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Faced with the challenge of the ‘Minimum Contract Value’ requirements, nine community-based organisations decided to form an equal partnership. Based on shared values and aspirations, the Skills and Development Alliance has robust structures to support it and protect all members.
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‘When we were faced with the Minimum Contract Value challenge, our first concern was how our small, community-based organisation could retain its identity and the particular service offered to learners. Then we thought there must be other similar organisations with the same concerns. So our initial approaches were to like-minded organisations, and were based on shared values rather than practicalities – risk management came later. So we came up with a structure which would let each member organisation retain its own identity, while gaining from being part of a larger organisation. This would require robust structures to protect each individual member. We wanted full disclosure and sharing of information – that was the point at which some potential members dropped out. We didn’t want merger – we all wanted to keep our own identities – but we needed full commitment, and a team approach. The partnership was formed through a focus on outcomes – where we all want to be in two years’ time, and building on the common ground. At the same time, we focussed on the detail – how we would share information, audit arrangements, quality improvement and so forth. We allowed enough time by starting a dry-run in May for implementation in August, and it was critical that everyone stuck to the agreed dates.’
Virginie Ramond, Chair
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The introduction by the Skills Funding Agency of a minimum contract value has proved challenging for smaller providers. Many have entered subcontracting arrangements with a larger provider. But some have been reluctant to do that – and in London, nine have come together to form a partnership of equals which has survived the first year of trading, and its first Ofsted inspection – and is thriving. In their report, inspectors said: ‘The Alliance has established a particularly strong culture of collaboration alongside well thought out and rigorously produced partnership agreements. Partners benefit from sharing in the design and management of the consortium, rather than taking part as subcontractors. They are already achieving economies of scale, and are committed to improving the quality of their provision.’ Partners told inspectors that the arrangement was working much better than they had ever hoped, and that they were looking forward with confidence to a future that for a time, they had not expected to see. So how was the partnership formed, and what makes it work?

Shared values and focus on outcomes
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The Chief Executive of a small community-based training provider, Virginie Ramond, did not want her company to lose its identity and the special relationship it had built with its hard-to-reach learners. She felt that larger providers might not share her organisation’s commitment to supporting particular groups of learners even if it prejudiced qualification success rates. It occurred to her that there must be other similar organisations with the same concerns. So she contacted several, and started on a series of one-to-one meetings at a high level with each possible organisation, to see if other small providers with similar values might be interested in a partnership of equals rather than a consortium with a lead provider.

To make sure that all the possible members of any partnership were sharing the same aspirations, Virginie focused discussions on their vision for where they wanted to be in two years’ time. From there, it was possible to see how that vision might be achieved. 

Ways of working

For each organisation to feel that it was not being taken over and to be fully committed to the partnership, it was necessary to agree that each partner, whatever its size, should have one vote, and that decisions should be reached through voting. This meant adopting a team approach, with shared responsibility for all decisions, rather than one provider taking decisions on behalf of others. Once a majority decision has been reached, all partners have to support it, even if they had voted against the majority decision. Similarly, the tasks within the partnership have been shared between organisations, playing to the strengths each brings. Members are clear that for the partnership to work, each needs to behave with honesty and transparency. The result distinguishes the partnership from others, and ensures that there is trust rather than resentment. For such trust to be established, potential members of the partnership had to be prepared to offer full disclosure. This was achieved through a confidentiality agreement to protect each member. A minimum data set of information was defined and a template agreed, for each provider to share their minimum levels of performance, qualifications success rates, details of their recruitment base (geography, occupational or subject areas, targeted groups of learners), self-assessment grades, and external quality standards achieved or working towards. At this point, membership of the partnership was confirmed – all the organisations who were willing to make this disclosure have stayed as members, and those who were not prepared to share withdrew.

The legal basis
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There is a strong legal structure to protect each member. As Virginie says, ‘Everything that would concern us as one of the members was likely to concern the others as well.’ Each member would want to feel protected from any adverse impact from another member, and so as well as Terms of Reference to define the roles and responsibilities of each member, the partnership invested in a rigorous Partnership Agreement. This was formed on the basis that the level of security needed by each member was similar to what would be needed if one company was purchasing another. So it was based on ‘due diligence’ requirements, and includes invisible assets such as market share, intellectual copyright, and reputation. It also covers subcontracting, which can be carried out only by the partnership as a whole, and not by individual partners. Members have agreed to a 100% audit being carried out by the partnership.

The cost basis

Three possible budgets, based on 4%, 6% and 10% management charges for the partnership costs were developed and discussed. All were considerably lower than the charges proposed by other providers, and with greater transparency about what would be provided in return. The partnership eventually settled on the 4% budget, but agreed to rotate the hosting of partnership meetings, so support for meetings would be provided by each member rather than coming out of the management charge. 

The staffing of the partnership consists of a Chair, elected annually from the membership, and other staff employed by the partnership – initially a programme manager, a support officer, and a data team. The data team is supplemented by temporary secondments from member organisations.

Benefits to date

Apart from the obvious benefit of survival with their individual identities intact, the partnership has brought additional benefits. Economies of scale are already being realised – less time for each organisation spent negotiating with the funding agency, for example. They are also working collaboratively together in an informal way. Even over substantial distances, partners are learning from each other and sharing good practice – usually in the provision of computer support and functional skills expertise. Already members are working together to design common procedures and forms. Rather than formal subcontracting, when one partner has not been able to meet its contractual requirements by itself, other partners have helped out. When cashflow was tight in the early days, some partners were better positioned than others to lend cash to the partnership to bridge funding gaps. The partnership has provided the capacity for coping with the unexpected. For example, one member was not able to fulfil their requirements for the first year because of personal problems which could not have been anticipated. The partnership covered the workload, and after a year, the member is now planning to pick up their responsibilities again and take a full role in the future, which could not have happened without the supportive structure of the partnership.
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Skills and Development Alliance (The Alliance) is a consortium of nine community-based education and skills providers, offering training primarily across London and closely surrounding areas. The Skills Funding Agency contract is administered and managed centrally through a management fund which all members contribute to as a percentage of their contract income. It offers training in seven subject areas, and has been in existence since August 2011.

A partnership for improvement – a consortium of nine community-based education and skills providers: Skills and Development Alliance
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Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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Skills and Development Alliance
Good practice example: Learning and skills


