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Case study: Meaningful maths and English
Part of the Education and Training Foundation south central region outstanding teaching, learning, and assessment programme (OTLA 3) 2017/18
Which organisations were involved?
Activate Learning’s City of Oxford, Reading and Banbury and Bicester colleges working with Beard Construction, BMW MINI, Peter Brett Associates, RES, and a local painting and decorating company.
What was the purpose of the project?
The aim was to use research evidence to improve student success rates in GCSE maths and English resits in order to address widespread perceptions of a national skills gap and to reduce the risk of people not being in education, employment or training (NEET). The partners in the project were keen to ensure students had positive employer encounters during their time at college in order to help make the necessary progress in their education and see the relevance of their learning to future employment.
What did the project do?
Activate Learning worked with employers to design and deliver cross-curricular contextualised learning in maths and English. This included:

Co-creation and delivery of employer projects in maths and English
Engagement of a large number of teachers in employer projects
Delivery of projects across a range of vocational areas
Running projects on more than one college campus 

Teams of teachers worked with employers to formulate ideas, develop course materials and deliver the projects to students. Generally, each employer ‘course’ lasted 6 to12 weeks. Employers introduced the project to students, attended lessons to provide support, assessed work, and listened to students’ end of course presentations. 

The following example illustrates how ‘employer courses’ worked 
Employer: BMW MINI
Students: Level 1 Motor Vehicle Maintenance 
Maths students carried out calculations relating to battery and car size for electric vehicles
English students produced a report for the CEO of the Oxford BMW MINI plant on how future government policy might influence new directions for manufacturing.
What challenges did the project face?
By far the biggest hurdle was persuading some teachers to become involved. Teachers reported concerns about workload, a lack of confidence in stepping beyond the syllabus and established teaching methods as well as the suitability of the projects for Level 1 students. We addressed these concerns by supporting staff to engage in ways that they felt most comfortable. This meant that some teachers developed projects with employers independently, and others team-taught the projects with employers.
What helped the project succeed? 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Initially, the focus was very much on maths and English, however, it became clear the project had potential for much more widespread cross-curricular collaboration. This enabled project elements to be carefully tailored to the vocational qualifications that students were undertaking and to the careers upon which they were embarking. This encouraged buy-in from staff and facilitated embedding the project in their teaching practice.

“As an English teacher, I find working with employers invaluable because it helps to show students the real-world relevance of the skills they are learning and helps to boost their motivation. “
Alice Eardley

The project worked because of the input from employers, who worked closely with us to link the AQA GCSE maths and English assessment objectives in meaningful ways to elements of students’ vocational courses. Employer input enabled us to make clear connections between maths and English skills being developed in the classroom and those that students need in employment. It also meant there was an explicit emphasis on employability skills as students had to work in teams and were assessed against Activate Learning ‘Standards of Behaviour’ and ‘Attributes’ — which were developed with the employers involved.
What difference did it make?
Activate Learning now has five embedded employer projects fully mapped to English and maths GCSE assessment objectives and to tasks that students are likely to encounter in employment. More teachers are engaged with these employers and report increased confidence in doing so. English and maths teachers and those teaching in vocational areas are collaborating more, leading to greater numbers of students (350+) being taught in a way that makes explicit the connections between maths, English, their vocational courses, and their future employment.

Planned areas for future development include:
A greater focus on equality of opportunity and inclusion in the formulation of projects 
More integration of technology
Further opportunities for students to develop their own goals within projects and to identify their own opportunities for stretch and challenge
A more structured programme of formative assessment and feedback. 

Activate Learning is planning a post-project debrief with staff and students to enable them to reflect on the strengths and limitations of their approach. This will shape the way we develop and deliver these projects in future and how staff use and refine the materials produced.
Did student attendance and achievement change?
· 54% of maths and 58% of English students made progress of at least one grade in mock exams
· 34% of maths and 36% of English students achieved a grade 4 or above, compared with national rates in the preceding year of 25% in maths and 31% in English.
Where can I find more information?
You can find out more about this project by: 
· Email to Alex Warner, Director of Faculty: Technology, Activate Learning, Alex.Warner@ActivateLearning.ac.uk
· In the ETF Outstanding Teaching, Learning and Assessment 3: South Central. Final Report (undated).
· Download the practically useful Activate Learning ‘Employer Projects How to Guide’ designed to help other providers implement the same approach it includes an 8-stage plan to help you develop your own contextualised learning employer project, and tips on:
· Initiating and sustaining contact with employers
· Making the project relevant to students and employers
· Motivating students
· Assessing impact
· Sustaining the project,
Find the guide in this project’s resources folder on the Excellence Gateway.
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