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Case study: Breaking the cycle — making a fresh start

OTLA 3  

North East and Cumbria 

Which organisations were involved? 
Led by Newcastle College, this project brought together partners in the North East and Cumbria with experience and expertise in providing ‘alternative’ education routes and was designed to encourage collaboration and research among colleagues working in the same field, providing a cost-effective opportunity to explore new ideas and strategies, identify useful resources and share any insights gained through the creation of a practitioner network. 
What was the purpose of the project? 
This project, led by Newcastle College, was originally designed to:
· encourage collaboration and research among practitioners to address the challenges of working with learners who have not benefitted fully from the compulsory offer, which can be demanding. These challenges are sometimes exacerbated by the fact that the provision is often small, under-resourced and/or having to perform to the same attendance, retention, achievement and progression measures expected of standard post compulsory programmes
· consider approaches which would prepare for the introduction of the new T-levels and support planning for the introduction of a Transition period for learners coming into College 
However, initial findings soon flagged up the potential that this work would improve most programmes targeting 16-19-year-olds. It therefore provided a cost-effective opportunity to explore the ingredients needed to create truly ‘alternative’ education programmes divorced from negative past experience and designed to focus on securing the skills and qualifications needed to prepare learners for further study and secure employment.
What did the project do? 
The project team used a mixed method iterative approach to answer 3 questions:
· What do we need to know about these learners before they start on programme?
· How does the ‘alternative’ curriculum need to differ to engage and prepare learners for progression?
· What teaching, learning, and assessment (TLA) strategies work well with these learners?

Following a review of recent academic research, government surveys, published reports, etc., reflecting on their own practice and the effectiveness of existing organisational procedures, staff shaped project objectives and developed: 
· a generic learner profile and guidance document.
· an outline alternative curriculum designed to inform programmes of study. This integrates elements of the DfE Character Curriculum and PHSE Association Character Toolkit with this project’s research findings. It highlights strategies that can be embedded in schemes of work and contains links to activities which have been reviewed as part of the project.
· reflections on TLA resources and strategies to overcome skills gaps which are collated in a large repository of high-quality resources that are  shared online with the sector via Padlet: Breaking the cycle. The contents of the Padlet will be extremely useful to anyone wishing to replicate or adapt this work in their own setting.
What helped the project succeed? 
Adopting a bottom-up research method firmly grounded in what learners think and need resulted in greater collaboration between learners, support staff and tutors. This had a positive impact on the development of curriculum content, organisational practices e.g., information advice and guidance (IAG)/ recruitment, and the identification of staff development needs — such as how to embed the ‘development of character’ skills into the curriculum.
Experiments the project carried out were highly valued by staff, who reported that they made it easier to understand individual learners, “... especially those who had behavioural issues, to try to understand at what point they became distracted”. Staff said, they relished the chance to ‘use new techniques and methods and be observed in a non-judgemental environment.’

The ETF’s extension of the project was invaluable in allowing the team time to consolidate findings, extend the reach of the project to a larger number of 16-18-year-olds in different subject areas, and put training in place to ensure that the alternative curriculum content will be embedded in schemes of work in 2018/19.
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What challenges did the project face? 
Not all partners were able to participate as fully as planned. Two of the partners, Community First North East (CNFE) (a third sector provider) and the Access to FE team at Newcastle College, engaged more fully with the project while other partners undertook to critique outcomes and outputs through the provider network.
What difference did the project make?
The project was successful on a number of levels: it provided partners with the time needed to really reflect upon the effectiveness of their own provision, to share their insights with their own teams and other partners with similar expertise, review recent research and government recommendations and explore how best to make improvements.

The pre-enrolment process and information review with learners proved extremely effective for one of the partners. It highlighted a number of misinterpretations in their existing policy and helped them recognise that although it is crucial to have good quality, current information unless it is used effectively and kept up to date it is not worth the paper it is written on. Staff produced a learner profile guide with a completed exemple which they plan to use in 2017 and will then review the impact in 2018.

CFNE’s clear focus upon learners’ emotional and social needs across all study programmes is now incorporated into their learner profile and their initial assessment has changed to include learner mindset assessments.

The inductive approach used to tackle the learner profile was efficient and particularly effective with large teams, where individuals’ voices and opinions are sometimes lost. It allowed support staff, tutors, enrolment and IAG staff to all contribute their opinions and justify the changes needed to their managers, taking ownership of the changes and responsibility for their effectiveness.

The curriculum review process gave tutors an opportunity to get back to basics and develop the curriculum from the learner up while still taking the time to evaluate current developments such as the DfE report on Developing Character Skills in Schools (2017) and the PSHE Education Character Curriculum Planning Toolkit (2016). 

Key findings included the need to:
· make sure effective activity and collaboration takes place between schools and Colleges, which builds on the Gatsby good careers guidance benchmarks and transition year for learners engaging with vocational learning, so that learners are supported to make informed choices about their learning and future career pathways
· build learners’ induction into the programme 
· focus on learners’ readiness to learn and their skills for learning. 

A draft of what can be referred to as an integrated curriculum which explicitly highlights maths, English, and character skills is currently under development and will be shared with the network. The approach works on the principle of 
maximising the usefulness of every activity we undertake in the classroom. Fewer resources which have been well planned to develop more skills are needed, rather than activity overload.

Attendance on the programmes that were part of the project improved by 5% and performs well compared with vocational attendance. Retention rose by 3% with a further 3% predicted rise in achievement. Behavioural issues also appear to have been reduced, with a reduction in the need for stage 3 disciplinaries.

Staff and learners have valued working together closely to reshape the curriculum and work alongside each other on a project which has such relevance for them. 

The significance of learners’ past experience cannot be underestimated. It is essential that we provide every opportunity for learners to develop the skills and confidence needed to make a successful ‘fresh start’ in order to access further study and/or employment.
Where can I find more information?
· If you want to find out more about this project the Padlet Breaking the cycle is strongly recommended, It is a rich and extensive online repository containing planning materials, implementation, experiments, learner activities, training presentations, the draft curriculum and reflections. In case the link becomes broken a PDF export of as much of the Padlet as possible is included in the project resources folder along with this case study
· See pages 24-26  of A Summary of Projects in the OTLA Phase 3 (North East & Cumbria) Programme (undated) for the interim project dissemination report 
· The final project report in the resource folder on the Excellence Gateway along with this case study

Unfortunately, the ETF does not hold details of someone you can contact directly for more information about this particular project.
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