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Introduction 

The Linking London Learning (LLL) Lifelong Learning Network1 is a collaborative 
partnership of education, training and adult/voluntary sector organisations. It has 
been set up to improve progression opportunities for vocational learners into and 
through Higher Education (HE) and into employment.  

Lifelong Learning Networks 

The LLL Lifelong Learning Network is part of a national (government) funded initiative 
led by the Higher Education Funding Council for England2 (HEFCE).Its main purpose 
is to bridge the divide between education and employment and support better 
exchange and progression between sectors.Funded through HEFCE’s Strategic 
Development Fund, there are 30 similar networks across England, including 4 others 
in London, each organised at a sub-regional level and focussing on different 
curriculum areas.  

Following the introduction of LLNs in 2005,  the Leitch Report (DIUS, 2006) 3 set out 
the economic imperative to develop a more explicit employer engagement strategy 
and new targets for the training and development of a skilled workforce by 2015. 
Subsequently there have been several other initiatives specifically designed to drive 
this agenda forward including, Train to Gain  and Personal Learning Accounts. 

Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs) have 3 core areas of activity:  

• developing the curriculum to make learner progress easier  
• developing appropriate information, advice and guidance for vocational 

learners (and employers)  
• establishing progression agreements that enable learners to build a credit 

portfolio across institutions in the network towards a full qualification.  

All LLNs engage employers to varying degrees, primarily around curriculum 
development. Some LLNs will see employer needs as a key area for future 
development, and will have structures for engaging employers and Sector Skills 
Councils4. 
 
Linking London Learning Lifelong Learning Network 
 
The LLL Network is funded for 3 years until January 2010 and has a remit for the 3 
key areas of Education, Health, including Sports Studies and, the Public Community 

                                                   

1 www.linkinglondonlearning.ac.uk 
2 HEFCE/LSC Circular letter12/2004 
 
3 Leitch report 
4 National agencies with a remit to set and monitor industry based benchmarks and qualifications 
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and Voluntary Sector. Initial research completed at the feasibility planning stages 
showed that a focus on developing public service skills at level 35 and 4 would meet 
a notable gap in the labour market and make a significant contribution to the 
accessibility of higher-level public sector employment and career development 
opportunities for the population of London. All three areas enjoy high concentrations 
of employment within the capital and there is a high demand for more skilled workers, 
preferably drawn from the local population so that representation and diversity 
profiles are well matched. The choice of themes and approaches are based upon an 
extensive analysis of the demographic and economic profile of London and 
discussion with other stakeholders including the Learning and Skills Council’s (LSC) 
6. 

The LLL LLN is made up of fifteen Universities based in and around central, east and 
north London, fifteen Further Education Colleges (FECs) and four adult focused 
institutions. Sector Skills Councils are also represented in an advisory and ex officio 
status.  

The different traditions and missions of University partners (see www.linking 
london.ac.uk for full list) enrich the Network and have given an impetus to developing 
new relationships and collaborations, some of them offering a strategic value added 
feature. Work based learning is an additional focus for the network and there has 
been significant development of several pre degree programmes such as Foundation 
Degrees as well as top up programmes to Bachelor level across the partners to 
deliver this aspect of the project. 

The network is hosted by Birkbeck, University of London and is governed by an 
Executive Board, supported by a strategic Steering Group and a series of practitioner 
based and thematic operational groups 

Aims  

The aims of the Linking London network are to: 

 bring greater clarity, coherence and certainty to vocational progression 
opportunities 
  fill progression gaps by developing new curriculum 
  listen to employers and help them to fill skills gaps in their workforce  
  develop flexible, work-based and e-learning provision 
  facilitate collaborative working between members of the network and 

employers  
  enhance the knowledge of learners and employers about learning opportunities  
  provide appropriate IAG and support for learners, employees and employers   

                                                   

5 level 3 is broadly equivalent to school matriculation at 18 yrs of age while level 4 is preliminary higher education 
studies 

6 The Learning and Skills Council is the body responsible for funding post 16 and pre- university level vocational 
education and training in England 
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  evaluate activities on the basis of quality, impact and effectiveness - and share 
best practice.  

The principles guiding the work of the network are;  

1. that the learner’s needs are paramount,  
2. employment and skills sector requirements must be met in a responsive and 

dynamic way over time and,  
3. that there is a need for co-ordinated change across the partner institutions to 

support vocational progression and re-engagement with education.  

Role of Universities and ULLL in the collaboration 
A major role of the universities is to consider ways of harmonizing and facilitating the 
use and currency of credit transfer systems across the network membership and 
overcome traditional differences in perceptions of use and value. The objective is to 
enable more choice and coherence for learners, many of whom will be in 
employment so physically constrained in what they can reasonably do out of work 
time. Another important role is to recognise and give status to lifelong learning itself, 
that is actively promote access to and the benefits of any learning post compulsory 
education to the population at large and actively encourage people in the workplace 
to consider their personal aspirations and potential development opportunities, either 
for pleasure or for career development. This would include talking directly to 
employers and encouraging them to see the benefits, general and specific, of 
engaging with education and training providers to foster better understanding and 
relationships. Finally, the universities see the benefits of getting to know their local 
communities better and working with them in civic regeneration initiatives. 

Activities of the partnership 

By introducing work based learning models, the network enters into relationships with 
employers that ask them to contribute to curriculum design to ensure relevancy and 
also to invest in their personnel to improve skills levels, quality and economic 
efficiencies. The changing demographics of the (ageing)working population and 
(falling)school rolls stimulate and provide encouragement for  all stakeholders to take 
the longer view in terms of pro-active and strategic planning. 

Universities are actively encouraged to offer part time routes in both academic and 
vocational programmes as part of their mainstream activities but are often hindered 
by lack of internal cohesion and progression routes that meet the specific needs of 
individuals. By working laterally across such a partnership and agreeing to support 
progression, providers enable learners to move around from one institution to 
another to create a personalized qualification that suits their individual aspirations 
and situations.  

The development of Foundation Degrees and top up programmes has also meant 
that partnerships between different sectors are forged and para-professional 
pathways introduced that draw on best practice. Examples of these include FDs in 
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Policing7, Health Technicians, Housing and a top up BA School Business 
Management8 programme. 

While the idea of clearly articulated progression routes is not new, the concept of 
allowing the learner to choose the best package and relate it to their workplace within 
a geographically and multi-agency defined area is. The commitment to provide 
appropriate IAG within the network is also an important feature as again it works 
within set geographical boundaries while also offering a detailed service across the 
different sectors. 

By working collaboratively the partner institutions are committed to providing 
objective, unbiased advice and guidance and spelling out the specific requirements 
for progression between programmes of study and institutions. It is anticipated that 
the development of publicly available Progression Agreements will also support the 
creation of new programmes and also establish mechanisms to develop innovative 
and cooperative teaching and learning techniques that include e-leaning wherever 
appropriate. 

In summary the value added of the LLN has been identified as offering four key 
elements, flexible learning, curriculum integration, credit relationships and guidance 
within a subject based and geographically bound region. By creating such a localized 
grouping, prior issues and difficulties may be overcome as the pressure to engage at 
a national level is lifted and there is more elbow room for accommodation of need. 
The understanding of local contexts and issues coupled with easier access, physical 
and intellectual make for less rigidity and a more negotiated process model. 

The brokerage provided by the LLN staff offers a neutral yet learner focused model 
that is supported by best practice and some funding to support any additional and or 
specialist resourcing needs.  

These efforts are facilitated and supported by the funding body which has identified 
and ring-fenced Additional Student Numbers (ASNs) and allocated them to the 
networks as an incentivizing tool for creativity within universities. The ASNs are 
available to members of the LLL LLN through a bidding process which requires 
evidence of collaborative working and progression outcomes so directly supporting 
the priorities of the government agenda for more joint curriculum development and 
preferably work-based learning programmes. 

Following the success of LLL, the Board has decided to build on best practice and 
extend the focus to include other curriculum areas and employment sectors that are 
not already covered by other regional networks. This will enable the capacity to 
respond to employer demand and also to support work with new vocational 
                                                   

7 The FD in Policing is run by a university in conjunction with the City of London Police Authority and has replaced the 
previous basic training programme with an integrated vocational and academic model which offers a guaranteed 
progression to a third year Bachelors level programme . 

8 The top up programme is a one year programme that is available to students who have successfully completed a 
Certificate and Diploma programme taken in the workplace and recognised by the Schools Workforce Development 
team and the Training and Development Agency, both agencies that are responsible for teacher education. 
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qualifications that have been introduced after the launch of the project (eg14-19 
Vocational Diplomas). 

Role of Bologna reforms 
The Bologna reforms are not  evident in discussions or planning but since they are 
broadly based on the English model they are an implicit feature of developmental 
activities. The inclusion of prior learning, formal and informal, plus the use of credit 
frameworks are integral features of all the development work and since the whole 
raison d’être for the LLNs is local/regional progression, they are not as contentious 
as has been the case in the past. 
 
Recommendations for dissemination 
What the LLL has successfully managed to achieve in the London region is to get a 
diverse group of institutions  together at a round table to talk about how they can 
facilitate the needs of the learner, rather than maintain a competitive edge between 
themselves. The combination of institutions which include research intensive 
universities as well as further education and adult colleges has embraced the 
spectrum of education providers and enabled them to understand the contexts and 
environments that drive each of them and yet found some common ground they can 
agree and work together on. Whilst joint working isn’t a new phenomena in the 
education world, the LLNs have certainly provided a vehicle that has moved it along 
and progressed things, albeit that the initial motivations were probably as much about 
knowing what the competitors were doing and not wanting to be left out of any 
funding opportunities. Nevertheless, and probably despite themselves, universities 
and colleges are developing better understandings and relationships and built 
bridges which ultimately serve the needs of learners. The mix of carrots and 
shortcuts to compliance with policy demands has been a successful strategy in 
releasing creativity. The challenge will be what happens when the funding that 
supports the networks disappears. What is evident is that the resources have been a 
significant driver for all parties and that there is very little capacity within any sector to 
initiate and maintain close relationships without that additional support. With the 
current global crisis the need to invest in education and training is greater than ever. 
 
Further information 
Sue Betts, Director, Linking London Lifelong Learning Network 
s.betts@linkinglondon.ac.uk 
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