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In 2002, Blackburn with Darwen Borough Council successfully bid for a £1 million capital grant to establish a purpose-built Neighbourhood Learning Centre serving the Audley & Queens Park wards of Blackburn. A further £500,000 was received from ERDF/SRB to complete the building and provide revenue for two years: we thank them for this support. 

The Centre was officially opened by Imran Khan in July 2003. This book is based on interviews with residents, staff and stakeholders in November & December 2004. It seeks to tell the story of the Centre’s first eighteen months, evaluate its initial impact and draw out lessons for the future.
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Foreword

I am delighted to welcome the publication of this book, which celebrates the first 18 months of Queens Park and Audley Neighbourhood Learning Centre in Blackburn with Darwen.  
In this book we have tracked the development of this purpose-built Centre from the earliest discussions with residents, evaluating what has been successful so far and why, what hasn’t worked so well, and what we need to address in future.  
The residents of the area have been at the heart of the process throughout, establishing the vision and expressing their hopes and aspirations for the Centre and the community; with our partners, we have committed ourselves to working with them to make this a reality. 
 We feel the opportunity to establish Centres of this kind is key to developing Learning Communities across the country, and we are pleased to be able to share our experiences with you.

Peter Morgan 
Director of Education and Lifelong Learning

Blackburn with Darwen Borough Council 

INTRODUCTION

This book tells the story of the creation of a highly successful Neighbourhood Learning Centre in a particularly deprived area of the Borough of Blackburn with Darwen. 

The area of Audley and Queens Park, where the Centre is sited at the heart of the community, falls within the standard definitions of poverty, high unemployment, poor housing and low skills levels. This is not, however, one of those accounts of a stricken community struggling to overcome its misfortune, and the Centre’s success does not need to be measured against a set of grim statistics. Consistent with the constructive, inclusive approach to community issues that Blackburn with Darwen chooses to take, its success speaks for itself, without any need to make comparisons.

Nor is this book self-serving. It has not been written so that staff and partners of the Centre can congratulate themselves, or for the Council to make applications for awards on the grounds of its success. We are trying to further develop our thinking, understanding and practice and, of course, we hope that by setting out some of the real, practical events in the development of the Centre, we can help inform others at the beginning of a similar process of starting a Centre, or of reviewing and rejuvenating an existing project. But going beyond that and, we think, more important, we are trying to pass on the vision, strategy, and careful and considered planning and thinking about what a Centre could lead to, could provoke, and could develop in the community around it, as much as the possibly simpler process of delivering learning.

The factors that drive the success of the Centre are wide-ranging. They start from a conviction that the community, effectively brought in to the planning process at the outset, not only knows its own mind in deciding its priorities, but does so conscious of its most ambitious aspirations, and speaks clearly and consistently about its needs and preferences. The Council has worked in new ways to deliver services by commissioning and forging partnerships. It has worked with citizens to develop their leadership and coaching skills, creating mentors and champions in community development and the value of learning, and building skills for sustainable communities. It has worked with partners to shape services around the needs of citizens.

Learning Centres are at the heart of the development of a learning community. Citizens have been connected with the providers and partners who deliver their skills at the Centre, and also with the Borough’s employers, breaking down barriers to employment commonly experienced by those in disadvantaged and minority communities. These relationships have placed the Centre at the heart of the regeneration of the neighbourhood, the community has recognised the emergence of its own leaders and heroes, and people are increasingly able to articulate their views and their wishes. If, in recording something of our experience, we can also convey just how surprising, exciting and personally satisfying it has been, that will be fine.  And there is so much more that we can do!

	Chapter 1: Setting up the Centre




Securing funding

Once the decision had been made that we wanted a purpose-built Neighbourhood Learning Centre in Audley and Queens Park, we had to look for funding opportunities suited to a project on this scale.  Early in 2002, the national Learning & Skills Council announced that there would, for the first time, be a capital funding round for Local Authorities which were restricted for historical reasons to offering only Adult & Community Learning provision. This took two forms:

· Minor Works funding: funding for improvement and modernisation of buildings in use for adult and community learning provision (with particular reference to ensuring compliance with the new Disability Discrimination Act), allocated to all LEAs which put in acceptable proposals in proportion to the numbers of learners they catered for.

· Major Works funding: a competitive bidding round for new purpose-built facilities. The scale of this was small in comparison with capital sums allocated to other sectors – 10 grants of £1 million each – but was very welcome in a sector which had previously had no access to such funds. 

Blackburn with Darwen LEA’s Lifelong Learning Service bid for both Major and Minor Works funding, and in due course staff were delighted to find they had been successful in both. The new funds would enable substantial improvements to Council-owned and other buildings across the Borough where learning provision was offered, substantially improving the quality of the learner experience – a major benefit to learners and tutors alike. And it made possible a new, purpose-built Centre for Audley and Queens Park – the Centre which residents had asked for, and which they could now work with the Council to plan and build. 

Our proposal for the Centre

Our proposal gave an initial definition for the proposed Centre and its work 

‘Neighbourhood Learning Centres provide a base through which both non-formal and informal learning patterns of provision can be negotiated effectively within the local community, and thereby have an important ripple or multiplier effect across the community as a whole. They provide the framework…to ensure that…the local community can set its own learning agenda and can negotiate flexibly in respect of delivery and content, so that all provision can be adapted to emerging interests and changing circumstances of the learners within the neighbourhood. The NLC also ensures that this high quality learning will be offered with a range of support services that will help to eliminate the barriers to participation in learning that so many of the citizens within this area face. Audley & Queens Park Neighbourhood Learning Centre will offer a genuine multi-agency approach to provide a one-stop shop for formal, non-formal and informal learning opportunities within the area.’

The building

Prior to the approval of the bid, Neighbourhood Learning Planning Groups, the Community Regeneration Zone Board for the area and several other groups had progressed community consultation on the issue of a purpose-built Learning Centre for Audley and Queens Park, without knowing if funding would be forthcoming at this stage or not. Consequently, when the funding approval came through, workers already had an outline of what the community wanted to see. One of the requirements against which Councils bidding for capital funding were judged was their ability to get the project up and running quickly, to cost it accurately and deliver it against a very tight timescale. This meant that full and detailed community consultation on all aspects of the basic building design was impossible. The only feasible option within the timescale for bids was to submit an existing design and base costs on those incurred previously. 

The Borough has an Access Points Network, offering learning and advice. The most recent, Darwen Access Point, had been a purpose-built design, the building for which had been relatively straightforward to construct, was regarded by most residents as attractive and appropriate, and had been in use successfully for several years. This building had the major advantage of being designed all on one level, with open areas, broad corridors and wide doorways, thereby ensuring the whole building would be fully accessible to all users. It had the further advantage of being an extremely flexible design – a basic arrangement of multi-purpose rooms of various sizes arranged round open central areas, to allow as wide a range of uses as possible. The design also had the appeal of being light and airy, with high ceilings in the open areas and plentiful use of glass throughout giving a spacious feel. Tinted glass for external walls, through which passers by could not see from outside, protected users’ privacy.  Short-term consultation on this design was undertaken with residents, Council members and community groups, who were keen to see this go ahead, so the outline design was approved for submission. Two possible sites in the area were initially identified for the Centre, but one proved unsuitable and the other, on land off Pringle Street, within the Queens Park ward but on the border of Audley, was approved. Building began, with a target completion date by the end of the financial year in March 2003. 

Managing the process

	‘The initial vision was that we would radically change the way we delivered learning – more fun, more accessible, more community-based – and link this in to access to jobs and services. It’s a question of image in the local community: we’ve worked together to promote the Centre as accessible, enjoyable, community-led – and I think we’re succeeding…’ Outreach Manager, Action for Jobs


Once funding for the building was in place, and the outline design approved and planning permission secured, the Senior Leadership Team of the LEA took the unusual step of handing responsibility for the development of the Centre to a cross-cutting group of middle managers in the LEA. Leading on the project was the Workforce Development Manager, assisted by the Access Points Network Manager, Neighbourhood Learning Manager and Basic Skills Manager. The accountability of this group took two routes.  First, to the Council Executive through the Senior Leadership Team of Education and, second, to the LSP Lifelong Learning and Skills Forum through the Neighbourhood Learning Planning Groups..

The rationale for this new and very different approach was that:

· it signalled a break with the traditional process, where one senior manager would in overall charge of any major new development. It was hoped that this would indicate to the community and stakeholders a completely new approach to the development of the Centre

· placing the Workforce Development Manager in charge signalled clearly the LEA’s commitment that the Centre should be integral to the economic development agenda for the area, as well as catering for the ‘softer’ aspects of personal learning and development for which the LEA was known

· each member of the team brought highly relevant skills and experience into the mix to ensure a balanced and responsive approach. As well as his expertise on the workforce side, the Workforce Development Manager was experienced in community consultation, well known and well respected in the area and steeped in the sensitivities and politics of the local community. The Access Points Network Manager had extensive experience of running community-based Centres, expertise in IAG and employment support and many years’ successful work in ethnically mixed communities. The Neighbourhood Learning Manager had been working closely with the local community for some time through the Neighbourhood Learning Planning process, had experience of building up staff teams from scratch through external bidding and led on bids for external funding on behalf of the Service. The Basic Skills Manager brought, as well as her understanding of the Skills for Life agenda and its impact on learning in the local community, twenty years’ experience of work with communities in Blackburn and personal insights as a school governor in a disadvantaged area of the town.

Developing a clear vision for the Centre  
The Council was keen to ensure that community leadership formed the quintessential heart of the strategy for the development and implementation of the new neighbourhood learning centre. It was also keen to develop a coalition of community and partners to identify and combine resources and ideas available for services that may be offered at the centre, and that the neighbourhood learning centre should be a core aspect of the neighbourhood renewal and regeneration strategy of the area. The goal was to inspire a learning community that:

· Learns about itself and how it is changing;

· Needs to change the way it learns;

· Develops in a way in which all its members are learning

· Can learn to change the conditions of learning, democratically.

More than a dozen consultative events were organised before the Centre opened, addressing a series of key questions that would help ensure the Centre’s success. The first visioning exercise was a ‘wish tree’.  Those involved were asked, if the Centre could give them three wishes, what would they want? From their answers broad themes were drawn out and their aspirations for themselves and for the Centre were established. Other questions addressed in this preliminary phase dealt with the ongoing monitoring of the work of the Centre and the measurement of its achievement.  

It was recognised that while the Centre’s partners could be expected to be familiar with the visioning process, the community would be less experienced.  However, there was a strong belief that the community could do visioning work if it was set up in the right way, so from the outset quarterly visioning and monitoring days were set aside, involving both partners and the community.  In this way future-proofing was given the highest priority by everyone involved.

So, the Centre started with a substantial vision developed by those who were involved from the outset.  It was both aspirational and proportionate: nothing was envisaged which was not both practical and possible, although those involved realised that not everything could be achieved at once. The content of the vision was that  vision. This was that Audley & Queens Park Neighbourhood Learning Centre would 

· offer a genuine multi-agency approach to extending Adult & Community Learning opportunities in the area. 

· be supported by a range of partners to provide a one-stop shop for formal, non-formal and informal learning opportunities within the area

· to act as the hub for a series of outreach programmes to reach the most excluded groups within Blackburn with Darwen. 

· provide information, advice and guidance and operate as a first contact point for a range of related services that respond holistically to the needs of learners within this disadvantaged area. 

· provide on-going support and mentoring to people looking for work as well as to  learners involved in provision at the centre.

· enable current adult and community learning in the area to move from poor quality accommodation and learning environments to high quality adult environments

· extend and enhance provision in the area 

· remove barriers on access for learners with disabilities and those with learning difficulties and disabilities

· support access to employment and training

· remove the barriers to widening participation, expanding provision and developing a full curriculum offer in the area.

· develop initiatives that tackle and remove barriers to disadvantaged residents which prevent the take-up of education, training, employment and enterprise opportunities
· promote the information society and the potential of ICT to local communities, make new technologies fully accessible to residents of the target area and build their capacity to take full advantage of the potential benefits
· address quality of life issues and build the capacity of local communities to shape their own environment

· build the capacity of local communities to participate in and deliver community regeneration through the development of skills and expertise
· develop and support partnership structures and multi-agency teams to facilitate a bottom-up approach to the regeneration of target communities

Identifying needs 
	‘At every step, residents are at the centre of everything that goes on’  Connexions PA
‘People have been given the opportunity from Day 1: they feel they have a platform to raise their voices and what they say is taken on board…’ Action for Jobs Manager


A process of thorough community and stakeholder consultation continued in the Audley and Queens Park area and elsewhere in the Borough. Many meetings and focus groups were conducted with local residents. 

Neighbourhood Learning Planning groups and existing adult learning groups in the area were consulted, local Councillors held surgeries to discuss options with local people, community and voluntary organisations were canvassed for their views, and individual meetings were held with stakeholders and professionals working in the area. 

The Management Group identified this as the beginning of what they saw as an ongoing process. Not something which would end once the Centre was up and running, but which would continue throughout the life of the Centre to shape its activities and ensure its future responsiveness to community needs. 

From the consultation emerged a clear picture of what the community wanted from the Centre. General features which were important to local people included:

· an accessible building with extended opening hours, including evening and weekend openings, to cater for all work patterns

· a centre with affordable high quality childcare available within the building

· a friendly centre with approachable staff which felt welcoming to men, women and children from all sections of the community

Services people wanted to see offered at the Centre included:

· learning opportunities of all kinds, from informal tasters and non-vocational provision to longer, high-level vocational courses

· impartial drop-in Information, Advice & Guidance for adults, and Connexions Personal Adviser support for young people, including support with for jobsearch, job applications and interview preparation, employment advice, IAG services and other advice services: eg welfare benefits, debt counselling and legal advice, both 1:1 and through scheduled group sessions as part of the Centre programme 

· drop-in computer facilities, photocopying & fax services

· space for meetings and events

· a variety of learning provision offered by partner providers, including a range of options from informal learning and tasters to longer accredited courses

· other advice services offered by local elected members and community organisations

· a drop-in resource area offering Internet access programmes

· creche provision, to be provided initially within the Centre itself in partnership with Sure Start, until Sure Start services transferred to the Children’s Centre
Based on this profile, it was decided that the Centre would offer a ‘one-stop’ approach with a mix of services on tap, including advice and guidance services, learning opportunities, support with job applications and services for children and young people.  .

A further opportunity arose at an early stage of the process. The Borough undertook a fundamental review of its Early Years provision during 2002, engaging in detailed area by area consultation and investigation of options for the future. This involved 37 consultation meetings, eight task groups to consider detailed options for specific areas, area surveys, a children’s survey, staff briefings, benchmarking visits and a Members’ visioning workshop. 

A proposed model for a network of 12 Integrated (Education & Social Services) Children’s Centres (ICC) across the Borough was approved in September 2002. Two new-build facilities were proposed – one of them a purpose-built Children’s Centre adjacent to the Neighbourhood Learning Centre on Pringle Street. The community clearly expressed its view that rather than two Centres sharing one campus, a single building would be preferable, with the Children’s Centre at one side and Neighbourhood Learning Centre at the other. This required redesign of the NLC building to enable the new Children’s Centre to be added later as effectively a mirror image of the layout, with communicating doors between the two Centres and a coherent design and appearance. Internal changes to the proposed NLC layout were required to enable this, as were changes to the proposed use of space, to enhance joint use and avoid duplication of facilities. Community groups made their voice heard as building proceeded, and a number of changes to the outer appearance of the building were made by the builders as a result of feedback received from local residents.


Funding

The sense of excitement engendered in both the community and the Council by the successful bid for a new Centre went along with the responsibility to secure ongoing funding. The Learning and Skills Council had generously offered Blackburn with Darwen a capital grant, but not the revenue income which would be needed to run the Centre. Consequently, it was up to the Council and community to work out how to bring in money to ensure that the Centre could operate effectively once it was built. 

To meet this need, bids were submitted for European Regional Development Fund and Single Regeneration Budget funding. ERDF funding was requested 

‘to equip a building and provide staffing to ensure the effective running of it. The building can also provide a venue for other organisations to make use of. This is likely to include learning providers who are keen to work in this area, but have limited choice of venue, as well as voluntary and community groups who are also limited in venue choice within the ward.’ (ERDF Business Plan, March 2003) 

These bids were successful and recruitment of staff began in the early summer of 2003.  The funding secured allowed for running costs and the basic staffing of the Centre – a Centre Manager, two qualified guidance workers, reception staff and a caretaker – for the period March 20003 to March 2006. Temporary crèche staff were built into the bid, to offer childcare for the Centre until the new Children’s Centre took over provision of childcare facilities. All staff were expected to work flexibly, ensuring their working hours offered maximum coverage during the hours the Centre was open, and increments were offered for weekend working in accordance with Council policy. The Centre Manager was appointed in June 2003, and gradually began to take over some responsibilities from the Steering Group.

Partnerships

	‘When I applied for the job, I understood it would be high profile, but I think I was a bit worried it might be a one-day wonder! I came from a background of vision-sharing, but I hadn’t realised to what extent partners would be willing to go out of their way to commit to the vision here. I’ve felt no hesitation, no competition between people at all: there were a few initial barriers but we broke those down very early on through personal enthusiasm and communication, and everyone has been 100% committed to delivering the vision…’                     

Centre Manager


It was essential to establish a partnership working arrangement for the Centre, with the community, with residents and with the key stakeholders who had expressed an interest in being involved with the Centre. It was important to clarify the terms of reference and the expectations of each partnership.

Partnership with the Community

Preparations were made to form partnerships with the community, but we knew that some people were tiring of repeatedly giving their views on a range of ideas and propositions without ever seeing a positive result, so this consultation, intended only to involve the community’s citizens in choosing what centre and provision they preferred, had to be handled sensitively.

One of the first tasks was to work with the four NLP groups in Audley and Queens Park, which collectively involve some 50 citizens.  In many ways these groups function as user forums as well.  Meetings were also held with other community and voluntary groups, to clarify user expectations.

These consultations resulted in a number of broad decisions. While any arrangement for management or governance would be flexible, subject to the views and decisions of the community, and to funding availability and arrangements, it was determined that from the outset at least – although this could change in the long term 

· there would be no community steering group, and

· there would be no governance arrangement.

The thinking behind these decisions was that any concentration of power and influence into one group might lessen the broader engagement with the community. The more the Centre was accountable to all input - including the four NLP groups and the other community and voluntary groups – the wider the community ownership was likely to be.  There would, however, be much to be gained from developing Learning Champions identified in the community, people who had influence and could bring others in with them,  people who had had a passion for both the area and for learning and could communicate that passion to others. They could set a clear direction for the community by saying what they wanted: these individuals are what the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister calls ‘enablers of the community.’

Partnership with agencies and organisations

Together with the partnership with the communities and the groups within it, a partnership with services and providers was also needed.  These local partnerships would need to bring their resources together in a way that best met the Community’s needs. Thus the Partner’s Forum was established.

The Partners’ Forum included the local Sure Start scheme, who were to be a key part of the new Children’s Centre next door, Job Centre Plus and the Employment Service’s Action for Jobs scheme, which delivered outreach activity in disadvantaged wards. Also, Blackburn College, Training 2000, St Martin’s College of HE, the Lifelong Learning Service, Early Years Service and Out of Hours Learning Team of the LEA, the Connexions Service, the Council’s Regeneration Team, the Citizens’ Advice Bureau, and several local community and voluntary organisations working with young people, older residents and other groups. 

In order to make the Partnerships successful, the challenges to them needed to be clear. The following challenges were identified 

· that the partnership should work together as an integrated unit, to deliver one vision and one service, to meet the needs of the whole community

· that the sustainability of the Centre in future would hinge on their ability to pool resources to meet community needs, since the funding obtained simply covered the building, running costs and basic staffing for three years.  This included impartial guidance services, but no direct learning or employment-related provision 

· the importance of openness and transparency amongst partners around funding, targets, planning and common aims 

· the full financial situation of the Centre, with its tight fixed budget of £9,000 per quarter, including salaries 

· that if service providers wanted to make the most of the facility, they should commit themselves to ensuring that they all delivered some proportion of their services from there, covering the costs of this from within their own core budgets or through separate bids from their organisations. This was a joint venture in which each organisation needed to play its part if the whole was to be successful.

Partners expressed their willingness to collaborate, and to contribute resources to ensure that the Centre developed to meet community needs. Two Partnership Development Days were held on which the Centre was closed to users, and partners spent the whole time together, discussing what the community had asked for and establishing how this could best be provided. Feedback from residents was examined in detail and an outline programme to meet expressed needs identified. Detailed planning meetings with senior and operational staff of partner organisations followed to scope out the offer. 

It was of particular importance to Centre and LEA staff, in meeting the needs of the community, to stretch aspirations as far as possible by ensuring that higher-level training and directly employment-related provision were on offer alongside first-step, taster and confidence-building courses. Blackburn College agreed to offer NVQ and HND or equivalent-level courses at the Centre. The Centre would also facilitate and accommodate the delivery of courses for ICC staff – NVQ courses in childcare, for example. Learndirect provision and e-learning facilities were to be included as well as traditional courses, and an open access ICT-based resource area made available to all Centre users. (This last would be located just inside the door to try to draw in nervous or unsure residents in non-threatening ways!) Gradually a full initial curriculum offer emerged, which was then further discussed and modified through community meetings with residents.

An important initial agreement was made regarding use of space. In many of the Borough’s Access Points, partner organisations had historical agreements giving them sole use of specific rooms, which in some cases were set up with specialist equipment at the organisations’ expense. However, this had led in some cases to situations where, when recruitment patterns or community needs changed, rooms were used only rarely by their original ‘owners’ but were unavailable to others because of concerns such as safety and insurance. It was agreed that all rooms in the new Centre would be booked on a ‘first-come, first-served’ basis by partner organisations, who would agree to be as accommodating as possible to each other’s needs, in particular to operate with maximum flexibility to enable one-off events, such as recruitment fairs, to take place for the benefit of all.  Similarly, it was agreed that while private interview rooms could be booked by advice organisations as appropriate for individual consultations, a hot-desking arrangement would operate in the main open-access area, with staff from a range of partner organisations all working from whichever desk was free.  It was hoped this would promote a sense of partnership and teamwork amongst staff from a range of agencies working out of the Centre, and encourage sharing of resources and expertise. This area was also located close to the main entrance, to ensure that visitors wishing to see someone from one of the partners would not need to ‘run the gauntlet’ of other rooms and services in order to make contact.

	‘You’re there as Connexions but you take a flexible approach and muck in. People really enjoy being part of this team and are made to feel welcome; this encourages all the partners to give of their best. We all want this to continue…’ 

                                        Connexions PA


The Launch Ceremony

During a community meeting in March 2003, discussion turned to the best way to promote the services the Centre would have to offer, and of what sort of official opening the Centre should have. Some residents felt that any such ceremony was simply ‘window-dressing’ and that there should be no launch event; the group which held sway at the meeting, however, were those who saw a high-profile launch as too good an opportunity to miss to get people curious about what was going on, to draw them over the threshold of the Centre, and once there, to get them involved! Inviting a celebrity of some kind to perform an official opening was recognised as a good way of attracting attention, and several celebrity names were suggested. One name, mentioned initially more as a joke than a likely reality, was Imran Khan, the former international cricketer and politician, founder of a high-profile cancer appeal charity in Pakistan. It was considered whether inviting a leading Pakistani figure would discourage indigenous people, but it was agreed that not only would any great sportsman have credibility across racial and cultural boundaries, but that Imran Khan would offer a particularly inspiring role model to young people, particularly those of Pakistani heritage. The charity had a representative in Bradford who one member of the group knew personally, and he agreed to find out whether Imran Khan might agree to launching the Centre. 

The Centre’s builders maintained their schedule despite the changes made to the original design, and the shell of the building was completed within the Learning and Skills Council’s deadline of the end of March 2003, with minor additional internal work undertaken during April and early May. To the amazement and delight of the group, Imran Khan’s office confirmed that he would be in the UK in July and was interested in knowing more about the Centre. Lengthy negotiations with senior LEA staff and members of the community followed, during which the date of a proposed business dinner was moved in order to try to provide further reason for the celebrity to visit Blackburn. In the end, agreement was reached for 31st July 2003, with Mr Khan visiting the Centre to perform the official opening in the afternoon, and addressing the business dinner in the evening. 

News spread round the community, and for hours before Imran Khan’s car finally drew up outside the Centre that afternoon the streets had been lined with cheering crowds, waving flags. Several hundred people gathered outside to hear Imran Khan pronounce the Centre open, and confirm himself as an advocate for the benefits of going on learning throughout our lives, making a ‘Learning Wish’ which was duly recorded, along with those of other people who attended. A brief civic reception in the Centre followed, the solemnity of the occasion being somewhat tempered by the local children who found their way round to the room being used, managed to open the window a little, and passed in a steady succession of autograph books to be signed – which Mr Khan duly did, while calmly continuing to converse on issues of the moment with local dignitaries! He also autographed a series of cricket bats to be used as prizes for forthcoming Family Learning events in local schools. 

Over 2,000 people attended the launch event, and the effect on the local community was dramatic. Later that day and during the succeeding few days, so many people came into the Centre to look round that on two occasions it had to be evacuated due to the fire risk, as numbers of people inside substantially exceeded Health & Safety regulations! Reception staff were kept busy answering enquiries about the facilities the Centre had to offer and who it would cater for, and many people signed up for classes and events. The launch and business dinner merited nearly a full page of coverage in the local paper. The launch was attended by over 3000 residents and partners and was a great success, with publicity given on both Granada TV and Radio Lancashire. Follow-up evaluations found that Imran Khan’s presence at the Centre and in the town had engaged the interest of many groups in the local community, with several residents saying that they had ventured into the Centre initially simply because they knew that Imran Khan had set foot in the building!

	‘Imran Khan created a buzz in the community which carried on for quite some time…’ 

Neighbourhood Co-ordinator




	Chapter 2: Running the Centre 1 – What happens




The responsibility to make the best possible use of the Centre was a heavy one.  It was apparent that input from partners and users would be vital not only in defining the initial vision for the Centre, but also in maintaining and refining that vision.  A consultative structure had to be established to ensure that there would always be a time and place both for reviewing the vision, and for evaluating the performance of the Centre and its users.  In addition, we said we were looking for champions of the area, people who felt passionate about it and would want to be at the heart of planning and setting a clear direction. We found them already participating in the NLP groups, already champions, and we recruited both there in other community groups.  It was hoped that they would be not only supporters of the Centre, but challengers and scrutineers as well.

Extending and reviewing the Centre’s offer

From the first, the Centre was well used, despite some initial difficulties with the ICT network, delaying the availability of e-learning facilities, drop-in computer resources and the state-of-the-art facilities planned for some of the learning rooms. The continuing building work on the Children’s Centre next door required the clearing of some rooms and storage of furniture in others. Problems arose with flooring, and again certain rooms had to be taken out of use. Centre users, partners and staff coped with this with cheerful good humour, showing appreciation of the new facilities even before they were fully functional!

Once the Centre was operational, it initially offered provision such as nail art and head massage. It gradually became clear that the community, while it enjoyed provision of that kind as a ‘pampering’ element at a celebration, actually gave greater priority to the development of a broader ESOL curriculum and other courses of heavier weight. 

The Children’s Centre was launched on 30th June 2004 and started taking children the following day.  In addition to the provision identified before opening, listed above, additional provision and facilities were added in response to input from the community.  These included:

· recruitment fairs and work with local employers

· activities in support of local Housing Market Renewal activity

· Learndirect programmes through local training provider Training 2000

· a HND programme in Management

· NVQs in Care through the Children’s Centre

· support groups for older members of the community

· outreach advice sessions by Citizens’ Advice Bureau and other groups

Certain of these services were particularly significant in developing the strategic focus of the Centre and its relationship to the neighbourhood renewal agenda.  This is an ongoing process, and changing skills needs and priorities and regeneration, for instance, may mean that the Centre’s offer will be considerably different in a year or two from now.

Study Support: raising aspirations and achievement

The creation of the Borough’s first Primary Study Support Centre was a key activity for the Centre.

Blackburn with Darwen LEA operates a network of successful Study Support Centres which offer secondary school pupils a place to study outside school hours, tutor support, enrichment sessions and access to ICT facilities. These Centres have played a key role in the LEA’s successful strategy to turn round low school achievement levels in the Borough. The Centres operate in accessible, user-friendly community locations, some harnessing the support or kudos of partner organisations – for example, one operates on the premises of Blackburn Rovers Football Club.

Before the Neighbourhood Learning Centre opened, the possibility of opening Centres for primary school pupils had been discussed: many parents were enthusiastic about the idea, but few likely locations had been available, as access to up to date computer facilities and outside play space was needed.

During consultations around the use of the Centre, families expressed the desire for facilities to engage children as well as young people and adults, and a Study Support Centre for primary children was proposed. Staff in charge of the service saw how successful the Centre had become in engaging members of the local community, and felt this offered a good chance for a successful primary pilot Centre. They therefore applied to the Children’s Fund for pump-priming funding to pilot Study Support Centres for primary children at the Centre, and the new provision opened in September 2003.

The Study Support Centre caters for Year 5 and 6 children from the local community, and runs on Saturday mornings for 35 weeks through the academic year. It aims to raise achievement, help older primary children with the transition to secondary school, and to foster a culture of out-of-school-hours learning. It runs somewhat differently from secondary Support Centres, with short slots featuring games and activities to build teamwork, communication skills and confidence. The Centre has been highly successful: from the start its 30 places were oversubscribed, with 33 children on roll, 26 of whom have attended regularly. Although it is too early to track any specific impact on achievement, the Manager of the Service is confident the Centre has already had a very positive effect on children who have attended, some of whom have moved on to the local secondary school Support Centre on transferring to senior school. This success led to the opening of a second primary Study Support Centre a year later in one of the Borough’s new City Learning Centres, so it is hoped that as well as supporting many Queens Park and Audley children, this Centre will provide a model from which other areas of the Borough can learn. These developments result substantially from the Centre’s willingness to listen to the community’s needs and preferences.

	‘The main thing is broadening horizons... (For us, this happens through) local role models and case studies of people who’ve got jobs, particularly in non-traditional ways: these can broaden people’s horizons and raise their awareness without being threatening. Jobsearch sessions can help people identify the skills they already have and don’t give themselves credit for, such as experience of budgeting at home…If people want to try something, they can go (to the NLC) and get the help and support they need… The most important thing is building trust with the community: you’re on a par…The Centre gives the community the confidence to say: ‘Yes, I can achieve what I want to achieve!’         

Action for Jobs Manager


Work with Employers

The Borough’s Access Points network was initially set up as a regeneration initiative, with the express purpose of helping unemployed residents back into work. It grew from there into a network of IAG centres offering learning opportunities as well as employment support. Some Access Points had considerable success in working with local employers on recruitment initiatives, while others had picked up the less appealing but very necessary task of supporting employers in tackling large-scale redundancies. The LEA’s express purpose in putting the Workforce Development Manager in charge of the new Neighbourhood Learning Centre was to focus on the central importance of employment and employer links to community prosperity and regeneration, and to support the development of the skills, aspirations and confidence of the community in this context. The Neighbourhood Learning Centre was in a position to build on the work of the Access Points and take it one step further, by offering ongoing workforce development support to firms themselves, as well as to individual residents taking up employment in local companies.

Work with local employers built up gradually during the Centre’s first year, with particular emphasis on developing links with the expanding local Nova Scotia business park towards the town centre, where many new jobs were anticipated. The Job Centre Plus Action for Jobs outreach team, which concentrates on disadvantaged wards of the Borough, had been active in the area for some time. It moved to the Centre at an early stage, making a substantial contribution to its initial development. Many ‘hard-to-place’ residents were helped to find jobs with the support of Action for Jobs, who were proactive in supporting residents in developing their skills at the same time as challenging the stereotypes still sometimes adopted by local employers. One large local firm, for example, operated aptitude tests which were off-putting to some candidates, especially those educated outside the UK, so Action for Jobs negotiated with the firm around the skills the tests identified, and which of these were essential for new recruits. As a result, the company continues to operate tests, but makes samples freely available to Action for Jobs and their partners, so potential applicants can prepare for the types of question they will encounter.

The Centre’s work with employers received strong support through the Area Manager of the Job Centre Plus national sales team, whose role involved working with the 100 largest-recruiting employers in the country. She was already working with the Access Points Network and had explored the support available to firms through the Centre. With her help the Centre was chosen in June 2003 as the focus for recruitment for the new B&Q store opening on the retail park. A highly successful Recruitment Fair was held in August 2003, advertised through flyers sent out by the Centre. Many Centre partners offered support, and large numbers of residents attended. Information stands were set up for B&Q staff to advise on vacancies, while guidance workers offered support and advice on applications. B&Q operates an online recruitment system and initial telephone interview, which they were aware could be off-putting, particularly to nervous or inexperienced candidates. However, having workers available to support, reassure and advise potential candidates increased substantially the number of people proceeding with applications.

As a result of this initial success, B&Q decided to run its second-stage face-to-face interview process at the Centre. The company was very keen to recruit locally, felt strongly that this needed to happen somewhere where local residents would feel comfortable, and saw that the Centre would fit the bill. This involved the company taking over more than half the building for three-week blocks of time to hold group and 1:1 interviews, entry tests and follow-up sessions. This required flexibility on the part of Centre staff, partners and users, but all were aware of the significant opportunity the recruitment campaign offered for the local community, and were willing to be accommodating. During this period B&Q processed over 500 second-stage applications, and the Centre offered Interview Skills workshops and advice on the process to local applicants. As a result, over 200 local people were offered work in the new store.  For those who were unsuccessful, the Centre offered 1:1 follow-up interviews and advice on improving application and interview techniques for the future. B&Q continues to notify the Centre of ongoing vacancies and is now discussing the possibility of running staff training jointly with the Centre.

	‘Working with the NLC encouraged people to consider applying for our vacancies who might not otherwise have thought of it, or who might have found our procedures threatening. Through the NLC they could get information easily, in less formal ways. People got advice on what was involved, which took the fear factor out of the whole thing, and if they weren’t successful they were offered support, which helped turn something negative into a positive… We are very keen to keep this relationship going.’       

Recruitment Manager, B&Q


More recently, the Centre has been used as a base for in-house induction training by Comet electrical stores, who ran a ten-day intensive programme for new colleagues, all recruited from within the local area. The Centre met the store’s needs because it could offer large training rooms, state-of-the-art ICT facilities for training on the company’s in-store stock control system, safe storage for expensive items of equipment needed for demonstration purposes, in-house catering and a temporary office base for the Training Manager, all at relatively short notice. During the period of induction, the store filled some of its remaining vacancies with Centre clients as a result of the close contact established with guidance workers and Centre staff, and it ensured that application forms for Christmas temporary work were left for other clients.

	‘The Centre really bowled me over: I’ve come from a store in a disadvantaged area of Liverpool, but I’ve never seen anything like this! We had some top people from our HR team here for the training, and everyone was impressed…Working with the Centre has helped me feel more part of the community, and I’ve got to know a lot more about Blackburn and the surrounding area through working there.. It really impressed me.’   

Training Manager, Comet


BME Construction Programme

A significant part of the plans for the physical regeneration of the area is a large-scale Housing Market Renewal programme, part of an ambitious scheme operating across East Lancashire which will involve conversion and improvement of some older properties, construction of new homes and large-scale remodelling of neighbourhoods to incorporate more open spaces and local facilities. There had been some concern that the supply of building services locally would be insufficient to meet demand, and that scheme managers would bring in contractors from elsewhere. People in local minority ethnic communities had substantial relevant skills, but rarely had the UK paper qualifications required for insurance and health and safety purposes to take up employment in the industry,. A local housing agency working in partnership with the Council therefore applied for funding to establish a small-scale intensive training scheme for 15-20 people from the local BME community with construction experience but no formal qualifications, offering accreditation of prior learning and the opportunity to develop skills to fill gaps. Learners completed the programme with formal qualifications and a guaranteed opportunity to work on up to 5 houses belonging to the agency as part of the renewal scheme. The programme ran at the Neighbourhood Learning Centre, and although it did not meet all its targets, it helped some local residents to obtain work on the renewal programme, and encouraged others to consider taking up training for future work in the construction industry. As with the use of the Centre and its facilities by national employers, this is another example of how the Centre has been effective in linking residents with training, employment and other aspects of regeneration in the area.

Key to the success of this and other programmes outlined is what has been described as ‘making the learning feel real’. It is vital for participants that the learning they do at the Centre connects with their daily lives, so they can experience the benefits of their learning immediately and see the pay-off for the time and effort they are putting in. This contrasts sharply with many learners’ experience of formal schooling and their prior understanding of ‘learning’. Many adult learners initially see ‘learning’ as something separate, cut off from the real world, done by and for itself and relating little to their own experience, and the approach taken at Centres such as the NLC challenges these preconceptions.

	‘People assume that because it’s an Asian community there will be a big need for ESOL – but it’s better to embed teaching into realistic contexts… That’s what the NLC has done – built up skills in practical, realistic contexts, in tune with the community… It gives people much more to offer an employer.’ 

                                                      Action for Jobs Manager


The Centre’s Curriculum – special events and successes

Consistent with this recognition of the individual characteristics of each community, the Audley and Queen’s Park Centre has built on local and community tradition to add an extra element to its strategies: securing and encouraging achievement by involving users and residents in festivals, celebrations and promotions in, and organised by, the Centre. This is not, of course, the only learning community to adopt this approach, but these events have proved to be one of the most effective methods of achieving the stated aims of the Centre.  Not only that, they have broken new ground in developing individuals in the community, and in delivering the practical regeneration of the area.

Careers Events - ensuring diversity and inclusion in recruitment

In partnership with the Workforce Development Service and other partners including Job Centre Plus, Action for Jobs, Connexions, the Regeneration, Housing and Neighbourhoods Department and training providers, the Centre has staged a series of careers events.

1. The first Careers mela was held in October 2003, and 130 residents attended. The event successfully welcomed support from a range of business sector contributors: Matalan, Staples, Asda, JJB Sports, Mothercare, Halfords, WHSmiths, Argos, Brantons, Wickes, Moben, Blockbusters, Rumble Tumble, Morrisons and Tesco.  We launched a programme of skills and productivity workshops (engaging 80 residents) to be delivered, between then and the end of 2003, by guidance officers in partnership with Action for Jobs. Asda and the Fire Services committed themselves to supporting the NLC with Recruitment Awareness Sessions, open to Audley & Queens Park residents and our partners.  Personnel from Asda and Fire & Rescue delivered information, advice and guidance to those seeking or those supporting people seeking opportunities within their sector.

2. Targeting women – during International Women’s Week, attended by 261 women and 15 organisations and employers

3. Targeting unemployed men – the next week a Men’s week was organised, including a small careers convention with 90 unemployed men and 8 employers and organisations

4. Targeting young people – in partnership with Connexions, an event with 100 young people and four employers

5. Targeting minority ethnic families – during Family Learning Week 300 people attended an event for minority ethnic families with 10 employers and organisations.

6. B & Q – 500 people attended a recruitment event for this national employer when a new warehouse opened locally, recruiting 40 older people, more than 30 from minority ethnic groups, and 150 women.

7. Express Gifts – a recruitment event for this local company attracted 150 people.

Cultural awareness events

Centre of Excellence for Cultural Awareness and Development

The Centre has hosted and facilitated a series of TUC cultural awareness training sessions, one day events for Union Officers, Branch & work place Reps, Union Learning Reps and all interested in promoting cultural diversity amongst trade unionists. The event are aimed at union activists and
· Consider cultural issues that that affect member and ways in which activists can best support their members.
· Increase awareness of cultural diversity.
· Discussing the recent Employment Equality Regulations and highlight the implications of regulation places for employers, trade union activists and members.
· Highlight ways in which an understanding of cultural diversity may assist in promoting life long learning.
Addressing Islam phobia

The NLC organised a learning event that aimed to promote greater understanding of Islam. This event complemented our community cohesion work and contributed towards better relations between our communities, and was aimed at staff and practitioners. An international Speaker, Sheikh Sajjad Nu'mani (Executive Member of the Muslim Personal Law Board, India) delivered the presentation on understanding Islam.
Community cohesion

The Community Champions organised a community consultation event, 'Reaffirming Cohesion'.  That evening the Centre welcomed over 600 local residents to express their aspirations and expectations of the new centre.  The Centre team gained a first hand understanding of what was expected of this high-profile flagship project!
The 500th Learner/End of Year Celebrations (Growing Heroes, Creating Role Models)

Learning provision had been a priority and the team worked hard to deliver in partnership with providers a range of courses.  To mark achievement on the 9th Dec 2003, we celebrated our 500th learner. The event was hosted by Royal Correspondent and celebrity, Jenny Bond.  Once again, resident involvement at the event was paramount to the success of the evening.  

In December 2004 the Centre held an end of year celebration and feedback event, at which the Assistant Director under whose remit the Centre had developed conducted a formal feedback session with members of the community. He revisited forms completed by residents at the first Visioning Day and early consultation events, reminding residents of what they had wanted to see, and reporting back on what had been achieved. Responses from those who attended were very encouraging, with residents recognising that their vision had been substantially achieved. A local elected member, who had been one of those who first requested a Neighbourhood Learning Centre, congratulated all involved in achieving more than the community had dared to hope for within the Centre’s first full year. The Centre is now considering repeating such events on a six- or twelve-monthly basis.  
Events of this kind, marking the progress of both the Centre and of the community itself are an ideal opportunity to publicly recognise the skills and achievements of the champions, mentors and all the other citizens who drive forward the growth and regeneration of the community. Plans are in hand to institute a structure of Audley and Queen’s Park Citizenship Awards which will add a formal, lasting and tangible touch to the celebration of success.
National and international events, recognised locally

The Centre and the community have a particular enthusiasm for the important annual events that link them, and their aspirations, with those of communities elsewhere in the UK and around the world. Among these events are
International Women’s Week

February and March each year involve the preparation of learning events celebrating the International Women's Week, which is followed by the Audley & Queen's Park Men’s Week. Both events attract huge numbers of participants, and careers events are held as part of the celebrations.
Adult Learners Week

The Centre was able to deliver an excellent programme to celebrate its first Adult Learners’ Week. Learners had reached the 1200 figure and 150 people had been assisted to find employment. Over 20 partners facilitated ALW activities and 600 residents participated in learning.

Family Learning Weekend

One of the most recent nationally celebrated events at the Centre is Family Learning Week.  One of the Centre guidance officers holds the Guinness World Record for the longest journey taken, using a rickshaw.  So the ‘rickshaw’ became the theme, inspired the Cultural Cohesion event, co-ordinated by the Centre’s female youth group. The tastes of the world, including dress, food and music were brought together during an evening which was enjoyed by all.  
Visitors to the Centre

Another popular celebration of the Centre’s – and the Community’s - success was the highly profiled visit by Joe Montgomery, Neighbourhood Renewal Unit.  He was escorted by Leader of the Council, Sir Bill Taylor, Clls Kate Hollern and Salim Mulla, Chief Exec Phil Watson and Executive Director, Donna Hall. The Centre has also received visits from Norway, Germany, Spain, Belgium, India, Pakistan and Thailand

The role of events in developing a community

Almost any encounter, any meeting between two persons from the same community will create a connection of some kind. In Blackburn with Darwen and, particularly, in Audley and Queen’s Park, organisations and individuals involved in discovering and fulfilling the aspirations of a community ready for regeneration recognise that events, festivals and celebrations provide the best venues for making the most connections in the shortest space of time.

From Imran Khan at the Centre launch, to Jenny Bond at the 500th Learner Celebration, celebrities of obvious relevance and integrity can provide both a central attraction for an event, and a source of input for the community. But the stars of the event are really the members of the community who are putting so much thought and effort into developing the Centre and the community, and are mentoring and encouraging others to do the same. This is one of the reasons why an awards structure is needed.

The Centre has been open for a relatively short space of time, but the events it has hosted and made possible have created a series of vivid and pleasant memories for its users and residents. As a community, we would recommend that any other community developing a learning centre should, in line with their own characteristics and strategies, try adopting the same approach.

Publicising access to the centre

	‘I worked with a male client who used to visit the resource centre but didn’t access the other services. I approached him several times but he didn’t take up my offers of help, and took rather a domineering attitude at first. Then one day he overheard me working with another client who was completing an application form, and after the first client had left he came over and asked for help. He wanted help with his CV. It turned out his wife was working and he was out of work. He was feeling very lacking in confidence and uncertain about his role. Because he was now the children’s main carer, any work he took would need to fit in with school hours. He was interested in working within the community but couldn’t see how his experience in manufacturing would be relevant at all, and he suspected that most of the jobs available were intended for women. But a post for working with fathers has recently been advertised, and he’s asked for help to put in an application.  It took him so much time to pluck up the courage to access our help, and if he hadn’t heard me working with someone else, he might never have done so!’                                                 

Female Guidance Worker


The Centre and its partner agencies used success stories of this kind extensively to raise the profile of the Centre and encourage participation from men. Good news stories of local men obtaining jobs and qualifications through the Centre regularly featured in the local paper, the Council’s ‘Shuttle’ newspaper, the local version of the adult education paper ‘Take Life Further’, and the newsletter the Centre began producing and delivering to every local household. These particularly emphasised the skills which men who had worked in traditional, now declining, manufacturing jobs had to take to new employers in the fast-growing service sector, along with the easy and accessible opportunities available for retraining and brushing up skills. The growth of employment-related activities in the Centre also encouraged male participation in recruitment and careers events, with workshops on interview preparation and similar provision attracting many men into the Centre for the first time, some returning as regular clients. An increasing range of vocational courses, including higher level courses with more perceived status in the community - such as the HND in Management offered through Blackburn College - also attracted more male interest.

Meanwhile, more women came to the Centre keen to seek work and wanting help with job applications, including many who had been at home with children for many years, and some who had never had paid work before. The increasing availability of affordable, good quality childcare through the new Children’s Centre, identified at the start of the process by the Neighbourhood Learning Planning groups as a key issue to be addressed, enabled some change in traditional roles. The Neighbourhood Learning Centre had positioned itself appropriately to support all members of its community through this transition, and in particular to work closely with the Children’s Centre to offer support to all parents seeking work and training.

The Integrated Children’s Centre

There were considerable advantages for the Centre and the community in sharing the Centre building with the Integrated Children’s Centre. The building was constructed within a period of six months, and the community anticipated its opening with great interest.

The combination of services was ground-breaking. This was one of the first Integrated Centres in the Borough, established ahead of the Government’s agenda for such centres, and the first purpose-built facility to bring together former Education and Social Services provision for families with young children under one roof. Appropriately, a commitment to parents taking up learning opportunities led to the early opening of the Children’s Centre, with nine children accepted in sessional places the day after the official opening ceremony so their parents could take up a Higher Education course at Lancaster University.

The local Sure Start programme had been housed in the Centre before the Children’s Centre opened, and this facilitated relationships between staff.  The Children’s Centre hosted an extensive range of services for local families including:

· childcare for children 0-5, both on a regular daycare basis and sessional care

· the local Sure Start programme, including speech and language therapists and a family counselling service

· a community café serving cheap, nourishing hot and cold food

· Children’s Library Services

· health visitor and midwife services, offering a quick access clinic, developmental checks and a portage service for children with special needs

· family support workers and play and development workers based at the Centre but going out into homes to support families

· Job Centre Plus Lone Parent Advisers

The Children’s Centre provided enhanced creche provision, on both a regular and occasional basis, although at times demand exceeded supply. Parents using the Children’s Centre would drop into the Centre simply to see what the Centre next door had to offer, frequently staying and becoming engaged in learning, jobsearch or other activities. The two Centres worked increasingly closely, aiming to be complementary in their facilities and approach.


In November 2004 the Borough’s Early Years Excellence Service, with the Children’s Centre as the jewel in its crown, won the Guardian Public Service Award for Service Delivery for Children. Head of Service Gladys Rhodes emphasised the key role of full and open community consultation in securing the right mix of provision in Children’s Centres.  To quote the Guardian, 24.11.04:

‘An extensive consultation to discover families’ real needs was a key part of preparation for the move to the new integrated Early Years Excellence Service, according to its head, Gladys Rhodes. Previously, she acknowledges, services were sometimes provided on the basis of ill-informed perceptions of what parents – particularly those from the mix of Asian heritage communities who make up 98% of the population in some parts of the Borough – wanted and needed, with no effort made to ask consumers themselves. Using research already carried out by the five local Sure Start programmes, one of which forms the core of the Audley and Queen’s Park Centre, together with more questionnaires and ‘market stalls’ where parents could give their views, the Council found the limited availability and high cost of childcare, together with the scattered nature of services, were key concerns, It also emerged that, contrary to some preconceptions, many mothers were keen to work, but were prevented by lack of childcare and the need for training.’ (Guardian, 24.11.04)

The Children’s Centre, as with the Sure Start programme which preceded it, is committed to a democratic governance model with a balance of Children’s Trust representatives, parents, including members of the former Sure Start Board, and staff on its proposed Governing Body. 

Meeting the community’s learning and development needs

Looking in more detail at the four principle areas of the Centre’s achievement, this is how the Centre approached meeting the specific, identified needs of the community

1. Skills for Life/ESOL

Skills for Life (SfL) were embedded in all the courses delivered at the Centre.  The neighbourhood has a high level of need for the development of SfL.

SfL awareness training was provided for our champions and for key community volunteers 

We used our borough-wide learning tabloid TLF – Take Life Further - to promote SfL and stories of successful SfL learners

A billboard campaign was run by the Lifelong Learning and Skills Service,  linked to a telephone line providing advice and information around exploring individual and community potential, all linked to the SfL offer

2. Business Start-ups & Support

There are a lot of micro-businesses in the area, and many of the ethnic minority users of the centre are very entrepreneurial-minded.  Consequently, we were sure that the delivery of business support, new business start-up and similar skills would have a ready audience, and we invited organisations including Business Link, the Asian Business Federation, Bootstrap, Community Enterprise, Social Enterprise and the Regeneration Unit. to run business support services in the Centre.

3. Accreditation/Tracking

We looked closely at innovative ways of capturing the learning experience of our learners.  Through working with the Partner Forum we considered various tracking models, to ensure that learners can be tracked and their progress recognised. One of the ways in which this is done is by using the Borough’s credit framework, developed by the LSP and its partners.  Other courses offered are themselves accredited.  There are a number of ways in which the achievement of learners is recognised and celebrated –

· People going into jobs

· People going into community work

· People getting accredited qualifications

· Using the LSP’s credit framework

· Participation in NLPs and the Champions schemes

4. Progression

It is most important that learners are moved on, so through working with the Partner Forum a structure has been created of people delivering at different levels, using integrated pathways and frameworks.  For example 

· the Lifelong Learning team provided much of the first steps learning

· Level 2 equivalent and above was provided by Training 2000 and Blackburn College

· NVQs and HNDs were delivered by Blackburn College

· Community groups delivered learning around regeneration skills

· Learndirect promoted e-learning

· Connexions and the Centre’s own IAG staff facilitated IAG sessions
We used a model similar to the NHS Skills Escalator model, adapting it for and delivering it in a neighbourhood context. When an individual has achieved 21 hours of learning he or she is offered an IAG session by Centre staff, to identify the content of their learning and what it is leading to.  In addition to what is entered in the credit framework, many courses also carry a Level 1 or Level 2 qualification. Through the Partner Forum all residents are contacted on a regular basis.  Detailed attention to all of these issues has produced outstanding results.
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There are some issues that are likely to arise in the management and running of most, if not all, Neighbourhood Learning Centres. This chapter looks at these more cross-cutting elements of our experience. 

Governance & Community Involvement

	‘Involving communities in decision-making and resource allocation is at the heart of the government’s agenda for modernising local government… Regeneration programmes now offer the community an opportunity to participate in decision-making either as partners, providers or consumers. However…too often in the past the road to participation has been paved with good intentions only to lead up to time-consuming dead ends which result in disillusionment and resentment for all concerned. Participation should be carried out using methods that are open, honest and accountable, and allow sufficient resources and time. Before getting involved both service providers and the community would do well to question: ‘What level of participation do we want? What are the pitfalls? What is the best way of going about it?’ 

Blackburn with Darwen Borough Council A-Z of Participation leaflet


From the outset, those responsible for the Centre have prioritised the influence of the community on all aspects of the Centre’s development and direction. The extent to which this has been put into effect has been ground-breaking, unprecedented in the Borough. Input from the Community remains the defining element in plotting the Centre’s future, and staff continue to devise new ways of accessing opinion and of acting on the community’s priorities.

Happily, interview respondents recognised the thoroughness of consultation and involvement with the community, beginning even before the plans for the building were drawn up. Centre users were confident that the Centre was for them and about them, that their views counted and that their suggestions would, where possible, be taken on board. 

Advice Services

The provision of a coherent and comprehensive advice service for the community was identified as an early priority for the NLC, and meeting the need has been one of the Centre’s key successes.

The approach taken here contrasts favourably with much of the national provision.  The Connexions model for young people sees the Personal Adviser responsible for supporting all aspects of a young person’s development to independence.  However, although substantial progress has been made nationally in recent years in recognising the significance of Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) in providing services for adults seeking work or considering engaging in learning, the learning and employment aspects of those services have become separated from the wider focus, from wider adult advice services. Services for adults such as legal advice, immigration advice, benefits information and debt counselling now tend to be provided separately and viewed as entirely distinct from IAG, although for both adults and young people there is no actual separation between their need for guidance for employment or learning, or those relating to financial matters. Employment and qualifications are closely tied to financial prospects, and to the prosperity of the broader community.  

In the NLC we realised that it was vital that all elements of the community could access the full range of advice services, including IAG, financial advice, and the remedies for perceived inadequacies and injustices in local and national services and provisions. Alongside the Centre’s own advisers the Citizens’ Advice Bureau, local Councillors and other community advice groups offering regular surgeries, supporting the Centre’s commitment to the development of skilled, confident and empowered citizens.

Contributing to regeneration

The Centre has been involved in a series of careers events, targeting the regeneration of the area by working with local employers to actively increase participation from minority ethnic and older residents and communities.  

Links were formed with employers to

· Break down stereotypes pertaining to specific groups

· Promote the recruitment of local people

· Bridge gaps between the employers and the community

Links were formed with communities to

· Engage those communities in the events

· Provide positive action support (interview skills, etc

· Provide long-term career planning

Partners included Job Centre Plus, Action for Jobs, Connexions, the Regeneration, Housing and Neighbourhoods Department and training providers

The Centre has also helped address the need for skills development to match the requirements of new and expanding employers in the area. These included research skills for the Medi Park and customer care skills for the proposed Leisure Park

Learning to Learn  
The Centre is committed to supporting the development of individuals as informed and empowered citizens.  This commitment extends to its approach to the learning on offer: the Borough Lifelong Learning Service’s trademark had always been its negotiated approach to learning, starting from learners’ stated needs and aspirations, and the Neighbourhood Learning Planning approach has built on this. The content and methodology of learning is negotiated to meet learners’ needs and interests, and there is an emphasis on helping learners to build transferable skills which apply beyond the curriculum area they choose to study. Thus all programmes focus only on the curriculum area learners have chosen, but also have broader objectives around personal development, transferable skills and/or the development of community groups, groupwork skills and community cohesion.

This way of addressing learners’ needs may be characterised as ‘Learning to Learn’. Participants develop skills and confidence which they can move from one situation to another, develop an appreciation of how they learn best and understand what approaches to learning are likely to work best for them in future. A commitment to working in ways which empower learners, help them to recognise skills they already possess, and develop new transferable skills is one which is central to the commitment of all partner organisations.

Gender access and issues

There is good evidence from neighbourhood learning centres across the country that they tend to develop as being used predominantly by women or by men, effectively becoming a club for one gender. Centre staff already knew from previous work that there was under-representation of men in ACL provision, though not in HE.

In consultation with users and partners the Centre took a stand on the principle of open use, regardless of gender, as part of its policy of widening participation and making sure that all parts of the community were reached. Any organisation considering establishing a centre of its own might find a summary of the Centre’s experience useful.

This issue was raised at the Partner Forum at an early stage, and all partners made strenuous efforts to ensure participation by men, and by indigenous clients of both sexes, to avoid the Centre being seen locally as a women-only or BME community-only Centre.

The communities of Audley and Queens Park are composed substantially of indigenous working families and South Asian families, in both of which male status may be linked to traditional provider roles. In the words of one member of staff of the Centre: ‘Men in this community are used to taking the lead, but may find the roles reversed if they come into the Centre as new clients, particularly if guidance staff are female. It is quite a challenge for both male clients and female staff to find ways of working with which both can be comfortable, although the same principles – of empowerment, relevance, informed choice and appropriate support, for example – should apply irrespective of gender.’

Several factors eventually led to increasing male participation at the Centre. One arose by chance: despite requests from all sections of the community for a drop-in resource area, this was not operational for some time after the Centre opened. When the resource area opened, situated just inside the door to make simply calling in with no commitment easier, we found that male clients were attracted by the unsupervised access to facilities, the lack of formality and the availability of computers. Male clients tended to come in alone to look for jobs, read the papers or surf the net, and unlike the women who welcomed the supportive social aspects of the group learning environment, many resisted contact with Centre staff.  But even if uncertain what else the Centre might have to offer them, men appeared to feel comfortable in this area and made increasing use of it.

Opening Hours

In addition to standard daytime opening, the Centre has been able to offer some regular evening and weekend opening, as well as the special events held there.  Staff have proved most helpful in working some anti-social hours in return for an enhancement for the periods worked.

As with other facets of the Centre’s operation, the hours for which it can be open must be balanced with the available funding, but the Centre works closely with other provision in the area to ensure each complements the other, so as to maximise the available resources.  These include the Bennington and Audley Community Centres, Audley Sports Centre, the ICC, and Audley Junior and Infant Schools.  In addition, Open Learning is being explored to address difficulties with long hours and shift patterns.  While, ideally,  increased access to the Centre would be offered, funding does not yet permit that offer being made, but the cooperation with the other centres in the neighbourhood adds value and maximises resources, and means that there is a very wide availability of opportunities within easy reach of Audley and Queen’s Park itself.

Opportunities for Young People

The Centre was, of course, funded and built for the broad use of age 19-plus adult learners.  It has attracted users across a range of ages: people of working age are in the majority, and interview respondents have been positive about groups like the Queens Park & Audley Supporters’ Group, which concentrates its efforts on older members of the community, and has been successful in responding to older resident’s needs at the Centre. The needs of under-fives in the community are well catered for by the Children’s Centre.

Young people between 5 and 16 have, however, made good use of the Centre. Open events are advertised as being for all ages, and are well attended by children and young people: at the formal Centre opening event, for example, local young people turned out in force. The Study Support Centre is popular amongst children in the top two years of primary school, though demand exceeds the 30 places on offer. Young people make use of the drop-in resource centre, visit Connexions workers based at the Centre and attend other events and activities. Partnerships are being developed with the Leisure Campus and local schools delivering as Extended Schools, which offer substantial facilities and opportunities for young people, which will mean that the Centre can be a contact point for the community, to promote even greater access to this provision for young people. 

Privacy and Openness

Several residents and staff mentioned issues of confidentiality in interviews. Some perceived the integrated approach between partners, with services working as one team and operating substantially from an open-access hot-desking area, as presenting some risk to confidentiality, both on the part of the advisers and in the setting of the open-access area.  There was some reluctance to access a service through the open-access area, in the belief that ‘everyone will know my business’ – a real concern on sensitive matters in a very close-knit community like this. Some residents went so far as to suggest that if they had a confidential matter to discuss – if they required debt counselling, for example - they would prefer to travel on the bus into town and back to access the CAB service somewhere where no-one knew them, rather than risk running into a neighbour at the NLC. 

Such choices are the right of the individuals concerned, and the priority is that there are services that they can access, even if they choose to travel to do so.  The Centre’s approach is that what providers should do is to:

· continue to stress the confidentiality of all their services, even given the teamwork approach evident in other parts of their work

· ensure that private interview rooms are always available for agencies

· make a confidential appointments service available, so a nervous or embarrassed resident can book a slot in advance and go straight to an allocated interview room, without having to speak to the service provider or other Centre users in any of the open areas beforehand. 

Reception staff at the Centre were praised by many residents and partners interviewed for their approach. They do an excellent job in helping clients, and deal sensitively with delicate issues. The friendly reassurance they offer is particularly important in encouraging nervous or new clients to access services. Training and support should always be offered to these staff and to new staff in future, to ensure that appropriate and sensitive front-line help is always available to Centre users.  

Community Cohesion

	‘There is work to be done, not necessarily by the NLC itself, to create interaction between communities and prevent anyone from being crowded out… We need a strategic emphasis on how the NLC can contribute to this happening, as it’s in an ideal situation to bring communities together.’

                                                             Neighbourhood Co-ordinator


The development of cohesive, harmonious communities challenges the whole of the UK.  The challenge is particularly acute in the disadvantaged, racially mixed communities in the North of England, where there has been civil unrest in recent years. Facilities like the NLC, based in the mixed community of Audley and Queens Park, have a part to play in bringing communities together, in being open and welcoming to all, and in ensuring that difficult issues which may create barriers between communities are explored and addressed in supportive surroundings.  The use of the Centre appropriately reflects the mix in the local community, and it makes an effective contribution to the constructive interaction of people in the communities which it serves.  

Reaching Out
The centre is, of course, located in the heart of the community it serves. The identified desire for learning, self-improvement and a place for sharing experience and aspirations was always bound to ensure that people would come to the centre and take advantage of its offer.  But that aside, the centre has developed a tremendous reach into the community, both in terms of increasing the numbers involved in learning and achieving and, equally important, in terms of the effect and impact it has had on developing that community.

The first event held to widen participation in Audley and Queen’s Park took place three years ago.  A member of the community – catching the essence of marketing and outreach - stood up and said,


“I’m not hard to reach.  I’m here 365 days a year.  You’ve only just come today.”

The statistics for its use and achievements demonstrate that a huge number of people attend the Centre, regularly and repeatedly. A Centre like this relies on ideas from clients and the community to inform its programme, and on their attendance to ensure the programme’s success, so a wide range of engagement tactics have been adopted – open events with flyers distributed widely across the community, taster sessions, learning and community champions, ‘bring-a-friend’ activities, recruitment fairs and, more recently, a Centre newsletter now delivered to all local households, featuring a Centre timetable, activities, news and case studies of successful learners. Further initiatives will follow in response to comments received. 

Using existing Centre clients to spread the word about the Centre – as happened with the mentors recruited for the 500th Learner event, for example – was cited as a successful way in which the Centre was bringing in new and nervous clients.


Community ownership of the Neighbourhood Learning Centre

The Centre continues to ensure that users are consulted and involved in all aspects of the programme: the Centre is in process of engaging users to act as Learning Champions in the area, becoming ambassadors for learning and the promotion of the Centre. Training in leadership skills and Skills for Life awareness raising are being offered to the Learning Champions.  The ‘500th Learner’ event was planned with the help of a group of volunteers who became mentors, each of them seeking out 15-20 people in the community who would be willing to attend the event and express their views on what they felt should be happening at the Centre.

On the day, training sessions on confidence building and self esteem were available along with individual and group IAG sessions, and open sessions on future goals for individuals and the Centre were also run. On the basis of feedback from these sessions the new provision for the development of Learning Champions was set up.

Centre staff see the regular pattern of consultation, provision and feedback, along with developments such as the Learning Champions scheme, as signifying the direction in which the Centre will continue to develop, with local residents gradually taking more active roles in the process and taking increasing ownership of the Centre and its provision. The Centre Manager is clear on this:

‘We need to make sure the community gets ownership of the building. We already have several staff from the immediate neighbourhood, and in another 10-15 years the Centre will be being run entirely by people from this community. We need to ensure that in the meanwhile we provide training opportunities and a voice for local people to make sure this happens.’

	Chapter 4: Evaluating the Centre’s Impact




Evaluation methods

This evaluation of the impact of the Centre has been conducted through:

· collating feedback and comments received from residents, partners and interested parties throughout the Centre’s life 

· discussions with user groups in preparation for and at the 500th Learner event

· one-to-one interviews with 26 local residents, 6 Centre staff, 5 senior officers and one elected member of the Local Authority, and 10 key personnel from partner agencies, completed during November and December 2004. 

The Statistics

After only six months open, the centre held a ‘Five Hundredth Learner’ celebration event, recognising the 500th adult who had signed up for learning activities. In addition to these learners, many more people had come into the Centre during its first year to join in community events, recruitment fairs, interview sessions or taster days, to consult the various partner agencies operating from the Centre or to use the drop-in facilities.

By December 2004, the statistics of achievement at the Centre showed that

· 1,700 Information, Advice and Guidance sessions had been delivered

· 450 residents had secured employment

· 3,851 users had benefited through the provision of learning support

· 1765 users had completed courses

· All users were recorded on the credit framework, working towards a qualification

· 587 users had achieved qualifications

· 50 residents were participating in the Neighbourhood Learning Planning process

Delivery has been effected by a consortium of partners.  The role of the Centre is one of leadership, leading local partnerships and the community to meet local needs and priorities and provides a physical focal point for people to come together. The Centre supports the community, developing social capital and social cohesion, and developing greater community engagement in reaching decisions. The clear challenge is the development of Skills for Life, and recognising the aspirations of our citizens they devised and offered projects and courses that meet learners’ needs.

The Centre’s contribution to the Community Plan

A key measure of assessing the Centre’s impact on the community is by considering the contribution it has made to the Priority Areas of the Blackburn with Darwen Local Strategic Partnership Community Plan. The Community Plan identifies seven Priority Areas for action in order to achieve the Borough’s vision. The Vision states


Priority 1: Reducing crime and improving community safety

Lancashire Constabulary have worked in collaboration with the Centre and hold surgeries on the premises. This openness and high-profile presence at the heart of the community builds trust with its citizens, provides familiarity with individual officers who are known and recognised, and contributes to the reduction of crimes against our citizens. We have also promoted the community warden scheme, and have worked with organisations including THOMAS to deal with drug problems.


Through various events and sessions we have improved safety, reduced 
crime within the local community. We have also hosted various
successful recruitment events and seminars enabling members of our
diverse communities to consider and secure opportunities within the
Force. These events have contributed to improved representation of our
own workforce.



Priority 2: Improving the local economy

The Centre has made a substantial contribution in this area, as the Workforce Development Service has focussed on developing skills for life and skills for jobs.  The Centre has been involved in preparing members of the local community, faced with recognised educational and cultural disadvantages, with the skills necessary to secure and perform modern, worthwhile jobs, and to bring a wide range of respected, often national employers into the community to inform, recruit and train. In addition the Centre has worked with SME’s and with members of the LSP Economic Development Forum in the partner forum, enabling the revival and regeneration of the local economy, and reflecting the general economic regeneration in the area. 


Priority 3: Building stronger and more involved communities and
Priority 4: Enhancing cultural harmony
The Centre continues to make a substantial contribution to the development of its own neighbourhood community, and of the community of Blackburn with Darwen as a whole. It is wholly committed to working towards community cohesion and social inclusion.

At the heart of the project are the voice and the priorities of the community, and they have been listened to with care from the outset. They have been given the responsibility of managing the project, and of developing its vision so that it meets the needs of our citizens.

Further, the issue of gender difference and distinctive use of the Centre has been addressed on the basis that it would all be open for all.  Discussions have addressed what is termed Islamophobia, bringing our diverse community together in understanding.  The Centre has allowed people who would never normally come out of the house to participate in events and in learning.

The community has also gained through the introduction of the Cohesion Toolkit, produced for the community by the Workforce Development Service. This is typical of the determination to build cultural awareness and diversity awareness into all of the Centre’s projects, developing a thoughtful and reflective workforce.  The agenda developed here is one in which the people, the businesses and the community are involved in running the Centre, there are community champions to work with people, and cohesion and inclusion are built through the networks, and through community enterprise work. We have already made substantial contributions towards these two priorities

Priority 5: Improving health and social well-being

In practical terms the Centre has hosted health clinics, blood clinics, health visitors and the health elements of the work of the Children’s Centre.  The Centre has worked with local doctors, and health representatives are involved with the partner forum.  Research has demonstrated that involvement in learning can positively affect health.

We have also worked with local surgeries to promote health issues. Diabetes awareness, for instance is a prominent issue within the ethnic minority community, and has been addressed regularly at the Centre. People are actively supported in taking an interest in their health and well-being, and the Centre is committed to providing a wide range of relevant services on site.


Priority 6: Improving and promoting learning opportunities and achievements to give children the best chances in life 

The Centre’s achievement has been based on the determination to establish a partnership to develop a learning community and a learning agenda to improve the learning provision within the area.  The Centre has been able to offer people learning in their own neighbourhood.  For adults, NVQs and HNDs and a wide range of other qualifications have been delivered (can we give numbers?) For children, the Centre has worked with the Integrated Children’s Centres and has established the Study Support Centre. It has run courses on parenting skills for mothers and fathers while their children use the creche facilities. The Centre has actually been the focus for coordinating learning in that area.


Priority 7: Improving neighbourhood and environment

The Centre has the neighbourhood coordinator for Environment Forum on board in the partnership. The Centre building itself is, simply, a fabulous facility on what was a derelict piece of land: £2 million has been invested in rescuing that land for the community, building the centres and investing in play facilities for the community’s children.

The other aspect of the Centre’s contribution to improving the neighbourhood and the environment lies in the development of the community’s leadership and regeneration skills, enabling them to maintain a sustainable and prosperous community. 


Responses to the ‘NLC Approach’

The Centre has, from the outset, demonstrated a high quality of customer service. One of the standards is that everyone who comes in to access a service should be asked how they are, and whether they would like a cup of tea or coffee.

Every respondent who had any dealings with the Centre noted that there is a warm, positive, welcoming, ‘can-do’ approach which characterises the Centre’s staff team, including both Borough staff and those from partner agencies. This was felt by residents and agencies alike to have been a key factor in making the Centre’s first year so successful. ‘I couldn’t have asked for better support: nothing was too much trouble’, said one partner, in a comment echoed by many others, while representatives of the large retail companies with which the Centre worked expressed their high levels of satisfaction with the levels of service they received. The Children’s Centre manager said, ‘The accessibility of the Centre has encouraged people to come in, and once they’re inside, the friendliness and positive approach are crucial’. Residents commented on feeling welcome, being made to feel at home, knowing they could ask for any information and receive help and support. Several partners described the Centre staff as excellent role models,  demonstrating the open, positive, enthusiastic approach which they hope will ensure the future success of themselves, of the Centre’s clients, and of its Partners.

	‘I believe this Centre has achieved what it has because it’s been steered by a team that is passionate about what it delivers. It’s rare to get a team of people who will deliver with this level of enthusiasm and commitment… I’m a resident as well as an employee and I have a strong personal commitment to this, but that’s shared by the whole team. In a Centre like this, everyone has to be creative and innovative: some of our biggest achievements have cost very little in financial terms, but have happened as a result of someone’s good idea and willingness to take it forward. The team have also had to be quick learners! Most of us had little experience of integrated Centres, Early Years provision, moving two phases into one campus, but we’ve learned as we’ve gone along, and it’s developed us all as individuals, as well 

as shaping what the Centre has to offer…’                                         

Centre Manager                                                                      



	Chapter 5: Securing the Future




Multi-Agency Working

All of the learning centres in Blackburn with Darwen have common and similar aims, and a strategy for their achievement.  And each also has its own characteristics, reflective of the needs and aspirations of its community, of its environment, and of the vision that community has for the use of its learning opportunities.

The early success of the Audley and Queens Park Integrated Children’s Centre came about, as indicated in its citation for the Guardian Award, through the way it brings services together, developing a commissioning model:

‘The mix of work, training and childcare is just one combination of the impressive range of services available on a single site at Audley and Queens Park. The judges called this project “a clear winner, demonstrating joined up government at its best, linking 12 different agencies to improve services…”’ (Guardian, 24.11.04)

The Centre has the leadership role in this multi-disciplinary approach, and the whole integrated provision appears greater than the simple sum of its component parts because of the success of the partnerships at work. As multi-disciplinary teams addressing local needs become established in Blackburn with Darwen, more Centres can be expected to develop in this way, and the Centre is in a strong position to serve as an exemplar for future developments.  Staff and partners operating from the two co-located Centres hope that in future the whole will operate entirely as one Centre, continuing to develop, and shaping integrated services to meet the needs of citizens.

Developing a sustainable model for the Centre

The question of financial sustainability has already been considered by the NLC Partners’ Forum for the Neighbourhood Learning Centre, and by the Council.  They recognise that hard decisions will have to be made around future funding in order to ensure sustainability, and that the current service commissioning approach will need to be further refined as existing funding comes to an end: partners will need to commit to pooling resources in different ways.  It is recognised that a difficult balance may have to be struck between availability of provision and economic viability, but, there are specific sustainable models which should be considered. The Centre could obtain trust status, with a neighbourhood trust taking over its management and being able to bid into a range of community funds, the partners could each put money into its administrative costs, or a combination of these approaches could be considered.

Whatever funding method prevails, the long term agenda should be to see the community running the Centre.  There is a massive network of volunteers that increasingly sees the Centre as its own, and will be willing to contribute to taking on this responsibility.

Working with Business

Identifying the curriculum content that will best meet the needs of business is a key task for workforce development in general, and for a Learning Centre in an area of low skills and high unemployment in particular.

In the immediate future there is a series of opportunities open to us as new business moves into the Borough and existing business develops.  Three major projects alone require extensive planning and skills development.  These are

· the new retail park

· what has been the area’s only ice skating rink, for which plans have now been drawn up to expand leisure facilities to include a 12 screen cinema, restaurants and other leisure facilities

· a MediPark, building on the area’s importance as home to a large hospital and close to the base for the Primary Care Trust, is also proposed. This is likely further to increase job opportunities for residents, particularly those who have higher level qualifications or are willing to acquire them

In addition, the Housing Management Renewal Pathfinder will continue to offer expanding opportunities for work in construction, repair and housing maintenance, as well as in related fields such as architecture, planning and in companies which form part of the construction supply chain. Ongoing training, learning from the experience of the BME Construction Project, may be offered to local residents through the Centre, and links established with relevant vocational programmes elsewhere in the Borough.

Excellent relationships with major employers including B & Q, Comet, Asda and Powergen have already resulted in major recruitment exercises being conducted at the Centre, and in substantial numbers of persons from  disadvantaged groups receiving guidance and support that has led to them securing employment.  It is vital that the Centre and its partners continue to build on these relationships by delivering the appropriate skills and personal development training, ensuring that the workforce meets the skills needs of business, and has the application and presentation skills to succeed in the recruitment process.

Neighbourhood Management

Across the Borough, the delivery of services to residents is increasingly coherent. A system of Neighbourhood Co-ordinators has been in place in Blackburn with Darwen since early 2003, following the Local Strategic Partnership’s recognition of the fact that partners often worked well together strategically but that this was not always reflected at neighbourhood level. The Co-ordinators advise the Council, involve communities in solving issues for themselves and work with other agencies to resolve local issues. As with the NLC, they call on the community to pool resources and harness these for the benefit of neighbourhoods, as they have no direct resourcing of their own. Again, as with the NLC, it is hoped that by encouraging partners and communities to share resources, a sustainable model for the future can be developed. As communities and neighbourhoods come to manage their own resources and fulfil their own aspirations, the NLC’s are likely to take a leading role in developing cohesive, cooperative and productive neighbourhoods within the Borough.

Another factor likely to work to the Centre’s advantage is in the recent announcement that the Audley and Queens Park area is to be part of the New East Blackburn Neighbourhood Management Pathfinder area.  The Neighbourhood Manager Pathfinder will link with the major investment coming into the area through the Housing Market Renewal programme, and will encourage residents to identify their three key priorities each year, to be addressed in joined-up ways by all the agencies represented in the area.

Learning Communities

Centres like the NLC have to be at the centre of any strategy for developing learning communities. Thus, the Centre is part of a recent government initiative, the Learning Communities programme. This DfES-sponsored programme grew out of the Government’s 2003 Skills Strategy publication, 21st Century Skills, following which Ivan Lewis, Minister for Lifelong Learning announced the creation of 26 ‘Testbed’ Learning Communities areas which would test out different ways of working to ensure that learning is at the heart of action to tackle disadvantage.

Blackburn with Darwen is part of Phase 1 of this development, which began in April 2004. Blackburn with Darwen’s strategy builds on existing work going on through Neighbourhood Learning Planning and the development of negotiated lifelong learning curricula to embed learning in community regeneration practice. The proposal from Blackburn with Darwen LEA related to two main strands:
1. the development of networks and greater profile for those citizens involved in devoting their time in a voluntary capacity to developing learning - NLP groups, youth forums, school governing bodies, Sure Start volunteers, etc, and making greater links with engagement generally across communities.
2. the idea of raising aspirations by promoting learning across the age groups to create a critical mass of people who believe learning is important. This is heavily linked to marketing, and to promoting learning and the idea of learning, as well as to a set of proposals to the LSP Learning Executive group.
	‘There are still too many people in England who are socially excluded, who have low or no qualifications, living in disadvantaged communities, and whose expectations for life are low. Testbed learning communities are trying out new approaches to tackling these problems through learning that builds on what people need rather than what is available. Models of learning communities have been around for a while. There is already much happening on the ground to raise skill levels, but there is too much piecemeal activity. Much of the funding that is going into deprived communities needs to be used in a more co-ordinated way to make a bigger impact. Testbeds will draw upon resources that are already available in all communities – skills, knowledge, buildings (for example, schools, colleges and libraries), and government funding, - to support the development of individuals and their communities. Local employers are important and we want to involve them when we can.’ 

DfES: Launch of Learning Communities Testbeds, 2004



The Testbed developments, intended to draw on resources and facilities already available in communities, form part of the more joined-up approach to learning now developing as part of the regeneration of disadvantaged communities. It may be that in future all neighbourhoods will have Neighbourhood Learning Centres and Integrated Children’s Centres, as described in this book, operating as local hubs for a network of centres encompassing Extended Schools, City Learning Centres, community and leisure centres, Libraries, Museums and arts facilities, all developing relevant, embedded learning opportunities in consultation with each other and, of course, with local communities.

Interview responses  


Respondents to one to one interviews conducted in preparation of this book were asked if they believed Audley and Queens Park is a Learning Community. The responses were both interesting and inspiring. Most people, both residents and agencies working from the Centre, felt very positively about the area as a Learning Community: residents and partners alike commented on the huge enthusiasm for learning locally, much of it fostered by the establishment of the Centre. ‘Many people haven’t had the opportunities before,’ commented one partner, ‘But now they’ve seen it, they’ve liked it and they want more of it!’ ‘If I was a resident, I’d feel this was a Learning Community,’ responded a member of the Job Centre Plus national sales team. ‘I’ve worked in many other communities on recruitment and training initiatives and previously as a Youth & Community Worker, and this community does have a real learning emphasis. I really like the setup in this Centre, which offers resources and support in visible and non-threatening ways, easy and comfortable to access.’  Other views were that

At one time I would not have known what a neighbourhood community
is. Our community doesn't just use the NLC we are involved with it, we
are part of it and its part of us. We are all involved in activities,
we choose what goes on, we share our ideas and they are listened too.
This for us is a fine example of a neighbourhood community, isn't it?!

Resident
‘It’s certainly a Learning Community. I’ve lived here all my life and I know how keen most people in the community are to learn. They asked for this Centre and they’re determined to make good use of it…’                                                 Elected representative
‘We’ve had excellent takeup from this community: people here are aware of and interested in the full range of opportunities…’                                    Training provider
‘I’ve worked in this community for nearly 30 years and it’s grown up around me… The community now sees that there are opportunities for learning and training right here, and now there are child care facilities it’s practical for them to access…Nearly 400 families have accessed our library even though it’s only been open for three months… The community wanted these facilities and now they’re starting to see the benefits…’                                                                           Children’s Centre Manager
‘We have our own community, its not white, it not Asian, its everyone
in Audley & Queen's Park living and learning together. We recognise
learning is part of everything we do. As we learn we create a better
future for our neighbourhood. we come together and look at our
environment, we look at how we can improve life for us and our children.
This is what our NLC is helping us to do.’

Resident

‘The learning is in its infancy…much of the learning people do at present is leisure and social learning, but for many people there’s an economic edge, which the Centre is starting to build on to develop enterprise. There’s certainly a massive interest in learning, an enthusiasm for learning…The potential is higher than in many other communities, because people here really value learning.’ 

Guidance Worker

‘It’s getting to be a Learning Community. I live in the community and I’ve seen a real change in the uptake of provision, plus the community starting to define what they want and voicing it…’

Action for Jobs Manager

‘I work with women, and they’re up and coming as a Learning Community: they’ve had enough of being left behind, and everybody wants to move on now!’

Connecting Communities Project Worker

‘Yes, it’s a Learning Community: the community itself wants to progress, it has great aspirations for the future and recognises learning as the number one route to these. Many parents in the area are aware of the significance of education as a route through; the previous generation saw manufacturing as the only way of earning a living, but now people are realising that they need to invest in their children and themselves. This area now has above average numbers of young people staying on in education…. We need to think in the longer term…’   

Neighbourhood Co-ordinator

‘Some people come in as soon as we’re open and we have to chase them out when the Centre closes! Lots of residents are heavily into learning and want as much as we can offer. I’d say this is definitely a Learning Community.’          Centre Caretaker

Sustainable Communities

In 2003, the Review Group on Skills for Sustainable Communities, chaired by Sir John Egan, reported to the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister. It had been investigating what skills were needed to develop sustainable communities, starting initially with skills relating to the built environment, but broadening its focus to include a much wider range of skills. The Review Group defined ‘sustainable community’ thus: 

‘Sustainable communities meet the diverse needs of existing and future residents, their children and other users, contribute to a high quality of life and provide opportunity and choice. They achieve this in ways that make effective use of natural resources, enhance the environment, promote social cohesion and inclusion and strengthen economic prosperity.’

This definition closely reflects the aspirations for local communities expressed by the Blackburn with Darwen Local Strategic Partnership in its 2002 Community Plan. The Neighbourhood Learning Centre and other Centres of this kind have a key role to play in the development of sustainable communities. We have seen how, through helping individuals access the broadest possible range of advice services, the Centre contributes to the development of strong, self-confident citizens. Through its work with a range of community groups, the Centre supports the development of community leaders, and through its work to develop accountability and governance arrangements, creates the potential to build on what is already happening. At the same time, through its constant efforts to develop the curriculum around the needs of the community, through identifying and developing champions and mentors, and through its commitment to the Growing Our Own policy for staffing the Centre, the NLC is helping such leaders and potential leaders develop the skills and obtain the experience they need for leadership. Finally, through its efforts to support the achievements and aspirations of the area’s young people, the Centre is contributing to the development of a truly sustainable community for the future.

One respondent, when interviewed, raised an interesting issue in relation to community sustainability. He pointed out that the communities of Audley and Queens Park, despite being technically ‘disadvantaged’, already have a great deal to celebrate. These communities are close-knit and supportive, with extensive kinship and friendship networks which prevent isolation and ensure older people, children and people in need are well looked after. Although most families do not have large disposable incomes they live cheaply, in affordable housing, with local shops offering good-quality fresh produce at reasonable prices. Many people work very locally, so can walk to work or share lifts with workmates.

Particularly within the Asian heritage community, the traditions of home cooking and sewing are still very much alive, enabling families to eat and dress well for a modest outlay. This way of life can be a model for a sustainable community, but it is one that may limit individuals in their choices. Those community members, primarily women, who care for children or older people, or are responsible for the practicalities of feeding or clothing the family, may miss out on taking the opportunities available to them. People with no access to transport may be denied the chance of better-paid or more interesting work at the other side of town. People living in poor-quality housing or working very long hours for low pay may suffer health problems now or in later life. The role of the NLC, and of all agencies involved in community development, is to ensure that all residents have opportunities to fulfil their aspirations as individuals and as part of their community.

Rewarding involvement

Some concern has been expressed that, by asking residents to play a sustained voluntary, but often crucial, role in the Centre’s planning or functioning, advantage may be taken of them. It has been perceived that  asking residents in disadvantaged areas to commit substantial amounts of time, without payment, to help the paid officers of the Council and other statutory agencies improve their services could have a downside.

In general, there appears to be no actual problem. Residents stand to benefit from their involvement, both in developing their own skills and confidence and, hopefully, in seeing positive changes happening in their communities: Blackburn with Darwen has examples of individuals and groups who have changed their lives through their involvement in this process, and experience in the voluntary area is valuable both in seeking employment and in being fulfilled as an individual and a citizen.

Were it possible, a scheme of remuneration or, perhaps, credit for Centre services could be adopted. There are somewhat similar schemes in operation. Blackburn with Darwen runs Intermediate Labour Market schemes in which residents are offered work and training opportunities through Council-owned companies working in the community, and there could be scope to develop this type of activity in Audley and Queens Park. The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister is currently trying out Resident Consultancy pilots in several Neighbourhood Renewal areas across the country: Blackburn with Darwen is not currently involved, but could build on the good practice being developed.

	Consulting residents

At the heart of the government's current thinking for neighbourhood renewal is the principle that local people know best what the priorities and needs of their own neighbourhoods are and that they must have the opportunity and the tools to participate in its regeneration… We are working with the Department for Education and Skills and the Home Office Active Community Unit to test out how residents can share their experience and expertise in neighbourhood renewal. This project examines how residents themselves can offer their knowledge to others. We have also been looking into the concept of resident consultancy more generally. Early research findings:

· suggest that residents with experience of effective regeneration and neighbourhood renewal have a valuable role to play in inspiring other residents- and service providers - about what can be achieved.

· suggest that more participative, local approaches which involve people in research and consultation can produce high quality results.

· explore how community initiatives or voluntary organisations undertaking residents consultancy services could develop as organisations trade in the market and contribute to job creation and employment.

Neighbourhood Renewal Unit Website


Community Cohesion
	‘We believe that there is an urgent need to promote community cohesion, based upon a greater knowledge of, contact between, and respect for, the various cultures that now make Great Britain such a rich and diverse nation. It is also essential to establish a greater sense of citizenship, based on common principles which are shared and observed by all sections of the community… Area based regeneration initiatives clearly have a role to play, but in many cases they again reinforced the separation of communities and we saw few attempts to tackle problems on a thematic basis, which would have served to unite different groups. The development of cross-cultural contact and the promotion of community cohesion was not valued as an end in itself.’ 

The Cantle Report


The Cantle Report was published at the start of 2003, following a full-scale enquiry into the disturbances in English towns and cities involving large numbers of people from different cultural backgrounds during the spring and early summer of 2001, which resulted in widespread destruction and attacks on the police. The Report aimed to reflect the views of local residents and community leaders in the affected towns and in other parts of England on the issues which need to be addressed to bring about social cohesion, and to identify good practice in the handling of these issues at local level. While the enquiry was under way, the political far right capitalised on the disturbances in Northern towns such as Burnley and Oldham to field candidates in local elections across the North of England, and by 2003 Blackburn found itself in the position of having elected members of the Borough Council representing extreme right-wing political groups.

In January 2004 the Blackburn with Darwen Local Strategic Partnership launched its ‘Belonging to Blackburn with Darwen’ Charter, setting out the Partnership’s commitment to developing a richly diverse, cohesive and harmonious community in which every individual is valued. Learning is central to the success and effectiveness of the Charter. This may be formal learning, in which adults and young people can develop an understanding of their history, their culture, and the similarities they share with people of other cultures, religions and backgrounds as well as the differences between them.

Often, however, informal ways of learning are more effective in addressing sensitive issues of this kind: taking the opportunity to chat with someone of a different age-group or background in the drop-in resource centre at the NLC, to share a grumble about teething babies over a cup of tea in the Community Café at the Children’s Centre, or to share a nervous moment over interview preparation at a local firm’s recruitment fair. It is experiences like these which show people how the issues which can fragment communities are usually much less significant than those which all sections of the community share.

At the Centre, there have been days for local residents to sign up to the ‘Belonging to Blackburn with Darwen’ Charter’.  There are plans in hand for Audley and Queen’s Park Citizenship Awards, for a local Newsletter, for Street websites, and for working with the BBC in its multi-media Storytelling project, all developing understanding and pride around the neighbourhood and the community.

By offering formal learning opportunities alongside a wealth of informal ones, and by ensuring they remain responsive to all sections of the community, Neighbourhood Learning Centres such as that at Queens Park and Audley are in a strong position to lead on community cohesion and community leadership. By doing so they take a lead role in helping to develop a vision of the future for Blackburn and Darwen in which racism, ignorance, fear and violence are gone, diversity is celebrated and communities live in harmony to the benefit of all.
	BELONGING TO BLACKBURN WITH DARWEN

"We all belong and have signed a charter to prove it!" That was the message from the Blackburn with Darwen Strategic Partnership (LSP), when they launched a new campaign to promote community cohesion and social inclusion across Blackburn and Darwen.

The charter is at the heart of the campaign and all organisations that make up the LSP - the public and health sectors, businesses and the voluntary sector - are all being asked to show their support for its principles.

A short version of the charter, prepared by the basic skills unit at Blackburn College, reads: We the people of Blackburn with Darwen:

· intend to live together in harmony, being aware of what we have in common and what brings us together

· celebrate our history; differences in cultures and faiths and the wide range of people who live here

· recognise that everyone has equal rights and value everyone who visits, lives or works here

· will reject racism, prejudice and violence.

The campaign, funded by Government Office North West, has the theme of many people of different ages, cultures, backgrounds, men and women, whether disabled or not, all contributing in significant ways to the quality of life in Blackburn and Darwen.

Under the heading "Many lives….many faces…all belonging to Blackburn with Darwen",    photographs of local people who have contributed to the community will feature on posters across the Borough, including on the rear of buses, promoting the 'Belonging' campaign.

Blackburn with Darwen LSP Press Release, January 2004
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	Useful Websites




Blackburn with Darwen Borough Council: www.blackburn.gov.uk
BlackburnWorld Site: www.blackburnworld.com
Campaign for Learning: www.campaignforlearning.org.uk
DfES Learning Communities Site: www.dfes.gov.uk/learningcommunities
Neighbourhood Renewal Unit: www.neighbourhoodrenewal.gov.uk
Office of the Deputy Prime Minister: www.odpm.gov.uk
I have been involved in a lot of community work and usually I am asked�to assist with events. The community consultation was different though.�We were invited to the NLC as learning champions and were involved in�the planning of the event and the co-ordination of community citizen�participation. It has been a great experience, strengthen ownership of�our community and its neighbourhood. 


Resident





I really hope this centre will deliver what our community wants by�asking it first rather than thinking or assuming what we want. I have�got this feel today, it feels good to be asked what would you like to�see happening here? My learning wishes include ICT and literacy and�numeracy.


Resident





For the past few years I had been at home caring for children. I joined�the NLP group and for the first time in my life got involved with other�residents and officers. It was very new and sometimes nerve wracking.�However the staff supported me. I have developed my learning,�experience and skills which has helped me to secure not one but two jobs�with different employers. I am on top of the world and feel very�valued. By working I am proving to myself, my children and my�neighbourhood that anyone can do it with a little help from our NLC's. I�now have a desire to continue to learn. I really do believe it is never�too late!


Resident�





THE VISION





The vision for our Borough is a place to be proud to live in, work in and which is great to visit – a place where there is work for all who seek it, where all our people can take full advantage of learning opportunities and can expect a healthy lifestyle, free from poverty and pollution. 





A place where public transport links our homes to thriving town centres and a full range of sports, leisure and cultural facilities, and everyone has access to the new communication technologies.  





A place where every citizen feels involved in his or her local community and our diverse cultural groups live in harmony and work together for the common good of all.  A future like this that can be sustained because the fundamental changes have been made to keep the place healthy, vibrant and popular. 





These long-term aspirations are the background to all that we do through the Partnership. They set out a clear direction. They define the long term priorities of all those with a stake in the Borough, and address the major concerns for the future.








Lancashire Constabulary has worked in collaboration with the Neighbourhood Learning Centre. Through various events and sessions we have improved safety, reduced crime within the local community.  We have also hosted various successful recruitment events and seminars enabling members of our diverse communities to consider and secure opportunities within the Force.  These events have contributed to improved representation of our own workforce


Lancashire Constabulary 





The campus approach is great. We complement the delivery of a vast�amount of services which have never been delivered together under one�roof. Assisting our residents to seek employment, training and learning�goes hand in hand with the child care and other care services offered by�Surestart and the Children's Centre. This joined up working is a�fantastic example of how we can pool resources share skills and�experiences and work together towards the ultimate goal; enhancement of�our neighbourhoods through involvement, choice and ownership.


Sure Start, Integrated Children's Centre





Learning communities was not a concept I could relate to until I began�to use the NLC. Over the last few months I have been informed of�activities not only in the centre but within my community. I was not�really involved with the community in general, however through the NLC I�have gotten to know people I would not have otherwise met. ��I was really worried about securing appropriate employment, however by�using the resources offered here fully I have been successful. I am so�thankful. I will definitely stay in touch!�


Resident�





I have lived in this area for many years and feel very fortunate to have�the NLC at our doorstep. I use both the NLC and ICC. My involvement with�the NLP has allowed me to tackle issues at the heart of our community�from thrash the trash to arranging outings and courses for residents.�To know my child is being cared for at the highest level allows me to�concentrate on my own future, attend courses, get involved with Boards�as community rep etc without any concern or regret. My older child�attends the homeworking club at the Centre. As a family we all use and�relate to the campus. My husband loves the cafe and its food!


Resident





I too have much more of an understanding of learning communities and feel more strongly than ever that we do live within one here. All these services under one roof are great and the convenience of being able to�access anything from advice on benefits, childcare, jobs etc means citizens will have the motivation and support continue to develop�themselves. I can see myself continuing to develop this ethos in my line�of work. I welcome the network I have established and look forward to�complimenting this both personally and professionally through my work at�Queen’s Park Hospital. 


Resident �





The work between B&Q, ourselves and the NLC is exemplary.  Hamid’s excellent management skills enabled his team to forge strong relationships with Job Centre Plus and B&Q.  





Hamid put together a clear imaginative strategy that cohered well with all our needs.  B&Q had vacancies they wanted to fill.  Our team had clients we wanted to place while the NLC’s offering of resources (staff, building and finances) assisted our huge success.  





He ensured value for money, and the example has made a difference to the way we as sectors, and indeed partners, work with each other.





Field Account Manager, Job Centre Plus





We kept a close watch on this new building in our area – the Neighbourhood Learning Centre.  As residents we were really impressed with not one or two but the many sessions that were held as part of the community consultation which gave us the opportunity to meet and speak to Hamid directly.  We strongly feel his leadership has been the driving force behind the Centre’s success.  He and his team ensure they plan with us not for us.  As residents we take comfort in the fact that management have such a strong link with us.  The Centre feels more like ours than theirs, and that’s how it should be, right?


 	


Audley and Queen’s Park resident/Centre user








We have an extremely successful working relationship with the NLC. The�PCT's BME Health and Social Group meet regularly. The aim of the group�is to work towards improving living stands of our communities with�resident involvement and leadership. Our partnership with the NLC has�ensured a wide representation of residents throughout Blackburn with�Darwen. We are particularly pleased with the support the NLC has been�able to offer our BME hard of hearing residents.�


Shakil Salaam: Bangor Health Resource Centre, PCT��





The Study Support Team has been an integral part of the services we�offer. Raising the attainment levels of our children, particularly those�of Asian heritage is a clear target. By offering learning�opportunities to parents and home working support to children, both at�the same time, we are progressing towards achieving higher standards�within our community over a longer, more sustainable time.





Jamilah Shah





My community is a learning community and the NLC is an important part�of it. Before coming to the NLC I didn't even know my neighbour. I�decided to go to a meeting and met her there. We began chatting about�the rubbish and about some nuisance in the area. I have gone on to�complete some courses, get a job and still be involved with the thrash�the trash campaign. �


Resident
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