Key Issues emerging from the Area Case Study in Moss Side and Hulme by the Policy Action Team on Skills 

· the need for consistency of funding - long-term, mainstream (not project), not matched, not from lots of different pots with different criteria, monitoring procedures, forms, timescales etc. Community-based providers need a long lead time to win trust / make links / embed in community which is the key to their success;

· several people emphasised that what many people need is a space to try things out / fail and try again / sort their lives out - but short-term, output-driven funding regimes do not allow for this. The benefit regime does not help. A holistic approach is vital - people cannot focus on learning if they e.g. have no home / income / reliable childcare

· The benefits issue is central. It is especially worrying for people on Disability Living Allowance - clients are terrified that if they go for anything remotely like vocational training the Benefits Agency will declare them fit for work before they are ready, but this makes it impossible for people to move on. It is not just the issue of a drop in income but the fear of not being able to get back on the same benefit if they “fail” or have a relapse.

· Over-reliance on outputs / targets / quantitative measures as means of allocating funding works against the “gentle slope”, pre-pre-vocational provision that draws in reluctant learners. The system should value (and fund) the learning process / experience as well as outcome. Some argue the need for a certain level of core funding to ensure longevity of community-based resources and avoid uncertainty among staff and clients (and time spent chasing funding every year).

· Hard quantitative measures are also often unsuitable for judging quality and effectiveness. Success criteria could be negotiated with each project / group. Or a process should be reintroduced which involves qualitative judgements made by experienced people - such as peer measuring, like OFSTED.

· The contract culture in education and training works against proper partnership / co-operation / organisations concentrating on their strengths. At present, there is no structural reason or body to promote collaboration, and consequently no planning / co-ordination, and a danger of duplication and gaps. People are hopeful that Learning Partnerships may sort this out, though that initiative is still in its early stages.

Example of good practice

The Zion Centre is part of Community Health and Resource Centres Ltd. It provides much needed premises and support to many small local voluntary groups (one of these - a mental health support group - involves its clients in running the café at the centre). A familiar and accessible presence in the area, the Centre provides the sort of non-threatening, informal opportunities that seem to be effective in drawing marginalised people into engagement and activity at a pace that suits them. Lots of “volunteers” start by just hanging around the Centre or using services - then gradually start doing things to help out as they begin to feel comfortable and develop a sense of ownership and belonging. Their identification is with the place and people and joining in with what goes on, rather than deliberately choosing a particular activity.

