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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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The impact of participating in research activities, 
with a particular focus on the development of cloud 
technology approaches to supporting students  
Barking and Dagenham College – an introduction 

Barking and Dagenham College (BDC) is a large further education college with 

approximately 15,000 students – half of whom are below the age of 19 – offering 

vocational and higher education courses as well as intermediate and higher level 

apprenticeships. It is a member of the Gazelle group of colleges, and also offers 

courses in partnership with Havering College of Further and Higher Education at the 

Centre for Engineering and Manufacturing Excellence, under the name Thames 

Gateway College. The college achieves success rates of almost 90% making it one 

of the most successful colleges in the country.  

Barking and Dagenham College was awarded an overall “Good” grade in its Ofsted 

report and was rated as outstanding for leadership and management of the student 

experience. The College was particularly praised for its excellence in innovation and 

entrepreneurship, recognising its commitment to provide students with not only the 

resources to learn but also the extra support and opportunities to experience the 

world of work and encourage the UK’s future entrepreneurs. 

The London Borough of Barking and Dagenham, where the college is situated has 

been identified as the seventh most deprived out of London’s 32 boroughs and 22nd 

most deprived in the nation. Problems of disadvantage in education, income and 

crime are all significant drivers of deprivation in this borough1 which also has the 

lowest level of higher educational qualification in London. A third of Barking and 

Dagenham’s 19 year olds either have qualifications lower than GCSE level or have 

no qualifications at all. In line with the profile for the borough, 59% of 16-18 year old 

learners who came to BDC in the 2014-15 academic year did not have A*-C in 

English and 62% did not have A*-C in maths – and in every academic session, staff 

are faced with the challenge of turning these statistics around. 

Action Research at BDC – the story of the beginning  

This case study focuses on how research has influenced the delivery of English and 

maths at BDC with particular emphasis on how our “research journeys” have led to 

the discovery and use of cloud technology in teaching, learning, and assessment 

and in student support. It also describes how the introduction of innovative 

approaches to the delivery of maths and English in the college is linked to our 

research findings, and the effect these approaches have had on staff and learners.    

                                                             
1
 Barking & Dagenham Community Strategy 2013-2016: http://moderngov.barking-

dagenham.gov.uk/documents/s66226/20130116%20Final%20Draft%20Community%20Strategy.pdf 

 

http://moderngov.barking-dagenham.gov.uk/documents/s66226/20130116%20Final%20Draft%20Community%20Strategy.pdf
http://moderngov.barking-dagenham.gov.uk/documents/s66226/20130116%20Final%20Draft%20Community%20Strategy.pdf
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The last few years have seen dramatic reform in the way that English and maths sit 

within Further Education. GCSEs now stand as the sector’s “gold standard” in these 

subjects for 16-18 students and, accordingly, UK colleges have been faced with, and 

continue to be faced by, significant challenges in facilitating effective teaching, 

learning and assessment in these qualifications.  

At Barking and Dagenham College (BDC) we have sought to find answers to these 

challenges ourselves, on the front line, through undertaking of practitioner-led action 

research2. Whilst not providing us with answers to every challenge we face, action 

research has allowed us to make critical, objective and informed judgements on 

planned interventions and strategies that have consistently honed and improved our 

delivery of GCSE English and maths over the last four years.  

This case study aims to tell our story – how and why we got involved in action 

research; how our initial findings led to more research; the research processes we 

undertook and examples of tangible impact the research projects have led to, 

especially in the delivery of GCSEs and student support.   

Our initial research happened because we wanted to address the impassive 

attitudes and disengagement of our learners from the maths and English classes. 

We wanted to explore different models of promoting and delivering maths and 

English and to identify what would be most effective in increasing the opportunities to 

enhance teaching, learning and retention amongst young BDC learners. The findings 

from this initial research – “Get them in, get them interested? Investigating effective 

strategies for motivating and engaging young LLN learners”3 by Tinyan Akin-

Omoyajowo – were both surprising and exciting. Our learners wanted more 

innovative, relevant and exciting delivery. Their request led to further action research 

and trials which make up the story of this case study.  

The Wolfe report further reaffirmed what we were already looking to do at BDC 

through our research projects: identify ways to enhance our learners’ maths and 

English skills, help them achieve the GCSE grade and take them out of the 

unsatisfactory statistics linked with the borough.  

                                                             
2
 These practitioner research projects at BDC were undertaken with support from the LSIS, now ETF, 

practitioner research programme, delivered in partnership with The University of Sunderland Centre 
for Excellence in Teacher Training (SUNCETT) 
3
 The research papers by Tinyan Akin-Omoyajowo and Laurence Johnson can be found on the 

Excellence Gateway website: 
http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/eg4107  

http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/eg4107
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Act 1 Scene 2 – more research projects  

Because our findings were linked to theory and based on a strong learner voice, 

presenting these and the recommendations from the first research to the college 

leadership team was not an uphill task as it was obvious we were not just asking for 

reforms based on the researcher’s personal predispositions. As we began to 

implement these findings, we realised that more work had to be done and this would 

require a lot more than “common sense”, so we engaged in more research work.  

The research project “Ups and Downs: How effective are the new strategies to 

enhance the teaching of Functional Skills” by Laurence Johnson (July 2013)4 looked 

at the how effective some of the recommendations we had started to implement 

were. For us, it was important that we monitored and evaluated these “new” 

strategies and where necessary, returned to the “drawing board”.  

Though some of the responses from the learners were positive – for example, more 

interactive delivery methods, tutors being more supportive – we were not surprised 

that some learners still complained about relevance and lack of active learning (this 

is too much like school!) and the opportunity to use relevant technology as part of 

their study tools.  

However, a concurrent research project looking into staff development was being 

carried out. If learners were identifying issues with delivery methods as major 

hindrances to engaging and learning, then we felt it was important to look at staff 

skills. 

Even though the college was spending a lot of time and money on CPD activities, 

the reality in the classroom seemed far from expectation. The research project 

“’From Management with love?’: Exploring JDP ( Joint Development Practice) as an 

integral part of conventional CPD methods in an FE context” by Tinyan Akin-

Omoyajowo (July 2013)5 looked at how working together as a group of “experts” 

rather than getting experts in to “tell us how to do it” might improve staff skills.  

Based on an earlier work by Fielding et al (2005)6 and the findings during this 

research, the main recommendation to the college was that practitioners should be 

given the space and time to share and learn from each other; discuss and 

experiment new ideas, current trends and changes, resources, and experiences in a 

safe and supportive environment without fear of grades and judgements and to 

eliminate the feeling of isolation. Again, because this recommendation was based on 

                                                             
4
 See http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/eg6633  

http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/eg6631  
and  
http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/eg6632  
6
 Fielding, M. et al (2005) Factors influencing the transfer of good practice, London: DfES,  

Research Brief No RB615  
http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/eg4234  

http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/eg6633
http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/eg6631
http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/eg6632
http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/eg4234
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theory and research findings, management was happy to approve a “JPD time” for 

members of the maths and English team.  

A joint practice development methodology allowed our tutors to work with each and 

make use of the abundance of existing expertise we have at BDC. This methodology 

empowered our tutors and gave them a sense of ownership in their continued 

professional development – not to mention making the budget holder happy. 

Suddenly, there was a hunger for innovative delivery and everyone wanted to share 

resources and ideas – but some of these still needed testing which led to the next 

round of research and ensured we had a good Ofsted report, especially with regards 

to our delivery methods, student support and willingness to improve practice.  

But we knew we still had a long way to go - and more issues to address.  

One such issue was the need to ensure learners were properly assessed and placed 

in the right study group. While recognising the strengths and need for the online 

initial assessment tools, as a college striving for excellence in delivery, we knew we 

needed a more robust form of assessment if we were to ensure our learners got the 

best support and learning experience.  

“Make them laugh, make them cry; reimagining the initial assessment of GCSE 

English skills” by Paul Roberts and Michael Smith (2014) 7 was the research that was 

used to explore that challenge.  

The purpose of this research was to explore some of the possibilities and 

practicalities of developing a more holistic and creative approach to initial 

assessment of GCSE English students. We wanted to move away from learners 

undertaking a “free writing” task just for the sake of it; the restriction in what could be 

measured and valued as well as the demotivation created by a dominant and 

impersonal nature of an ICT-based approach to assessing English skills.  

It was obvious from the findings and recommendations of this research that the 

learners were not the only ones who wished for a change – or at least an adaptation 

of the initial assessment – the tutors wanted to try out this new tool. Without doubt, 

there were questions about the practicality of a tool that was not “easy to mark, easy 

to print and easy to show Ofsted” but again the new cultural shift toward encouraging 

practitioners to “find out through research, experiment, reflect and feedback” seem to 

be working! 

These action research projects – their findings and recommendations – the new 

wave of JPD and everything else had two major impacts at the centre – outstanding 

learner experience and staff professional development. We kept reminding ourselves 

of the beginning and purpose of this journey – getting learners engaged and helping 

them become independent and successful. We kept going back to the initial 

                                                             
7
 https://eaprilconference.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/eapril-2014-proceedings_issn-

aanvraag_def1.pdf  

https://eaprilconference.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/eapril-2014-proceedings_issn-aanvraag_def1.pdf
https://eaprilconference.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/eapril-2014-proceedings_issn-aanvraag_def1.pdf
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recommendations and assessing how far we have met the learners' needs and 

requests. 

We continued to take part in projects that would further enhance our innovative 

delivery and were not afraid to try out new ideas. Some of the ideas we tried out 

include team teaching – and we produced a training video8 that can be found on the 

Excellence Gateway website. On review, we realised that this idea, though laudable, 

was a very expensive model. We have now revised this and are currently embedding 

our maths and English skills within vocational subjects as well as using familiar and 

readily available technology to support our learners in and out of the class.  

One of such technology is the google apps. We started the campaign “Let google 

drive your classroom” based on the work done by some members of the team. 

Practitioners and students are encouraged to enter the cloud space and virtual 

classrooms where they can share resources and ideas. Google classrooms can be 

accessed anywhere and on any device, making it easy for tutors to set, monitor and 

assess work and for learners to engage with their peers as well as submit work 

online.  

This idea was further developed when the GCSE maths tutors decided to look at 

how to use cloud technology to support their disengaged and discouraged learners.   

“93% D-G what the ‘Flip’ do we do? Can flipped learning improve the delivery of 

GCSE Maths in Further Education?”9, an action research project carried out by Bilal 

Bobat and Danielle Watts saw an investigation into what our learners were doing 

when they left our classrooms versus what they could be doing. Podcasts, videos, 

google forms and forums sprang up as consequences and so did the “flip 

classroom”. Lessons were a continuation of the podcast or videos learners had been 

asked to watch. The result was that students were sometimes seen on the bus doing 

“homework”, preparing for the next lesson – and they were prepared. If they got 

stuck, they had access to their tutors and peers through the classroom! Using the 

flipped classroom also meant using less paper.  

In summary, as a college, getting involved in research has helped us achieve the 

following: 

1. We are now developing maths and English professionals who:  

o are now proactively leading on their own professional development;  

o are not afraid to share and learn in a safe and non-judgemental 

environment; 

o want to try new ideas and are bold to take feedback from learners;  

                                                             
8
 http://maths.excellencegateway.org.uk/practitioner-led-exploratory-research-projects-videos-0  

9
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=smyHmn6tWZs 

 

http://maths.excellencegateway.org.uk/practitioner-led-exploratory-research-projects-videos-0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=smyHmn6tWZs
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o are not “afraid” of research and the theory that supports their 

pedagogy.  

2. Our learners are more confident in giving feedback because they know the 

college will respond.   

3. Great support of the college leadership team.  

4. Increased collaboration between maths and English specialist and vocational 

colleagues – leading to a more robust curriculum for learners.  

And, in the words of Cathy Walsh (OBE), the Principal and CEO of BDC  

“Practitioners need to convince SLT that they not only have good ideas 

but these will have an impact on the classroom- and that's what you 

did.”  

Implementing our research findings not only continues to improve our learner 

engagement but our retention and success rate.  

Our story continues…  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The English and 

Maths HUB was born in response to learners’ 

recommendations. It is a dedicated, devoted and 

independent area where English and maths are highly visible. Here we give 1-2-1 

support and learners are able to access new technology and online resources for 



9 
 

independent learning. It is a creative, innovative space with no walls – a place our 

learners can feel free to explore and learn.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We cannot end our story without mentioning how the opportunity to participate in 

research does for us as a college. More than ever, we being invited to share our 

experiences and discoveries with other through conferences10, seminars & 

workshops – and sometimes we get to take our learners with us! 

Some of our resources and examples of using cloud technology to support the 

delivery of English and maths are being used for teacher training11. 

We know we are on a journey – and continue to improve on what we do.  

Key messages to other colleagues 

 Do not be afraid to test and try new things – base your actions on research 

and theory.  

 Make your professional development your responsibility – be proactive. There 

are many opportunities out there – find them.  

 Be learner-centred – talk to learners, listen to them and act – link your 

response to research and theory  

 Money spent on staff development is well worth it – colleges should be bold 

and let their staff be experts too!!! 

 Give your learners the best experience – you can only know what that is through 

research.  

 

                                                             
10

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gHClzOODJpw 
11

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E-og1r3otBg 

 

“Giving staff the opportunity to take part in research has led to dramatic changes 

in the teaching and learning of maths and English at Barking and Dagenham 

College. For instance, listening to how students want to learn has led to 

embracing the use of cloud technology so learners can improve their skills on the 

move in ways that suit them. They can write assignments on the bus home, get 

immediate feedback and use web-based activities independently. Through a 

series of action research projects, staff have taken time out to reflect on how they 

teach and how it really meets the needs of their learners. I am in no doubt this will 

lead to better engagement, improved retention and higher achievement in these 

subjects.” 

Sue Southwood, Programme Manager at the ETF and BDC Governor  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gHClzOODJpw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E-og1r3otBg
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Notes  


