
CPD project at John Ruskin College combines Supported 
Experiments, coaching and project management with 
support from LSN

Background

John Ruskin College is the country’s first fully vocational 
sixth form college, offering learners high quality 
industry facilities, qualifications and experiences. 
Based on one site in South Croydon, the college’s 
provision ranges from entry level to level three, with 
students from diverse backgrounds, aged 14+. 

In autumn 2010, the college decided to run a Supported Experiments 
action research project to empower the staff to carry out meaningful 
CPD that would impact practice in the learning environment. The 
project was designed to give teachers time to reflect, develop and 
share good practice. It was hoped that staff would feel free to try 
out new ideas without fear of negative consequences, adopting the 
mindset that every experiment would be successful as learning would 
take place for the experimenter and impact would be assessed. The 
model chosen was the Supported Experiments action research cycle.

Why LSN?
Mandeep Gill, Vice Principal of Transforming Learning at the college, 
contacted Joanne Miles at LSN through one of her colleagues who had 
been delivering coaching training at the college. Mandeep had never 
managed a project using formal project management methods so 
wanted support and guidance on how to deliver a project of this scale. 
He needed expertise to guide him and the project team. He asked 
Joanne to provide project planning support and review with the project 
team, comprising six staff members who also played a coaching role 
in the project. Joanne had a strong education background, with twenty 
years’ teaching and training experience, as well as expertise in project 
management. She had delivered a large and successful Supported 
Experiments project at another FE college and was a qualified PRINCE2 
Practitioner who could share good practice.
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Ofsted had identified that the 
college focused too much on 
teaching so the project put the 
main focus on learning – both 
for staff and for students. It 
was about putting teaching and 
learning at the top of the agenda 
in the organisation’s culture and 
making space for conversations 
about it. Staff were encouraged 
to identify useful and relevant 
experiments that related to any 
aspect of the Learning Model 
that had been created  by staff 
and students at the college. They 
were encouraged to choose an 
experiment that would address 
a need in their class or tackle an 
issue. Evidence-based teaching 
materials and case studies 
were made available online 
and through a launch event, to 
provide stimulus. 

The project consisted of the 
following stages:

1. Staff briefing on the experiments 
project by the project team.

2. Launch event including the 
stages of the project cycle, 
some evidence-based teaching 
methods that can raise 
achievement and a session to 
plan experiments.

3. Reviews of progress in coaching 
sessions.

4. Reviews of experiments including 
learners’ feedback and plans for 
showcase.

5. Showcase event for staff and 
external guests.

6. Next steps planning and 
collection of resources from 
experiments.

The coaching groups were set up 
thematically so that people from 
different teams but with related 
experiments could share ideas 
and coach each other. Coaches 
avoided having their own team 
in their coaching group, so 
the experimenter could freely 
express themselves and plan 
their experiment around their 
learning needs. The project was 
open to all staff at all levels. 

The coaches who led the 
sessions had received training 
in Solution Focused Coaching so 
that they knew how to facilitate 
reflective dialogue and practical 
action planning. In this way, 
the project team hoped to 
embed coaching approaches 
more deeply at the college 
and encourage informal peer 
coaching to develop. Ideas would 
also be shared across areas and 
between teams. 

Experiments varied across 
several areas, from target setting 
to peer assessment to improving 
attendance. Experimenters 
completed simple one page 
summaries as experiment 
updates and many produced 
related resources and video 
clips. The project team wanted 
to create a bank of resources 
for future use so that learning 
from the experiments went 
beyond the life of the project. 
Approximately three quarters of 
the relevant staff were involved in 
experiments throughout the year, 
making this a high profile project 
for the college.

Project aims and stages

http://www.lsnlearning.org.uk/Products/Solution-focused-coaching-and-mentoring


Joanne Miles, Managing 
Consultant at LSN, delivered 
six full days of project planning 
support, helping to structure 
the project plan and prevent any 
common pitfalls. She recorded 
key points in planning meetings, 
provided document templates for 
the whole experiments cycle and 
gave additional support by email 
and phone. The project team 
could also use her as a sounding 
board and source of feedback 
on project progress. They found 
this support very useful as these 
evaluation quotes show:

She was professional, concise 
and directive.
Colleen Swaby

Joanne was Ms Motivator – very 
empowering with contagious 
enthusiasm.
Sharron Williams

Joanne understands how to work 
with a range of personalities. 
She uses professional standards 
and humour to enhance the 
experience for everyone.
Gillian Harris

What barriers and issues were faced during the project and how were 
they overcome?

 Barriers Solutions

Allocating time on college calendar  Vice Principal secured slots through 
for teachers to meet, alongside  the initial college plan and then the 
other competing priorities. project team had to work flexibly  
 and support 1:1 as required.

Involving part time staff as they  Participants were paired with 
often couldn’t attend sessions. a buddy, providing additional  
 support and a feeling of shared  
 responsibility.

Finding time for the project team  Scheduling of very quick early 
to meet. meetings, allocating tasks, and  
 reporting back to people who  
 missed meetings.

Pressure of workload created  Individuals were encouraged to vent 
issues in project team dynamics  issues and take flexible approaches 
at one point. to planning.

Some experimenters didn’t grasp  Identified in a project meeting and 
the need to measure impact until  led to clear reminders about 
a late stage in the project. collecting impact measures in  
 preparation for the showcase event.

LSN’s Response



Outcomes

For the college 
an improved teaching grade profile, 
showing quality improvement 
(grade 1 and 2 observations – 64% 
before project and 80% afterwards).

For the project team 
successfully delivering a large 
project and building their skills:

Supported Experiments have been 
an outstanding vehicle to aid staff 
to try out new ways of doing things. 
The process has given me an insight 
into project management and has 
developed my coaching skills, which 
I will utilise when coaching staff and 
learners.
Sharron Williams, Senior Teacher, coach and 
project team member

To find out more 
Get in touch today for more information or to  
discuss a tailored solution for your organisation.
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jmiles@lsnlearning.org.uk 
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For experimenters 
being able to try something 
different, outside their comfort zone 
and share ideas with colleagues. 
Some have improved their observed 
lesson grades; many have seen 
improvements in learners’ 
achievement:  

Initially I thought this was ‘just 
another experiment’ but as I got 
more involved I saw the benefits to 
the learners.  All learners achieved 
higher grades.
Evaluation feedback from experimenter

Vice Principal Mandeep Gill felt 
that LSN exceeded expectations 
as Joanne managed to constantly 
motivate the project team as well as 
support their planning process. 

This was about recognising not the 
value of CPD but the value of having 
effective CPD. The Supported 
Experiments cycle develops 
coaching skills, project skills, and 
most importantly, develops the skill 
to try something for the benefit of 
the learner, regardless of outcome. 
It develops the culture of trying 
things without fear to improve 
learners and learning.

If you want CPD that staff value, and 
which truly focuses on supporting 
the learners and developing 
confidence and enthusiasm in 
the staff, get support from Joanne 
Miles at LSN and run a Supported 
Experiments cycle.



Additional or 
unexpected benefits Next steps for this project

The level of enthusiasm from staff 
was more than expected. 

Before this project people didn’t 
value CPD as it was useful but 
not used. Mandeep worried this 
would be non valued CPD too 
but buy-in was consistent and 
momentum was maintained 
through reminders and the 
enthusiasm of the project team, 
who led by example. Staff kept 
commenting on how much they 
learnt through the coaching 
meetings. As Mandeep says:  

It is a rare thing – a CPD process 
that has really been followed 
through into practice.

The project has connected 
different people and groups as it 
gave them something in common. 

For the first time the college has 
had a large scale sharing event 
because the cycle gave them a 
structure for the sharing but kept 
the ownership with the teachers

Before Supported Experiments:

The overall quality of lessons has 
improved, although a significant 
minority of lessons do not meet the 
needs of all students.
(Ofsted 2011)

After Supported Experiments:

Teaching and learning are good  
and inspectors observed examples  
of outstanding practice.
(Ofsted 2011)

What has changed as a result of 
the project?

 ● The project has fostered more 
cross area relationships.

 ● Staff see the value of coaching 
and understand that it’s about 
thinking through a situation 
yourself before asking for advice.  

 ● Staff are considering how to 
assess impact of teaching 
interventions and this links 
through to understanding other 
measures, e.g. wider quality 
improvement plans. 

 ● Staff commented on not being 
afraid to make mistakes, not 
feeling vulnerable – they now feel 
safer to experiment without being 
judged. Some experimenters 
found the process gave them 
the chance to address issues in 
creative ways with time to do it – 
some said they felt they wouldn’t 
have done this without the project.

 ● 86.5% staff felt the experiments 
were valuable or very valuable 
as a college-wide approach to 
teaching and learning.
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The college is now planning 
a bigger Supported 
Experiments project 
involving support staff for 
the next academic year. 
They are looking at how 
to integrate this work 
with wider embedding of 
Solution Focused Coaching 
and there will also be 
a focus on capturing 
resources from experiments 
online so that good practice 
can be shared further. 

To find out more 
Get in touch today for more information or to  
discuss a tailored solution for your organisation.
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