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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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Enrolment 
 

Selby College: an introduction 

Selby College is a small tertiary college in North Yorkshire with around 1,350 16-18 

full-time learners. The College is the main provider of A-levels and vocational 

education to 16-18 year-olds in the local area and also provides a wide range of 

apprenticeships, higher education and workforce training for young people and 

adults. Selby College is a provider of Higher Education and provides awards up to 

degree level from the University of Hull and Huddersfield University, as well as 

working with Edexcel to provide Higher National Certificates and Diplomas (HNC and 

HND). 

Selby College was graded “Outstanding” by Ofsted in 2007 and has a reputation as 

a high performing FE provider, consistently within the top 10% of colleges since 

national records began 20 years ago.   

An early start 

When the Wolf Report was published in March 2011 the College immediately 

recognised its recommendations on GCSE English and Maths as a huge challenge, 

not just in terms of capacity in the context of funding cuts, but also the culture of 

managers and staff who felt students would struggle to meet the new aspirations. By 

June 2011, however, college managers had committed to this new priority. The 

College’s English and maths offer, and associated expectations, were documented 

and presented to staff in the summer of 2012. This early start proved invaluable. In 

2012-13 we moved significantly towards meeting what subsequently became the 

conditions of funding with a big increase in the numbers taking Level 2 Maths and 

English. 

We then decided to aim to meet the expected “Condition of Funding” a year early 

and in 2013/14 set out a plan to ensure all students without at least GCSE grade C 

in English or maths were enrolled to a GCSE or Functional Skill in the relevant 

subject(s) and at a level above that already achieved. This early work led to a 

significantly increased take-up of English and maths. Compared with 2010-11 there 

was a 183% increase in enrolment. 
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And in terms of increased “stretch” the College moved a far higher proportion of its 

students up to Level 2 qualifications in English and Maths than the sector average1: 

for example, 22.8% achieved a L2 in English compared to 12.5% nationally and 21% 

in Maths compared to 12% nationally. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Selby College achieved this by altering our organisational culture and systems over 

a two year period. English and maths was no longer an “add on” and we weaned 

ourselves away from identifying students as “peakers” (learners who will never 

exceed their current achievements) or “decliners” (learners who refuse to engage in 

further study of English and maths) terminology (e.g. “He has reached his level and it 

is de-motivating making him do more” becomes “he has to do this whatever I think so 

                                                             
1
 Source: Department for Education, Statistical First Release L1 and L2 Attainment in English and 

Maths by 16-18 year old students in 2012/13 

 

 Entries 

National  Selby FE 

only 

English GCSE 17.2% 32.3% 12.4% 

English Other 

L2 

5.8% 27.6%  

English Other 

L1 

17.3% 27.1%  

Maths GCSE 17.9% 22% 10.9% 

Maths Other L2 5.8% 17.6%  

Maths Other L1 16.3% 31.2%  
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we will support him best we can”) which was used as a justification for lower 

expectations. 

In management terms, this new strategy was achieved through: 

 Establishing a Senior Management Team (SMT) Lead, as well as Foundation 

English and maths Leads based within the specialist departments. 

 Making all subject areas answerable for their students’ English and maths 

outcomes, particularly retention and attendance, by embedding targets and 

monitoring into quality systems and departmental Balanced Scorecards. 

(Balanced Scorecards incorporate a range of performance standards to 

present an overview of performance). 

 Establishing an English and Maths Sub-Committee of the Board of Governors 

with strategic oversight of the planning, delivery and performance of English 

and maths programmes across the college.  

 Producing annually adjusted Excellence Guidance to be clear on which 

students should be doing which English and maths qualifications. 

 Training with governors, SMT, Subject Area Managers and teaching staff to 

highlight the importance of delivering English and maths and the barriers to be 

overcome to be successful. 

 Increasing delivery capacity.  

 Adapting systems and timetables.  

 Communicating clearly with students and prospective students. 

OUR AIM FOR 2014-15 ENROLMENT: THE IMPORTANCE OF SEPTEMBER 

Our experiences in 2012-2013 and 2013-14 taught us that getting things right at 

the start of the year is crucial. We realised that certainty is important to enable 

the right culture to be created. Allocating English and maths after the main 

programme reduces its perceived relative importance for both students and staff. 

Any confusion about prior achievement and consequently what level of English or 

maths a student is on at the start of the academic year, or where and when English 

and maths classes take place, can result in total disengagement. This applies to 

curriculum and support staff as well as students. For example, students will not 

necessarily go searching for their cross-college maths group and if staff are unsure, 

they cannot help them. If MIS information is not accurate early on then the 

timetables, and tracking and monitoring of students not attending, are difficult. 

Another factor is November re-sits. If at least some students are going to sit these 

then they need to be in class as soon as possible at the start of the year. Information 
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also needs to be captured on previous performance at school, on different 

components of the GCSE, and which boards and specifications they took, to enable 

entry for the right re-sit. 

Our aim therefore for September 2014 was to ensure that all students without a C 

grade in GCSE English and maths were enrolled immediately to both the appropriate 

qualification and the correct group, to enable a prompt and engaging start of the 

cross college English and maths classes on the first day that main timetables 

started. For this to happen there needed to be certainty among all concerned. 

The following pre-requisites were required: 

1. A cross-college English and maths grid in place with each full-time 

programme allocated to a slot, and this timetabled around by the Subject 

Area manager. They are expected to back up the English and maths slot 

being utilised with main aim sessions timetabled next to it rather than 

leaving it isolated. This improves attendance. 

2. Sufficient resource in each slot to cope with demand, but avoiding group 

sizes that were either too big or too small. 

3. Students arrive expecting to take English and maths qualifications, and 

staff across college maintain that expectation and ensure that they attend 

and participate. 

4. An enrolment process that accurately picks up prior English and maths 

attainment and timely initial assessment results to enable subjects and 

groups to appear on the learning agreement at enrolment and on timetable 

from day one. 

5. An enrolment process which enables us to monitor and manage group 

formation as quickly as possible. 

6. Buy-in from subject staff and guidance and support tutors to enforce 

messages about English and maths and positively support and encourage 

learners to attend. 

Getting Support from the top 

After taking on board the implications of the Wolf Report, a Curriculum Director 

member of the SMT was given responsibility for the English and maths initiatives. 

This ensured that senior management were kept informed about changes in policy 

and were able to understand the risks facing the college, and the barriers that 

needed to be overcome. Importantly, an English and Maths Sub-Committee of the 

Board of Governors was created to have strategic oversight of the planning, delivery 

and performance of English and maths programmes across the college. Chaired by 
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the Principal it also included the relevant Director and the leads for English and 

Maths. 

Top level support is required for a number of reasons: 

 To secure the resources required to adequately staff cross college groups, 

despite the difficulty in forecasting numbers. 

 To support the change in culture required across the college. 

 To support changes to established procedures. 

 To understand that in stretching students to more challenging qualifications a 

negative impact on success rates is likely. 

Understanding and support was gained through presentations on, for example, 

forecast teaching hours against teacher availability. This resulted in staff requisition 

requests being looked on favourably, and we were able to advertise early (and in 

TES) resulting in our securing some experienced GCSE teachers. 

Apart from presentations and discussions at SMT and Governor Sub-committee, a 

successful method to generate understanding of the scale of the problem was to task 

the SMT with some very practical real issues that occurred in autumn 2013. This 

helped not just in securing understanding but also in formulating policy. A similar 

approach was taken at a Middle Management team training day in February 2014 

and this really helped with buy-in the following September. 

Impact 

Senior support and understanding enabled us to meet our enrolment goal by: 

 Enabling us to increase our English and maths resources to give us the 

confidence that we would probably be able to meet demand from day one. 

 Extending our enrolment period to enable more time to be spent on individual 

enrolments. This involved starting the term two days later than previously.  

 Ensuring that support areas of the college (MIS, Student Services and 

Marketing) were fully on board with what we were seeking to achieve. 

Achieving Staff Buy-in 

It is very often harder to get buy-in from staff than from students. In our experience 

most students like the idea of achieving a grade C or better at GCSE and will 

understand that it opens doors for them. They need to be encouraged to believe it is 

achievable. Changing the culture of staff who have never had to look outside their 

subject area can be harder, and we had to deploy a range of tactics to achieve this: 
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 A series of sessions with Subject Area Managers from 2011 onwards, and 

with lecturing staff. These focussed on the threat of not successfully 

facilitating English and maths as much as the benefits of delivering the new 

requirements. Recognising that we HAVE to do something (or lose funding 

and therefore jobs) whether we like or agree with it or not is quite liberating in 

the sense in that it allowed us to get over our previous “peaker” views.  

 Making all subject areas answerable for their students’ English and maths 

outcomes. English and Maths results are reported both against the student’s 

home department and against English and Maths departments. 

 Ensuring that only English and maths specialist staff deliver GCSE (and Level 

2 Functional Skills) removes what may be seen as a threat by subject staff. 

 Lots of work was done in supporting the embedding of English and maths 

generally within all teaching and learning, which consequently led to more 

staff support for their students pursuing qualifications in those subjects. 

 A consultative approach with Subject managers over the shape of the cross 

college timetable and issues such as attendance expectations. 

 Work with Guidance and Support Tutors (all of our students are allocated to a 

named Guidance and Support Tutor) to ensure that they understood the 

importance on Maths and English in the context of the students study 

programme. 

 Giving certainty by centralising decisions over which qualifications and levels 

student would take. This was supported by Excellence Guidance which made 

our approach explicit. 

Impact 

Getting this buy-in, particularly from middle managers led to: 

 An acceptance of the degree of centralisation required to allocate students to 

groups by the English and Maths team. 

 Greater cross-college collaboration over timetabling and enrolment. 

 Consistent expectations of English and maths take up, and promotion of its 

importance. 

 Improved early first term monitoring and chasing of concerns over attendance. 
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Achieving Student Buy-in 

Students need to arrive in September fully expecting that they will continue their 

English and maths and engage straight away. We reinforced this expectation by: 

 Ensuring that it is stressed in schools liaison activity with Year 10 and Year 11 

students, in college and subject guides, and at open events. 

 The requirement to study English and maths is explored at the central 

admissions interview that all of our applicants undergo. 

 The offer letter to students makes it explicit that take up of English and maths, 

if required, is a condition of their offer. 

 A letter is sent in July to all applicants in which the English and maths 

requirement is reiterated. 

 An emphasis during induction and enrolment on the importance of English 

and maths in meeting career goals. 

 The majority of new vocational students came into their future departments in 

June and as part of this took BKSB initial assessments. This both reinforced 

the importance of English and maths and gave us information which we could 

use at enrolment. 

Impact 

The college had far better early take up and attendance (see final impact). For 

example, by the end of the first term nearly half of the English and maths students’ 

attendance rates were over 90% and only 16% of students had less than 70% 

attendance. 

Students were certainly very conscious of the importance of English and maths. A 

number who withdrew from full time programmes during the year for various 

reasons, asked to continue only in these subjects. 

Getting a common timetable and planning resources 

Our experiences had shown that getting buy in from subject areas on the shape of 

the cross college timetables was imperative. In February at the annual College 

Management Team development day Subject Area Managers were given the chance 

to discuss and agree on different timetable models. In 2015 we will be on our third 

model in three years as we refine it further. 

From previous experience we had already identified that we wanted GCSE delivery 

to be in two lessons on different days. After presenting different alternatives we 

ended up with a timetable grid within which each slot allows any English and maths 
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permutation to be facilitated, except both GCSEs, which could only be achieved by 

accessing an evening class.  

For 2014-15 this has been further revised to incorporate both English and maths 

GCSEs. The grid shows timings for three English and maths groups, A, B and C. So 

Group A will do English or maths on Mondays and Wednesdays, Group B on 

Tuesdays and Thursdays and Group C on Wednesdays and Fridays. 

 9.15-10.45  

 

11.00-12.30 12.30-

1.30 

1.30-3.00 3.00-4.30 

Monday A  A    

Tuesday B  B    

Wednesday A  A  C C 

Thursday B  B    

Friday C  C    

 

Subject Area Managers have discretion over choices of slots for each of their groups 

up to a given date and then to ensure that this was timetabled around for main 

subject delivery, with no students ‘stranded’ with unblocked time. 

When this information was complete (May) then the English and Maths team 

attempted to model the likely numbers for each subject in each slot. This was done 

by: 

1. Looking at the percentage of students from each course in the 2013-14 

year who would have required GCSE and Functional Skills according to 

our offer in 2014-15. 

2. Multiplying this by the forecast numbers on each study programme in 

2014-15 based on applications and the known rate of conversion in 

previous years. 

This allowed us to plan how many cross college English and maths groups would 

probably be required in each slot. In some cases Subject Area Mangers were asked 

if they could change slots to enable us to cover them better.  
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We use this planning sheet to capture the forecasts: 

 

 

 

This is a work in progress example which will be reviewed and sense-checked before groups are planned in. 
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Impact 

 The majority of Subject Area Managers timetabled effectively around the 

English and maths slots. 

 The number forecasts were not too far out overall but we had more D grades 

at English than expected and fewer at maths. We also had both a higher 

number of students and a higher proportion of D grades than anticipated in 

the IT and Computing Area, creating the need for more groups in their slots 

than expected. We did need to find an additional English GCSE part-time 

lecturer at short notice to cover an additional group that was unforeseen and 

unable to be picked up by existing staff. 

 The average group sizes for GCSE groups were 14.5 for English and 15.5 for 

Maths. 

What we DID:  The enrolment process 

We realised that this stage was hugely important as we were going to identify 

English and maths needs from the outset and allocate to groups as the students 

enrolled. The college already had a robust process as part of its “right learner right 

seat” strategy which ensured than prior attainment was already scrutinized carefully 

to ensure learners embarked on the correct level of programme for them. But 

additional work was needed. 

In preparing for enrolment the following were important: 

 Getting groups set up in our MIS (EBS) in advance. 

 Working closely with MIS, Student Services, Curriculum Managers and 

Guidance and Support Tutors so that all were clear about the process. 

 Ensuring that students took initial assessments prior to enrolment to provide 

evidence of level where required. This happened either in the summer term 

when they visited college or at the start of the enrolment process on the day. 

 Setting up recording systems. English and maths staff recorded allocations 

during the process and MIS input the subject and group information when the 

student enrolled. This allowed a checking up process to happen afterwards 

 Information was secured from schools about which boards and specifications 

were followed at GCSE English. This allowed English staff to identify 

performance in specific modules which was vital in entering for November 

resits 

 Stressing to external applicants that they bring results with them to enrolment 

and ensuring we had the results of existing Selby students progressing to 

GCSEs. 
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The process adopted mostly worked well: 

1. On arrival students submitted results for photocopying. If they had not already 

done so they then took their BKSB initial assessments. 

2. The relevant Subject Area Manager and Director of Curriculum checked 

results, not just for meeting entry requirements for the study programme but to 

identify the level of English and maths. This was entered into the learning 

agreement. 

3. The agreements for students with less than a C grade at GCSE were passed 

to English and maths staff who checked the prior achievements, consulted the 

BKSB initial assessment if required, and entered the qualification to be taken 

and the group onto the learning agreement. English staff captured  the exact 

detail of previous GCSE results to enable prompt entry for re-sits: 

 

 

4. The agreements were then passed to the enrolment staff. When students 

were called through to enrol they were immediately told the English and 

maths they were to do and signed up to it there and then. 

5. MIS then entered the information into EBS (our MIS system) as soon as the 

student had completed the learning agreement. 

6. Student timetables subsequently showed English and maths sessions, and 

lessons started the second day of term. 
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Because part 2 and 3 above happened in a room with the Director, Subject Area 

Manager and English and Maths Leads all together it ensured that any queries or 

emerging problems could be identified and discussed as we went along. 

Impact 

By the end of enrolment we were fairly confident that we had captured the prior 

attainment and English and maths requirements for all students who had come 

through that process. All groups started as planned, although as noted earlier we 

had to create some additional groups and find staff and rooms. 

Where we did experience failures with individual students it concerned: 

 Late enrollers. When the full apparatus of enrolment was not in place then the 

picking up of English and maths information and the allocation of groups was 

much more problematic 

 A failure to issue individual timetables. Some departments gave students 

generic course timetables which did not specify the individual’s English and 

maths lessons. This meant that some missed the first lessons through no fault 

of their own.  

However, although we did have many problems to overcome and needed to be 

flexible and responsive to both individual and course issues we were pleased overall 

and have learned further lessons. 

The positive impacts were: 

 All English and maths groups started up on the first day (some later needed 

splitting). 

 Very few students missed early lessons or were allocated to the wrong 

groups. 

 Students and staff had far more clarity about the processes and this 

supported take up, attendance and the ironing out of problems. 

 GCSE details were available far earlier to facilitate entry for November resits. 

 The condition of funding was met very early. By t4th November only four 

students did not meet the condition (and 2 exceeded it by trying to improve on 

their C grades). 

 As previously noted the early start and attendance was far better than hoped. 

The “hit list” from 4 November showed only 20 students (out of around 600) 

who had either not attended or had levels of attendance suggesting they were 

what we call “decliners”.
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Recommendations 

We recommend that colleges plan to start English and maths as early as possible to 

reinforce a culture that takes the importance of these subjects for granted. At Selby 

we are a smaller college and therefore have been better able to work towards this. 

From our experience the key things to achieve this are: 

 Having the resources to give certainty that planned groups and timetables 

can be achieved post enrolment. This requires support from senior 

management and governors which can be elicited if they truly understand the 

problems. 

 Careful planning. This includes forecasting of possible student numbers and 

staffing requirements but also of timetabling and enrolment processes. 

 Collaboration. With Subject Area Managers who need to be able to buy into 

cross college timetables and systems, between English and Maths 

departments (if they are separate) and with MIS, Student Services, Marketing 

and other areas of the college. 

 Certainty and clarity for students and staff that this WILL happen and the 

student will be attending the course allocated to them at that time. 

 Centralisation of English and maths decisions and careful control of the 

enrolment process. This means ensuring sufficient time and staffing resource 

to properly check prior achievement and allocate groups. 

 A culture which recognises the importance of English and maths to secure a 

consistent message that stresses the benefit and makes it clear that take up 

is compulsory. This is achieved through clear top down communications and 

sharing of accountability. 

 Committed English and Maths leaders who work effectively from an 

administrative as well as a teaching and learning point of view. 
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Notes 


