
 

 

 

 

 

Case study 1: Accrington and Rossendale 

College 

 
 

The English and maths Steering Group 
and its role in driving a common cross 
college approach to English and maths. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

From Five Case Studies the delivery of GCSE English and 
Maths to the 16-19 cohort 



2 
 

 

Introduction 
 

These five case studies were produced as part of a project to identify and document 

effective practice in delivering English and maths to 16-19 year old students, with a 

specific focus on GCSE provision. The project was commissioned and funded by the 

Education and Training Foundation (ETF) as part of a range of initiatives that aim to 

improve sector capacity and capability to deliver maths and English, to raise 

awareness and to directly support improved achievement in GCSE results. Research 

and development activities were carried out by the UCL Institute of Education 

between January and July 2015. 

The aims of the project were: 

 To identify and categorise critical success factors to achieve a strategic 

approach to delivering maths and English at all levels. 

 To identify and categorise critical success factors to achieve a strategic 

approach to delivering maths and English in different educational settings. 

 To identify organisations where effective and promising practice is occurring, 

and to engage five of these providers as partner organisations to collaborate 

on project outputs. 

IOE worked closely with five Further Education (FE) Colleges, each of which 

contributed a case study on an element of their approach to GCSE English and 

Maths delivery. Our partners were: 

 Simon Pollard, Angela Gallaher and Wendy Higgin, Accrington and 

Rossendale College (AccRoss). 

 Tinyan Akin-Omoyajowo, Barking and Dagenham College (BDC). 

 Suzanne Plaister, Emma Chatelier and Anastacia Johnson, East Berkshire 

College (EBC). 

 Steve Fowler, Selby College (SC). 

 Alex Lindsay, South Leicestershire College (SLC). 
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1. The English and maths Steering Group and its 
role in driving a common cross college approach to 
English and maths. 
 

Accrington and Rossendale College: an introduction 

Accrington and Rossendale College (AccRoss) is located in the East Lancashire 

Borough of Hyndburn, which is the 40th most deprived area out of the 326 districts in 

England.  Deprivation is therefore higher than the national average and 57% of 

learners come from households with a disadvantaged postcode. In 2013, Lancashire 

schools Key Stage 4 (KS4) attainment (pass rate for 5 A*-C including English and 

Maths) was 55.9%; however, the performance of feeder schools in Accrington and 

the surrounding area ranged from 43% down to 26%. Many learners join AccRoss 

having been unsuccessful at achieving C+ grades at GCSE. 

AccRoss is a vocational FE College with provision ranging from Entry level through 

to Foundation degree, but until September 2015 no A-level provision was offered.  

Learners aged 16-19 years old follow study programmes or apprenticeships in a 

broad range of trades and professions, with the exception of Land-based studies and 

Art and design. The majority of learners join programmes at Levels 1 and 2, with 

Level 3 Provision being offered in the form of Edexcel qualifications such as 

Extended Diplomas. In the 2014-15 academic year, 960 16-18 year old learners 

were enrolled. 

In 2009, Accrington and Rossendale College was graded “Outstanding” by Ofsted 

and in the 2013-14 academic year the college was in the top 6% with an overall 

success rate of 90.2% (excluding Functional Skills)1. 

The importance of a common cross college approach to English 

and maths 

Background 

Prior to the introduction of the new funding condition requiring all 16-18 year old 

learners to study towards grade C in English and/or maths, English and maths 

provision was viewed as a separate qualification at AccRoss, with little connection to 

the vocational courses offered by the College. Learners would often be enrolled on 

an English or Maths qualification, depending on what was felt appropriate, to support 

the learner’s main qualification, but the number of GCSE enrolments for 16-19 

learners improving their grades was small. 

                                                             
1
 National success rate tables for 2013-14 where FS are included are not available, but this measure 

will be included in future publications.  



4 
 

In September 2013, the College Senior Leadership Team, in recognition of the 

increased significance of English and Maths, both in terms of funding and of the 

need to build these skills in learners, through the discrete provision via GCSE and 

Functional Skills, and by embedding these subjects into vocational teaching, 

discussed the creation of an English and Maths Committee.  In February 2014, 

following a college restructure the previous autumn, the English and Maths Steering 

Group was formed. 

This Steering Group has provided the strategic drive to start the process of ensuring 

that English and maths are central to all curriculum offerings and has been 

responsible for driving cultural change across the College.    

The evolution of the English and Maths Steering Group  

The Steering Group’s original purpose was to “have strategic oversight of the 

planning, delivery and performance of English and maths across the college”.  Within 

this remit it would: 

 Ensure that students aged 16-19 are able to access high quality programmes 

which support the development of their skills in English and maths and the 

achievement of appropriate qualifications. 

 Oversee other provision in English and maths, including specialist teaching 

qualifications and programmes for adult learners. 

 Take cognisance of developments in English and maths qualifications and 

Awarding Body options. 

 Monitor performance and direct improvement strategies. 

 Ensure that funding, reporting, audit and quality assurance requirements are 

met. 

 Review staffing models and other resources to ensure they are fit for purpose. 

 Report to the Senior Leadership Team (SLT) and Board of Governors as 

appropriate. 

Steering Group membership 

Since it was established in February 2014 the following staff have sat on the 

Steering Group: 

 Principal  

 Vice Principal Curriculum and Quality  

 Director of Learner Services (Chair)  
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 Director of Quality  

 Head of Funding  

 Head of Faculty: English, Maths and Foundation studies 

 Deputy Head of Faculty: English and Maths 

 Apprenticeship Manager 

 Head of Faculty: Business Solutions, Hospitality and Catering 

The membership therefore represents a sizeable proportion of the College Senior 

Leadership Team and provides a clear steer to other staff of the Steering Group’s 

importance. 

What has been the impact, and how has this been evidenced? 

Given the strategic approach, the Steering Group has impacted on the College in 

several ways. Whilst these impacts have only been felt over the past 12-16 months 

they have started cultural change, through staff and curriculum, through ownership of 

English and maths and altering perceptions of the purpose of English and maths 

within study programmes. The following strategies and tactical changes have made 

the biggest impacts to date. 

 Switching Awarding Body for Functional Skills 

In 2013-14 a review of the College’s Awarding Body for Functional Skills was 

undertaken to ensure it was fit for purpose. Following this review and the results of a 

pilot using off-site apprentices, the decision was taken to switch Functional Skills 

provision in its entirety to City and Guilds. The College now experiences a maximum 

of 20 days waiting time for results, and on-demand, on-line testing is available. 

Furthermore, the method for reporting results now provides the English and Maths 

team and the Steering Group with data on “in year” progress, allowing scrutiny of 

progress, up-to-date information for learners and vocational tutors, and allowing us 

to target learners in need of greater support  more rigorously. There are high 

expectations of improved results as a result of this more timely information. In the 

light of more learners being required to do GCSE in future years the teaching team 

reviewed the suitability of the new Syllabus for two year GCSEs and chose to remain 

with AQA for Maths but move to the Welsh board for English.   

 “Code Switching” placing more ownership with vocational areas 

At the start of the 2014-15 academic year, English and Maths sat separately from 

study programmes; the subjects were separately timetabled, planned for and coded 

through the college curriculum planning process, creating dislocation between 

English and maths and other components of the study programme. To rectify this 

and ensure the vocational teams owned English and maths performance more 
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completely, the strategic decision was taken to “code switch”, that is, to recode 

English and Maths so they were placed integrally alongside the other component 

parts of the study programme (main qualification, tutorial, work experience). This 

decision was part of the College drive to increase accountability across vocational 

teams for all elements of a learner’s programme of study. Without the strategic 

support of the Steering Group and agreement on this approach from those college 

areas that could make this a reality, such an ambition would not have been realised 

in a year. Vocational teams are now graded three times a year within the college 

self-assessment process; this process includes tracking learner attendance for 

Functional Skills and GCSE sessions which means that vocational areas see the 

impact of English and maths for their own performance and quality scores. 

 Embedding of English and maths targets within work placement activity 

Whilst the requirement for high quality work placement opportunities is well 

understood within the vocational programme, it was felt necessary to provide a 

framework of target setting to ensure learners had explicit targets in order to get the 

most out of external work placement opportunities. The Steering Group requested 

that English and maths targets should be included in work experience planning, the 

actual placement and in learner reflections following placement. 

The Steering Group tasked the Deputy Head of Faculty for English and Maths to 

work with the Head of Personal Development to provide guidance and a template 

(see Appendix 1 of this case study) so planning, execution and reviewing of work 

placement activity could include smart targets incorporating English and maths skills 

and experiences. The guidance required learners to consider targets for English and 

maths whilst on placement and to list and describe the opportunities to use English 

and maths skills that naturally occurred during the placement. The intended result of 

this initiative was that learners would be more aware of English and maths as key 

employability skills and to be explicit about this in their reviews of their work 

experience. 

 Quality focus 

Having key strategic leaders as members of the Steering Group aids cross-college 

implementation of new processes, providing greater scrutiny of English and maths 

delivery. This has facilitated the cross-college approach by specifically reporting on 

English and maths within the observation of teaching and learning process. 

AccRoss uses a “no-notice” teacher observation process and, following Steering 

Group discussion, the observation form was amended to include specific feedback 

on the effective learning and teaching of English and maths that was observed in 

session, be these planned activities or naturally occurring opportunities.   
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This approach has provided firm evidence of the quality of English and maths 

teaching and learning within vocational classes and has produced a range of good 

practice examples that can be shared across curricula. 

With the college Self-Assessment process limiting grades have been introduced for 

2014/15 which focusses on those indicators which are viewed as having the most 

significant impact on outcomes for learners. In order to be graded as outstanding, a 

team must have at least a grade 2 (good) overall across a number of the priority 

indicators. In 2014-15 this has included observation of teaching and learning grades 

by team and overall learner attendance. The College is considering expanding these 

indicators in 2015/16 to include specific reference to attendance and achievement at 

English and maths sessions in order to further drive cultural and behavioural change 

to ensure vocational teams treat English and Maths attendance (and ultimately 

success) with at least the same importance as the other vocational components of 

the Study Programme. 

Additionally, at a time when staff development budgets are tight, the Steering Group 

agreed a two day schedule using external consultants on discreet Functional Skills 

and GCSE provision. The useful feedback and occasional home truths have enabled 

the specialist teaching team to continually improve classroom practice, encouraged 

innovation and allowed for an objective assessment of the quality of teaching. 

 Greater proportion of study programme hours being assigned for 

English and maths 

Following results in both GCSE and Functional Skills in 2013-14 it became evident to 

the Faculty management team that the 2015-16 academic year would require an 

increased number of hours for Functional Skills and GCSE to improve results and to 

place these skills firmly at the heart of the study programme. 

As a result of expressing this request to the Steering Group, Functional Skills hours 

have increased from 48 to 72 and GCSE hours from 90 to 144. Whilst there has 

been concern amongst staff over “English and maths are taking hours away from the 

‘real’ curriculum”, the rationale and need has been understood by the vast majority of 

areas. Coupling this with a centralising of Foundation programmes within the same 

faculty will allow learners to be better grounded in English and Maths, providing 

opportunities for improved success rates at GCSE and allowing both subject 

fundamentals and innovations to have equal billing within Functional Skills. 

 Using Pastoral care to aid class and exam attendance 

The College employs a team of Personal tutors assigned to each faculty to provide 

pastoral support to learners. The Steering Group recognised this team would help 

support attendance at English and maths sessions focussing on reporting and 

chasing up absences and supporting exam attendance. Personal tutors are assigned 

English and maths classes and will check attendance and contact absent learners, 



8 
 

reporting reasons to both the English and maths tutors and the vocational tutor. This 

has enabled previous lower attendance in English and maths lessons to be brought 

much more closely in line with that of vocational subjects, aiding learners’ chances of 

success in English and maths. 

Additionally, within the three Functional Skills exam windows (December, March and 

May) and at GCSE examinations in June, the personal tutor team assist exam 

attendance and success in two ways. First, they organise, through the healthy FE 

programme, breakfast and snacks prior to exams so learners can arrive early for 

exams, in a calm atmosphere, be fed if necessary and exams can start in an orderly 

manner. Secondly the team ring learners who have not arrived in decent time to 

remind them of the exam, and encourage them to attend. As a result exam 

attendance is now better measured, the pre-examination organisation is smoother 

and learners achieve better results. 

This is a further example that by having senior and influential staff on the Steering 

Group, resources can be directed to support English and maths through a whole 

college approach. 

 Supporting the integrity of English and maths 

Having attended a KS4 meeting with local feeder schools it was apparent to the staff 

attending that much of the classroom practice being discussed could be best 

described as “coaching”, “coaxing” and “practice paper completion” as opposed to 

teaching and learning.  This approach was seen by staff as very demotivating and 

helped explain why learners enrolling at college were struggling with the 

fundamentals of English and maths. The message from Steering Group was 

unequivocal – we were to focus on quality teaching and learning enabling learners to 

grasp fundamentals of these subjects and providing a better grounding in the 

subjects, rather than merely chasing a positive outcome through more superficial 

methods. 

Future steps:  

An evolving remit 

The Steering Group membership and remit have been recently reviewed with a 

slimmed down membership. The Principal, satisfied that the group has purpose and 

has achieved much of what was envisaged back in Autumn 2013, will leave the 

Steering Group as will the Director of Learning Services, leaving the Vice Principal 

for Curriculum and Quality as Chair. Now that English and maths is central within 

study programmes and following restructure of the College middle management tier 

the Steering Group will receive reports on English and maths progress by curriculum 

team. This will alert the Steering Group to areas of effective practice within the 

curriculum through sharing of such practice through CPD and other in college 



9 
 

training. Where performance is below expectation, this can be addressed through 

the college’s “special measures” quality improvement process. 

Greater governance oversight 

English and maths is often a “hot topic” at the Board of Governors Curriculum and 

Quality Committee. Whilst the college has no plans to specify a governor with formal 

oversight of English and maths, it is likely that governors will attend some Steering 

Group meetings. Reports will be devised and provided to this committee as the 

English and maths provision steps up to the September 2015 requirements of the 

funding condition. The College introduced a Governor score card in the 2014-15 

academic year with two of the Key Performance Indicators being for Success rates 

for GCSE English and maths A*-C grades and Functional Skills English and maths. It 

is likely that the Head of Faculty for English and Maths will be asked attend this 

committee as appropriate, to report in more detail on English and maths, progress, 

performance and risks. 

Deeper dialogue and closer planning with curriculum teams 

Whilst more of an operational concern, deeper dialogue between the English and 

maths team and curriculum staff has been a point of discussion and will continue to 

be so. As English and maths become an accepted part of study programmes, with 

greater ownership of learner attendance and greater interest in learner success at 

exams, it is expected that the flow of communication between English and maths 

tutors and the curriculum teams will need to be more regular and effective. Steps 

have been taken in terms of day-to-day communication and assigning English and 

maths “link” tutors to curriculum teams but further solidification of this is likely to 

feature on future agendas. 

Continued change of study programme to provide flexibilities for English and maths 

Given the raising of the participation age to 18 and the current low rates of success 

at A*-C for one year GCSE re-sits in English and maths, there is the opportunity to 

review the college “curriculum footprint” to take account of the greater presence of 

English and maths in study programmes. Ideas currently being considered include 

ensuring that when study programmes span two academic years, the GCSE is also 

taught over two years. This will offer a greater chance of success without 

constraining the other learning activities and limiting the size of the main qualification 

to ensure that study programme content is manageable for learners, whilst ensuring 

English and maths remains central. 

Specific targets set by the Steering Group for delivery with agreed time frames 

The Steering Group has been instrumental in driving a whole college approach to 

English and maths and making progress in improving the measurement of progress 

and beginning cultural change with regards to their prominence within the curriculum. 

However, there is much work left to do. Key targets need to be set and monitored via 
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the steering group in a manner which doesn’t duplicate effort or conflict with 

established college processes and procedures such as the Self-Assessment Review, 

Special Measures and the Teaching and the Learning Observation process. Once 

the key message that English and maths is central to the work of the college is 

further embedded, the Steering Group may take on a revised remit of scrutiny of 

performance against agreed targets and time frames. 

Recommendations for other colleges  

Given the recent experience at Accrington and Rossendale College the following 

recommendations can be made in terms of formulating a Steering Group: 

Ensure leadership backing 

Ensure the membership of an English and Maths Steering Group has sufficient 

influence to drive change through and has the appetite to do so. Given the size of 

Accrington and Rossendale College, this included members of SLT and the 

Principal. Inevitably this means decisions and action carry great weight, making roll 

out and delivery to vocational areas easier as a result. 

Devolve ownership through procedures and reporting 

English and maths performance needs to be owned by all staff. To drive 

accountability it is important that basic Key Performance Indicators such as 

attendance at class can be attributed to the relevant curriculum teams.  The Self-

Assessment Review (SAR) process has been a key driver at Accrington and 

Rossendale in “forcing” this accountability and making attendance rates transparent. 

This has been difficult for curriculum areas and the English and maths team as it can 

open up all teams to potential criticism. Such criticism needs to be tempered with the 

understanding that this is a new way of reporting and provides a starting point, from 

which progress can be monitored. 

Communicate, restate and overstate 

Whilst leadership support is important, decisions and changes to existing processes 

need to be clearly communicated to staff together with reasons and justifications. 

Deliverers of these messages need to be prepared to repeat, restate and overstate 

these messages so they are understood in vocational teams. This approach is often 

repetitious and frustrating but, without this, the desired changes will not occur. 

English and maths is no longer “somebody else’s problem”, it has shared 

responsibility and accountability and this requires regular reinforcement and will 

continue to do so.  

“Culture eats strategy for breakfast” was Peter Drucker’s quote. To change culture 

requires attitudinal change, and we recognise that clear communication and 

explanation of expectations plays a critical role in achieving this.  
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“What get measured gets managed” is another adage. For the Steering Group to 

direct strategy and tactical decisions, quality data sources are necessary to provide a 

starting point on where to direct efforts and secondly to measure progress. It goes 

without say that using robust data sources is necessary in successfully driving the 

English and maths strategy. 
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AccRoss Case Study; Appendix 1: Work Experience Placement Template 

 

Work Experience Placement – Skills Development, Learning Outcomes & Target Setting. 

Learning Outcomes should be realistic and linked to your course and planned progression. This should be discussed and agreed with your tutor 

prior to your placement, and may be the same as or different from other learners in your group. Set SMART targets to help you work towards 

your learning outcomes. Your SMART targets should be personal to you and help you achieve your learning outcomes. 

Setting targets for your placement will give you specific goals to work towards making the experience more beneficial for you. This will help you 

get the most out of your time on placement. It will also be helpful for your employer to see what you need to achieve in placement, as this will 

help them to plan work for you to complete whilst you are with them.  

 

Meaningful and Purposeful Experience – Identify Learning Outcomes and Expectations of the Placement 

(include vocational, employability and Maths & English skills e.g. objective setting, links to assessment, work readiness, individual and group 

learning objectives, expectations of the placement experience, industry terminology) 
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Remember: When setting targets you should always make sure they are SMART, and that each target is broken down into achievable action 

points. 

Work Placement SMART Targets 

What do I need to do? 

What skills do I want to 

develop? 

How am I going to do 

it? 

When am I going to do 

it? 

Who or what may be 

able to support me? 

How will I know this has been 

achieved? 

1. Personal / 

employability skills 

 

 

    

2. Vocational Skills 

 

 

 

    

3. English / maths skills 
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Work Experience – English and Maths 

Pre- Placement Planning Specific E + M 

objectives 

Search employers/ 

business 

Employer search (introduce job search skills/ sites) Knowledge of different sites/ methods of 

finding employers / job search 

Matching skills to employer 

Identify intended progression / destination / 

career choice 

English 

ICT 

 

Use of telephone directories / yellow pages/ Thompson 

local  

Alphabet  English  

Internet search Use of search engines ICT  

Research business / 

employer 

Research identified employers for information about the 

business 

Use of search engines and websites ICT  

Contact with 

employers 

Telephone call to employer 

Introduction of self and request for work placement 

 

Preparation for call, what to say, questions to 

ask, professionalism 

Taking notes whilst on the phone 

English  

Curriculum vitae  Professional layout and presentation 

Comprehensive  

English  

Application form (if appropriate or requested) Completion of form, following instructions, 

information and data sharing, upper and lower 

English  



15 
 

case 

Hand written or work processed 

Professional presentation 

ICT 

Write a letter of request for placement Layout and presentation  English  

Write a letter of acceptance and thank you for accepting 

placement (prior to placement) 

Layout and presentation English  

Post a letter Address envelope 

Print envelope 

Stamp/ franking  

Information on postal services 

Size of letter / cost of postage 

English  

 Email letter Email – style of communication and layout of 

formal email  

Attach document (CV) 

English 

ICT 

 

Prep for placement Plan journey Search for exact location of the employer 

Plan route, mode of transport and plans 

through; 

Use of maps, distance, time of journey, setting 

off, getting home 

Transport (public transport, cost and 

timetables) 

Maths  
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Plan placement 

practice 

Identify what learning is to take place and the 

expectations whilst of placement 

Health and Safety 

Learner declaration  

Learning outcomes of the placement 

 

Read and agree to the Code of Conduct 

Complete learner declaration including names, 

addresses, telephone numbers including 

doctors (may need to research this 

information) 

Identify what skills are required whilst on 

placement 

English  

Vocationally relevant 

terminology 

Identify key vocationally relevant terminology Learning new words / terminology 

Use of a glossary 

English  

Placement 

Introduction Initial introduction of self to the employer Professional communication and use of 

language 

English  

Induction Take part in the induction process  

Health and Safety 

Completion of documentation English  

Timesheet Completion of daily timesheet Time (analogue / 24hr) 

Calculation of working hours, per day, per 

week, in total (taking into consideration breaks, 

lunch). Template to use all skills to be 

completed by the learner 

Maths  

Placement Diary  Written completion of placement diary 

Reflect on learning 

English  

Vocationally relevant Differentiated learning – dependant on expected and Personalised to the learner, placement and English  
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outcomes opportunistic outcomes 

 

vocation 

Post Placement 

Reflection Reflection on learning during the placement Critical reflection on learning and completion of 

documentation 

English  

 Send letter to employer As previous letter / correspondence to 

employer 

English  

 Discussion and feedback to vocational tutor 

Presentation to the group 

Discussion and presentation skills 

 

En glish  
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Notes  


