
Background

South Essex College is a large FE college which has 
recently merged and now has 15 sites across Essex 
from Grays to Southend-on-Sea. Provision ranges 
from 14–19 to adult courses, apprenticeships and 
HE. Kathy Mulvey is Head of Teaching and Learning 
Development at South Essex College. She manages 
staff development, teacher training, advanced 
practitioners and teaching and learning across 
the college.  Kathy teaches on the teacher training 
courses, regularly facilitates training sessions 
for new staff and reports directly to the Deputy 
Principal as part of the quality improvement team. 
During 2010–2011, she led the college through a 
project called ‘Take Something and Improve It’ 
based on the action research model promoted by 
Geoff Petty, called Supported Experiments. 
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Why supported 
experiments?

Kathy felt the college lacked 
a whole college avenue for 
talking about teaching and 
learning, despite activities 
going on in teams. She 
thought areas could benefit 
from sharing strategies 
and tailoring them to their 
own communities. She 
believed people could move 
forward through developing 
communities of practice as 
a mechanism for discussion 
and sharing across college.

The benefits of project managing a CPD initiative

http://www.geoffpetty.com/experiments.html


 ● Take Something and Improve It helped 
people to focus on their own practice and 
provided them with space to reflect at a 
challenging time for both the sector and the 
college. The aim was for teachers to make a 
small step change, a small improvement to 
their classroom practice to benefit learners. 
The project would protect and identify times 
on development days and in team meetings 
in which teaching and learning was the top 
agenda item, focusing on discussions about 
classroom practice. 

 ● Kathy devised a form to capture reflections 
and the IT team put this online, which helped 
her track progress of experiments. She 
negotiated the questions with the Advanced 
Practitioners (APs) to ensure relevance. In 
the first planning session, the teachers only 
needed to fill in 7 simple questions outlining 
their experiment.  Mid experiment they 
completed around 6 questions with space to 
record evidence. At the end of the experiment 
they met in groups and completed the 
final document, using it for IfL CPD logging 
and as evidence of personal development 
for appraisal. An Advanced Practitioner 
(AP) created a video to explain how to link 
their proposal to the IfL REFLECT site for 
CPD evidence. Planning time for this was 
allocated as part of the college development 
programme.

 ● Meetings were used throughout the year to 
facilitate sharing and reflection. The whole 
morning on the staff development day was 
used for planning individual experiments 
supported by APs using Solution Focused 
Coaching techniques. This training had shown 
the APs how to stop telling people what to 
do and focus on eliciting suggestions and 
thoughts from the teachers, so they could 
own the experiments and develop reflective 
thinking skills. Kathy circulated to support 
different teams, showing a personal touch 
that was appreciated.

 ● At the end of the year the staff development 
day was focused on cross college sharing. 
Groups were set up based on thematic lines 
related to experiments with variety within 
each group so that staff from different sites 
met together for a whole organisation event. 
Project planning helped Kathy identify who 
needed to do what and when for the staff 
development day. Discussions focused on 
sharing the results from the experiments; in 
part two of the day the focus was on how the 
college could take development forward and 
what the benefits were from the experiments 
process. The groups then identified useful 
experiments to become case studies or video 
interviews. Sessions were filmed by the APs, 
in order to capture the dissemination event 
and to make a video clip bank online for a new 
teaching and learning website. As Kathy says:

This process helped capture jewels from 
the experiments so that they can be shared 
in future – without the capture process a 
great deal of richness would have been lost. 
The person owning the experiment has the 
passion and this comes over in their case 
study or video.

Project aims and stages 

http://http://www.lsnlearning.org.uk/news/article-40666.aspx
http://http://www.lsnlearning.org.uk/news/article-40666.aspx


LSN’s Response

Kathy attended 1:1 project planning sessions 
with Joanne throughout the project cycle, 
helping her develop her own project 
management skills. She wanted to unpick 
different views of project planning that she 
hadn’t tried and felt Joanne could bring that 
expertise due to her background and project 
management qualifications. Talking it through 
with someone outside the college gave a 
wider perspective and chance to step out of 
context and get a new viewpoint.

During the year Kathy looked forward to 
coming to the project planning meetings, 
brought draft plans into the meetings, found 
the experience invigorating and went away 
with renewed energy and direction. Joanne 
gave new angles or points to work on, acting 
as a fresh pair of eyes. ‘It was so enjoyable 
that it almost felt like a spa day!’ Kathy states. 
Joanne and Kathy kept in contact by email to 
touch base and met up at the AP trainings 
as well. Kathy felt this experience was really 
beneficial:

Excellent support which has helped me 
to develop; the whole process has been 
invaluable.

The Advanced Practitioner group attended 
2.5 days of Solution Focused Coaching input, 
involving practice and reflection, as well 
as 1:1 coaching tutorials to discuss their 
progress. This allowed them to gradually 
acquire expertise and then bring that learning 
back into the next training session and share 
it with the wider AP network. The 1:1 sessions 
proved particularly popular, as this comment 
shows:

 My tutorial was a very helpful discussion 
which allowed me to reflect on my progress 
from the previous activities and set new 
goals.

Markus Copping, Advanced Practitioner,  
South Essex College

Why did South Essex  
College choose LSN?
Kathy attended a training day on delivering 
successful Supported Experiments 
through project management at LSN 
with Joanne Miles in July 2010. This event 
helped Kathy to bring a vague picture 
into clear focus. She was excited by the 
training and felt determined to carry this 
project through. She knew she needed to 
use Joanne’s knowledge of the successes 
and challenges from her experience of 
running the project at a large London 
college. She recognised that Joanne’s 
skills could enhance the project and 
that she could be a support mechanism. 
Joanne was contracted to provide project 
planning support for Kathy plus coaching 
training for the Advanced Practitioners 
who would support teachers through their 
experiments. The Advanced Practitioner 
network at the college was newly formed at 
that time.

http://www.lsnlearning.org.uk/Search/Resource-38355/rs-2411.aspx
http://www.lsnlearning.org.uk/Search/Resource-38355/rs-2411.aspx
http://www.lsnlearning.org.uk/Search/Resource-38355/rs-2411.aspx
http://www.lsncommunity.org.uk/blogs/Making-leadership-work/?page_id=24


 ● The key challenge was to get the project 
shape right so people would buy into it and it 
would encourage people to focus on teaching 
but not feel it created an onerous workload. 
To do this Kathy linked the project to IfL CPD 
requirements for teachers, allocating time to 
enable it without making it compulsory. 

 ● At the start, senior leadership engagement 
was an issue due to the wide ranging 
challenges of a newly merged organisation. 
Kathy promoted the project as a way of 
bringing the college together to focus on 
teaching and learning in a positive and 
forward moving way.

 ● In terms of project budget, it was felt that a 
part time teacher wanting to do experiments 
should be funded to attend staff development 
meetings. Senior management supported 
this, to maximise engagement.

 ● Staff didn’t know each other at the start 
so had no history of working together and 
had different working practices. Kathy met 
Heads of Faculty, academy managers and all 
the teams to brief them on the project with 
a simple four slide summary. Kathy could 
judge reaction, overcome obstacles, gauge 
potential issues and clarify the message that 
this was about doing a small experiment, to 
avoid intimidating them. She also explained 
her own experiment and asked for their ideas. 
This helped build relationships and she 
established credibility as the project leader by 
showing current classroom experience.

 ● As the project progressed, other challenges 
emerged. The launch event was scheduled for 
December 2010 and was snowed off but due 
to her project management training from LSN, 
Kathy had carried out risk assessments and 
developed a contingency plan so she ended 
up launching the project in team meetings 
instead to keep it on track. 

 ● Keeping up momentum was critical so 
Kathy responded to each experiment 
proposal via email, writing a positive 
comment, sending email links, offering 
relevant development session with the 
APs and asking if they’d like to share 
with other groups doing related projects. 
The response from staff was shock – 
that someone had bothered to read and 
respond – and it reinvigorated people to 
keep going and log their findings. It also 
started dialogue between different people 
across teams and areas, bringing people 
together. People would stop Kathy in  
the corridor and say ‘Thank you for your 
email – it meant so much!’ This showed 
the value of taking a personal interest.

 ● With a substantial workload, Kathy had 
to look at project planning each week to 
keep on top of each stage and this helped 
her keep the project alive for herself and 
ensure communications took into account 
other people’s needs and workloads. 
She kept communications positive and 
efficient, e.g. writing simple emails people 
could forward to teams.

Key challenges during the project

What barriers were faced and how 
were they overcome?

Sometimes Kathy needed to be flexible in 
terms of the dates of project milestones, for 
example when staff were due to fill in the mid 
experiment review document, the college 
announced redundancies. So Kathy responded 
by delaying this project activity. This kind of 
flexible response helped maintain the project 
as something positively perceived by staff.   
It was important to run the project while 
working within the constraints of the context, 
acting with empathy and in a supportive way 
for staff. Equally, Kathy recognises that the 
project leader needs to have the confidence 
and persistence to achieve the project plan 
overall, while adjusting individual milestones 
as it progresses.



 ● The level of buy-in from all levels was 
excellent, including positive reactions from 
managers with people commenting on what a 
good idea the project was. Managers actively 
participated in the project feeling it was well 
pitched and not over demanding and would 
have positive results.

 ● Staff have commented on how much more 
talk there is now about teaching and learning 
issues, since the project began.

 ● The feedback from the staff development 
day found that for many people it was the 
best one ever because they had time to 
discuss teaching and learning in truly useful 
and practical ways, giving space for real 
professional dialogue. 

 ● Very few people did not complete documents 
on the allocated days, showing high levels 
of engagement. And experiments were well 
developed and classroom-based.

 ● There have been some interesting 
developments in terms of learners’ 
performance, for example one teacher used 
a traffic light system for feedback from the 
students about how clear and confident they 
were on the objectives of that lesson. He used 
this feedback to identify learners needing 
additional help and targeted them at the start 
of the next lesson. That group completed 
coursework two weeks early with all students 
passing and in many cases with grades that 
exceeded expectations.

 ● The project has been a vehicle for getting 
people talking to each other and broken down 
barriers between areas as well as putting 
teaching and learning on the top of the 
agenda again in meetings. 

 ● Next year many groups want to continue to 
meet and many experiments will carry on, 
starting earlier in the year in October. Next 
summer there will be a Learning Fair built 
into the staff development day to continue 
the sharing of best practice. Staff are coming 
back with lots of suggestions for further 
development and Kathy will respond to these 
in planning. She is interested in shifting the 
focus to Try Something New for next year. 
This is a step by step change process to move 
the college forward over the next five years. 
The aim is that this process of experiments 
becomes engrained in the college culture and 
part of the college ethos.

 ● For Kathy, the key achievements include 
getting to know staff a great deal better, 
which will help planning how to meet their 
development needs. There is more open 
dialogue now about real development 
issues. The APs are now operating in a cross 
college role, gaining greater visibility and 
demonstrating their growing competence and 
confidence through their experiences this 
year.

 ● As the project manager, Kathy is proud that a 
huge project can be kept on track during such 
a difficult year. She has gained credibility 
with colleagues, developed “withitness” in 
terms of sensing changes in the organisation 
that could affect the project and dealing with 
them proactively. She can see the benefit of 
having a positive approach and not perceiving 
challenges as barriers but instead focusing 
on how to get past them, using a Solution 
Focused approach. She had a vision that was 
clear but the planning was needed to take the 
journey and achieve it.  The project planning 
with Joanne made that possible. She realised 
the importance of knowing individuals and 
approaching them in tailored ways with 
differentiated messages. Individual personal 
conversations helped to iron out numerous 
potential project issues and the initial project 
planning stage helped Kathy identify key 
individuals who needed to be on board in 
different ways. 

Outcomes and achievements
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Next steps for the 
project

 ● The training from LSN has helped Kathy recognise 
that managers need to grow and have time out to 
discuss their role so she’s provided opportunities for 
them to meet together to discuss their own issues 
and areas for development. Similar opportunities 
have been made for A Level tutors leading to good 
ideas for improving the experience of A Levels for 
students.  

 ● Kathy now wants LSN to deliver Solution Focused 
Coaching and project management training to 
managers, to foster these approaches. 

 ● She wants to develop her project management 
skills further and share the experience with others 
in different institutions, to show what can be done 
with the right attitude, support and determination.

The value of LSN’s  
support
LSN has exceeded objectives from the 
outset. The Supported Experiments 
training event helped Kathy jump into 
the whole project feeling she could get 
support, which made it less daunting. 
Joanne’s reaction showed Kathy she could 
empathise with her vision for the project 
and make it concrete. Without LSN, the 
project wouldn’t have been as successful 
in terms of passion or engagement, as 
Kathy would have been doing it alone 
without the support and motivation boost 
from the sessions. She felt Joanne helped 
her recognise her own skills and areas for 
development and being given the project 
coaching made this possible – it was a 
growing experience for her as a manager. 
As Kathy says:

It’s exciting when you have the right project 
for the right people and they engage 
with it and it works. To see it working and 
people positively respond to it is what 
the job is about. I would recommend LSN 
unreservedly to other colleges.

    What has impressed me the most about this project 
has been the persistence and passion Kathy 
has shown in leading it and the enthusiastic and 
committed approach of the Advanced Practitioner 
group. I can see how structured project planning 
has enhanced the delivery and I’ve watched 
coaching skills develop across the year. I think 
they are building a model of sustainable quality 
improvement there and it’s very encouraging to see 
this vision and commitment in the current difficult 
climate in FE. 

Joanne Miles, Managing Consultant, LSN

For more information on project management training, please click here
For more information on Solution Focused Coaching, please click here

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

T: 020 7492 5391 | M: 07920 291 383
JMiles@lsnlearning.org.uk

http://www.lsnlearning.org.uk/Search/Resource-40852/rs-2338.aspx
http://www.lsnlearning.org.uk/Products/Solution-focused-coaching-and-mentoring/

