Benchmarking Lead’s volunteer training against SCQF (Scottish Credit Qualification Framework)
Potential advantages of benchmarking Lead’s training

· empowering volunteers as learners – helping them to understand the mechanics of the framework, the value of their learning and possible progression routes 

· more meaningful to volunteers - to enable a volunteer to more meaningfully add their experience to their CV (one third of current volunteers are looking for experience for their CV)

· more meaningful to external funders - whether we are seeking grant or consultancy funding, it may help us compete other volunteer involving organisations for funding 

· informative - to enable a volunteer to realise what level the training is pitched at to make an informed choice when choosing particular volunteer training opportunities

· compete for volunteers - it might help us recruit, and retain volunteers who are keen to learn and develop by promoting this benefit 

Potential disadvantages of this development

· alienating volunteers - it may be most helpful for volunteers seeking employment, further learning or further volunteering, however I don’t want to alienate volunteers who do not have those motivations

· time consuming - it takes staff time to benchmark the training and check that volunteers have met the level.  However SCQF have helpful, clear guidance which eases this process

· limited value -  because is notionally benchmarked, not actually level and credit rated – however responses from agencies/volunteers indicated that it may still be helpful and give more credibility to the training 

· confusing - I can’t assume that people and agencies have a working knowledge of the SCQF. Over half of the online responses from volunteers indicated that they had not heard of the SCQF before and some feedback from agencies led me to think that the framework was not as widely known amongst employers and job seekers as I’d previously thought.  I will try to raise awareness of the framework to volunteers in tandem with benchmarking the training against it, otherwise the level may not be meaningful.
Findings from online survey, volunteer database, 1 to 1 interviews
Reading, research, theory – This development fits with Lead’s ethos of widening access to learning and the Scottish Executive’s social inclusion, life long learning agenda and volunteering strategy. The SCQF includes all Scottish qualifications. The SCQF website indicates that framework may be particularly useful for learners, learning providers, employers, members of a statutory body and policy makers, to compare qualifications and see progression routes.  The framework is comparable to the English and Welsh framework and future plans suggest linking with European frameworks as they emerge.  The expanding framework would appear therefore appropriate to benchmark against and the political climate seems favourable for this development.
Online survey – 35 people responded to the online survey. The vast majority of results supported the development and encouraged me to think we are heading in the right direction.  20 people hadn’t heard of the SCQF before so I wouldn’t assume awareness of SCQF.

Volunteer database statistics - Almost a third of Lead’s current 180 volunteers are looking for experience to record on their curriculum vitae, CV, when they applied to become a volunteer. This has increased from 20% since 2000.  
About 30% of our volunteers disclose themselves to be disabled.  The 2007 Disability Rights Commission (DRC) publication, “The Disability Agenda” indicates that disabled people are twice as likely not to have recognised qualifications and are also underrepresented in volunteering (6%).  In the last year Lead’s disabled volunteers numbered between 30% and 37% which is well above average. The DRC indicate that 20% of the population is disabled under the Disability Discrimination Act.  I explored this idea with Employment Opportunities, an organisation who support disabled people to get employment, who thought anything which helped peoples CV’s was worth doing.  Just over a third of the volunteers who completed the questionnaire were disabled volunteers – they unanimously agreed or strongly agreed that the training would help their CV.

1 to 1 interviews face to face - some feedback indicated that employers may not be as familiar with the framework as I had assumed.  I was helpfully given advice about the terminology to use, eg “benchmarking” instead of “notionally level” and that volunteers may need to explain/provide evidence of the training, eg compare to more traditional qualifications that employers might have heard of.
We have scratched the surface of this potential development in a first exploratory phase and have become aware of many more questions that I now need to explore, eg can we benchmark the training without putting off people who might not wish to know the level.  I think a second investigation will be needed, eg more meaningful consultation with targeted volunteers who would like it on their CV, about what the development would mean to them, eg employed, unemployed, young, older, disabled people, retired people, etc. The majority of the feedback was however overwhelmingly positive and encourages me to explore the development further.  However I would like to supplement the results with more targeted exploration with specific groups of volunteers.
Ethical considerations

I was aware that the online survey was excluding of people without internet access, or sufficient IT confidence and/or literacy skills.  I did offer to contact interested people but none came forward - some people might have felt uncomfortable about talking with main office staff. 

Background to this development – 3 specific influences
· Inspiration from a seminar - I attended a one day workshop, organised by Learning Link Scotland (LLS), called ‘Delving Deeper’, which helpfully demystified the SCQF and enthused me about engaging with the framework.  I subsequently joined the LLS working group to explore the idea of benchmarking Lead volunteer training against the SCQF.
· Investing in Lead volunteers - Nearly one third of Lead’s current volunteers indicate on their application form that they are looking for experience for their CV.  One of the practices within the Investing in Volunteers award (9.5) states that “volunteers leaving the organisation …. are offered a reference and/or other statement of their achievements.”  Offering levelled training opportunities may be one way by which we could offer a meaningful statement of their achievements in relation to the training they undertake.   Otherwise the volunteers learning during their time as a volunteer may not be fully understood, or valued.

· Competing for funding and potential volunteers - The executive summary of the Scottish Executive’s first Volunteer Strategy, 2004, indicates that volunteers are to be “given guidance, training and support to develop through volunteering, according to their individual needs and aspirations”.  This positive political will and resulting funding to Volunteer Development Scotland and Volunteer Centres may now raise the profile of volunteering and generate more volunteers, who hopefully expect benefits such as meaningful training, learning and development.  Lead promotes training as a benefit to potential via the website and other publicity. It may help Lead compete with other volunteer involving organisations for volunteers and for funding if we can benchmark some of our training against a relevant national framework. 
Lead has quality standards in relation to staff and volunteer development, namely Investors in People (IIP) and Investing in Volunteers (IiV).  Lead promotes lifelong learning plus Organisers support learner and sometimes volunteer transitions into learning opportunities and onto next steps.  Lead is keen that potential avenues for learning and development opportunities are explored and developed as appropriate. 
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