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This example explains how West Suffolk College has reviewed its approach to measuring the quality of teaching and learning through coaching, sharing best practice and improved recording systems. 
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‘Professional development has always been strong here. However, in the past, we’ve depended too much on paper records which were a burden for managers and didn’t help us to spot inconsistencies across the college. When we found it difficult to provide an audit trail for the last inspection we decided to make some changes. We knew we had a lot of good practice in teaching and learning that could and should be shared. A better recording system would help us match strong performance with areas that needed improvement. To improve performance across the college, we developed a coaching system, which is being piloted in art and design. Staff are finding it both challenging and rewarding - it’s work in progress but we’ve seen some real successes.’ 

Barbara Beaton, West Suffolk College

Background

It can be a challenge to track the results of observations of teaching and learning and make consistent links between areas for improvement and effective staff development, particularly across a large and dispersed organisation. During the inspection of West Suffolk College in 2010, inspectors found that: ‘The college makes insufficient use of the outcomes from the observation of teaching and learning to share good practice across curriculum areas and focus staff development on teaching strategies that are identified as areas for development.’ This judgement was a concern to the senior management team who, acknowledging its truth, and mindful of the focus of the new inspection framework, decided to restructure the observation and staff-support processes.

The paper-based system used previously to track the outcomes of the observation process and capture staff development needs was not working well enough. It placed a burden on managers and administrative staff alike and it was difficult to ensure consistency or completeness. 

The new process

Part of the solution was to introduce an electronic system to make the process easier to monitor. It was not a simple task because bespoke software was not available. As Barbara says, ‘It was difficult to get observation and staff development and support systems to talk to one another, but through some careful local adaptation it is beginning to work. We have a procedure we can rely on and monitor.’ One result of improving the efficiency and oversight of the system is that the college has doubled the number of observations in the current year.

The 2010 inspection had re-graded art and design from outstanding to good, so the newly appointed head of department was asked to pilot the new developments with his staff to help support their aim to improve provision back to outstanding and to refine the model for whole college use.

The pilot in art and design
The determination to return to outstanding made art and design a good place to pilot the new approach. Most teachers in the department are part-time, so it was a chance to test in circumstances where communication and coordination are more challenging. 
Derek Johnson, the new head of school was enthusiastic about the possibilities and he introduced a number of new approaches to improve performance.

The first was a ‘show and tell’ series of presentations where teachers demonstrated a piece of innovative practice they had used successfully. They presented their activity, talked about the outcomes and discussed what made it work so well. Staff enjoyed it and described it as a stimulating experience providing opportunities for intelligent conversation. The department followed this up with a peer observation week where staff were encouraged to drop in on one another’s classes and pick up good ideas and approaches. 

The coaching approach, which sits at the centre of the process, was formalised for a member of staff who had been given a satisfactory lesson observation grade. Starting a lesson was seen to be a key area for improvement. The teacher was paired with another teacher who was particularly strong in setting the right tone for a class. The teacher observed her coach starting two lessons and learnt how to ‘set the right tone’ from the start. It worked well, the tutor’s re-observation showed a marked improvement and the lesson was graded as good. Derek comments: ’We’ve moved this on now and are arranging for our outstanding performers to offer coaching to staff across the faculty.’ 
Finally the department held a team development day using ‘free thinking’ exercises to exchange ideas about how to do things better. Derek says this did a lot to focus staff on the importance of learning and progress: ‘It led to intelligent conversations about improving our performance and many of the ideas have fed directly into our operational plans.’ 

This half-day event adopted the ‘creative ideas generation’ approach. It started with team exercises before moving to practical solutions. Within teams, staff were asked:

· what their one highlight of the year at college was so far?

· what would they be worried about if Ofsted had been secretly filming them for two weeks?
· how do humans learn?

· what common mistakes do we all make regularly in our teaching?

what additional resources would benefit learning?

By the end, the following key points that would improve provision had been identified: 

· Establish a culture where all staff are focused on the importance of learning and progress.

· Celebrate positive outcomes and share practice that feeds into effective teaching and learning. 
· Encourage open and intelligent conversations to share experiences and methods of improving learning.
Resource need to be justified against the quality of teaching and learning. 
· Every lesson must start by clearly informing learners about what they will learn in the lesson. 

Extending the pilot
Barbara Beaton describes how managers are using this experience to develop new approaches across the college: ‘We needed to consider carefully the size of our support team post observation to ensure consistency. We’ve put three members of the team into each faculty and established a post for an additional member to analyse and match needs across the college.’ Importantly, the team is being trained in coaching skills. We see this as the way to make a real impact on performance. Most importantly, we need to focus all managers on improving teaching and learning and support them by developing a good performance management system.  We need to move them away from spending too much time on administration. There’s more to do but we’re on our way.’

West Suffolk College in Bury St Edmunds offers programmes in all sector subject areas. Courses range from pre-entry to Honours degree level. It has centres in a number of Suffolk towns and serves a wide rural area. The college’s mission is to provide excellent education and training which develop skills that contribute to the success of the individual and the economy. The college has Beacon status.
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Overview – the provider’s message





 





The good practice in detail





 








‘The important feature of the new system is the link between outstanding teachers and those staff who need to improve aspects of their performance. And for this to work well we need to improve coaching skills in our staff.’ 
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Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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