
A Culture of Trial and NO Error:
An All College Approach to 

Outstanding



Context
John Ruskin College is the only fully Vocational Sixth Form College in 
the country. It caters to approximately 1,000 students with an ethnically 
diverse student body coming from a wide range of social backgrounds.

In March 2010 the College was graded as inadequate. After the 
appointment of a new Senior Team in September 2010 the College has 
gone from strength to strength. Supported Experiments were used to 

earning. In 
the re-inspection in May 2011, Ofsted commented:

Teaching and Learning are Good

Inspectors observed examples of OUTSTANDING practice in teaching and learning,

characterised by “meticulous planning, excellent classroom management and imaginative

tasks”.

Care, Guidance and Support are good

Students speak highly of the support they receive. Arrangements for safeguarding are good 
and are given a high priority. Reference was made to the fact that staff provide a high level 
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education.

Leadership and Management are good

“The new Principal and his senior management team have brought about a change in the 
culture since the previous inspection and there is a palpable sense of urgency amongst staff 
about the desire to continue to raise standards.”

 providing strong leadership 
and a clear strategic direction as well as promoting high standards and high expectations 
across the college.

Quality of Provision is good

 of the learners. The 

• friendly and approachable teachers

• the support provided for their studies

• industry-standard hairdressing and media production facilities

 

Project Background

Project Aims

The experiments project in 2011-12 was a continuation of very positive work from the 
previous year, as outlined in the case study “Empowering staff to experiment and challenge 
their own limits” (case study 1 on http://joannemilesconsulting.wordpress.com/case-studies/ )

It was decided that the college would continue with the use of the Supported Experiments 
action research model, to foster innovation and sharing of good practice across college. This 
year the experiments were focused on three themes: professional behaviour, attendance 
and punctuality and assessment methods. The project incorporated some support staff 
from student services, front of house, LRC and security into themed groups based on areas 
for development emerging from college data. This enabled support and academic staff to 
collaborate within their experiment groups when they met at scheduled meetings.

The project was related to wider and ongoing work about creating a JRC culture based on 
sharing good practice and building relationships across areas.
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Stages of the Project

Training and Support for the Project: 
Coaching and Project Management

The project team from the college attended four days of training with Joanne Miles, an 
external consultant with extensive experience in delivering teaching and learning projects. 
The sessions were spread over the life of the project to help the team to plan, review 

oject manager and coach 
with experience of running experiments cycles herself and supporting them in many colleges. 
The team felt she could help get the structure for the project in place, identify clear deadlines, 
provide focus and guidelines and also motivate the team to keep up momentum.

The project team felt that coaching was an important element of the project. They did not 
want to dictate to staff in any way – they were there to facilitate ideas and steer not mentor, 
to encourage ownership of the experiments. This work was also seen as part of the wider 
process to embed coaching more fully, as many staff had been through coaching training 
in previous years. The experiments project enabled coaching skills and approaches to be 
deployed in a structured and purposeful way.

The project team coached the cross college experiment groups at scheduled meetings across 
the year, enabling staff to share ideas, discuss challenges and support each other through 
the process of experimentation.
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Barriers and Challenges
• Time to attend meetings as a project team.

The team dedicated a one day slot each term to enable them to focus together on a 
 the morning for quick catch 

ups; they used email contact; they paired up on delegated tasks

• Motivating staff in year two of a project.

They listened to initial feedback and adapted the subsequent sessions to make them 
differentiated in approach and activities; they were responsive to requests; they adapted to 

relationships between staff to add interest and novelty

• Staff had competing priorities.

The team encouraged people to keep making mental space for their experiment; they kept 
encouraging individuals and made regular contact to keep the experiments in mind; individual 
follow up enabled absentees from group sessions to catch up, so that everyone stayed on 
track

Outcomes

1. Comments from staff

We have achieved a greater understanding of the assessment process and we will be able 
to implement a better assessment system next term

There is an increase in the use of the Library collection of books & academic e-resource 
by learners. There is a clearer/better understanding of the services on offer & how to access 
them by staff/learners

Marked increase of staff who are including more research tasks in their assignments which 
 the sources needed for their 

assignments

at the 'hands on' training 
approach is a lot more powerful than sitting in a boring training session  and getting given 

which I will never look at

I loved the coaches start to the session, and that they were virtually all non managerial staff 
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It was great to see teachers coaching managers in the concept and shows it’s open to 
everyone to develop. Great activities .....

With the help of the coaches I feel really ready to start this experiment, I am sure it will 

my level 3 learners as they edge towards university or work

ng but she's supported me 
and I've caught up!

2. Comments from coaches

Being led but not being dictated to by the project manager has meant that I was 
empowered to develop in my role as part of a project team, I also gained some invaluable 
skills on how to lead a project (Sharron Williams – Senior Teacher, Coach)

Supported experiments has made me realise my teaching style is similar to coaching and 
th and Social Care, 

Coach)

Being part of the team that has run the Supported Experiment process this year has really 
enhanced my management skills enabling me to gain experience as a project manager, 
drive a project forward and take a lead role in both the planning and delivery of the 
programme (Isla Flood, teacher of ESOL, Coach)

Supported Experiments has given me the experience and insight as to what a cross college 
lution focused planning and 

have enjoyed the delivery and coaching (Alex Suddaby, Student L

Supported experiments have had a major impact on improving staff and learner experience 
and driving up standards (Robert Hare, Sports Lecturer, Coach)

The experiments have helped me to discover my coaching skills and ability to support 
others to do things differently to improve productivity (Charles Asmah, Business teacher, 
Coach)

3. Comment from external consultant, Joanne Miles

Year two of any large project is a real challenge and JRC have impressed me in their 
staff. I’ve watched their 

expertise in project planning develop and seen them build the experiments model into their 
wider work on creating a great culture for learning. It’s good to see a college grasp the 
importance of embedding a model for improvement and persist with it, so that it has the 
chance to grow, develop and engage staff effectively
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Achievements

Impact

Impact on JRC Culture

In order to support the College to reach Outstanding, Supported Experiments was used to

Support  staff  in recognising they themse lves  have the skill s , knowledge  and expert ise 

To develop a cul ture of truly  valuing and tak ing ownership of  CPD

To bring together staff  who may no t usuall y work  together

• Retention last year was 80%. It is now showing at 90%

• We have 84.3% good and outstanding teaching. An increase of 3% from the last cycle 

• 37.3% of the teaching is outstanding. Grade 1s have increased by 8.1% from the     
 

• Cumulative attendance at the end of last year was 82.5%. In our last week of the   
 academic year we were at 88.6%, an increase of 6.1%

• A perception of behaviour improving within college and staff reporting improved  
 performance from students

• Students demonstrate more professional attitudes, demeanour and aspirations

• Some staff have been very engaged and active in experiments

• There has been more involvement and engagement with

 

experiments than the year before

•

 

Staff have been learning about others and their work by working cross college

to make  improvements

and a 4.3% improvement from last year

•

•

•

•

Help staff better reflect on their own practices
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Learning Points

• Groups have worked well together to focus on moving forward

• the project team

• The project team worked well together – supported each other and worked on actions   
 to get things done

• There now seems to be a greater understanding of what support staff do and how they  
 work and vice versa for academic staff

• Staff have valued this form of CPD as they felt it was meaningful and relevant

• Seeing things from different perspectives by sharing ideas in the project team sessions,  
 

• Proper planning time and identifying targets and tasks provide focused outcomes and   
 process steps

• Structured and logical steps to work backwards from the intended outcome

• It focuses and homes you in on what to do in small manageable tasks – chunking it   
 down helps make it happen

• Rapport and relationship create a comfortable, open environment for sharing

• A coaching approach through facilitation and open questions helps people discuss   
 areas thoroughly

• Coaches keep meetings on task as they are focused and clear on steps

• Better to have coaches operating at peer level – there’s equality and it avoids the issue  
 of management agendas

• Steering rather than telling really works- telling staff what to do would feel as if    
 experiments were being enforced and imposed

•   
 Ofsted

7



Next Steps

Tips for running successful experiments

• Need a project management group to champion it, to do the work, to make it happen;   
 using a selection of people from across college encourages engagement across college

• Create a project team drawn from business support and curriculum areas and    
 management

•  
 happen. A member of SMT needs to be part of the team to get involved and collaborate,    
 as this helps speed up the decision- making processes 

• Need someone outside the organisation to support your planning process – fresh outlook   
 and pair of eyes

• External help changes the dynamics in the group meeting – a consultant can lead and  
 focus your process and keep you on task!

• It’s not essential to have “coaches” as a role but using a coaching approach and   
 mindset helps

• Mix of coaches and non-coaches within the project team means people learn from each   
 other and develop skills

• Enjoy it and have some fun in the sessions with staff – you can enjoy each others’   
 company in a relaxed way

• Add differentiated activities into coaching and training sessions

• Include a mixture of formal coaching and training sessions

• Listen to staff feedback and respond to it

• Give it time as staff need to learn to work together in these ways in order to experiment  
 effectively

Year three of the project will see the creation of Learning Communities involving cross college  

Greater numbers of support staff will be integrated into the work.

The model is embedding and people are using their experiments work in everyday life. 
Innovation and collaboration are becoming part of the culture at JRC.

to buy in

staff
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For any further information about Supported 
Experiments at JRC please contact: 

Mandeep Gill, Vice Principal Transforming 
Learning 

mandeep.gill@johnruskin.ac.uk 

020 8561 7628 

 a way to:

• Encourage risk taking and change without fear of failure

• Bring together support and teaching staff

• Encourage different departments to work together

• 

• Develop one college one team

For further information about the Supported 
Experiments cycle or for project management, 
coaching or consultancy support, please contact:

Joanne Miles at jmilesconsulting@gmail.com
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