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9. Executive Summary

Having carried out the Assessment in accordance with the guidelines Lifeskills Solutions has demonstrated that it meets the matrix quality standard for information advice and guidance services. Accreditation to the matrix Standard is granted for the external services provided by the organisation.
The Report will provide a description of the ‘Background’ to the department, which is used to set the Assessment in context.  This is followed by the ‘Methodology’ that describes the actions taken by the Assessor to gather the evidence to illustrate how Lifeskills Solutions met the matrix Standard. In conclusion, there are four key areas of strength relating to their commitment to continual quality improvement.  The nine recommendations that the company might like to consider are set out in the final section of the Report under ‘Areas of Development’. 

Two key points are evident from the Assessment.  First there is the enthusiasm of all the staff regarding the continuous quality improvement of the information, advice and guidance service that is being provided. Then there is the way in which staff have embraced change and which has enabled the development of Lifeskills Solutions. 

On the ensuing pages, it will be found that there is demonstrable evidence of quality improvement being at the heart of the service and the plans for the development of the company.  The Assessor was told:
“We chose this company because not only did they appear to be the best performer but also because they were able to persuade us through their presentation that they were right for us.  Consequently, we will be making good use of their skills to further promote WBL to our staff and to continue to demonstrate the benefits to our organisation and the financial resources that we are saving that can be invested elsewhere.”

It is considered that in this Report it will be seen how Lifeskills Solutions is working towards excellence in the delivery of its information, advice and guidance service.
It was evident throughout the Assessment that the ethos of the service was set in the principles set out by the National IAG Board.

10. Introduction

This Report has been written following the Assessment of the information, advice and guidance (IAG) services provided by Lifeskills Solutions.
It includes a brief description of the organisation, the Assessment methodology and confirmation that the external IAG Service meets the matrix quality standard for information advice and guidance services.  
The ensuing Report will show how the Standard has been applied by Lifeskills Solutions.  It illustrates their commitment to continuously develop and improve their IAG Service.

3.  The Background
Lifeskills Solutions decided to apply for Assessment to the matrix Standard in order that they had confirmation that the quality of their information, advice and/or guidance service was sound.  The Assessor also noted that it was a requirement of the LSC.
Lifeskills Solutions was established in Bethnal Green in 2002.  Since that time, they have enjoyed steady growth.  In 2004 the company opened a training centre in Basildon and Leeds and have annually continued to demonstrate their capacity for growth whilst maintaining attention to quality.  2005 saw the award of a Grade 2 from the Adult Learning Inspectorate (ALI).  In 2006, a further centre was established in Peckham and 2007 saw the opening of centres in Lowestoft and Grays.  In the current year, they applied for and have been successful in achieving the matrix Standard for their external IAG service. 
The company is split into two main areas of learning and development. They are Work Based Learning and e2e and their funding primarily is Government based.
According to their Web site, they now have over 1000 learners who are supported by approximately 91
 staff.  
There is a strong focus on quality improvement and all members of staff are encouraged to contribute to this.
Lifeskills Solutions prides themselves as, 

“…an innovative and high-quality learning provider, committed to the continued improvement of our learner’s skills.”
Their vision is:

“…to be recognised as one of the leading Learning Providers in the UK for Youth and Adult programmes by 2012.”

It will be seen in the Report that follows how they are working towards the delivery of this statement in conjunction with sound information, advice and guidance. 
It is clear that the Elements of the matrix Standard are used as a key indicator of the quality of service delivery.

4. Methodology

The Assessor used a range of methods to gather evidence against the matrix Standard: 

· An opening session was undertaken with the Director of Work Based Learning (WBL).  This provided the opportunity to set the scene and paint the picture for the external IAG Service.
· The Assessor was able to undertake a face-to-face interview with the Managing Director of Lifeskills Solutions.  This enabled the exploration of the strategic intentions of the company.

· The Assessor was able to observe the facilities available in Basildon relating to WBL and e2e.
· The Assessor met with thirteen members of staff.  Four were interviewed individually and four in two groups of two.  All of those interviews were conducted on a face-to-face basis.  Five interviews were conducted by telephone. They were representative of WBL and e2e and also of the various centres such as Bethnal Green, Basildon and Lowestoft.  

· A total of eleven learners were interviewed. Two were interviewed individually face-to-face; three were in a group and one on their own who were representative of a hybrid of apprenticeship and staff.  Five learners were interviewed in two groups of three and two respectively.  They were representative of WBL and e2e.
· The Assessor was able to observe two learner reviews.  One related to WBL and the other to e2e.

· During the Assessment, the opportunity was taken to discuss partnership arrangements with Connexions (face-to-face) and NOVA and the LSE by telephone.
· The Assessor was provided with a variety of documentary evidence during the Assessment.  While reinforcing the fact that the matrix Assessment is not reliant upon paper-based systems, the contents afforded the opportunity to examine policy and practice documents.
· One interim session was held with the Director of Work Based Learning.  This provided the opportunity to reflect on the first day of the Assessment and to talk about the proposed agenda for the second day.
· The Director of Work Based Learning and the Operations Manager attended the final feedback session.
5. Findings and Areas for Development

This Report relating to the Assessment of Lifeskills Solutions has been prepared in a style that differs from previous Assessment Reports relating to the matrix Standard.  At the time of the Assessment it was agreed that it would be focused upon certain key business processes so as to assist future development.  These headings are taken from page 5 of, “The matrix Journey.”

This Section seeks to include the findings from the Assessment and to identify areas for development which are addressed under some key business processes.    Concluding this Section are comments relating to the Service and the outcome of the Assessment.

Planning (elements 1, 5)

The key focus of Lifeskills Solutions relates to Pre 16, e2e and Pre-Apprenticeships as well as Apprenticeship and Train to Gain programmes.  
The first bullet point of the company’s mission statement is to:
“Provide learners with the best possible level of training, information, advice and guidance to enable them to achieve their goals and exceed their expectations.”

The strategic plan is shared with all staff that have the opportunity to contribute their ideas for the development of the company in a variety of ways.  There are Standardization meetings and annual appraisals where staff are able to contribute their ideas to the development of Lifeskills.  The opportunity for quarterly reviews meetings are held as well as a monthly meeting with the Internal Verifier.
The Staff have their own objectives to work towards and these are cascaded from the strategic plan and link to the company’s development plan.
Staff said:

“The company has grown rapidly over the past few years but that doesn’t mean that (name) and (name) have lost the personal touch.  They still welcome our ideas and none of us need to worry about suggesting things.  If it isn’t possible to implement there and then they give us good reasons as to why that is.  We are never ignored!”
“We are always thinking about ways in which we can improve the service.  (Name) is forever coming up with really good ideas and they always seem to make our lives easier as well as improving the support we are able to provide to the learners.”
It can be seen from these statements how there are regular opportunities for the staff to contribute to the development of the IAG service.  
The company’s policies which cover key areas of service delivery can be found centrally.  Some are also published in the Handbooks and are made available to learners and employers.
Substantial evidence was provided that clearly illustrated how Lifeskills Solutions is planning to develop its IAG provision.  Further detail about this is included in the later section on Continuous Quality Improvement. 
Information (elements 2, 3, 4)

Lifeskills Solutions provides information about their service to learners, employers, partners and the Brokers.  Information can also be accessed from their Web site.
Learners are told about what they can expect from the IAG service at Induction.  They are also provided with a copy of the policy that covers the IAG service together with the companies approach to confidentiality, equal opportunities and diversity.  An IAG check list is also provided to ensure that the key aspects are covered.  However, the Assessor noted that this did not include any reference to why the learner or employer wanted to pursue a particular course of learning.

There is an extensive range of polices designed to support learner and employer.  A ‘Strategy for Working with Employers’ and a ‘Learner Involvement Strategy’ (both undated) sets out the companies approach to learning and can be related to the overall Strategic Plan which is current until November 2009 and last updated in June 2008.

“Confidentiality was covered at induction. It’s what you would expect these days.”
Lifeskills Solutions might want to reflect upon the information provided to employers when there is a change of representative.  They might like to consider a process which ensures that they are provided with the relevant policies and procedures and possibly reminded about their responsibilities in terms of confidentiality, equality opportunity and Health and Safety. 

The Assessor was impressed by the clear focus on signposting to other organisations.  This also reflected upon how Lifeskills Solutions ensured that they focused upon their strengths in terms of the courses that they deliver.  Where they did not provide the learning and development requested, they provided evidence of how they would refer to either Colleges or other training organisations that also had a high regard for quality in customer care.

Learners and employers spoke highly of the information that they had received from the staff.  They were keen to relate its relevance to their needs and to how staff always got back to them if the answer to their questions were not readily to hand.  
Staff said:

(Name) provides us with updating by e-mail.  Then there is the Newsletter which can be up to fourteen pages long but always a good read.  It also illustrates how well we are appreciated by the bosses.  It really is a great company to work for.”
All of the learners and employers that the Assessor spoke to during the Assessment were impressed by the friendliness of the staff who provided the services and praised the support and encouragement that they had been given.  However, the Assessor noted that some e-mails might give the wrong impression of the quality of the service provided by the company.  This related to both spelling and grammar.
The Assessor noted from interviews with learners and employers that IAG was imparted in a manner consistent with the matrix Standard and received many expressions of satisfaction.

“We were impressed with the overview of what Lifeskills Solutions said they could do for us.  They have delivered what they said they would.  I guess that it is now time for us to sit down and review where we are.  I would like to be certain, for example, that they display their name badges when they are on site and maintain the standards that I know their company expects of them.”
“They are quick to act if there is a problem with Assessors.  It seems that you mention it one day and it is sorted the next.  No argument.  They seem to support the philosophy that the ‘customer is always right’ even if we might be misguided sometimes!”
Resources (elements 1, 5, 6)

The resources of Lifeskills Solutions are used to good effect.

Each member of staff clearly understood their defined role. The growth of the company is outlined in the ‘Background’ to this Report.  The Assessor was told:

“We have expanded across the country as the company has grown.  We have a clear sense of what would make for a quality service and (name) has extensive experience in a previous life where the evidence of other similar organisations was not that. When changes are required to things like paperwork we work closely with our Auditor to ensure that we keep the paperwork to a minimum.  This helps our learners, employers and staff to understand it and reduces the need to chop down so many trees.”

Evidence was also provided about how the company has developed its structure to cope with its exponential growth.
All staff are adequately equipped to carry out their key functions and all of the staff are appropriately qualified to deliver their particular service.  Steps are taken to ensure that learning in the work place is properly reviewed by the member of staff responsible for Health and Safety.  
During the Assessment, the Assessor noted the impartiality on finding the best possible solution to issues or queries. 

Partners said:

“They are proactive and are amongst the best for providing leads to other providers.  A good example related in horticulture in Thurrock.  It is good to see that they do not try to step outside of their area of specialism.”

“Many of the young people that they work with will never have experienced the School Prom or a presentation ceremony.  So they have their own ceremonies and the learners are so proud to take part and be recognised.  It does so much for their self-esteem and confidence.”

“They do deliver and also take on board future requirements and listen to what we need.  When we ask we get quality.  There is never a dip in this. It will be interesting to see whether their performance remains consistent across their various geographic areas of delivery.”
The discussions with external representatives of partner organisations highlighted the confidence they had in Lifeskills Solutions, respect for the impartial manner in which all clients were assisted and agreement that a collaborative approach led to positive strategic and operational benefits.

The Assessor was advised about the comprehensive manner in which induction to the company is undertaken.  This also included an explanation of the Staff Policies and Procedures relating to their specific service.  Members of staff spoke about their familiarisation with equipment and administrative procedures, highlighting the consequences of their initial induction and the benefits of the ongoing supervision and support provided.  Staff were also able to confirm that ‘mini’ inductions take place where they change role or are promoted. Training and development opportunities are afforded commensurate with role and every encouragement is given to staff to further their knowledge
The staff were able to reflect the company’s commitment to staff development and the signing of the, ‘Skills Pledge’ earlier in 2008 was a further indictment of this.  
Staff said:

“It’s the sort of place where you never think when you wake up in the morning, ‘Oh no! I’ve got to go in there today!’  It seems that all of our training needs are met.  For example, we have implemented NVQ’s in IAG so that we can ensure that we are doing it right for our learners.”

 “Lifelong learning is important to everybody in this company.  Some of us came here as learners on one programme and then became Apprentices in the company and now are fully fledged members of staff.  The learning doesn’t stop there – there is always plenty of opportunity to go to the next level and the next if we want to.”

“The opportunities for training and development seem to be endless. We can Assessor and Verifier development and also the ‘D’ units for Health and Safety.  Then there is the opportunity for PTLLS and CTLLS – yes absolutely endless if you want to make that commitment.”
All members of staff were able to say how they kept up to date with legislation.
Marketing (elements 1, 2)

Lifeskills Solutions uses a number of different methods to promote their services.  This includes their Web site, flyers and e-mails.  They also provide information about their service to their Brokers, Connexions and partner organisations as appropriate to Work Based Learning and e2e.  I
In terms of WBL, care is taken to undertake thorough research prior to contact.  A potted history is provided about the company where the contact is by e-mail.  Assessors are also involved with continually looking for new business.
The e2e provision is promoted through newspapers advertisements and word of mouth.  They are also in close contact with the Probation Service and the Youth Offending teams.  The Assessor was told:

“My friend came here and then told me about it.  It is so much better than school or college.  You are treated as a grown up and not like a little kid.  It is first name terms and not something that puts you right off.  It is really good and I tell my friends about it and hope that they will come here also.”
Learners who were interviewed by the Assessor highlighted their ease of access to the services provided by Lifeskills Solutions and emphasised the approachability and willingness of staff to assist.  Learners said:
“I never want to leave here.  I so enjoy coming in each day – it really has done me good and given me a focus on the future.”
“It comes as a bit of a shock to discover that you need to learn more at work particularly when you left school a long time ago or so it seems.  Yet they don’t make a big thing of it and you soon realise that you have settled into learning.  If only school could have been like this.  I wonder where I might be now?”

All staff that the Assessor spoke to was keen to demonstrate how they wanted to provide a seamless service for clients. Staff said:
“Our purpose is to reach out to organisations who feel that they and their staff might benefit from learning and development. We try to ensure that each client is treated individually and so we work hard to get alongside them before we start with the learning and development.  We find that it is also a good way for us to keep up-to-date with the respective industries we work in.””

“How do we know we are reaching the hard to reach? Well we don’t because there will always be some who don’t appear on the NEET Register. So when I go out with my back pack with leaflets to distribute to Connexions and the like I will hand out the leaflets to groups of young people that I see on the street.  In that way I feel that I am at least trying to find a way in.”
Literature to carry key messages to prospective learners and employers is well-designed.  
There are times when Lifeskills Solutions is not able to provide the information required.  During the Assessment, the Assessor was told how they would refer to other organisations such Colleges and other training organisations.  In Bethnal Green for example, the Assessor was told how they might contact Landmark or TBG. Lifeskills Solutions can also provide an extensive list of Web sites that clients can access if required.  
Continuous Quality Improvement (elements 7, 8)

The Assessor examined arrangements for feedback on the quality of service provided.    On the whole, this was very positive and very few complaints had been received and those they had were resolved locally. Staff were able to advise her how complaints were addressed and outcomes communicated to those involved.  
It is evident how the actions of Lifeskills Solutions reflect the spirit of the matrix Standard.

Effective analysis has been carried out to ensure that the services meet the potential needs of learners and employers.  One example of an improvement as a result of feedback was the changes to the e2e Induction Handbook which was thought to have been to ‘babyish’ in its approach.  Others included improvements to paperwork mentioned earlier in this Report.  The company was congratulated by one partner who considered that there approach to bringing their representatives on site to explain changes to funding and paperwork was innovative.
Learners were clearly impressed with the facilities available.  They said:

“There is so much information to read.  What I like best is to read the stories of other young people like me and what they have achieved.  I want to be on one of those posters one day.  I also try to read the Scroll of Honour but never get all the way down it.  It’s partly because there is so much to read and partly because I get distracted easily!”

Partners said:

“You ask if there is anything else they might do or might do better.  Well, for once I am stuck for words.  I suppose that one might like to see how they could help other providers to climb the hill so that we might know that the quality of delivery is consistent whoever it might be but I am not sure how they could do that.”

“You might find that whilst progression routes are well laid out it is not always clear what the destination has been.  Of course there are difficulties in tracking down young people because there mobile phone numbers are always changing but we all need to think of ways of overcoming this.” 

Employers said:

“There comes a time when it is important that we all sit down and reflect upon why the company is providing training for us.  We also need to ensure that we are standards we expect of our staff are not compromised particularly during the busy periods.”
Most learners and employers that the Assessor spoke to were aware of the procedure for making a complaint and how to provide compliments, suggestions and complaints about the service in general.  
The Assessor was pleased to meet with an extensive range of people who provided a rounded picture of service delivery.  The interviews undertaken during the Assessment illustrated the constructive partnership between the staff across the whole of Lifeskills Solutions. 

The Assessor was provided with the analysis from the questionnaires returned by Learners and Mentors.  This illustrated the overall satisfaction levels enjoyed. The company might like to consider how they might provide feedback about the suggestions for the learners and employers that provide them.  

In discussion with the Managing Director, it was considered that there might be an opportunity to explore the benefits of a potential forum for employers which might promote networking and provide additional opportunities for marketing Lifeskills Solutions. 
During discussions with staff, it was noted that there is scope to further develop more systematic ways of recording appreciative comments, in particularly those areas of informal compliment.
Throughout the Assessment, some clients and staff provided ideas about how the company might further develop.  They said:

 “Work based changes by 2011/12 when the school leaving age is raised. It’s hard enough for schools to keep young people focused now so how they will manage with the extra time is difficult to imagine.  There also needs to be a focus upon supporting employers who might use the credit squeeze to stop training even though the majority of what we provide is free to them.  Then we need to find ways of reaching those young people who are not doing anything and are not on anybody’s register.”

Undoubtedly, continuous quality improvement is at the centre of Lifeskills Solutions and the matrix Standard is evidently important to all as a measure of the quality of the service that they provide.   Their plans for the future include a continuing focus upon quality as well as expansion into other areas of training provision particularly in relation to WBL. Staff said:
“We are undertaking a comprehensive review of our printed materials.  For example, the handbook for learners is being completely overhauled and the new version will be more compact and in colour.  This gets us away from the bland black and white productions that we currently provide.  It is also in response to comments from our young people.”

“One of our key intentions at present is the development of the Intranet for our staff.  This will provide us with a central resource which will help to ensure, for example, that staff are always able to access the most up-to-date form.”

The Assessor also noted how the company maintained collection of equal opportunities monitoring information.  She was told about the quarterly, ‘Quality and Diversity’ meetings and shown the minutes relating to this.  As a consequence, the company has committed to the ‘Investors in Diversity Award’ and is anticipating preparing their application in 2009.

The Managing Director told the Assessor about their application to be considered for ‘The Times’ best 100 companies. 
Lifeskills Solutions has focused effectively upon the achievement of the matrix Standard for their IAG service.  They are encouraged to reflect upon how the matrix Standard might be extended to the internal IAG provision when the company is Reviewed in 2011. 

Allied to this is the opportunity to put in place simple measures that might demonstrate the extent to which the service to learners and employers has developed and improved and from which an application for a matrix Excellence Award might ensue.
6.  Strengths and Areas of Good Practice

In summary, the following Strengths were noted - the numbers and letters in brackets refer to the relevant elements and criteria of the matrix Standard.  
· The placement of the Learner and Mentor at the centre of the organisation that is embedded in everything that the company pursues. (1a, 5a)

· The clarity of the leadership and direction which has enabled the sustainable growth of the organisation since its inception in 2002. (5b)
· The enthusiasm of staff to provide a proficient service, demonstrating patience with learners and employers at all times and encouraging their progress and achievement throughout their journey. (7d)
· The commitment to continual quality improvement as illustrated throughout the Report and in particularly, the support to staff, learners and employers throughout the journey through learning and development. (8c, 8d)
7. Outcome of the Objective for the Assessment
In relation to the objectives of the Assessment outlined in the Introduction to this Report, the developmental areas identified within this Report are aimed at adding value to those who access the services of Lifeskills Solutions.  The decision to Accredit the IAG Service is indicative that it is achieving a service level sufficient to meet all elements of the matrix Standard.  It is hoped that the style of this Report will meet the objective of being customer focused and assist the future development of Lifeskills Solutions as they continue their journey of continuous quality development.
The objective for the Review was:
· The achievement of Accreditation to the matrix Standard.

It is considered that the findings of this Report illustrate that this objective has been addressed in full.
8. Summary of the Potential Areas for Continuous Development
There are nine areas where further development may improve the quality of the service.  The numbers and letters in brackets refer to the relevant Elements and Criteria in the matrix quality standard for information advice and guidance services.

· Lifeskills Solutions might like to review how it ensures that the expectations of employers are measured so that they are able to continually provide independent advice and support. (2b, 8c, 8d)

· It is suggested that the company might like to review how it ensures that e-mails are checked for spelling and grammar so that they do not give the wrong impression of the quality of the service provided by the company. (2d, 8c)

· The Assessor noted that some publications did not include a date of production.  It is thought that Lifeskills Solutions might like to consider including this in revisions so that they can be confident that all publications are up-to-date.  (3b, 5e, 5f)

· There might be an opportunity for Lifeskills Solutions to consider undertaking a review of how it measures progression and destination.  This may include clarification of the learner journey and finding a way of following up on destination with those learners who have completed their learning with the company irrespective of whether it is e2e or WBL. (5a, 8a)
· The company might like to consider different methods of obtaining feedback from clients.  This might include on the spot reviews as well as the potential for a forum for employers which might promote networking and provide additional opportunities for marketing Lifeskills Solutions.  (7c, 8d) 

· There is scope to develop more systematic ways of recording informal compliments.  It is suggested that the teams within Lifeskills Solutions might like to consider a process to achieve this. (7d)
· Lifeskills Solutions might like to consider how it will inform learners and employers about the changes they are making in response to feedback.  Whilst not a requirement of the matrix Standard, the company may find that this will encourage a greater response to future surveys. (8b, 8c)

· The company might like to consider how it may extend the application of the matrix Standard to include the internal provision of its IAG service to its staff. (8)
· The opportunity exists for Lifeskills Solutions to put forward an application that might demonstrate the quality of the service to Learners, from which an application for a matrix Excellence Award might result. (8)
�  Source: Managing Director interview – 12th November 2008
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