed to lift significant numbers of residents out of disadvantage, thereby reducing  the number of super output areas falling into the most deprived category.  SEEDA has supported two other community-based learning projects elsewhere in the region. 

The aims have been  to 

· raise skill levels by  involving local residents in mainstream learning opportunities through accessible  and informal first step learning opportunities in local centres with multi-media facilities

· create opportunities and structures that continue after the project comes to an end. 

This involves 

· changing attitudes to learning amongst residents and developing the learner voice

· developing demand-led, responsive and accessible community based e-learning facilities,  including learner signposting and support, providing progression into mainstream learning opportunities 

· improving service delivery through a step change in the quality of partnership between provider organisations and other key agencies

· setting up a  learning champions scheme

· engaging with employers to improve pathways to work

· setting up a Sustainability Panel to ensure that these opportunities and structures survive the end of the project.

Changing Context

The Oxford project was envisaged from the start as a testbed for community-based approaches to widening participation and raising skill and economic activity levels. And so it remains even if the policy context has changed somewhat in the past three years. A Treasury report on regional development and regeneration and a recent joint report from DWP and DIUS together mean that regional development agencies, the LSC, JCP and local authorities are expected to work together more effectively to deliver learning, skills and business support.
 The result is a major focus on the strategic framework provided by regional economic strategies and local area agreements. That is the case in the South East and Oxfordshire as elsewhere in England. Key mechanisms for ensuring effective leadership and delivery will be the Oxfordshire Economic Partnership and possibly a new Employment and Skills Board, as proposed by the Leitch report. 

So the future of projects like the Oxford Learning Communities will rest on their ability to make a convincing case in relation to the key objectives of both  the regional economic strategy for the South East and the local area agreement for Oxfordshire. The Oxford project is well placed in this regard since it is already lodged within the LAA framework. This report suggests that it is well placed to  makes a contribution to achieving the new RES targets for raising skill levels and economic activity rates. 

A Model for Development

But the real value of the project rests not merely in what it may have achieved for the three estates but also what it has to offer as a model for development. This evaluation shows that the essence of the model consists in what might be called the community development or engagement approach to building a community’s capacity for regeneration in partnership with key agencies including local government and education providers as well as employers. This involves a consistent focus on marketing: finding out what meets the needs of residents and funding bodies, designing learning programmes or brokering programme development with partners, engaging potential learners through outreach activity and the work of learning champions.
To put it in a nutshell, learning communities act as the glue between educationalists and local communities, helping to join up services so that they meet local needs. They act as a broker between educational institutions and would-be learners, signposting ways into the system whilst re-shaping it to meet modern needs. They help to anchor learning and skills in broader plans for area renewal, drawing together the funding streams to make it all work.

The evidence from a study of regeneration in England over the last twenty years or so is that changing the fortunes of estates such as Blackbird Leys, Rose Hill and Barton rests on community engagement and  partnership as well as a benign economic environment, and that it takes time.
 It also requires a comprehensive and multi-agency approach to regeneration since no education project, however well based, is able by itself to reverse a history of decline and neglect. It means building the capacity of local residents to manage their own affairs as well as raising skill and economic activity levels.  
Impact on Learners

Since this is a project about learning, the acid test must be about the impact on learners. Has it changed their atitudes to learning, are they more involved in learning and community activity than before? 

On most fronts, the project has succeeded in doing much of what it set out to do, especially in relation to learners, in an extraordinarily short and organisationally turbulent period. It has performed well in relation to its targets, widening participation especially amongst those living in the most disadvantaged parts of the three estates. It was  anticipated that as a result of these targets being realised, some or all of the nine SOAs would be lifted out of the most disadvantaged category. This, it was envisaged, would affect 947 out of 5000 residents who currently have no qualifications, or almost 20% of the total. 

The main targets agreed with SEEDA are shown in the table below as are the achieved outputs and the targets set for the partnership as a whole. The difference between the project and the partnership targets refers to the fact that although the project has helped residents into provision by contacting them and signposting them, it cannot count learners towards its targets unless it delivered the course itself.  This problem was not well understood when the targets were set. 
The result is that the project is limited in the outputs it can claim, as the project managers reported: 

For example, Leys Learning Community is directly responsible for 10 local learners enrolling on NVQ2 courses this year, 8 of these learners are doing the majority of their learning with us – however Oxford & Cherwell Valley College is paying the tutors and will claim the outputs under the Train to Gain programme.  Likewise Leys Learning Community is supporting 6 learners doing a range of Skills for Life programmes at Level 1, 2 and GCSE.  Without our intervention and SEEDA financial support these learners would not be accessing the provision but they are contributing to partners mainstream SfL targets.

Objectives and Targets

	Objective
	All Partner

Targets
	Achieved end 2007
	SEEDA 

project targets

	People assisted with skills development (minimum 6 hours)
	947
	571
	460

	People assisted into work
	350
	271
	122

	People achieving a basic skills qualification
	104
	2
	13

	People achieving a full level 2 qualification (equivalent to 5 GCSEs A*-C)
	27
	4
	20

	Total
	1428
	848
	615


A further difficulty, from a reporting point of view, is that it is difficult to access data on the outcomes achieved by the partnership as a whole since there is no central tracking system. 
On the other hand, it is clear that the project has contributed to enabling many learners to take part in learning and employment programmes. The outcomes for Blackbird Leys learners (see table below) show   321 beneficial outcomes  from the project, with 39  gaining a qualification,  a further 28 studying for a level 2 qualification, 91 moving onto other courses including further and higher education, and 17 moving into employment or making progress at work. 

Outcomes: Blackbird Leys Learners
	22
	Voluntary Active *

	11
	Economic Active *

	6
	Improved Job*

	22
	Progressed to different LC Learning

	62
	Progressed to Partner Learning

	7
	Progressed to HE

	16
	Achieved National Qualification at L1 or L2

	23
	Achieved other significant qualification

	28
	Studying for Nat Qual L2+

	10
	Achieved SfL at L2

	12
	ESL

	11
	In Work Training (NVQ)

	91
	ICT skills

	321
	Total


Clearly, the project has made a significant contribution to raising skill levels but has it reached the most economically inactive from the designated priority areas, including Incapacity Benefit Claimants and lone parents?
Target Groups
The project’s main focus is on the nine most disadvantaged super output areas (SOA), referred to here as the priority areas. Secondary refers to a SOA  with 30-50% adults lacking in qualifications, which is also defined by the Area Programme Board  as a target area but not for the purposes of the Local Area Agreement.  Non priority areas are those which have lower percentages of adult lacking qualifications.  

The overall participation data presented to the Area Board in January  shows 57% as coming from the priority SOAs and a total of 76% from priority and secondary SOAs. By comparison, 59% of  respondents to the survey carried out for this report came from the priority SOA areas, and 87% from either the primary or secondary priority areas. 
If the survey sample reflects the reality, there are other respects in which the project has been effective at targeting the sort of people who could make a difference to their communities. While the vast majority - 92 % - of respondents were of active working age, aged 16-64, 66% were not in employment.  In Oxford, by comparison, around 27% of people  aged 16-64 are not actively engaged in the labour market. 
 Unusually for community-based projects, only 8% were of pensionable age. 18% - almost one in five – were on work related benefits and almost as many again were not working but not receiving work-related benefits. So, almost two out of five respondents were not working.  
Only 19% of the sample were men. If this is representative of the learners engaged by the project, then clearly there is a major task to reach out more effectively. Given that male unemployment levels are at a historic low, it may be that the current pattern of daytime provision needs to be varied to take account of full-time workers and shift workers, and that consideration should be given to mounting courses in or close to workplaces. This might be funded through the Train to Gain programme for level 2 and 3 qualifications. 
From an equal opportunities and inclusion point of view,  the survey suggested an impressive level of engagement with non-white residents.  62% were white and 34% BME. However, since there are no recent data on ethnicity, it is anyone’s guess whether these figures reflect local reality. A similar problem attaches to disability; the survey shows only 5% of respondents identifying themselves as disabled. This may indicate that the project needs to do more to reach Incapacity Benefits and similar claimants. 
So, who is the typical learner, according to our survey? She is most likely 
· to be a young woman, in her mid-20s to mid-40s

· living in a priority area

· to be white

· employed part-time or unemployed

· to be to be involved in some form of learning at a local learning centre  

· to have  found out about the course she is on  by word of mouth
· to be on an award bearing  part-time  course

· to have returned to learning after leaving school through a course put on by the project or its partners. 
The Learner Experience
Anecdotal evidence and evidence from interviews and observations suggests that on the whole the learner experience has been positive, as the commentary on the highlights of provision suggests (see below).. The lives of hundreds of local people have been changed for the better; probably many more if we count the impact on family, friends and children. This is confirmed by the learner survey (see Part 3). 
Highlights of Provision 

It is useful to review some of the courses that are reflected in responses to the survey. 

In Blackbird Leys, a developing specialism is the courses for people interested in working in schools and childcare. Two full classes started in March 2007 run by the Pre-School Learning Alliance, leading to the CACHE level 2 CPP qualification. Three full classes have been recruited for the WEA, OCN accredited, Helping in Schools course aimed at prospective teaching assistants.  Blackbird Leys Learning Community arranged work placements for all these courses and several learners have now got paid positions as teaching assistants or lunch time supervisors.. Similar courses are planned for the other estates. 

In Barton, the Reaching Young Adult Learners Project and the Rose Hill work with Asian women have both been gaining momentum. The Barton project aims to offer a stepping stone into mainstream education. 

This project has supported 12 people directly with goal setting, CV building and IT skills needed by employers.  Some of these young adults have registered their interest in becoming Learning Champions.  Three learners from this group have completed a ten week Plumbing Entry course and are about to start an intermediate course.  Two from this group have successfully found employment and one has set up a gardening business.

I met several of the young people involved. Most of them had had a discouraging experience of school. One scarcely attended and another had been through several changes of school. None was stupid, but one was dyslexic and had been taught to see himself as ‘thick’.  Slightly to their surprise, and barely into their 20s, they had become keen adult learners, turning up promptly every morning for music and sport coaching activities, and taking on the responsibility of becoming learning champions. But for the Barton project, they might have been lost to learning. Instead, they were all looking forward to the future, and one was about to start a degree course. Here a key facility is the IT Hub where there are often fifteen or so young people pursuing their own interests or following a course. A member of the county’s music service has played a significant role in guiding and supporting some of this group, whilst a local resident has performed a similar role for sport coaching. The learning community project brings together the young people and the adults who can sympathetically support them in a relaxed learning environment. 
Case Study 

Barton Learning Champion, Melanie Jewell has been accepted at Ruskin College on a foundation degree.  This is a major achievement for Melanie who left school without any qualifications and had two children whilst under the age of 19 years.  Having worked hard in the community over the last few years, she has gained valuable experience.  Barton Learning Community has helped Melanie progress to level 2 qualifications, preparing her for her for this new pathway into higher education.

The Asian Women’s Learning Group on Rose Hill is still in its infancy but it is clearly meeting a need that no other agency has addressed, looking at the career options for younger Asian women. It is run independently, but is working closely with a jointly funded City and County Asian family support officer.  The Rose Hill Community Development Course, which has run for a second time in response to local demand, has attracted some key local residents, several of whom form the nucleus of the learning champion group. 

All three co-ordinators [it was reported Spring 2007] have been pleasantly surprised at the levels of interest from the communities in relation to Brookes University becoming involved in the three estates
. This new relationship, which is backed by a high degree of commitment on Brookes’ part,  has generated two initiatives. A filmmaking module took place in Blackbird Leys, involving a small number of local residents working alongside undergraduates on the course. The University was pleased with the outcome, pronouncing it a ‘great success’.  It could pave the way for a broad range of courses to be offered locally, not just social work or arts. A resident who took part in it was happy to be able to offer his expertise but felt that there was an element of slumming involved for the university students. It is early days for what could be a useful collaboration for both sides. 

Case Study

I’m 20 years old now, having left school at fifteen.  I dossed about for years and didn’t make anything of opportunities that were around.  In the last year I have been part of the Young Adult Learner project which is part of Barton Learning Community.  I have been able to access courses and support to help me realise that I have got potential and can one day have an interesting career.  My passion is sports and working with young people but I know I need lots of different skills to get decent paid work. I’ve been shadowing project workers in the community and have picked up lots of skills. I’ve now got a CV with work experience that counts and am CRB checked.  I do sessional work for local play schemes, and have had real interview practice.  I’m keeping my options open and have been doing an entry level in plumbing alongside the other short courses.  I think there is a future for me and other people seem amazed at what I am doing – they are now asking me how to go about things in getting life more sorted!

Jamie Smith, Barton Learning Champion

The University English module run by the university in Rose Hill had a rocky ride, with the original participants believing they needed more time to complete the course, so are due to resubmit in December 2007. Some valuable lessons are being learned by Brookes and the project about how to achieve success in the future. It is easy to see in retrospect that the residents who took part needed clearer guidance about the nature of the course and the level it was aimed at. It is an off the shelf module designed to improve the essay writing techniques of access students or undergraduates. What residents wanted, instead, was a broad introduction to language and literature.  The result was disappointment and frustration for many, but an appreciation that new initiatives take time to get established. Happily,  five out of the seven wanted to recommence the course in the autumn. University staff and the Rose Hill coordinator are determined to learn from the experience. One lesson is that university extramural provision has to be closely tailored to learners’ needs and their current capabilities, and that requires detailed discussion between the provider, the project and the would-be students. This puts a premium on partnership working  and project management skills. 
The Right Provision?
There are a lot of lessons to be learned about how to provide community based learning that meets learners’ needs. The survey provides some clear answers to the question, what has helped encourage you back into learning. Respondents could tick as many answers as they wanted. The top response in terms of number of mentions were

· A learning champion assisted me (68)

· The content of the course was relevant to my needs (64)

· I got help with childcare (63)

Also important, but less so, were help with learning and basic skills, and courses taking place in a suitable venue at a suitable time. 

Respondents were asked what had made it difficult for them to study in the past. Three reasons stood out: childcare problems, the fact that courses were not offered at a suitable time and the cost of learning. All these are issues for which   the project and its partners have been looking for solutions. A fourth factor was lack of confidence or motivation. Perhaps this is why the help of the learning champions has been so important. 

53% felt that everything that could be done to make learning more accessible had been done. The remaining 47% cited a number of remaining problems including  the difficulty of fitting learning around working hours. Given that the majority of respondents were women and the majority of learners are also women, who – according to the survey – tended either to be in part-time work or unemployed – it could be that  more attention needs to be given to meeting the needs of full-time employees – and this could be a key factor in enticing men to take part in learning.   Childcare or funding for childcare was also an issue, as was a desire for help with literacy or computer skills, funding or help with travel expenses, better publicity for the courses on offer and help with confidence building. 

Impact on Learners: Evidence from the  Survey 

Perhaps the best news is that 58% of the sample had taken part in learning in the last three years, compared with 42 % nationally according to NIACE national surveys.
 This seems like a significant result for the project in demonstrably widening participation. It is possible that some of the 58% had done their learning elsewhere or at the Blackbird Leys site of Oxford and Cherwell Valley College, but given that there were no locally delivered courses before the project, it is fairly safe to say that most of these responses relate to project-related provision. 
Residents were asked in what ways learning had had a positive impact. They were prompted to think about effects in terms of personal development, work, progression to further learning and community involvement.

Interviewees were asked how learning had helped their personal development. Six responses received 60 or more mentions:

· Found learning interesting

· Met new people

· Enjoyed it/had fun

· Encouraged me to do more learning

· Boosted confidence

· Did something useful with spare time. 

Comments included

“My attitude about myself has vastly improved. I have a purpose in my life (for me) aside from the family and home. My life is no longer mundane.”
“Since starting with Oxford Learning Communities I have gained 12 qualifications and am now at University.”

“I enjoy doing new things and I want to do something positive with my life. I want my son to be proud of me.”

When asked how learning had had a positive effect work-wise, the most common response was that it had developed new work skills (56%). Second most common response was that it had increased job satisfaction (18%). 11 people had got a new job as a result and 10 had set up their own business.  12 said that it had led to a pay rise or promotion.  Please note that some respondents mentioned more than one outcome.  
One respondent commented, “I am on-course to achieve the qualifications I need to get the job I want rather than one I have to do to pay the bills.” Another said, “It helped me get the job I wanted and it has made me financially a lot more secure and better off.”

The two chief gains from taking part in learning for the respondents to the survey are improved subject knowledge and new skills. Secondary gains were improved literacy and ICT skills. One said, “I never contemplated it before. I am going on to university later this year - my dad is so proud of me too.”

“If I can be frank – another interviewee said - . I am on the road to recovery after suffering a bad spell of depression due to my mum's death. I became a bit of a recluse, lost my job, lost some friends and lost hope. The course has given me  hope for the future, I have made new friends and contacts and I may just have found my 'dream job'.”

For many respondents, a positive effect of taking part in learning is that they have become more involved in the community like the young people in Barton whose music activity has led them into becoming learning champions.  Twenty respondents mentioned supporting others to take part in learning, and twenty said that they had become involved in some way as a volunteer. Almost as many said that they had helped a family member to take up learning or helped their children’s learning. Here are some of their comments: 

“It has given me more qualifications and as I am learning in a young parents group I hope eventually to run my own young parents groups. I feel there isn't enough support out there for young parents.”

“Much more than I hoped for. This project has evoked a sense of pride for our community, If 50 or so people can get together to create this masterpiece [a mosaic], imagine what we'd achieve if more of us came together for the good of the community.”
They were also asked if the learning had the impact they hoped for. 85 out of 91 were positive. One hinted at the unexpected transformation they had experienced: “Much more than anticipated because of the knock on effect - new friends and motivation to do more.”

Quality and Tracking

All of this is very positive but occasional surveys are no substitute for developed systems of quality assurance. Given the responsibility the project bears for the quality of what others deliver – and the anguish caused by poor service -   as well as its own direct delivery activities, it is vital that there should be a quality assurance mechanism linked to the Common Inspection Framework. If the project were to be inspected as part of a Joint Area Review,  an obvious question would be about quality systems. Part of those systems should extend to better tracking of learners so that progression can be better monitored and promoted. 

The agreements with the county’s adult learning service and the IAG providers mean that these providers will begin to collect data on learners from all three estates which should make it easier to track progress and support progression. IAG is now being linked to an increasing number of courses, as a normal occurrence. 

Routes to Employment 
If the fortunes of the priority areas were to be changed, then much would depend on the success with which residents were helped into and on in employment. But like many community-based projects, Oxford Learning Communities has found difficulties with this part of the agenda. As the coordinators concede, employment is 

still an area of weakness which will require a more focussed approach in the second year.  Learning Communities is doing well in terms of individuals being supported into employment and local people see that our work can lead to economic improvement.  However, we still don’t have systematic links with the many employers on the Oxford Business Park etc. and most of our successes have been with the statutory authority as employers.
 

One reason is that preparation for employment and placing people in work requires specialist skills that were not present when the project was set up. Another is that the project was set up without links to employment-related agencies or employers. In other areas, housing or health infrastructure projects, for example, have provided opportunities for local labour compacts. 
Having said that, there are employment related activities happening:

· Blackbird Leys is rapidly becoming a major broker in the supply of child care workers and teaching assistants on the estate.

· Rose Hill was active in supporting staff when Sure Start became a Children’s Centre. Some of the Sure Start staff were helped to apply for new jobs, with  interview practice and help with their cv. A Rose Hill learning champion has been appointed to a full-time receptionist post at the Centre. Helping local residents into employment is a key goal for the Learning Communities project because it shows that learning pays. 
· Barton has established a web site page on the community website with links to jobs and vacancies that come up within the community, has helped several people off Job Seekers Allowance and has advised local residents employed in the care industry on basic skills training.  

Discussions are underway with Jobcentre Plus who are considering working with the project as an intermediary. This may pave the way for a much needed greater focus on employment, at a time when the emphasis in public policy is shifting towards a stronger role for local intermediaries to broker and support people entering employment.

Partnership

Previous reports have assessed the strength of partnership working.  The project has brought together a large group of providers and other agencies which has met as the Three Estates partnership for two years. Some providers have been better placed or more ready to help than others but there have been some impressive collaborations involving, for example, the county’s adult and community learning service (after admittedly a rocky start),  Oxford and Cherwell Valley College and Oxford Brookes University. SEEDA has been a presence at these meetings, as well as at the Area Board, which has overseen the project, since the beginning.
The developing partnership with the county’s adult learning service, the college and with the IAG providers will be the lynchpin of attempts to mainstream the work of the project. The adult service has committed itself to an SLA for first steps learning amounting to £50,000 for 200 learners. It is also providing quality assurance expertise.

The practical results of partnership working can be seen in a number of  other ways
:

· Information, advice and guidance (IAG) services  are now being delivered on each estate, with recruitment  managed locally

· Each estate has been working closely with Oxford and  Cherwell Valley College (OCVC) and has successfully recruited and supported learners funded through the LSC  learners in deprived communities programme. This programme included health and massage and managing money.  The delivery also included IAG and mentoring support.

· Between January – March 07, outreach for beginners ICT classes as part of the county adult learning first steps provision led to  two full courses being provided in Blackbird Leys and four in Barton.  This has now resulted in a formal service level agreement between adult learning services and learning communities, which will enable the project to deliver more non-accredited learning through accessing first steps funding directly. 

· Barton learning community has been hosting the Headington Extended schools partnership workshops and is taking a lead in initiating a strategic approach between Bayards Hill Primary school and the Children’s Centre in parental engagement across the estate.  Support is in place to assist this local primary school in developing a PTA.

 If there are some weaknesses in the partnership work, it would be that there has been a limited amount of joint planning, that commitments of match funding have not always materialised, and that only a marginal amount of project activity has so far been embedded in mainstream business plans. A more explicit link with the local area agreement in future could help to remedy some of these defects, especially if the LSC and Jobcentre Plus were to be involved. 
Management 
Hardly had the project got going that it began to be affected by reorganisations and management changes. It is almost miraculous that so much has been achieved despite a background din that for some months rose to a crescendo as managers and coordinators  and other staff members moved on or were changed. Despite all of this much has been achieved, and that reflects well on the quality of the work by staff and volunteers but also on the community development approach which has inspired a new level of engagement from providers and residents. 

For the future it is clear that a single manager   for the three estates, rather than three coordinators,   would bring unity and integration of planning and resources to the project. It would also be useful to have a senior member of staff responsible for partnership and planning alongside a manager responsible for community engagement and learning champions. The whole project also needs to be better integrated with the County Council’s programmes and structures. 
The Learning Champions 
Although the learning champions were a comparatively late innovation for the project they have clearly made an impact. They were referred to as a major factor in encouraging new learners and they have also been an important source of information about courses. They carried out the interviews for the learner survey following a briefing on methodology.  25 have been recruited from the three estates and the plan is to move to 30 by re-structuring management. 
Not surprisingly, developments are most advanced in Blackbird Leys, reflecting the deeper historical roots of the project here, and there are plans to constitute the already large group of learning champions as the management committee for the project on the estate: Although the Learning Champion aspect of the project has been slow to start we now have a group of 14 champions meeting fortnightly and doing excellent work in outreach and feedback from the community … 10 function as learning mentors and 4 have specific duties in ICT or working in schools.  We are still recruiting and do not anticipate any difficulty in reaching our target of 30 by the end of the project…The Learning Champions group has now formalised itself as a community learning association and development of this will form the main focus of our exit strategy.

Champions have received training – the coordinator reports -  in motivational interviewing techniques and an introduction to mentoring.  Further training is planned for May and June with a range of partners.  Learning Champions have begun training in the use of their lap-tops and utilising on-line information resources. 
In Barton, one local resident has become the focal point for a growing group of learning champions, coordinating their work and providing information about courses. As in Blackbird Leys, there is a noticeable group of young people involved, acting as volunteers for the IT hub and working on music and sports projects and also acting as learning champions.  

Precisely because Rose Hill has started from a lower base line of established activity, the coordinator  has concentrated on developing projects that  build capacity and sustainability, like  the Asian Women’s Learning Group, Young Learners Project and Rose Hill News. These projects are developing local people who are beginning to emerge as Learning Champions with their own peer group to which  they  can refer. Eight local people have volunteered to take part in learning champions training, many of them emerging from the two recent Community Development courses.

It is not clear which comes first, but the make up of the learning champions tends to reflect the make up of the learner body, being predominantly female aged 25-44. If the project is to reach out to a wider audience, then thought needs to be given to recruiting learning champions amongst men, full-time employees, the over 50s, disabled people and people on Incapacity Benefit. 

Equal Opportunities

The activities outlined above show that the project is engaging with a broad range of people, including some groups which traditionally tend to be neglected in adult learning provision such as young people and Asian women. Young men and women are well represented among the learning champions we have met, especially young black women in the case of Blackbird Leys. So who is missing out?  Older people, 50 and over, seem to be participating less and in the case of Blackbird Leys it is easy to forget that the overwhelming majority, according to the 2001 census, are white and UK born. According to a local survey, the figures for limiting long term illness for Barton are nearly three times higher than the figure for Oxford as a whole and are twice as high as the figure for England and Wales
.  Perhaps more attention needs to be given to the many people dependent on incapacity and disability benefits. Data collection and analysis is not yet sufficiently well developed to compare participants and non-participants, or to discover to what extent the most hard-pressed SOA addresses are represented on the enrolment forms. 

These are not academic issues – although there is a public duty to ensure that discrimination does not take place on the grounds of race, gender or disability.  From the point of view of social cohesion it is vital to know who we are serving or failing to serve for two reasons:

· Arguments about fair access to resources can distort community relations

· Diversity in participation is positive for the learning process – that could be seen in microcosm in the Helping in Schools group – and in preparation for employment and volunteering in schools and neighbourhood regeneration.

Are we meeting our responsibilities for equal opportunities is therefore a question that the project needs to address on a regular base, not least because it is a condition of SEEDA funding.

Facilities

This final evaluation would not be complete without a reference to the upgrading of community learning facilities carried out by the project.  The survey shows how important local provision is to engaging with new learners. 
The estates began the project with very different types of community provision. A capital fund provided resources for making improvements to buildings and equipment. Barton learning community, largely as the result of the SRB programme, is housed in a relatively new building that also accommodates a variety of other agencies including the housing department. The accommodation is not ideal - it is an open space with an adjoining office and has to be accessed via a flight of stairs – but it is decent. The Blitz IT centre, another legacy of SRB, provides a high profile and useful facility at the centre of Blackbird Leys. An adjacent community hall  - the Glow Hall - has been refurbished and now provides a large performance and learning space:  

We are looking forward to hosting a number of learning events connected with the 50th anniversary of the estate in the summer and autumn; developing the multi-media aspects of the space; hosting an ArtWeeks exhibition and hosting achievement celebrations for local learners, the coordinator reports.
 

The original plan was for Rose Hill Learning Community was to be based in the local community centre, which was to be refurbished with project capital money. Because of delays in starting the work, the coordinator had to negotiate to use part of the Sure Start centre.  In return, the project has funded  a new front entrance to the building providing direct street access, an improved family learning room,  a children’s play space,  as well as improvements to the toilets, and the garden for informal work.  Entrance improvements were also made to the community centre, so that the public could have better access to the buildings where learning takes place locally. A second phase will improve the entrance to the school which is on the same site. The result will be easier access to the school, the children’s centre and the learning community project itself, all on a more integrated site. 

All these improvements have occupied a disproportionate amount of the coordinators’ time. Managing the upgrading of IT facilities has also been problematical, with the computers still not installed with only nine months of the project left to run.
 This has been especially difficult for Barton and Rose Hill.  This may be because the county council is not geared up to servicing arms length project. But there is now a service level agreement with the county for the supply of IT equipment. Five new IT sessional  tutors have been appointed for Rose Hill  to work in the community centre and the children’s centre, whose work will be coordinated by the IT Hub Manager for Barton and Rose Hill.  Blackbird Leys and Barton are using sessional staff and learning champions to run  IT drop in facilities.

An earlier plan to create a managed learning environment for the three estates has had to be abandoned. The IT technician post shared between the three estates is having to be devoted to technical support. 

The SOAs Lifted?

So, is there any evidence that the SOAs have been lifted out of disadvantage by the project? This is a complex issue that needs to take advantage of two countervailing factors:

· On the one hand, sustained economic growth and record low levels of unemployment have tended to lift standards of living nationally

· On the other,   there are signs that the three estates are the destination for growing numbers of economic migrants, desperate to find affordable housing within reach of Oxford’s employment opportunities. 
In these circumstances, it would take a comprehensive regeneration programme to change the fortunes of the nine priority SOAs and that has not been available. So, to judge the project in terms of its success in raising the priority SOAs out of disadvantage is hardly fair. But the project has demonstrated a  promising model for engaging disadvantaged groups of learners, raising their skill and qualification levels, and moving them towards employment or advancing their prospects at work. 

Finally, Two Recommendations
A number of suggestions have been made in this first part of the report but we would like to end by making two firm recommendations that we believe are central to the future of the Oxford learning communities model:

3. The model should become the basis for the provision of community based learning services throughout the county and the region

4. The model should become mainstreamed through the Oxfordshire local area agreement. 
PART 2 BACKGROUND
Evolution of the project

The Blackbird Leys SRB funded Training and Support Group and its successor, the Leys Learning Network can be seen as the foundation stone for a series of developments that led up to the launch of the current project.  One step along the way was the project begun in Blackbird Leys in 2003 with funding from the LSC. This demonstrated to key public agencies and providers the value of working with grassroots networks and community organisation to engage local residents in learning.  A series of meetings led by the then Community Learning Support Unit (CLSU)  of the County Council led to the writing of a partnership proposal for a Three  Estates project  which was launched with SEEDA funding towards the end of 2005.  A key feature of this bid was the involvement of a group of local residents in its writing.

The decision to involve three estates in the project posed a number of delivery and management issues:

· Standardising approaches and procedures: it would be necessary to agree on common arrangements for the three estates in order to achieve economies of scale and for the purposes of comparative evaluation

· Collaboration: it would be necessary to agree which activities should be planned and delivered separately and which in collaboration

· Resident involvement: how best to develop the capacity of residents to make a distinctive and positive contribution

· Overall management: it would be necessary to agree a management system. 

Partners and Location

Partnerships operate at three estates and estate level. The three estates partnership comprises the County Council (Adult Learning Service and the Basic Skills Service)  and the City Council (Neighbourhood Renewal Unit, Leisure Services and Building Services), Oxford Brookes University (Department of Continuing Education), Oxford University (Department of Continuing Education), Ruskin College and Oxford and Cherwell Valley College, South Oxfordshire College; Blackbird Leys, Rose Hill and Littlemore Extended Schools Clusters; Oxfordshire Learning Partnership, MKOB LSC and Oxfordshire Aim Higher; Leys Learning Network and other local organisations; Barton Community Association and other local organisations; Rose Hill and Littlemore Sure Start and other local organisations; plus SEEDA. Not all of these attend the meetings. 

Barton Community Association (BCA)  brings together a local partnership including Barton Action Against Drugs Project, Barton IT Hub, Barton Residents Research Team, the Family Centre and Barton Youth IT. The base for the learning community is Barton Neighbourhood Centre. The Coordinator’s community development background is a definite plus in helping her to make links between tenants organisations, neighbourhood improvement and learning. She also works closely with the Roundabout Centre. BCA provides a strong organisational base for her work.

Blackbird Leys local partnership includes community groups and providers: Leys Linx, BLITZ, Leys News, Leys CDI, Leys Credit Union, IAG Project and Cuddleston Corner Family Centre. The base for the project is BLITZ. It is important to recognise that this is the longest established part of the project, with a local track record of activity going back to the early part of the decade. 

In Rose Hill, the local partnership includes Rose Hill Community Centre, the Residents Association and Sure Start Rose Hill and Littlemore. There is a base for the project in the Sure Start building, although the Community Centre is also used for meetings and some activities. The Coordinator is a member of the Sure Start Board and helping to shift provision to target families. 

Finally, the project reports to the Area Board set up by SEEDA to oversee the projects it runs with partners in Oxfordshire. 

Management and Coordination

The initial management arrangements did not survive the first year. Originally, the project was managed by John Ord, the head of the County Council’s Community Learning Support Unit, with a Coordinator for each estate: Vikki Gledhill (Barton), Jim Barlow (Blackbird Leys) and Christina Broad (Rose Hill). Each Coordinator was supported by a part-time administrator plus a number of hours of IT support. In November 2006,  the Rose Hill post was filled for the first time, allowing some IT training to be delivered locally.   In addition, there was  a full-time multi-media coordinator based at BLITZ with a remit for IT support across the three estates (post currently vacant). By the autumn, with the County Council in the throes of reorganisation, the CLSU was wound up and Ord re-assigned to a broader set of duties which meant that he could no longer directly manage the project. Not long after this, two of the Coordinators found new posts, and John Ord took unpaid leave.  It was necessary to revise management arrangements, so project management responsibility was  assigned to Jim Barlow while Marion Wilkes, the Area Programme Manager (from May 2007) took on the role of overseeing the project and acting as the link with the Area Programme Board.   
Alongside these shifts have come some teething troubles with internal and external relationships which may be inevitable in the life of a  project set up to test new approaches.  The result was a stressful period beginning in late 2006 and continuing up to the present, all of which has made it difficult for staff to concentrate fully on the in any case challenging problems of setting up a new project with new relationships and systems. Such turbulence is bound to leave a trace but, remarkably,  the project has not been blown off course. 

The Three Estates Compared: Population
 

On the basis of the 2001 Census, there are striking similarities between the three estates:

· Ethnic origin: 87-90+% White

· Percentage 65 and over: 13-16+%

There are also some variations:

· Blackbird Leys is bigger than the other two – it takes in two wards, Northfield Brook and Blackbird Leys

· Over 95% were born in the UK in BL compared with only  86.65% in RH and 89.77% in B

· B had the highest percentage of economically active at 64.02% compared with just over 60% for the other wards. However, according to a local survey, the  figures for limiting long term illness for Barton are nearly three times higher than the figure for Oxford as a whole and are twice as high as the figure for England and Wales
.

· BL had the highest percentage of economically inactive at 33.71% compared with 30.64% for RH and 27.61% for B.

	
	All
	Born in UK  % of all
	White 
	65 and over
	Econ active 16-64 %

	Econ inactive 16-64%


	B
	5878
	89.77
	90.97
	13.72
	64.02
	27.61

	BL
	5804
	95.15
	87.21
	13.77
	60.67
	33.71

	RH and I 
	6018
	86.65
	87.52
	16.35
	60.05
	30.64


But there may have been significant changes in population make up since 2001. The Rose Hill residents who responded to the survey there were 66% White British, for example.
 19% declared themselves Asian or Asian British, Pakistani or African. Even more striking, only 35% were employed, although that may reflect the times of the day that the survey was carried out. (This is also suggested by the gender split with 64% of respondents being women.)   But if the true figure is closer to the 2001 figure, then the survey may understate the needs of employed people, which may help to explain why only 19% of respondents were men.  

Qualification levels

	
	No quals
	Level 1
	Level 2
	Level 3
	Level 4

	B
	33.38
	16.19
	14.65
	7.14
	22.68

	BL
	45.46
	18.66
	16.24
	4.96
	7.65

	RH and I
	31.81
	12.85
	14.93
	6.72
	27.86

	Oxford
	18.59
	9.27
	12.23
	19.01
	36.85


BL has the lowest qualification level, with 64.12% (7.65%) having no qualifications or a Level 1 qualifications, compared with   49.57 % (22.68%) for B and 41.08% (27.86%) for RH. By comparison, 48% of those taking part in the Rose Hill Survey were qualified below level 2.
  (Level 4 qualification percentage shown in each case in brackets.) Taking account of those with Level 4 qualifications, the data shows that BL stands out as having a high proportion of under-qualified people with very few graduates, whilst the other areas have very significant percentages of graduates, probably accounted for by the fact that both include some very affluent areas within their boundaries. B, otherwise,  is one of the wards with the highest education deprivation in the City.

Super Output Areas

According to the Indices of Deprivation published by ODPM in 2004, there are 13 areas of Oxfordshire (out of a total of 404 super output areas) which are within the top 20% most deprived nationally. 
Of these most deprived super output areas (SOAs), 10 are in Oxford and 3 are in Banbury. One area of Northfield Brook ward (area 69) is in the top 10% most deprived nationally.

Five of the ten SOAs in Oxford correspond to the Blackbird Leys estate, two to Rose Hill and two to Barton. 

SOAs by Estate

	BL

Northfield Brook 69

Northfield Brook 68

Blackbird Leys 20

Blackbird Leys 18

Blackbird Leys 19

 
	Rose Hill

Rose Hill and Iffley 77

Rose Hill and Iffley 76

Barton

Barton and Sandhills 14

Barton and Sandhills 13




The index of deprivation is made up of seven domains of deprivation:

• Income

• Employment

• Health & disability

• Education, skills & training

• Barriers to housing and services

• Living environment

• Crime

Of these seven domains, Education, Skills & Training shows up as most significant in its contribution to the overall deprivation scores of the 13 most deprived areas in Oxfordshire. 12 out of the 13 areas are within the 10% most deprived areas in England on the Education, Skills and Training domain and 5 are within the top 5% most deprived.

Local Surveys 

As part of the planning for the project, surveys were carried out on all three estates. It is interesting to compare the similarities and differences of view between residents of the three estates expressed by the surveys.  It is important to bear in mind that the surveys covered slightly different ground so they are not easily comparable. Whereas the Blackbird Leys survey focused entirely on learning issues, the Barton and Rose Hill surveys set out to identify the issues concerning local residents, including learning. 

What emerges is a strong sense of the features of a community learning programme that would attract local people, including 

· The right kind of courses and activities, tailored to specific interests

· Staff and teachers who treat students as equals and can inspire a desire to learn

· Accessible, adult learning environment with opening hours that suit local people

· Facilities that are welcoming, inclusive, up to date, with childcare, ICT and a library: the Rose Hill Survey identified home and local centres as favoured places for learning, with city centre, secondary schools and other estates as least favoured

· Sympathetic and expert learning support, 1:1 and in small groups.

The 75% of Rose Hill residents who said that they would like to take part in learning suggests the scale of the opportunity facing the project. 

There are differences of emphasis between the estates about priorities, with an interest in community work training in Rose Hill, for example, or a desire to learn languages in Blackbird Leys, but there is a striking degree of agreement about the need for computer training and basic skills tuition. Accessibility, opening hours, childcare and cost are the barriers mentioned in all three estates.  There is also unanimity about the need to cater better for teenagers and their interests. 

PART 3   THE LEARNER SURVEY 
To gain a more precise picture of the impact on learners of the project and in particular how it might have helped to transform the lives of themselves and their families, we planned to carry out a 10%  sample
 survey  over Christmas and New Year 2007-2008. An explanation of the methodology can be found in the Appendix.

In the end, the learning champions who carried out the survey managed to survey 91 individuals battling against a tide of ill-health afflicting interviewers and interviewees alike. The questionnaire covered three main areas: the learning experience, the impact of learning and, third, key data such as age, gender, ethnicity and residence. 

Set out below is a detailed breakdown of the findings from the survey specially commissioned for the final evaluation report.
WHAT KIND OF PEOPLE TOOK PART IN THE SURVEY?
Priority area, secondary and non priority areas (Question 11)

The project’s main focus is on the nine  most disadvantaged super output areas (SOA), referred to here as the priority areas. Secondary refers to a SOA  with 30-50% adults lacking in qualifications, which is also defined by the Area Programme as a target area but not for the purposes of the Local Area Agreement.  Non priority areas are those which have lower percentages of adult lacking qualifications.  59% of survey respondents came from the priority SOA areas, and 87% from either the primary or secondary priority areas which confirms that the sample has selected  the key group of residents. 

	Areas
	Numbers

	Priority area
	54

	Secondary
	25

	Non priority
	8

	Not known
	4

	Total
	91


Respondents by SOA - numbers
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These figures compare with the overall participation data presented to the Area Board in January which show 57% as coming from the priority SOAs and a total of 76% from priority and secondary SOAs. So, if anything, the random survey sample slightly over-focuses on the key areas.

Respondents by SOA - percentages


Distribution between Estates (Question 11)

Over half of respondents came from Blackbird Leys estate. The results shown in the pie graph  reflects both the sampling frame intention and the population break down between the three estates.

Residence by estate - percentages
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Gender (Question 12)

If the sample is a fair reflection of enrolments, arguably the project has some work to do to persuade men that learning could make a difference to them. 

	Male
	21%

	Female
	79%

	
	


Age (Question 13)
The vast majority - 92 % - of respondents were of active working age, aged 16-64. Unusually for community-based projects, only 8% were of pensionable age.  The table below and  the pie graph show the break down in percentages.
	Age group 
	 Percentages

	16
	 3

	17-19
	 4

	20-24
	 8

	25-34
	 31

	35-44
	 34

	45-54
	 7

	55-64
	 5

	65-74
	 7

	75+
	 1


Age groups - percentages 
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Ethnicity (Question 14)

65% of respondents reported themselves as being white and 25% black. This compares with the 2001 Census when the percentage of white was almost 90%. But, to repeat ourselves, there may have been significant changes in population make up since 2001. The Rose Hill residents who responded to the 2006 resident survey there were 66% White British, for example.
 The small but significant white other group  may reflect the reported influx of eastern Europeans in recent years but it also includes people from areas like Algeria and the Lebanon who do not define themselves as Black or Asian. 
Ethnicity - Numbers
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Employment status (Question 15)
Around 34% of respondents were employed  full or part time or setting up a business. In Oxford, by comparison,  around 73% of people  aged 16-64 are actively engaged in the labour market. 
 18%  of respondents were dependent on work-related benefits. Altogether 44% were inactive of working age. 19% were studying full or part time. 

	Status 
	Number

	Full time employed
	17

	Part time employed
	20

	JSA
	4

	Volunteering
	15

	Full time student
	7

	Not working and in receipt of another benefit
	18

	Not working
	16

	Retired
	4

	Setting up own business
	3

	Studying part time
	16


Note that some respondents are engaged in more than one kind of employment – for example employed part time and undertaking volunteer work or part time study as well.

Employment Status - Numbers
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Disability (Question 16)
Only 5% define themselves as having a disability. This compares with the finding from a 2003 survey in Barton that 5% of respondents were on incapacity benefit but 11% on disability living allowance
. This finding hints at the need to engage more with disabled people and their organisations and more generally with people on incapacity benefit and disability benefits. 
PREVIOUS LEARNING AND QUALIFICATIONS
Learning since school (Question 17)
Since finishing compulsory education, 82% or 75 of respondents had engaged in some form of learning activity or programme of study. 58% of the sample had taken part in learning in the last three years, compared with 42 % nationally according to NIACE national surveys.
 This seems like a significant result for the project in demonstrably widening participation. It is possible that some of the 58% had done their learning elsewhere or at the Blackbird Leys site of Oxford and Cherwell Valley College, but given that there were no locally delivered courses before the project, it is fairly safe to say that most of these responses relate to project-related provision. 
Most recent learning experience (Question 18)

Interviewees were also asked when they were last involved with learning. The largest group – 68% of those who answered the question (58% of those surveyed in total) - were those who had been learning in the previous 3 years.  This compares to 42% of the total population in the UK according to the NIACE Adult Learning Survey. This again seems to reflect well on the impact of the Project. 
	Period
	 Number

	Up to 3
	 53

	3-5 Years
	 10

	5-10 Years
	 6

	10-15 Years
	 3

	15+ Years
	 6


Recent Participation in Learning - Numbers
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Previous qualifications (Question 19)
60 of the 91 people surveyed said that they had some form of qualification before beginning their current course. These ranged from GCSEs, the majority, and a range of level 1-3 vocational courses through to a handful of degrees and one postgraduate qualification as well as four who stated that they had overseas qualifications. Bearing in mind that  53 of these  have been learning within the last three years, this  could indicate that a significant percentage of those with qualifications had gained them through the Project. 

LEARNING EXPERIENCE
Current course (Question 1)

Respondents were asked which course they were currently studying. A full list is given in the Appendix. 
Qualifications (Question 2)
53% of respondents were studying on courses which they reported as leading to a qualification. 
Part-time or Full-time Course (Question 3)
93% were enrolled on part time courses and just 7% (6 people) in full time study.

Learning by type of venue (Question 4)

The overwhelming majority of respondents – 79% -  were studying at one of the three local learning centres, in Blackbird Leys, Rose Hill or Barton. The next largest category was a college main site, probably OCVC’s site in Blackbird Leys. 

	Category
	Percentage

	Higher Education 
	2

	Local Learning Centre Blackbird Leys
	38

	Local Learning Centre Rose Hill
	20

	Local Library
	1

	Further Education main site
	10

	Local Learning Centre Barton
	21

	In the workplace
	0

	Open University
	0

	Other (includes schools)
	8


Learning by venue – Percentages 
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How the respondent found out about current course (Question 6)

When we asked how respondents found out about their current course, the most important route by far was through family and friends. Second most important was posters and adverts and then came learning champions.  So, 60% found out by word of mouth and just over 30% through the written word. 
	Route
	 Number

	Family and friends
	 46

	National press
	 0

	Local radio
	 0

	Internet
	 0

	Careers Service
	 3

	Poster/advert
	 30

	Learning champion
	 25

	Local press
	 2

	College prospectus
	 4

	Workplace
	 7

	Open day
	 0


Sources of Information about Courses – Numbers
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Those respondents that stated ‘other’ cited their local school as a source of information on courses, direct mail/flyers, the community centre and advice from a social worker.

Impact of learning (Question 9)
100% of those who answered this question (88 in total) felt that their learning had had a positive impact on them. The learning had impacted in a variety of ways (respondents could tick as many boxes as they wanted).

Personal development

Interviewees were asked how learning had helped their personal development. Six responses received 60 or more mentions:
· Found learning interesting

· Met new people

· Enjoyed it/had fun

· Encouraged me to do more learning

· Boosted confidence

· Did something useful with spare time. 
Impact on Personal Development - Numbers
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Work related

When asked how learning had had a positive effect work-wise, the most common response was that it had developed new work skills. Second most common response was that it had increased job satisfaction. 11 people had got a new job as a result and 10 had set up their own business.  12 said that it had led to a pay rise or promotion. 
Impact on Employment - Number
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Learning and progression

The two chief gains from taking part in learning for the respondents to the survey are improved subject knowledge and new skills. Secondary gains were improved literacy and ICT skills. 
Learning Progression- Number
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Community activity

For many respondents, a positive effect of taking part in learning is that they have become more involved in the community. Twenty respondents mentioned supporting others to take part in learning, and twenty said that they had become involved in some way as a volunteer. Almost as many said that they had helped a family member to take up learning or helped their children’s learning. 
Becoming active in the community - Numbers
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A selection of respondents’  comments (full list in appendix):

“More confident and able to use the skills and talents to run or open a project in my community “

“My attitude about myself has vastly improved. I have a purpose in my life (for me) aside from the family and home. My life is no longer mundane.”

“I enjoy doing new things and I want to do something positive worth my life. I want my son to be proud of me.”

“In the future I would like to set up my own business and the courses I am doing will enable me to do that.”

“Not only has it boosted my confidence but that of my children.”

“I never contemplated it before. I am going on to university later this year - my dad is so proud of me too.”

“If I can be frank. I am on the road to recovery after suffering a bad spell of depression due to my mum's death. I became a bit of a recluse, lost my job, lost some friends and lost hope. The course has given me  hope for the future, I have made new friends and contacts and I may just have found my 'dream job'.”

The Impact You Hope For? (Question 10)

85 respondents then went onto answer the question ‘Has the learning had the impact you hoped for?’ – 100% of these felt that it had although 6 people did not respond. Of those that did here are a selection of their comments:

“Since starting with Oxford Learning Communities I have gained 12 qualifications and am now at University.”

“I am on-course to achieve the qualifications I need to get the job I want rather than one I have to do to pay the bills.”

“It has given me more qualifications and as I am learning in a young parents group I hope eventually to run my own young parents groups. I feel there isn't enough support out there for young parents.”

“It helped me get the job I wanted and it has made me financially a lot more secure and better off.”

“Much more than I hoped for. This project has evoked a sense of pride for our community, If 50 or so people can get together to create this masterpiece [a mosaic], imagine what we'd achieve if more of us came together for the good of the community.”
 Factors in taking up learning (Question 5)
Respondents could tick as many answers as they wanted. The top responses in terms of number of mentions were

· A learning champion assisted me (68)

· The content of the course was relevant to my needs (64)

· I got help with childcare (63)

Other factors included learning support , help with basic skills, course offered at a suitable time in a suitable venue. 

Getting back to learning: what helped – numbers 
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Reasons respondents gave for not taking up learning in the past (Question 7)
Three reasons stood out in discouraging residents from taking up learning in the past. These were childcare problems, the fact that courses were not offered at a suitable time and the cost of learning. All these are issues that the project and its partners have found solutions to. A fourth factor was lack of confidence or motivation. Perhaps this is why the help of the learning champions has been so important. 

Respondents were given an opportunity to expand on the question. Several cited lack of time to attend courses due to work or family commitments, lack of knowledge of what was available, a bad school experience and travel expenses.

	Discouraging Factors – Numbers
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Factors which would make learning more accessible (Question 8)
A majority of 53% felt that there was nothing else that could have been done to make it easier for them to take up learning. Of those who felt that there was, many listed a desire for evening classes and learning which would fit around their working hours. Given that the majority of respondents were women and the majority of learners are also women, who – according to the survey – tended either to be in part-time work or unemployed – it could be that this could be a key factor in enticing men to take part in learning.   Childcare or funding for childcare was also an issue, as was a desire for help with literacy or computer skills, funding or help with travel expenses, better publicity for the courses on offer and help with confidence building. 

Appendices
1. The Learner Survey Methodology

In our original evaluation proposal (28.8.06), we suggested a dipstick survey to assess the impact of the Learning Communities Project on individuals, families and their communities:

Taking the form of a door to door survey, the sample should provide data on engagement and enrolments and the impact on the households concerned in terms of qualifications and employment gained and participation in community activities. One or perhaps two streets will be chosen in each of the three areas for the survey. The criterion for selection will be that the population is in a hard to reach category ie these are people who would not normally take part in adult learning. Between the three areas, there should be at least 100 households involved so that useful conclusions can be drawn from the survey. The survey should be carried out by properly trained and managed resident researchers, possibly the learning champions, at the mid-way point and the end of the project. This unusual approach may persuade local media to cover the outcomes from the survey and the project as a whole.

Revised Methodology

The problem with the proposal as originally made is that in order to ensure that you hit a street with a significant number of beneficiaries you have to make highly subjective judgments about which to choose. Following discussion with the Oxford Learning Communities team we decided to use the list of learners on the three estates as the sampling frame and from these to select at random 100 learners, taking 50 from Blackbird Leys, 25 from Barton and 25 from Rose Hill reflecting the size of the communities and the recruitment levels in the three areas. (Some ‘backup’ names were selected to allow for substitution where learners had moved since completing their learning, were unavailable or refused to take part)

Using this approach we would be able to assess the extent to which the provision had reached residents of the target areas 
 and its impact on them, their families and the wider community.

The interviews were carried out by learning champions who were prepared for the task through a half day training. Originally we had hoped to offer this opportunity to 15 learning champions but following discussion with the team we worked with 6 learning champions. 

A draft questionnaire was discussed and trailed at this event and amended
 to take into account the experience of this trial by the learning champions and a set of Show Cards developed to ease the use of the questionnaire. 

A letter was sent to each of the learners sampled alerting them to the fact that a learning champion would be contacting them and the learning champions were provided with identity cards. The questionnaires were completed over the period from 10th December to January 15th and it to the credit of the learning champions that, despite the intervening Christmas break and illness 91 of the planned 100 questionnaires were completed. 
The learning champions were paid a fee of £10 per interview completed and those taking part in the interviews were offered the chance to enter a prize draw for a shopping voucher to thank them for taking part in the survey. 

2. Questionnaire 
To be inserted 
3. Courses currently studied/most recently studied by respondents

	Access to IT
	1

	Aromatherapy 
	2

	Basic Web Designer
	1

	Bookkeeping
	1

	Childcare
	4

	Childminding course
	3

	Coaching and Mentoring
	1

	Community Development and Youth Work
	1

	Computer Maintenance
	2

	Computers for Beginners
	4

	Confidence Building
	2

	CPP
	1

	Cu Base
	1

	Diploma in preschool
	1

	DIY course
	3

	DTP
	1

	ECDL
	3

	Employment skills
	1

	English
	3

	Enterprising women
	1

	ESOL
	3

	First Aid
	6

	Gentle exercise
	2

	Health and Beauty
	1

	Health and Social Care NVQ level 3
	1

	Introduction to sociology
	2

	IT for beginners
	10

	ITQ
	1

	Journalism
	1

	Learning Disabilities
	1

	Literacy
	1

	Massage
	2

	Maths GCSE
	1

	Maths Level 1
	1

	Mentoring
	7

	Money Management
	1

	Mosaic for 50th Anniversary
	4

	Multi Media course
	1

	Music course
	1

	Painting and Decorating
	1

	Parenting in the community
	7

	Photography
	1

	Plumbing
	1

	Preparing for working in schools
	2

	Project Management Development
	1

	PTA
	2

	Salsa
	1

	Sewing
	1

	Sports science
	1

	Taster Course
	1

	Theology taster
	1

	Time Team 50th Anniversary
	1

	Various courses
	1
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� We randomly selected 100 subjects from a list of  861 learners supplied by the Project. 91 interviews were achieved which is a sample of just over 10%. 


� Question numbers refer to questionnaire - See  Appendix.
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Non Target – an SOA in the estate area where fewer than 25% of the adult population have no qualifications





� Questionnaire Annex xx)





PAGE  
47
www.martinyarnitassociates.com

