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Case study: Assessment and tracking progress 
Outstanding teaching, learning, and assessment (OTLA)
North East and Cumbria
North Tyneside Council Adult Learning Alliance (NTCALA)
What was the purpose of the project?
This action research project led by North Tyneside Council Adult Learning Alliance (NTCALA) project built on a previous Education and Training Foundation (ETF) project piloting effective practice guidelines (EPGs) for assessment and tracking. It shares similar origins and objectives to the Kendal College Outstanding Teaching, Learning, and Assessment (OTLA 3) project of the same name. 
The aim was to identify and develop assessment for learning (AfL) methods that can help promote learners’ self-belief and their capacity to succeed in mandated DWP programmes. The project focused on assessing and tracking the communication skills of learners on two employability programmes. Practitioner research outcomes were shared Learners are mandated by Jobcentre Plus to attend employability courses, which are designed to enable them to gain the knowledge and skills they need to apply for jobs. Many learners have just come off long term sickness benefits and have been out of work for long periods of time and can be reluctant to attend. Learners on these courses often lack the self-confidence to communicate effectively in a workplace setting. The rationale for the project was to develop an assessment and tracking approach that helps support learner motivation, confidence and success.
What did the project do?
The team designed, trialled and piloted two individual learning plans (ILPs) with two employability programmes that aimed to:
Enable learners to recognise their strengths, areas for development, self-confidence and motivation to learn and improve.
Enable tutors to personalise learning, signpost learners to additional support and help them meet summative assessment requirements, with a focus on written and verbal communication skills.
Embed the Effective Practice Guidelines (EPGs) (Education and Training Foundation, 2017).
The project team met monthly to plan and evaluate their action research activity, and the project leads met with staff from Kendal College on three occasions to share outcomes. Feedback was also gathered from DWP colleagues on the effectiveness of the assessment and tracking materials from Jobcentre Plus’s perspective.
Subsequently, tutors researched the impact of the revised ILPs and assessment processes in supporting learners into employment.
What helped the project succeed?
There was a strong focus on the EPG’s throughout the ILP design process. Tutors’ awareness and understanding of the EPG’s increased, and they were able to use them to guide and inform their approach to the design, e.g., by ensuring that assessment is embedded in the job search context (EPG 10) and that the ILP is a learner-led living document (EPG 11). 
There was also ongoing reference to the Professional Standards. The project leads encouraged tutors throughout the project to self-assess against them. 
Tutors reported that feedback on the ILPs from learners, teaching colleagues from other departments and DWP managers has enabled them to evaluate and challenge their own practices, values and beliefs. Tutors said they felt that specialist-led training on action research enabled them to become more confident in their abilities as researchers.  Staff involved in the development of the ILPs described benefit from being able to meet peers from other organisations, and having the chance to exchange ideas on teaching, learning and assessment. They also valued being able to build new, collaborative relationships with colleagues teaching in different contexts.  ‘Time out’ to reflect on and develop their own practice was particularly valued.
The project team adopted a collaborative approach to enable tutors to make changes to their teaching, learning and assessment practices, drawing on the theories of practice architectures and ecologies of practices they had been introduced to by the OTLA Research Lead. They invited all interested parties: learners, tutors, DWP staff and administrative staff, to join a sincere and genuine “conversation” (Kemmis, McTaggart and Nixon, 2014) about how they could work together to bring about change. This collaborative whole organisation approach supported organisational development and quality improvement and was key to the success of the project.
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Figure 1. It is important that research plans revolve around learners — not the other way around 
What challenges did the project face?
The outcomes of the project were shared with staff from Kendal College and from South Tyneside Council, where a similar approach to ILP development was being considered but collaboration across organisations proved difficult to arrange.
What difference did the project make?
Staff involved in the development of the ILPs felt they benefitted from being able to meet peers from other organisations, and from the chance to exchange ideas on teaching, learning and assessment. They also valued the opportunity to build new, collaborative relationships with colleagues teaching in different contexts. 
The process of designing and trialling the new ILPs challenged existing practices and helped shaped new ones, with the new ILPs now being used successfully across employability programmes. 
Learner behaviour and motivation improved: the new ILPs helped learners focus on how their skills were developing, so they experienced success and were more likely to complete their programme and progress into employment. 
The new ILPs also: 
provided a basis for the planning and delivery of effective learning sessions for learners with a wide variety of health needs and other barriers to learning 
supported greater learner engagement with new technology associated with job search activity 
enabled learners to take responsibility for their own learning and to set and monitor their own goals 
promoted learners’ belief in their capacity to successfully gain sustainable and worthwhile employment. 
As a result of their research tutors made adjustments to the entire assessment processes, included providing 1:1 support; adapting the assessment process so that it was limited to what was necessary and assessing for self-belief and motivation (EPG 6 & 7). These changes supported tutors and learners to negotiate effective strategies to overcome low self-esteem. For example, one learner (Learner A in the accompanying appendix of learner case studies) who held a longstanding conviction that she would never be able to gain employment was supported into gaining a work experience placement which resulted in her obtaining paid work with the employer. 
The revised ILPs proved so successful that learners have reported using them as prompts during interviews with employers. As a result of this, another learner (Learner B in the appendix of learner case studies) was successful in gaining a role as housekeeper in a local hotel. She has since applied for and been successful in a further role with the same organisation and is now in a supervisory role. 
Engaging vocational tutors in the full assessment process ensured that everyone was fully aware of the assistance learners needed (EPG4). As a direct result of this a third learner (Learner C in the appendix of learner case studies) was given tailored support in achieving a qualification that he had repeatedly failed. As a result, he progressed straight from the course into work on a construction site.
Where can I find more information?
[bookmark: _Hlk525726035][bookmark: _GoBack]You can find more detail in the OTLA Phase 3 (North East and Cumbria) booklet (see pages 39-41) and the accompanying appendix of learner case studies, which includes copies of the ILPs the project developed. Unfortunately, the ETF does not have details of someone you can contact directly about this project. 
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