NTS Focus Group – London, Thursday 17 December 2009  



1. The Management of delivery

How should the NTS be managed at county level in future?

Following clarification as to which organisation formed the NTS review group focus group attendees began by discussing local management of training with the view that training partnerships should be the area and not the county. This is due to some counties have unitaries which dictates the term ‘training partnership’ is more appropriate than ‘county training partnership. With regards to CTPs themselves in their present model, views were mixed:
In looking at other models of management and delivery of training an alternative option to CTPs could be a more competitive market place. However the problems with this could be that much depends on personality and a commercially competitive model could cause tensions where relationships are not so strong.  It can also be a problem when a partnership loses a strong person with experience

The new NTS should be flexible; the previous structure was too rigid. There should be more emphasis on partnership working to avoid duplication. Partnerships in local strategic areas were used as a good model as this had proved successful. Building on this some felt that CTPs created duplication around training of trainers; if training was managed nationally and trainers trained centrally there would be less duplication in the training available to trainers and a more consistent level of quality would be the outcome.
The question as to “Should it be county level?” was asked with the model of how the SLCC manages training nationally and goes to where the demand is being highlighted. Some in the room felt that CTPs do not work in general and that CTPs were a bit of a myth. An exception was the regional training partnership in Yorkshire which works extremely well. Others felt that the new NTS must have a county focus and this needed to promote partnership working. 
NALC’s structure of county associations and lack of consistency in size, resource and fragmentation in terms of so many different styles and approaches were cited as an underlying issue which needed to be addressed first as this was a major cause of the confusion over training delivery, its quality and it how it should be structured.
In some areas the SLCC branch was extremely active and actually had an identity separate from that of the Society itself and this individuality was important. The CTP was in contrast seen as a useful mechanism to attract funding however the partnership only works if partners are cooperative. Related to cost of training some felt that training could be delivered cheaper without the partnership but some county boards had decided to work in partnership. In reality the CTP acts more like a steering group (although it was not clear if this was a negative view outcome).
Views on regional delivery were mixed with some advocating it as a good way forward citing the SLCC’s regional conference programme as a model by which learning could take place regionally through a focussed conference programme where material were recognised as being high in quality. 
Others rejected a regional approach outright.  Some felt moving away from a local county model of delivery could weaken the end product and that delivery needs to be kept at county level as this is where relationships are built. Some counties haven’t persevered with the CTP model so it is too negative to simply say “CTPs do not work”, there is evidence to the contrary and partnership working should be promoted although it should be balanced with other models accepted where they work just as well. Keeping it at county level also means less travel within their region to reach events which means more people would be able to attend. Travel in some areas is a problem and the emphasis should be on getting more people to events, not less.
The sub regional approach only works in some areas where communication is strong. Things need to be more flexible. People go where the topic is delivered at the right price and a competitive market place makes things run better. This brought discussion back to the idea of a more competitive market place with so many people who want training the price and quality needs to be right. As we are not tapping into the market fully ourselves as yet we should be careful not to open up to competitors just yet.
Others supported caution with regards competitiveness as it will affect the standard of delivery. If there is to be competition we must ensure that the courses are equally spaced (time and area); it’s pointless having three courses one after the other on the same topic then nothing else all year. In contrast others felt quite strongly that competition was healthy and a good thing – there will be more choice on topic and area and it would drive up quality which is important. There was a caveat to this in that it could be difficult to manage and keep a check on consistency.

In summary there was a great deal of  support for a partnership of stakeholders coordinating work nationally although locally different models that are flexible need to be considered as this point was raised frequently.  Since 2001 there have been all sorts of variations along the way, now the stakeholders are more experienced in delivering training to their members and should be given the choice as to how they see training being delivered best.
The importance is quality and consistency. Income from training is crucial to all. There may be a competitive approach but it must also be co-operative. The diversity of what works at local level should be celebrated and no one model rejected as it if it worked in some areas then it has merit. In return where other methods of management and delivery are in place and are working these should also be acknowledged as being successful. Diversity is not a bad thing and counties and regions should be free to explore models and find the correct formulae for them.
2. Content and delivery
What training tools are required to ensure the quality and consistency of the training message and training delivery?
Discussions began with issues around dual hatted councillors and where attendance at principal authority training is considered sufficient and parish training less of a priority.
There is a need for a publication explaining legal differences between principal and local councils as many clerks and councillors are given the wrong information which can lead to problems.
There was a strong argument for compulsory training with the Power of Wellbeing being used as an example. Councillors are reluctant to come forward for the training and perhaps it should this be made mandatory for new councillors. In contrast others felt that you would lose people if compulsory training was brought in feeling it was too early for the sector. Further to this it is the word ‘training’ that puts many people off. Terming it as something else such as induction or’ improving expertise’ could work better to entice people in, once they are hooked then it is less of a problem was another view shared. 
A separate debate took place around the differing attitudes that clerks and councillors have towards training with clerks being more accepting towards training and councillors not so. Others felt it was not so much the role of clerk or councillor that determined how pro training people are but that it is ‘a generation thing’ – young people have been brought up with it and enjoy receiving new qualifications. It is harder to get those who have been in a role a long time to training or make them see that they need it.
It was felt by some that there is a serious lack of understanding in the sector generally that needed to be addressed.  If councillors don’t understand their role, how can national and county bodies  expect the public to do so. Similar problems exist with untrained clerks dealing with areas such as finance.
One method of reaching more people was to bring training to the council as no one needs to travel anywhere and you have a captive audience and how following this the best thing that could happen is people say how great the training was and they tell a colleague.... This is better than compulsory training as it has grown organically on the back of solid training and good feedback. This has to be better than compulsory training.
It was accepted that there may need to be differing levels of how much was compulsory for a clerk or councillor but the merits of running training programmes for both roles side by side that complimented each other should be looked at closely. There is great merit if they are run side by side.  It could even use as team building for the council with whole council training being run out more widely beyond just the power of well being.
In discussing what takes place at principal authority level it was highlighted that training has not always been compulsory for District Councils and even now it only goes as far as core skills. It was argued that this could be reflected in our sector. A cycle that might work would be to introduce the training at the start of the 4 year term (code of conduct / development control etc) and ensure they have completed in 3 months. In a district council the pressure is there from the politics, however this is missing at parish and town level in many cases due to the fact that most parish and town councils are not politically aligned.
Different councils also have different needs and with larger councils there is a greater expectation that qualifications like CiLCA and training in general will be attended. Many smaller councils do not have the same approach to training and so can get into problems as a result.
With regards to training tools the NTS should focus on products that already exist that are in need of updating - most importantly the Good Councillor’s Guide. It should also focus on training more trainers through existing programmes.
The success of the power of well being training was again highlighted – a clear pack for the trainer to pick up and deliver. Packs that people can take away and use for reference after the event were seen as being valuable and something that can be relied upon as a refrence tool was useful.
On the subject of existing products and although CiLCA was to be discussed later in the session, Working With Your Council (WWYC) was highlighted as an excellent product and questions as to why it did not form part of CTP face to face training for CiLCA posed. It was felt by some that CiLCA training was rushed by CTPs if WWYC was not used. The many ways that CiLCA training was delivered was then briefly discussed with WWYC being just one route and option for the preparation if the CiLCA portfolio. Many CTPs do have very good CiLCA training packages with different styles being adopted and many were recognised as being of a good standard.
The topic of e-learning and computer bases training was raised and it was felt strongly by the group that it should form a part of the methods of training delivery. The average age of the councillor was raised and how computer bases learning should not be relied upon alone as this may disadvantage many without the IT skills or access to the internet. However it will be a slow process of change and as the older generation retire and new generation will come through with greater technical skills married with an increase in access to computer and increased standard of broadband access. 
People need to take ownership and get access to variable training through the route most favoured by them be it face to face or by computer. It was felt this will all add to the take up of CPD and make the accountability of everyone for their own personal development far higher. Chairmen of councils and chairmen of committees should also be trained and it was floated that this could form part of the compulsory element of training discussed earlier in the debate.
There was a brief discussion around what was available ‘post CiLCA’ and beyond the current range of course available including ILCM membership but it was recognised that this was more the focus of question 4.

To summarise key points; Compulsory Training – This is not a clear message, but has been very interesting to absorb the views. Perhaps move towards it but make it subtle was the best consensus gained and take its inception one stage at a time.
Training tools are supportive and have made suggestions into the consistency of tools. Tools should be available for you to adapt for your own use. Training of the trainer needs to be looked into, and a variety of training methods should be accessible to all with traditional mediums complimented by computer based learning where appropriate.
The induction training of both clerks and councillors was touched upon with the fact that not all training at District level is compulsory but this is one area that might lend itself to some level of mandatory status.

3. Funding
How can NTS, CiLCA training and a bursary scheme be financed, given that there is unlikely to be further funding from the government?
Discussions started quickly with strong feelings on the fact that we should be working clearly on the basis that there will be no further government funding. With this in mind anything that we do has to be self sustaining. In order to make it self-sustaining the training has to be at the right price and viable. 
Training also has to pitched and marketed correctly. If it is promoted in the right way then it can work well. Training should be viewed and ran as a commercial business. This was expressed in another way in that if a value was placed on training, people will pay. Quality and cost go hand in hand locally and nationally.
It was felt that the current economic climate should be considered as councils are cutting back on training & marketing but in contrast a competitive market has to remain in place otherwise the product gets diluted so whilst the cost of training needs to reflect what can be met by councils the price must also still cover the costs of development otherwise as a commercial model it will not work. Balance is required to ensure these issues reflect the demands of the market and complement councils and training.
There were positive views expressed on how much investment the SLCC had put in with the CPD scheme used as an example (the CPD scheme is actually an NTS funded and badged product led by the Society but the work involved in creating it was noted and it is appreciated that many may not be aware of the funding streams that support all NTS initiatives). It was felt that county associations could do more although this was not supported with ideas on how. NALC were also asked to put more of its budget towards training.
With regards funding it was felt that if no central funds from government were available then ‘public money’ and some should be set aside for training and used to fund training by the councils. It works like this for audit fees so why not training. Training should not be free, there should be fees and being we all are involved in the development of the NTS and want ownership then methods should be explored as to how this might be achieved equally. This discussion was perhaps confusing local funding of training attendance and national funding of projects and development but was useful insight into views on how training should be funded and paid for at both levels.
When asked what range of fees were being charged for training there was a vast difference in structure and finance. Training fees ranged from nothing at all to hundreds of pounds with discounted rates for bulk attendance and different combinations of events and courses. These have not been recorded as part of this document as it was purely used to highlight the diversity of charges. The group was asked to place any information on training fees on the NTS hub in order that providers might share best practice.
The group was reminded that there is funding to carry out the review but no funds are in place to fund outcomes of the review. In many ways this is the reason for discussing how training must be self sustaining.
Other models of funding were explored such as licensing training to counties or for training which could be bought by the CALC or training provider to deliver. Associations were asked if they would be prepared to finance such licences or simply pay for training materials per se. There was mixed views although  a revised Good Councillors Guide was given as an example of an NTS product which could be free by e-copy but paid for in hard form; the group was in agreement that this would be acceptable the main thing was to re-print the guide and worry less about how and who pays. Views on wider licensing of training were unclear and indicated that models would need to be explored and presented. The group was happy in principal however which suggests further discussions on the mechanics of such a method would be useful to take it forward.
In summary the important issues are that training is marketed and promoted effectively and in order to be self sustaining it must be managed as a commercial enterprise. This in turn will serve to drive up standards in the quality of training and the professionalism of trainers generally. This would also mean that price was less of an issue as the market will pay if the training is good and effective. Models need to allow local flexibility to set price.
It was also felt that being self sustaining was a good thing strategically at a national level as money obtained from government generally had strings attached as to what it could be used for. Self generated funds mean greater independence and flexibility.

4 Qualifications and Career Development

Is it necessary to improve the current qualifications and CPD structure for Clerks and if so how? 
The current CiLCA qualification was seen as accessible and the “the nuts and bolts of the job” but the need for an intermediate qualification was raised to link CiLCA to the University of Gloucestershire’s Foundation Degree Course in Community Engagement and Governance. This debate quickly moved to how the present CiLCA could be improved perhaps through the transition to a National Vocational Qualification (NVQ). CPD is great but there is no formal accreditation of the training. Some counties have experienced problems with funding because the qualification was not an NVQ.
This led to the discussion on the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) and the introduction of the NQF handout which supported the topic. It was explained that the NQF and the NVQ are two different things. The NQF is the framework and an NVQ is just one form of qualification within it as are GCSEs, a-levels and all further and higher educational courses recognised under the framework. The structures required to support an NVQ qualification and extensive and it was also questioned if the form of assessment was appropriate and perhaps more onerous than might be required.
It was seen as a given that national recognition should be the goal and in some areas frustration that it had not been achieved so far. The government recognise formal qualifications such as NVQs so this has to be the route to go. This way the qualification would be transferable to offer professional development links to other tiers and administrations of government such as the civil service as this would attract people into the sector offering real career routes and prospects.
As funding is so critical the need for qualifications that might attract funding must be looked into and to support this the assistance of sector skills agencies (SSCs) such as the partnership ‘Skills Plus’ which supports the local government sector (It was explained that there is not a designated SSC for the local government sector and that the Skills Plus partnership was a partnership made of reps from the LGA and IDeA filling this gap). 

Whether we have the resources to effectively design and manage the development and running of an NVQ qualification was again flagged up but it was felt that there was overwhelming support for the progression of CiLCA towards recognition under the NQF and also further research into what form it would have to take be this an NVQ or another type of qualification recognised by government.

There was support for this in confirming there was a resource issue as many clerks are part time. There is a 50% turnover in the sector and quality people are being lost. It needs to be clear when people come in to the role what is expected and what qualifications are available. New people into the profession want an intermediate qualification. CPD is viable, but need to have transferrable skills. If this was part of the National Framework then it could be transferred. Despite it being an NTS product ‘for anyone’ the perception is that it is specific to clerks and they use it to identify what they need to learn. To compliment this it is training that gives the information and answers not more qualifications perhaps. It was again mentioned that CPD is not tested and formally recognised outside the sector
In summary we must progress and develop otherwise momentum will be lost in terms of our recognition as a sector. Large urban areas and cities were seen as critical to this development.
 It is clear that you would all like the courses firmly placed in the framework. We may need to make changes to CiLCA and may need to look into an NVQ as one way of getting this national recognition. Transferability is the key and a suite of qualifications nationally recognised in one place perhaps an educational body or institution of some kind. There was strong support for the University of Gloucestershire being this body and housing the entire range of qualifications for the sector from induction through to degree for both councillors and clerks. A centre of excellence for the sector perhaps.
The underlying theme that was shared was the value in training and creating professional people.
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