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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction

GEN Consulting was commissioned by Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire (SER) to carry out an evaluation of the Acorn Project.  The project is delivered by Training Matters supported by funding from SER’s Adult Modern Apprenticeship (MA) programme.  It is delivered through a combination of tutor-led development sessions, on-line training materials and on-line learning materials.  This pilot project was focused on four key sectors: Electronics/Engineering; Construction; Hospitality/Tourism; and SMEs.  

Programme activity
The mainstream management development MA accounts for around 10% of the whole MA programme. Participants are predominantly adults, for example in 2003/04 around 80% of the 2,800 trainees were over 25.  Almost 150 trainees were recruited to Acorn, against a target of 200.  Training Matters relied heavily on their own database of companies for recruitment.  SE’s Tourism team also provided considerable support, but this was not replicated through other routes.
There are two types of development session that Training Matters deliver to participants: group sessions and one to ones.  However, of the 146 trainees, almost half (72) had not attended a group development session and a further 49 had attended 1-2 group sessions.  Individual one to one sessions proved more frequent as all trainees had attended at least one session and over half of the trainees (84) had attended 5 or more individual one to one sessions with someone from Training Matters.

The number of elements to be completed varies depending on whether candidates are working towards the level 3 or level 4 qualification.  There are up to 36 elements to be achieved.  In analysing the number of elements achieved by start date on the programme it can be seen that:

· 66 participants (46%) have achieved no elements 
· 48 participants (33%) of the group had achieved 1 to 5 elements

· A relatively small percentage, 6% (8) had achieved more than 26 elements. Seven of these individuals have also successfully completed the MA.

Employer perceptions
Firms were attracted to the programme by a range of factors, most often because it would meet an identified need, offer staff a qualification and was delivered online.  The majority expected their staff to gain some form of professional development, which would involve becoming better skilled in their day to day work. Most people expected these needs to be met by the end of staff participation on the programme. In terms of bringing about the benefits listed above, companies questioned thought that the use of online learning materials and ability of trainees to benchmark themselves against the standards set in the course were of particular help. This suggests both course delivery and structure were beneficial to employers.

All elements of the course were relatively highly rated.  However there was some frustrations with the group development sessions, probably due to there being fewer of these than was originally anticipated. 

Significant numbers thought more capable and motivated staff would result, along with higher levels of staff retention and an ability to grow their businesses more rapidly
The majority of companies indicated that they would consider paying for future employees to participate on the Acorn programme, with just one saying they would not. In a similar positive vein, all said that they would recommend it to others.

Trainee perceptions

An email questionnaire was sent out to each of the 145 participants who had taken part in the programme since its inception in October 2003. A total of 28 questionnaires were completed and returned, giving a reasonable response rate of 19%.

Two thirds of the respondents (19) volunteered to take part in the programme compared to 32% who were directed to take part by their employer.  The sample was divided on the main reasons for doing the course:

· Half the sample who opted to take part in Acorn were already managers and did the course to become more competent in their jobs

· Just under half, 46% of the respondents were also managers, but did the course mainly in order to gain a qualification.

There was a strong bias amongst the respondents that the course was mainly about verification of existing skills:

· 32% of the trainees felt that the course was mainly about verifying what they already knew, with a little learning of new skills

· 29% of participants felt that the course was all about verifying what they already knew.

Recommendations specific to the Acorn programme

1. Merge the Acorn project back in to the mainstream MA programme. 

2. The programme could be made open to all sectors in order to maximise demand, especially where employers would welcome an e-learning based approach.

3. Following on from the concerns raised about the apparent non-progress of trainees, Training Matters and SE Renfrewshire should formally review this regularly in the coming months.

4. As part of the programme moving into the mainstream, and to emphasis the importance of outputs, payment to the training provider should be by outcome not activity. 

5. Increased clarity is required – for both companies and trainees – on the extent to which the course will provide training on new skills and verification of existing abilities. This could perhaps best be done following the individual training needs analyses with trainees.

6. More care should be taken over the regular delivery of group development sessions and the expectations of what these will consist of.

7. There should be clarity at the outset of the time and effort required of trainees and the level of commitment required of the companies participating.

Wider lessons for the SE network
The data gathered in the course of the Acorn evaluation flags up a number of points that may be worthy of consideration a wider context:

· There is scope for increasing e-learning delivery of some modern apprenticeship programmes to increase overall demand, but this method is not suitable for all trainees or employers

· When linking MAs with business development objectives, care should be taken to ensure that employers’ needs are considered first and foremost. In this context should be determining who goes on programmes rather than trainees opting in

· Further, in the case of MAs and business development, there could be better links between MAs and existing SE network activity (through client and account management processes) rather than the training provider seeking out its own market

· When introducing new approaches, it is wise to give the pilot schemes space to operate. This means not just identifying appropriate sectors or areas, but also agreeing how the pilot will fit alongside mainstream provision

· Employers may be willing to pay for certain MA programmes, perhaps especially for over 25s who have worked for the same firm for a period of time.

1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Project Background

GEN Consulting was commissioned by Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire (SER) to carry out an evaluation of the Acorn Project.  The project is delivered by Training Matters supported by funding from SER’s Adult Modern Apprenticeship programme.  

The Acorn project was established to test a new approach to delivering management development and Modern Apprenticeships (MAs).  The Acorn project, also known as the SMART Management Development programme, is delivered through a combination of tutor-led development sessions, on-line training materials and on-line learning materials.  Candidates are supported through the MA programme leading to a Vocational Qualification (VQ) in Management (Level 3 or Level 4).

This pilot project was focused on four key sectors: Electronics/Engineering; Construction; Hospitality/Tourism; and SMEs.  The project aims to increase the uptake of learning in these “harder-to-reach” sectors, where there was thought to be capacity for growth in the take-up of MAs.  Through this approach, the aim is to increase managerial knowledge and leadership skills in the Scottish workplace.

1.2 Study Objectives

The brief for the study set out a number of key objectives for the evaluation. The study was expected to:

· Assess whether the Acorn project has led to an increased take-up of management development training by employers in the sectors targeted

· Consider the effectiveness of the Acorn project in helping participants progress towards a recognised management qualification

· Examine participants perceptions of the Acorn project in terms of how effectively it met their training needs

· Examine employers perceptions of the Acorn project in terms of how effectively it met the needs of the business

· Identify whether this new approach generated higher levels of outcomes than previous modes of delivery

· Highlight ways in which the Acorn project can be tailored to better meet the needs of the workforce and businesses in future.
1.3 Methodology

The consultants carried out a number of discrete tasks in compiling this evaluation:

· A review of background materials on the project

· An analysis of the available management information on the Acorn project held by Training Matters

· An email survey of all participants on the MA programme

· Consultations with the key stakeholders

· In-depth interviews of businesses with the highest take-up of the programme

· Telephone interviews of remaining businesses taking past in the project.

1.4 Report Structure

This report presents the findings of the consultants and is set out as follows:

· Chapter 2 offers a description of the project and its key objectives

· Chapter 3 analyses the activity levels on the Acorn project, including progression rates and levels of training delivered

· Chapter 4 presents the findings of our research exploring employer perceptions of Acorn
· Chapter 5 presents the trainees’ perceptions of Acorn
· Chapter 6 assesses the overall effectiveness of the Acorn project in achieving its main objectives presents our conclusions and recommendations.
2 PROJECT BACKGROUND
2.1 Introduction

This chapter sets the background to the Acorn programme and focuses on the following issues:

· How the project fits within the context of the delivery of the mainstream management development MA

· How the project idea emerged

· The aims and objectives of the programme

· The proposed delivery method.

2.2 Fit with mainstream delivery

The mainstream management development MA accounts for around 10% of the whole MA programme. Participants are predominantly adults, for example in 2003/04 around 80% of the 2,800 trainees were over 25.

There are 62 providers delivering the programme across Scotland and six of these – including Training Matters - account for over half of all trainees. Training is generally delivered in the workplace through work-based training and peripatetic assessment and verification.  The report recognises that a number of providers are offering online assessment, but does not quantify this.
The average achievement rate for the programme in 2003/04 overall was 52%, although this varied from 33% to 80% despite different providers using the same delivery methods. Achievers tended to stay with the programme for an average of twelve and a half months.
Of the recruits registered on the mainstream management development MA in 2003/04, 25 were in building and construction related industries, 55 in the engineering sector and 21 in businesses defined as tourism.
  These uptake figures seem lower than may be expected when considering the size of these sectors, supporting the thinking behind the targeting of Acorn.
2.3 Where did the proposal emerge from?

The initial idea for the project was developed by Training Matters partly as a result of their experience of piloting management training through Learning Assistant – an online training management interface which allows trainees to access learning materials, submit coursework and communicate with tutors through a web interface.    

The initial project idea was taken to SE National by Training Matters and following a series of discussions it was agreed that the Acorn project would be piloted over a twelve month period.  The pilot would focus on increasing participation in management MA through online delivery in a number of hard to reach sectors where, in spite of an identified need, take up of management MA was perceived to be low, namely:

· Construction

· Engineering

· Tourism 

· SMEs.
A number of issues were expected to be tested as result of the pilot:
· Can on-line delivery be used to increase recruitment rates in particular hard to reach sectors
· Can retention and completion rates be improved through online delivery

· Can the quality of other Modern Apprenticeships be improved through online delivery? 

2.4 Aims and objectives of the programme


The aim of the programme is to equip participants with management knowledge, skills and abilities through the achievement of an MA in management at Level 3 or Level 4, depending on their role within the business they are employed in.  To achieve this aim the project’s objectives are to:

· Help organisations develop existing managerial potential to a nationally recognised level of competence

· Develop sector specific programmes, customised to the needs of participating organisations

· Improve the IT skills of participants and the use of online learning by companies.

The project was expected to bring the following benefits for companies and individuals:

· An increase in managerial knowledge and leadership skills, leading to more effective and efficient working practices

· Reduced staff attrition and increased productivity

· Increased job satisfaction

· An enhancement of soft skills trough group development sessions

· A greater understanding amongst participating companies of the need for the continual professional development of their workforce.

2.4 Project delivery

Recruiting companies

Training Matters initially intended to recruit companies for Acorn through arrange of sector specific routes:

· CITB Scotland was expected to act as a conduit for construction companies.  Our consultations suggested that this route was problematic: CITB was also delivering a number of other different approaches to improving management skills in the sector, including Blueprint for Business Performance, and felt they had an inappropriate infrastructure for making referrals to Training Matters

· The SE National Tourism Team was expected to act as a good source of referrals for tourism businesses – our consultations (and the programme performance information in Chapter 3) suggest that this route worked well

· Engineering companies were expected to be targeted with the assistance of National Semi Conductors, a pre-existing client of Training Matters.  The intention was that the company would help promote the programme to other Scottish engineering companies which formed part of their supply chain.  When the programme was made operational, however, internal business pressures meant that National Semi Conductors were unable to assist with the recruitment of firms

· SMEs were expected to be referred to the programme through Business Gateway.  Training Matters embarked on a series of one to one meetings with Business Gateway staff to promote Acorn.  Again, our consultations suggested that this route was problematic for a number of reasons:

· Most Business Gateway outlets were unwilling to give a clear commitment to refer companies onto the Acorn programme – rather there was an emphasis on directing companies to programmes on a case to case basis

· The consultations suggested that Acorn was simply perceived by Business Gateway staff as ‘just another MA’ and that there was relatively limited understanding of how the programme differed from traditional approaches, again undermining willingness to refer to Acorn
· While Training Matters recognised that the primary responsibility for recruitment was theirs, there was a perception that the lack of a clear champion within the LEC network for Acorn meant that their efforts were always going to (albeit unwittingly) undermined.
As a result of the difficulties with three out of the four proposed routes of recruitment, Training Matters instead relied on their own database of companies, built up from current and former customers and word of mouth referrals.  
Process once companies identified

Once participating companies were identified Training Matters carried out a training needs assessment (TNA) to assist in the process of identifying appropriate trainees.  Our understanding is that this training needs assessment focuses specifically on management skills issues and not on wider skills issues which might be impacting on the business.

Following on from the TNA a tailored programme for managers is agreed in conjunction with the senior management of the business and appropriate trainees are identified.  At this stage emphasis is placed on identifying specific training that relates specifically to ‘real life’ work situations.  

Engaging with trainees

The programme description highlights a number of eligibility criteria for participants.  In addition to being employed within one of the target sectors, trainees should be employed in a management or supervisory position.  The marketing material for the programme noted that internet access for participating staff was recommended, but not mandatory.  Where participants did not have internet access in the workplace, employers were encouraged to enter into partnerships with other Learning Centres, or centres involved in the Real Initiative.  

Trainees then engaged with the programme in a number of ways:

· Induction – all trainees take part in an induction session – typically delivered in a group format, but on occasions on a one to one basis - which offered an introduction to the training format, training on the Learning Assistant package, guidance on how to access learning materials and the allocation of a company based mentor and Training Matters tutor

· Online support – access to learning materials via Learning Assistant.  The system allows trainees to submit assignments and supporting evidence through the internet, track their own progress and communicate and receive feed back from Training Matters.  There is also a web forum for trainees to share learning experiences
· Monthly group sessions – Training Matters have delivered a number of group development sessions throughout the operation of the programme.   Monthly sessions were planned in Edinburgh and Glasgow – open to trainees in all participating companies.  In addition, some company specific group sessions were delivered in workplaces with a large number of trainees.  The group sessions offered tutorial support on specific aspects of the management MA and an opportunity to interact with other trainees and share experiences
· One to one counselling in workplace – each trainee was allocated a workplace based mentor to offer support and guidance throughout the programme.  
3 PROJECT ACTIVITY

3.1 Introduction

This chapter reviews the performance of the Acorn project over the past 14 months. The data presented in this chapter was provided by Training Matters, and is based upon their management information. This section considers the participant levels on the MA programme, the activity levels of Training Matters in delivering the qualification, and the progress that these individuals have made towards achieving the qualification.  
3.2 Participants

The first participants on the programme were enrolled on Acorn in October 2003. The total number of participants is currently 146.  The Acorn project aimed to recruit 50 trainees in each of the four sectors, however this target was only met in the tourism sector with 56 participants or 39% of the total group. The SME sector was close to achieving this target with 45 participants.  The engineering sector registered the lowest number of trainees, with 20 participants enrolling on the course. The construction sector provided 25 trainees (Table 3.1)
Table 3.1: Total Number of Trainees by Sector

	Sector
	Number of Trainees
	% of Trainees

	Construction
	25
	17%

	Engineering
	20
	14%

	SMEs
	45
	30%

	Tourism
	56
	39%

	Total
	146
	100%


Source: Training Matters Management Information

In analysing the gender and age breakdown of trainees on the programme, it can be seen that:
· The majority of participants currently on the programme are male, with 93 trainees or 64% of the cohort

· Participants on the MA programme fell mostly within the 25-44 age group, with 104 trainees or 72% of the sample in this bracket. The next largest group was the 45+ bracket, with 32 participants (22%) of the sample, with the 16-24 group representing the smallest number with 9 (6%) (Table 3.2).
Table 3.2: Gender and Age of Participants
	Gender of Participants
	Age of Participants

	Males
	Females
	16 -24
	25 -44
	45+

	93
	53
	9
	104
	32

	64%
	36%
	6%
	72%
	22%


Source: Training Matters Management Information
3.3 Qualifications

A total of 20 (16%) of the participants on the Acorn programme held a previous management qualification. The types of management qualification varied from formal industry specific qualifications such as hotel management, to more academic based qualifications, e.g. HNC in Construction Management.
In considering the qualification level of Acorn participants it appears that: 

· The overall qualification level of the participants is relatively high, only 4  individuals have no qualifications whatsoever 

· 29 participants held HND level qualifications or equivalent (SCQF Level 7-8)

· A total of 22 individuals have an honours degree or equivalent (SCQF Level 9-10)

· 6 individuals on the programme possess a postgraduate diploma or a masters degree (SCQF Level 11-12).
3.4 Activity

In measuring activity on the programme we consider a number of factors including:

· The number of new starts on the programme by month

· The number of group and one to one training sessions delivered

· Milestones claimed by Training Matters by month, a measure of their activity 
New trainee starts

The programme has continually registered new participants on a monthly basis with candidates working on an ongoing basis in order to achieve the management qualification.  An analysis of the number of new entrants to the programme on a monthly basis tells us that:
· The total number of new starts on the programme started off modestly, with 3 new starts in October 2003, and 6 in November 2003 

· The rates then steadily increased peaking at 30 and 31 in February and March 2004 respectively. In each of these months, 21% of the total group registered on the programme

· The numbers have then steadily tailed off again, with only 2 new starts in November 2004 and 3 in December 2004 (Diagram 3.1).
Diagram 3.1: Number of starts per month
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Source: Training Matters Management Information
Monthly development sessions
There are two types of development session that Training Matters deliver to participants: group sessions and one to ones. The information presented to us by Training Matters indicates that:
· Of the 146 trainees, almost half (72) had not attended a group development session
· A further 49 had attended 1-2 group sessions
· 10 trainees had attended more than 3 group development sessions
· Individual one to one sessions proved more frequent as all trainees had attended at least one session
· Over half of the trainees (84) had attended 5 or more individual one to one sessions with someone from Training Matters (Table 3.3).

Table 3.3: Attendance at monthly and group sessions held by Training Matters

	Number of sessions attended by participants
	Number of participants attending one to one sessions
	Number of participants

attending group sessions

	0
	0
	72

	1
	25
	19

	2
	3
	30

	3
	19
	15

	4
	15
	3

	5
	17
	3

	6
	18
	3

	7
	17
	0

	8
	13
	0

	9
	10
	1

	10 or more
	9
	0

	total
	146
	146


Source: Training Matters Management Information
Milestones 

The number of milestones claimed by Training Matters gives an indication of the activity on the programme.  Milestones can be claimed by the provider, Training Matters, for a number of different activities, ranging from delivery of a training session to completion of on-line tasks.  Payment based on activity is different from the standard MA model of payment for milestones which are based on outputs.  The analysis shows that:

· No milestones had been claimed up to November 2004 for 26 individuals, or 18% of the total participants
· The number of milestones claimed clustered around 4, 5 and 6, with 37% of the total cohort having reached this level of activity
· The maximum number, 10 milestones, was claimed for 9 individuals, or 6% of the group (Table 3.4).
Table 3.4: Month of start against milestones achieved up to Nov. 04
	
	
	
	(Milestones Achieved up to Nov. 04)

	Start month 
	Total starts

	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

	Oct 03
	 3
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	2

	Nov 03
	 6
	1
	
	
	
	2
	1
	1
	
	1
	
	

	Dec 03
	14
	4
	1
	
	
	2
	
	2
	2
	2
	
	1

	Jan 04
	18
	2
	2
	1
	2
	2
	1
	3
	4
	1
	
	

	Feb 04
	30
	
	
	5
	2
	4
	4
	6
	3
	1
	
	5

	Mar 04
	31
	6
	3
	3
	1
	6
	6
	5
	1
	
	
	

	Apr 04
	9
	
	
	1
	
	2
	4
	1
	
	
	
	1

	May 04
	5
	
	
	
	3
	2
	
	
	
	
	
	

	 Jun 04
	5
	
	1
	
	3
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Jul 04
	3
	1
	2
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Aug 04
	7
	
	5
	2
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Sep 04
	6
	6
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Oct 04
	3
	3
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Nov 04
	2
	2
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Dec 04
	3
	
	1
	
	
	1
	
	
	
	
	1
	

	Total
	145
	26
	15
	12
	11
	21
	16
	18
	10
	5
	1
	9

	% 
	100%
	18
	10
	8
	8
	14
	11
	12
	7
	3
	1
	6


Source: Training Matters Management Information
3.5 Progress of trainees
A key measure of the success of Acorn is the progress of trainees on the programme. An analysis of progress so far tells us that since the beginning of the programme in October 2003:

· Eight participants have successfully completed the MA in Management. Of the 8 achievers, 3 were in the construction sector, 3 in SMEs and 2 in Engineering
· The average length of time taken to complete the MA by these participants was 7.6 months, which is relatively fast
· In total, 20 participants have ‘dropped out’ of the programme. The main reasons given for exit from the programme have been individuals leaving their employer, leaving the country or illness
· The majority of individuals, 117 or 80% of the group, are still in the process of completing the Modern Apprenticeship (Table 3.5).

Table 3.5 – Status of MA Participants
	Status
	Total 
	% of Total

	Achieved MA
	8
	6%

	Leavers
	20
	14%

	Still on Programme
	117
	80%


Source: Training Matters Management Information

The number of elements achieved also provides an indication of the progress of individuals towards achieving the overall qualification.  The number of elements varies depending on whether candidates are working towards the level 3 or level 4 qualification.  There are up to 36 elements to be achieved.  In analysing the number of elements achieved by start date on the programme it can be seen that:
· 66 participants (46%) have achieved no elements 
· 48 participants (33%) of the group had achieved 1 to 5 elements

· A relatively small percentage, 6% (8) had achieved more than 26 elements. Seven of these individuals have also successfully completed the MA (Table 3.6).

Table 3.6: Elements achieved by trainees to date
	Start month↓
	Total starts
	No elements achieved
	1-5

	6 -10
	11-15
	16-20
	21-25
	26+

	Oct 03
	 3
	1
	 
	 
	 
	 1
	 
	 1

	Nov 03
	 6
	4
	 1
	 1
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Dec 03
	14
	5
	 3
	 2
	 1
	1
	1
	 1

	Jan 04
	18
	7
	 8
	 2
	 1
	 
	 
	 

	Feb 04
	31
	15
	 7
	 1
	 1
	 
	2
	 5

	Mar 04
	31
	15
	 10
	 4
	 1
	 1
	 
	 

	Apr 04
	9
	4
	 4
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 1

	May 04
	5
	1
	 2
	 1
	 
	 
	 1
	 

	Jun 04
	5
	
	 5
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Jul 04
	3
	2
	1
	
	
	
	
	

	Aug 04
	7
	3
	3
	1
	
	
	
	

	Sep 04
	6
	5
	1
	
	
	
	
	

	Oct 04
	3
	2
	1
	
	
	
	
	

	Nov 04
	2
	2
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Dec 04
	3
	
	3
	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	146
	67
	48
	12
	4
	3
	4
	8

	% of Total
	
	46%
	33%
	8%
	3%
	2%
	3%
	6%


Source: Training Matters Management Information
Of the 67 participants who had achieved no elements on the programme so far:

· 10 are in construction
· 10 in engineering

· 18 in tourism

· 29 in SMEs.
Out of 44 participants on the programme in the SME sector, 29 participants (64%) of in this sector had made not completed any elements.
Achievement levels in the Tourism sector have been the lowest of the 4 sectors, with the highest proportion of trainees in the 0 elements, and 1 to 5 elements achieved category, whilst this sector has no trainees in the 26+ elements category.
Overall, the construction sector has the highest achievement levels, with the lowest proportion of its participants in the 0 elements, and 1 to 5 elements achieved category, and the highest number of any sector in the 26+ elements category, with 4 trainees (Table 3.7).
Table 3.7: Elements Achieved by Sector
	
	Elements Achieved by now
	

	Sector 
	1-5


	6-10
	11-15
	16-20
	21-25
	26+
	Elements achieved
	Total

	Tourism
	26
	5
	3
	2
	2
	0
	18
	56

	SMEs
	8
	5
	0
	0
	1
	2
	28
	44

	Engineering
	6
	1
	0
	1
	0
	2
	10
	20

	Construction
	8
	1
	1
	0
	1
	4
	10
	25


Source: Training Matters Management Information

4 EMPLOYER PERCEPTIONS OF ACORN
4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents information on what the employers who have participated in the Acorn project felt about the programme. The survey involved the use of both telephone and face-to-face questionnaires.

Drawing on the findings from the employer survey this section provides details of:

· The profile of companies who took part in the survey

· Why companies decided to take part in Acorn and their expectations of the programme

· Issues arising from participation in the programme, and the benefits, if any, employers have gained from their participation

· Overall satisfaction with the project and potential future improvements.

4.2 Company Profiles

Fifteen companies were questioned from a total sample of 36. The tourism sector was particularly well represented, and there were also respondents from construction and engineering.  Of the 8 companies operating in ‘other’ industries, there were two care homes and was a one childcare facility. Two companies were training providers and one chartered architect was interviewed (Table 4.1). Of the companies we were unable to speak to: 4 said they had no knowledge of the project; 5 were unwilling to set the time aside to participate; and a further 12 were not interviewed due to their being difficult to contact despite repeated calls. 
Table 4.1: Employment sector
	
	Number

	Construction
	1 (7%)

	Engineering
	1 (7%)

	Tourism
	5 (33%)

	Other (please specify)
	8 (53%)

	Total
	15


Source: Employer Survey
The majority of firms (71%) employed less than 100 people. That said, four firms were larger (Table 4.2). In terms of total turnover, 8 companies were able to give a figure. Four were making between £1- 5 million per year, 3 had an annual turnover greater than £10 million, and one of less than £1 million.

Table 4.2: Numbers employed in Scotland?

	
	Number

	Under 25 employees
	2 (14%)

	26 to 99 employees
	8 (57%)

	100 – 249 employees
	2 (14%)

	250+ employees
	2 (14%)

	Total
	14


Source: Employer Survey

Fourteen firms indicated the number of MAs they had. Across this group, the average number of MAs was 7.9. Eleven were able to confirm having MAs over the age of 25, with the average number per firm being 2.7 (Table 4.3). 

Table 4.3: Modern Apprentices at the firm presently

	
	Mean Response
	No. of Firms

	In total, how many modern apprentices does the firm have at this point?
	7.9
	14

	How many of these apprentices are aged over 25?
	2.7
	11


Source: Employer Survey

The firms who said they had no MAs over the age of 25 were asked about their past experience recruiting MAs. Six of the group had recruited MAs in the past and 5 had offered MAs to the over 25s in the past. 

Table 4.4: Modern Apprentices at the firm in the past

	
	Yes

	Has your firm recruited modern apprentices in the past?
	6 (67%)

	Has your firm offered modern apprentices to over 25s in the past?
	5 (56%)


Source: Employer Survey
4.3 Participation and Expectations

Forty per cent of companies found out about Acorn after being approached by Training Matters. Two were told of the programme by an employee, whilst one business had been approached by a contact in the SE network. Six companies mentioned ‘other’ means of becoming aware of the programme, 4 of whom took the initiative and approached SER and Training Matters, with another 2 being approached by contacts at Highlands and Islands Enterprise, and Edinburgh and Lothians Tourist Board respectively.

Table 4.5: How did employers find out about the Management MA/Acorn project

	
	Number

	Approached by Training Matters
	6 (40%)

	Told by an employee
	2 (13%)

	Approached by SE/LEC Contact
	1 (7%)

	Other employee mentioned it
	0 (0%)

	Through Business Gateway
	0 (0%)

	Other
	6 (40%)

	Total
	15


Source: Employer Survey

Firms were attracted to the programme by a range of factors. Six thought it met an identified need whilst 5 chose the programme because it offered staff a qualification and was delivered online. Eight mentioned ‘other’ reasons, the most common of which were the fact that the training was funded, the good reputation of Training Matters and improved staff retention through investing in learning. 

Table 4.6: What attracted firms to this programme

	
	Number

	It met an identified staff need
	6 (40%)

	It offered staff a qualification
	5 (33%)

	It was delivered on-line
	5 (33%)

	It was something to offer staff
	1 (7%)

	The involvement of training matters
	1 (7%)

	That trainees would do a work related project
	1 (7%)

	Getting people to work together as a group
	0 (0%)

	It offered a modern apprenticeship
	0 (0%)

	Other
	8 (53%)

	Total
	15


Source: Employer Survey

The bulk of firms questioned were aware that the programme was an MA before participating, although 3 had become aware some time after the training started, and a further one was still unaware of this.

Table 4.7: When did employers become aware that this programme was a Modern Apprenticeship
	
	Number

	Before agreeing to take part
	7 (64%)

	Some time after it started
	3 (27%)

	Was not aware
	1 (9%)

	Total
	11


Source: Employer Survey
Eleven employers (73%) had previously been aware of Management MAs, 4 had not. When asked if they had previously considered using Management MAs to train staff, 5 (33%) said they had whilst 8 had not.

Firms indicated how they had expected Management MAs offered through Acorn to compare with other MAs in general. Of the 8 who answered the question, 4 had anticipated the Acorn MA would be better, and a further 4 expected it to be of similar benefit to other MAs. The 4 who expected that the programme would be better thought its method of delivery was a key factor. They mentioned the following reasons:

· Online delivery

· The fact that the training was tailored to individual requirements

· The good reputation of Training Matters

· The course provided trainees with a more rounded, fuller picture.

4.4 Developing the Programme 

The bulk of companies (13) had undertaken some form of analysis of need with Training Matters prior to the programme. Eleven were able to give an indication of how thorough they felt this analysis was; with all saying it was either extremely thorough (64%) or fairly thorough (36%).

Twelve interviewees were able to indicate how far the Management Development MA met the needs identified through analysis carried out by Training Matters. Seven said they had meant to meet all the identified needs through participating in Acorn, whilst 5 thought the training would meet most of those needs.   

Of the companies with additional needs, 3 said they had taken action to address these needs, 2 of whom were receiving assistance from Training Matters in this respect. Needs not covered by the MA typically included other professional development needs, such as budget control and technology issues. One firm was keen to train its senior managers, which could not be done through Acorn. 

Twelve companies identified trainees for participation on the programme through internal management systems. In a small number of cases (3), employees were asked to volunteer to take part, suggesting that the activity was not deemed crucial. 
Table 4.8: How were the MA participants identified?

	
	Number

	Through internal management systems
	12 (80%)

	Your employees were asked to volunteer
	3 (20%)

	Through the TNA
	1 (7%)

	Total
	15


Source: Employer Survey

The majority of companies offered at least some support to their employees in completing the programme. Of the 13 able to indicate, all placed at least some emphasis on employees completing their training, with over half (7) saying this was very important (Table 4.9). When asked to describe the support offered to employees on the programme, the giving of time to study was most common. Other responses included provision of access to computers and the internet, and the hosting of course workshops within the workplace. 

Table 4.9: Emphasis on completing the programme

	
	A Lot
	A Little
	None

	How much support have you offered your employees?
	5 (33%)
	9 (60%)
	1 (7%)

	How much emphasis has been placed on employees completing the programme?
	7 (54%)
	6 (46%)
	0 (0%)


Source: Employer Survey
4.5 Benefits Gained from the Programme

The employers in the survey were asked to list the five main things that they expected their firm to gain through the programme.  They were also asked to  indicate on a scale of 1 to 5 (low-high), how far these needs had been met to date, and how far they expected these needs to be met by the end of the programme. The majority expected their staff to gain some form of professional development, which would involve becoming better skilled in their day to day work. Most people expected these needs to be met by the end of staff participation on the programme. 

Table 4.10: Key benefits expected from the MA programme

	Key Benefits expected from the Programme
	No. of employers who indicated this as a benefit
	Mean Score (1-5) of how far these needs have been met to date
	Mean Score (1-5) of how far these needs are expected to be met by the end of the programme

	Professional development
	11 (73%)
	2.8
	4.2

	Greater confidence
	4 (27%)
	4.0
	4.0

	Better time management skills
	3 (20%)
	5.0
	5.0

	Improved communications skills
	2 (13%)
	No replies
	4.0

	Enhanced IT skills
	2 (13%)
	No replies
	No replies

	Total

	15
	-
	-


Source: Employer Survey

In terms of bringing about the benefits listed above, companies questioned thought that the use of online learning materials and ability of trainees to benchmark themselves against the standards set in the course were of particular help. This suggests both course delivery and structure were beneficial to employers. Among the other benefits identified were:

· Working with a good assessor at Training Matters
· Financial benefit to the firm
· Tutor feedback to individual trainees

· Teaching on good practice and quality (Table 4.11).

Table 4.11: Key programme elements
	
	Number

	Ability of trainees to benchmark themselves against the standards
	6 (55%)

	On line learning materials
	6 (55%)

	Feedback to the employer
	4 (36%)

	Monthly group development sessions
	4 (36%)

	Ability of trainees to benchmark themselves against others
	2 (18%)

	Other 
	5 (45%)

	Total
	11


Source: Employer Survey

Respondents were asked to rate a number of programme elements on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 was poor and 5 was good. All benefits apart from one were given an average rating of 4, with monthly group developments receiving an average rating of 3. The medium rating for group development sessions may be due to fewer of these being held than was originally anticipated. 

Table 4.12: Rating of programme elements

	
	Mean Importance Rating

	Feedback to the employer
	4.0

	Monthly group development sessions
	3.1

	On line learning materials
	4.1

	Ability of trainees to benchmark themselves against others
	3.8

	Ability of trainees to benchmark themselves against the standards
	3.6


Source: Employer Survey

Employers were asked which business benefits they felt were most likely to be achieved, or had already been achieved through Acorn. Significant numbers thought more capable and motivated staff would result, along with higher levels of staff retention and an ability to grow their businesses more rapidly (Table 4.13). Those who mentioned other benefits focused on reduced costs/increased efficiency, and a greater willingness amongst employees to engage in training in the future. 
Table 4.13: Anticipated business benefits (on a scale of 1-5 (lo-hi)) 

	
	No. who indicated this as a benefit
	% of Total 
	Mean Score (1-5) of how important benefit is to business

	Improved employee motivation
	10
	67
	4.1

	Improved staff retention
	8
	53
	3.8

	Able to grow the business more quickly
	9
	60
	3.9

	Managers have more/better skills
	13
	87
	4.4

	Better staff utilisation
	9
	60
	4.0

	Other
	4
	27
	4.0

	Total
	15
	-
	-


Source: Employer Survey

Employers were then asked to indicate how important the business benefits gained through participation in Acorn were to them. The majority thought they were very important. No company answering the question regarded the benefits as unimportant. The spread and significance of these benefits is encouraging. 

Table 4.14: Importance of business benefits
	
	Number

	Very important
	8 (73%)

	Some importance
	3 (27%)

	Only slightly important
	0 (0%)

	Not important
	0 (0%)

	Total
	11


Source: Employer Survey
Employers were asked if they would be able to add to their annual turnover through becoming involved in Acorn. Respondents tended not to feel that a large amount of turnover growth would take place, although 4 thought a reasonable amount of growth would occur and 5 anticipated a smaller amount of increase (Table 4.15). These results were evenly spread across different sectors and company sizes.

Table 4.15: Impact on annual turnover
	
	Number

	A very small amount
	3 (27%)

	A small amount
	2 (18%)

	A reasonable amount
	4 (36%)

	A large amount
	1 (9%)

	A very large amount
	1 (9%)

	Total
	11


Source: Employer Survey

4.6 Future Developments

When asked what could be done to improve the programme in future, significant numbers thought no change was required, indicating their satisfaction with the programme. A number of employers wished to see more networking events for trainees and a more explicit focus on learning new things. Two employees wished more care to be taken over the selection of employees. Of those who noted other possible improvements, 2 suggested that group sessions should take place when they were arranged, and one said that the language used was too technical with regard to the online element of the course.

Table 4.16: Possible programme improvements
	
	Number

	Nothing
	5 (38%)

	More explicit focus on training/learning new things
	3 (23%)

	More networking events for trainees
	3 (23%)

	More care over selection of trainees
	2 (15%)

	Better initial TNA
	0 (0%)

	Better initial TNA
	0 (0%)

	More care in development of projects
	0 (0%)

	Other
	4 (31%)

	Total
	13


Source: Employer Survey

The majority of companies indicated that they would consider paying for future employees to participate on the Acorn programme, with just 1 saying they would not. In a similar positive vein, all said that they would recommend it to others.

Table 4.17: Employer willingness to pay
	
	Number

	Probably
	9 (60%)

	Possibly
	5 (33%)

	Possibly Not
	0 (0%)

	Probably Not
	1 (7%)

	Total
	15


Source: Employer Survey

Employers were asked to indicate the three things that most pleased them about the programme and the three that most disappointed them.  Several were impressed with the quality of service provided by Training Matters.  For example, one employer said ‘Training Matters have been excellent’. The professional development gained by staff and the online course delivery had also pleased several employers.  Three companies were frustrated with the lack of progress made by trainees on the programme and two were disappointed that group sessions had not taken place.  One company thought the increased workload involved for trainees participating on the programme was a problem (Table 4.18).

Table 4.18: Most pleasing and most disappointing aspects of the programme

	Most Pleasing Aspects of Programme
	No. of employers who gave this response
	Most Disappointing Aspects of Programme
	No. of employers who gave this response

	The quality of service provided by Training Matters

	5 (33%)
	Lack of progress made by trainees
	3 (20%)

	Professional development gained by staff

	4 (27%)
	Group sessions not taking place
	2 (13%)

	Online delivery of the course

	4 (27%)
	Increased workload for employees
	1 (7%)

	Total
	15
	Total
	15


Source: Employer Survey

5 TRAINEE PERCEPTIONS OF ACORN
5.1 Introduction

This chapter presents information on what the participants of the Acorn project feel about the programme. The survey was sent out to each of the 145 participants who had taken part in the programme since its inception in October 2003. A total of 28 questionnaires were completed and returned, giving a reasonable response rate of 19%.

The largest number of respondents came from the tourism sector, with 14 individuals responding from this sector. The construction sector provided 5 respondents, whilst 9 came from the “other” category. This category consisted mostly of SMEs in sectors such as manufacturing, care and hospitality. 

The average length of service of the respondents was fairly lengthy, with 43% indicating that they had been with their employer more than 5 years. In terms of qualifications, 50% of the sample held at least standard grades, 36% held an HNC/HND and 25% held a professional qualification of some description.

Drawing on the findings from this survey this chapter provides details of:

· Why participants decided to take part in Acorn and their expectations of the programme

· Issues arising from participation in the programme and the benefits, if any, trainees have gained from their participation

· Overall satisfaction with the programme 

· Potential future improvements to the Acorn project.

5.2 Participation and Expectations

Two thirds of the respondents (19) volunteered to take part in the programme compared to 32% who were directed to take part by their employer (Graph 5.1).

Graph 5.1 Decision to take part in Acorn


Attraction to Acorn
The main attractions of the programme were that it offered a qualification (68%), it was delivered online (43%) and that it meant an identified training need (32%) (Table 5.1).

Table 5.1: What attracted people to the programme
	
	Number

	Nothing
	2 (7%)

	It offered a modern apprenticeship
	2 (7%)

	That trainees would do a work related project
	5 (18%)

	Other
	5 (18%)

	The involvement of Training Matters
	7 (25%)

	It met an identified need
	9 (32%)

	It was delivered on-line
	12 (43%)

	It offered a qualification
	19 (68%)

	Total Responses
	61


Source: Trainees Survey

The sample was divided on the main reasons for doing the course:

· Half the sample who opted to take part in Acorn were already managers and did the course to become more competent in their jobs

· Just under half, 46% of the respondents were also managers, but did the course mainly in order to gain a qualification (Table 5.2).

Table 5.2: Main motivation
	
	Number

	I am already a manager and did this course to get a qualification
	13 (46%)

	I am already a manager and did this course to get better at my job
	14 (50%)

	I did this course to help me gain a management position
	7 (25%)

	Total Responses
	34


Source: Trainees Survey

The survey also asked participants if their employer had identified a set of management development needs for them prior to the Acorn programme. Sixty four percent of the survey indicated that they had not. This finding suggests the apparent low priority status of management development training in the companies in our study. 

Most participants were not aware that the Acorn project was a Modern Apprenticeship programme. This reflects the lack of information regarding the programme (Table 5.3).

Table 5.3: When did participants become aware that the programme was an MA
	
	Number

	Before starting
	6 (21%)

	Some time after starting
	3 (11%)

	Was not aware
	16 (57%)

	Total
	 25


Source: Trainees Survey

Similarly, the level of knowledge about MAs was quite low overall:

· 61% of the survey indicated that they had no previous knowledge of MAs prior to this programme
· 75% of respondents had no prior knowledge of management MAs prior to Acorn
· 86% of the survey had never thought of using this training approach prior to Acorn.

In terms of expectations about the programme, 36%  of respondents expected the Acorn programme to be very similar to the other management development programmes that are available. A further 29% expected the programme to be better (Table 5.4). Nine participants in the survey felt unable to give an answer to this question.

Table 5.4: Comparison of this programme to other Management Development Programmes

	
	Number

	Much Better 
	5 (18%)

	Slightly Better
	3 (11%)

	Very Similar
	10 (36%)

	Slightly Worse
	1 (4%)

	Much Worse
	0

	Total
	19


Source: Trainees Survey
5.3 Developing the Programme 

Training Needs Analysis
Over three quarters of the respondents recalled discussing their training needs with Training Matters before starting the programme. Nearly half of the sample, 47%, felt the analysis by Training Matters was fairly thorough, with 39% of respondents feeling that the analysis was extremely thorough.

Most participants expected that the MA programme would meet their full range of training needs, with 64% indicating that the discussion with Training Matters did not identify any other needs which would be met outside the Acorn project. The main types of need identified as not being covered by the programme were listed as time management, dealing with people and project management. Furthermore, 21% of the survey respondents were receiving help from Training Matters to address the training needs not covered by the Acorn project (Table 5.5).
Table 5.5: Training needs not met by the MA
	
	Yes
	No

	Did the discussion identify other needs which would not be met by the programme?
	8 (29%)
	18 (64%)

	Have you taken any action to address these other needs?
	7 (25%)
	10 (36%)

	Are Training Matters helping to meet these other needs?
	6 (21%)
	9 (32%)


Source: Trainees Survey

Support
The level of support offered by employers and the emphasis put on participants completing the MA has varied across the sample: 43% of the survey had received “a lot” of support from their employer. Further analysis of the answers showed that this support consisted mainly of:

· Time off from work to attend group and one-to-one training sessions
· Time off from work to complete coursework
· Use of internet and computers whilst at work
· Support from management with completion of the qualification
· Support from colleagues with completion of the qualification.

Participants felt that 50% of their employers have placed “a little” emphasis on employees completing the programme (Table 5.6).

Table 5.6: Emphasis on completing the programme

	
	A Lot
	A Little
	None

	How much support (e.g. time off, arranged discussions, etc) have you been offered by your employer?
	12 (43%)
	11 (39%)
	4 (14%)

	How much emphasis has been placed on employees completing the programme?
	9 (32%)
	14 (50%)
	4 (14%)


Source: Trainees Survey

In addition, a total of 22% of participants felt that they were unsure about whether or not they would complete the programme. Given that the responses to this survey were on a voluntary basis and were generally from those who had a genuine interest in the programme, this figure seems quite high (Table 5.7).
Table 5.7: Likelihood of completing the programme?
	
	Number

	Will definitely complete
	17 (61%)

	Will probably complete
	4 (14%)

	Will possibly complete
	3 (11%)

	Will possibly not complete
	3 (11%)

	Will probably not complete
	0 

	Will definitely not complete
	0

	Total
	27


Source: Trainees Survey
5.4 Benefits Gained from the Programme

The respondents to the survey were asked to list the five main things that they expected to gain through the programme and how they expected to gain these things.  They were also asked to indicate on a scale of 1 to 5 (low-high), how far these needs had been met to date, and how far they expected these needs to be met by the end of the programme:
Improved management skills and the gaining of a qualification were jointly listed as the key benefits that participants expected to gain from the programme. Eleven participants or 39% of the sample listed both these benefits as the main ones they expected to gain.  Twenty five percent of the participants highlighted improved working relationships as a benefit they expected to gain from the programme.

Other key benefits that respondents expected to gain from the programme were:

· Improved performance in their jobs
· Increased knowledge
· Help with career progression
· Improved time management skills
· Help with the development of others
· Opportunities to network with others on the course.

Gaining a qualification was given the highest mean score, in terms of how far the programme had met this need to date, with a rating of 4.4. Participants felt that this benefit was going to be met more fully by the end of the programme, with the mean score rising to 4.9.

On the improved management skills benefit, the mean score of how far this need had been met to date was 3.0. Trainees expected their skills in this area to be strengthened further by the end of the programme, with the mean score rising to 4.1.

The overall findings from this question is that participants expect to benefit more fully as the programme progresses. For each of the benefits outlined, a higher mean score has been given for the end than has been given so far. In other words, trainees feel that their skills and abilities will continue to develop positively up until the completion of the programme (Table 5.8).
Table 5.8: Key benefits expected from the programme

	Key Benefits expected from the Programme
	No. of Trainees who indicated this as a benefit
	Mean Score (1-5) of how far these needs have been met to date
	Mean Score (1-5) of how far these needs are expected to be met by the end of the programme

	Improved management Skills
	11(39%)
	3.0
	4.1

	Gaining a qualification
	11(39%)
	4.4
	4.9

	Improved working relationships
	7(25%)
	3.0
	4.0

	Increased knowledge
	6(21%)
	3.0
	3.9

	Personal development
	5(18%)
	3.6
	4.7

	Total Responses
	40
	-
	-


Source: Trainees Survey

One-to-one Sessions

The highest proportion of respondents have been to between 6 and 10 one-to-one sessions, with 46% of the survey indicating this amount. Sixty one percent of the sample felt that these one-to-one sessions were very useful, but the remainder thought that they were of only some or limited use (Table 5.9).

Table 5.9: Number of one-to-one coaching sessions attended
	
	Number

	1 -2
	1(4%)

	3 -5
	10 (36%)

	6-10
	13 (46%)

	11 or more
	1(4%)

	Total
	25


Source: Trainees Survey

Group Sessions

The attendance at the group sessions has been less positive: 36% of participants have attended no group sessions; and 29% of participants have only been to some of these sessions (Table 5.10).

Table 5.10: Number of group development sessions attended
	
	Number

	All
	3 (11%)

	Most
	7 (25%)

	Some
	8 (29%)

	None
	10 (36%)

	Total
	28


Source: Trainees Survey

Analysis of the reasons behind this poor attendance highlights that 50% of participants have missed group sessions through having to be at work. In the course of the survey it has become apparent that work commitments are a major barrier to progressing with the management MA.  This also questions the commitment of some employers.
Further analysis of the ‘other’ category, has shown some problems with the delivery of group sessions by Training Matters.  Several participants answered that group sessions were cancelled by Training Matters  and were not started again, despite repeated requests from the participants and companies involved. Other reasons for non-attendance include late notice of when sessions are happening, and conflict around the scheduling of the events with work commitments (Table 5.11).

Table 5.11: Reasons for not attending group sessions
	
	Number

	Not aware of them happening
	1 (4%)

	Subjects not useful
	0

	Previous ones poorly delivered
	2 (7%)

	Needed to be at work
	14 (50%)

	Too far to travel
	3 (11%)

	Other
	12 (43%)

	Total Responses
	32


Source: Trainees Survey

Focus of the Course
Participants were also asked how the course would be best described. There was a strong bias amongst the respondents that the course was mainly about verification:

· 32% of the trainees felt that the course was mainly about verifying what they already knew, with a little learning of new skills

· 29% of participants felt that the course was all about verifying what they already knew (Table 5.12).

Table 5.12: Focus of the course
	
	Number

	It’s all about verifying what you already know
	8 (29%)

	It‘s mainly about verifying what you already know, with a little learning of skills
	9 (32%)

	It’s a mix of verification and learning new things
	7 (25%)

	It’s mainly about learning of skills, with a little of verifying what you already know
	1 (4%)

	It’s all about learning new skills
	0

	Total
	25


Source: Trainees Survey
Training Materials
Trainees were also asked to indicate which learning materials they had made use of:

· The extensive use of on-line training materials is the key finding from this question: 64% of those surveyed or 18 participants  made use of the on-line training materials from Training Matters website
· Networking was also a prominent way of learning on this course: 53% or 15 participants made use of speaking to other colleagues in the firm, and the same percentage made use of speaking to others on the course (Table 5.13).

Table 5.13: Learning materials used
	
	Number

	None
	4 (14%)

	Online materials from Training Matters site
	18 (64%)

	Other online materials 
	2 (7%)

	Speaking to others in the firm
	15 (54%)

	Speaking to others on the course
	15 (54%)

	Other Training Materials
	7 (25%)

	Total Responses
	61


Source: Trainees Survey

Rating the Programme

The survey also asked participants to rate the various elements of the programme on a low-high scale of 1 to 5:

· The input from the provider, Training Matters, scored highest out of all the programme elements, with a mean score of 4. This score emphasises the value participants have placed on the guidance and support they have received from the provider
· The monthly group development sessions also scored quite highly, with a mean score of 3.7 overall
· The lowest scoring programme element was the ability of trainees to benchmark themselves against others, which provided a mean score of 2.6
· Overall, the various elements of the programme received a mixed rating, with the scores clustering around the 3 value (Table 5.14).
Table 5.14: Rating of programme elements
	
	Mean Score (1-5) of Programme Element

	Monthly group development sessions
	3.7

	On line learning materials
	3.2

	Ability of trainees to benchmark themselves against others
	2.6

	Ability of trainees to benchmark themselves against the standards
	3.2

	Input from Training Matters
	4

	Learning new things
	3.1

	Learning things that will be useful in your job
	3.3

	Learning things that will help your career
	3.4


Source: Trainees Survey

A wide range of benefits were identified each by significant numbers:

· The ability to manage existing people better was seen as the main anticipated career benefit, with 75% of the sample providing this response. This was also seen as the most important benefit to the business, scoring a mean score of 4 on a 1-5 scale
· 75% of the survey felt that they would be personally more motivated through completing this qualification. This benefit was also seen as important to the business achieving a mean score of 3.9
· 53% of participants felt that by completing the programme, it would help them to get another job more easily (Table 5.15).

Table 5.15: Anticipated benefits
	
	No. who indicated this as a benefit
	% of Total 
	Mean Score (1-5) of how important benefit is to business

	Personally more motivated
	21 (75%)
	75.0
	3.9

	More likely to remain with this employer
	14 (50%)
	50.0
	3.4

	Able to manage more people
	16 (57%)
	57.1
	3.9

	Able to manage existing people better
	21 (75%)
	75.0
	4

	Able to get another job more easily
	15 (54%)
	53.6
	3.4

	Other
	2 (7%)
	7.1
	4


Source: Trainees Survey
5.5 Overall Satisfaction

Participants were also asked to indicate the three things that pleased them most about the programme and the three things that disappointed them most about the programme.

The most pleasing aspect of the programme according to those surveyed was the input they received from Training Matters: 32% of the sample highlighted this as a feature of the programme that they were most pleased with.  Analysis of these responses highlighted the positive feeling towards Training Matters. Many of the participants felt that the motivation, encouragement and guidance offered by the provider was excellent.

Also scoring highly on this measure was the facility for the programme to be completed online. A quarter of the sample rated this as an aspect of the programme they were most pleased with.

There were numerous other responses to the most pleasing aspects question, among these responses the ones that featured most were:

· The programme helped participants to get better at their jobs
· Trainees could work through the programme at their own pace
· The programme gave an opportunity to network with other participants
· The programme allowed trainees to learn new things.

In terms of dissatisfaction with the programme, the group sessions were rated as the most disappointing aspect of the programme. Eight participants or 29% of the sample gave this response. Further analysis of this shows that 5 of these respondents were unhappy with the infrequent delivery of the group sessions (i.e. group sessions being cancelled and not resumed again). 

Another disappointing aspect of the programme was that 5 participants or 18% of the sample felt that it was not actually teaching them anything new. This ties in with the previous finding where a significant number of the participants felt that the programme was mainly about verifying things they already knew, with little learning of new skills (Table 5.16).

Table 5.16: Most pleasing and most disappointing aspects of the programme
	Most Pleasing Aspects of Programme
	No. of respondents who gave this response
	Most Disappointing Aspects of Programme
	No. of respondents who gave this response

	Input to programme from Training Matters
	9 (32%)
	Group Sessions – Content and Infrequency of delivery
	8 (29%)

	Programme can be completed online
	7 (25%)
	Time required to complete the qualification
	4 (14%)

	Leads towards a recognised qualification
	6 (21%)
	Not learning anything new
	5 (18%)

	Other Responses
	26
	Other Responses
	19


Source: Trainees Survey

Among the ‘other’ dissatisfaction responses, some examples were:

· Dissatisfaction with the level of progress made towards achieving the qualification (however this aspect probably lies more with the motivation of the individuals taking the qualification rather than any flaws with the programme itself)
· Disappointment with the method of learning, and thoughts that it could be simplified
· That the course could be put into more modules as some of it is quite repetitive. 

A further area of dissatisfaction was the commitment of other trainees on the programme, with several dropping out or not being prepared for the workload that was involved. A suggested improvement was to take more care over the selection of trainees. A number of the people on the programme were there because they have been told by management to attend, however the individual had little commitment to progressing and gaining the qualification.

5.6 Future Developments

In terms of ways to develop and improve the programme in future, the largest group of responses was centred around having a more explicit focus on training/learning new things, with half of the survey highlighting this as a future improvement. One respondent commented that the spilt between learning new skills and verifying what was already known is 10/90 at present, the balance should be more like 40/60. A further 21% of the sample felt that a better initial training needs analysis would help improve the programme.

Of the responses that were classified as ‘other’, suggested improvements were:

· Learning assistance could be improved. Better communication with the managers of participants and more time allocated to addressing differences in IT literacy
· A better choice of non-core units may help in learning new techniques
· More information on what the qualification actually consists of prior to trainees starting (Table 5.17).

Table 5.17: Future improvements
	
	Number

	Nothing
	5 (18%)

	Better initial TNA
	6 (21%)

	More care over selection of trainees
	5 (18%)

	More care in development of projects
	1 (4%)

	More networking events for trainees
	2 (7%)

	More explicit focus on training/learning new things
	14 (50%)

	Other
	6 (21%)

	Total Responses
	39


Source: Trainees Survey

Encouraging Others to Participate

The majority of the respondents, 61%, indicated that they would probably encourage others to take part in the programme knowing what they now. Four respondents or 14% indicated they possibly would not encourage other people to take part, and 2 respondents indicated that they probably would not encourage others to participate (Table 5.18). The main reasons given to explain this were:

· No time to do coursework
· Course takes considerable time and effort; it may not suit everyone; you have to have “staying power”, as the qualification is worth having, but takes effort
· The course is only measuring what you do on a day-to-day basis. It is not teaching you anything new or telling you how to improve
· Did not find the course enjoyable.
Table 5.18: Would trainees encourage others to take part
	
	Number

	Probably
	17 (61%)

	Possibly
	4 (14%)

	Possibly Not
	4 (14%)

	Probably Not
	2 (7%)

	Total
	27


Source: Trainees Survey

6 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1 Introduction

This final chapter draws conclusions from the evidence gathered about the Acorn project, its performance and management. These conclusions lead us on to a number of recommendations specific to the project itself and also a series of wider lessons for the SE Network. 

6.2 Conclusions

Demand for Acorn

It was anticipated at the outset that the Acorn programme would be delivered to 200 participants, 50 each from the pre-identified sectors of tourism/hospitality, construction, engineering and SMEs. The reasoning behind the choice of these sectors was largely twofold: firstly that take up and completion of the mainstream management development MA programme was traditionally low amongst these sectors; and secondly, that in sectors there is a great need for managers to be upskilled. 

However, as can be seen from the information presented in Chapter Three, participation did not reach the levels hoped for. Indeed, only in the tourism sector were there 50 or more participants. Overall 146 trainees enrolled in the programme over a 15 month period. The difficulties in recruiting trainees may be a function of the fact that the sectors chosen traditionally have low take up of management MAs and the problems inherent in introducing a new product in an already crowded market place. This notwithstanding, we would conclude that there was limited demand for the programme amongst the sectors being targeted. 

In terms of assessing whether the Acorn project has led to an increased take-up of management development training by employers in the sectors targeted, it is difficult to draw any firm conclusions. As was mentioned in Chapter Two, there were some issues around the approach taken to recruit firms. As a consequence of the difficulties encountered, many firms who now have trainees on the programme were firms that the training provider already had a relationship with. This may suggest that a number of the firms already had a culture of training within the organisation and are not, therefore, the hard to reach firms that the programme may originally have been aimed at. 
However, the evidence from our employer interviews shows that some employers had a lack of experience of delivering adult MAs, in particular the management development MA.  The online delivery of Acorn and the good reputation of Training Matters were given as key reasons why companies got involved. This suggests that the project increased uptake to a certain extent, but raises questions about its wider application.
Performance and progress
A key objective of the evaluation was to consider the effectiveness of the Acorn project in helping participants progress towards a recognised management qualification. The data gathered during the course of our research does not indicate that the Acorn project has been particularly successful in this regard. The progress being made by the 146 trainees registered as participating on the programme in terms of both completions and elements achieved looks slow overall. 
Only 8 trainees had, at the time of writing, achieved the qualification, representing 6% of all trainees. Almost half (46%) of all trainees have achieved no elements and a third (33%) had achieved between 1 and 5 elements. So, over three quarters of all participants have achieved fewer than 5 elements. 

When this number is considered in conjunction with the fact that 41 participants commenced the course a year or more before this management information was produced, there is an apparent issue with progress. Possible explanations for the lack of progress may be that:

· There are a number of participants registered as willing to participate who have not yet, for one reason or another, begun to work their way through the course

· Due to the nature of the programme and the occupations of those participating, it is possible to begin a high number of elements but difficult to complete them

· A number of employees who have taken part have not been able to commit to progression in the way that they may have anticipated, albeit the programme was promoted as being something that trainees could do at their own pace

· Some employers have not been able to give trainees the resources to progress through the programme, whether by allowing them to complete elements during work-time or by providing access to IT facilities on a regular basis

· Group development sessions did not happen for all employers on a regular basis.

On this last point, whilst Training Matters can – and do – attempt to motivate and work around progress issues in a number of ways, the provider is limited by the level of commitment to progress shown by the trainees and/or the employers. From the interviews with both employers and trainees there appeared to be a correlation between the input from Training Matters and the commitment shown by the employer/employees. Training Matters were more likely to deliver monthly training sessions where demand was consistent. This would lead us to conclude that the commitment of the employer and the employees is important to the effective delivery of the programme.

These considerations and observations on slow progress aside, a number of trainees have achieved the qualification, and most of those surveyed intend to complete the course. So, in some respects Acorn is helping some participants to progress towards a management qualification. However, this may be a self selecting group who are more highly motivated than other participants. 

In considering whether the piloted approach is successful in generating higher levels of outcomes it may be that it is too soon to conclude on this with so few graduates of the programme at this time. It is suggested, therefore, that the issue of monitoring outcomes is revisited in 3 and 6 months time to get a truer picture.
Employer perceptions

A key objective of the evaluation was to examine employers’ perceptions of the Acorn project in terms of how effectively it met the needs of the business. Most of the companies interviewed felt that the Acorn programme met a pre-identified requirement for management development training. The professional development of staff was one of the key benefits expected and most of the employers felt that staff were on the way to achieving this, and would be closer to this aim by the time they had completed their MA.
Companies hoped to see a number of benefits from participation such as increased staff motivation and staff retention as well as better skills and improved staff utilisation. Some of those interviewed felt that they were already seeing improvements in some of these areas, and all felt that such improvements were important to the business. Clearly there are issues with the time it will take for benefits to become realised and also with attribution, particularly in those companies where other training and staff development is taking place.

Many of the employers interviewed had positive things to say about the provider, Training Matters. In particular, their flexible approach to assisting trainees through the programme was deemed to be one of the most positive aspects of the course.

As mentioned above, most employers interviewed had no suggestions for improving the programme, indicating their overall satisfaction with the programme. Some respondents felt that there should be a more explicit focus on training, although numbers of the total sample are perhaps too low to conclude that this is an area of real concern for employers.
Trainee perceptions
When asked, trainees gave the as the key reasons for participating in the programme as being that it offered a qualification (68% of respondents). 

In terms of meeting the training requirements of the trainees, it is difficult to measure success as this depends on the expectations of the trainee. Most participants felt that the training needs analysis they received was thorough and that most of their training needs around management development would be covered by participating in Acorn. For some, progress is being made towards the aims of improving their management skills and gaining a qualification.

In rating certain aspects of the programme such as the online materials, the group sessions and on learning things that would be useful to themselves in their job, the results were neutral rather than positive. This suggests that employers may be more enthusiastic about the programme than the trainees themselves, perhaps because they are more removed from the detail of the programme. It is also possible that since a fairly high number of participants are volunteers rather than those identified as being best for the business to participate, they may be more likely to feel that the course is only moderately important to their employer.

There are some issues around whether the course was promoted as being for training or for the verification of existing skills. Perceptions on the extent to which the course was about learning new things or verifying existing skills and knowledge were very mixed. For some trainees this is clearly a matter of some frustration.
The trainee interviews and survey show some dissatisfaction with the delivery of monthly group development sessions. In particular that these were not held regularly and were not well attended overall.

6.3 Recommendations

One of the key objectives of the evaluation was to highlight ways in which the Acorn project can be tailored to better meet the needs of the workforce and businesses in future. The section below outlines a number of recommendations that should be considered.
Recommendations specific to the Acorn programme

1. Merge the Acorn project back in to the mainstream MA programme. 

2. The programme could be made open to all sectors in order to maximise demand, especially where employers would welcome an e-learning based approach.

3. Following on from the concerns raised about the apparent non-progress of trainees, Training Matters and SE Renfrewshire should formally review this regularly in the coming months.

4. As part of the programme moving into the mainstream, and to emphasis the importance of outputs, payment to the training provider should be by outcome not activity. 

5. Increased clarity is required – for both companies and trainees – on the extent to which the course will provide training on new skills and verification of existing abilities. This could perhaps best be done following the individual training needs analyses with trainees.

6. More care should be taken over the regular delivery of group development sessions and the expectations of what these will consist of.

7. There should be clarity at the outset of the time and effort required of trainees and the level of commitment required of the companies participating.

Wider lessons for the SE network
The data gathered in the course of the Acorn evaluation flags up a number of points that may be worthy of consideration a wider context:

· There is scope for increasing e-learning delivery of some modern apprenticeship programmes to increase overall demand, but this method is not suitable for all trainees or employers

· When linking MAs with business development objectives, care should be taken to ensure that employers’ needs are considered first and foremost. In this context should be determining who goes on programmes rather than trainees opting in

· Further, in the case of MAs and business development, there could be better links between MAs and existing SE network activity (through client and account management processes) rather than the training provider seeking out it own market

· When introducing new approaches, it is wise to give the pilot schemes space to operate. This means not just identifying appropriate sectors or areas, but also agreeing how the pilot will fit alongside mainstream provision

· Employers may be willing to pay for certain MA programmes, perhaps especially for over 25s who have worked for the same firm for a period of time.
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