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In attendance – Paula Shaw, Curriculum Adviser

Overview

Linkage College is a specialist post-16 college located on two sites, the Weelsby campus situated in Grimsby, North East Lincolnshire and the Toynton campus, 40 miles to the south near Spilsby in Lincolnshire.  The college forms a part of Linkage Community Trust, established in 1976 to cater for the needs of young people with learning difficulties or disabilities who require continuing care, support and training in order to realise their potential and prepare for independent living.  

The college caters for approximately 220 learners across both sites and they are drawn from all over the UK.  Learners are principally those who have conditions such as autistic spectrum disorder, Down’s syndrome, Fragile X syndrome, Tourette syndrome, epilepsy or speech and language difficulties but the college also caters for some learners with defined emotional or behavioural difficulties.  The majority of learners are residential but around 8% are ‘day students’ from the immediate North East Lincolnshire Local Authority area. Residential learners are accommodated both on the college site and in houses situated around the Grimsby and Cleethorpes area.  The work of the college is focused on helping and supporting those young people who are beyond the compulsory school leaving age but are not yet ready to move on to training or work and need time to develop the skills necessary for independent living.  This is reflected in Linkage College’s stated mission to ‘provide individualised quality further education and care for learners with learning difficulties and other associated disabilities’. 

This Gold Standard assessment applies only to the Weelsby Campus as it is situated in North East Lincolnshire; the Toynton campus will be subject to assessment against standards produced by the county of Lincolnshire. 

Assessment

Prior to the formal assessment, Paula Shaw, Connexions Curriculum Adviser for North East Lincolnshire worked closely with key personnel in the college, assisting in the compilation of the self-assessment form in preparation for external assessment.  A detailed portfolio of evidence containing documented IAG policy and practice was provided to the assessor prior to the date of assessment and a planned programme for assessment prepared.  During the course of the assessment, I interviewed Chris Teesdale, Curriculum Manager with responsibility for Work Experience; Trefor Howard, Head of Learner Services; Barbara Lawrence and Carol Landrey, Work Experience Co-ordinators; Sally Warr, Learner Services Team Manager; Sylvia Hutcheson, Transition Out Co-ordinator; Dave Warr, Connexions Personal Adviser and Programme Co-ordinators Charlotte Morris and Jo Clark. I also spoke to a number of lecturers, NVQ assessors and learners informally throughout the day. 

The assessment procedure took a full day.  In addition to the interviews listed above, a visual inspection of the available facilities for provision of information, advice and guidance was carried out and all interviews and observations were later cross-referenced against the portfolio of paper evidence pre-submitted by the college. This, and additional evidence collected during the assessment demonstrate each Element and Component of the North East Lincolnshire Gold Standard for Information, Advice and Guidance as described in summary below:

Element 1 – Accessible and Visible information

Component 1: There will be one or more information areas, open at clearly displayed times, accessible to all learners and providing a range of appropriate, current and impartial information which meets all needs

There is excellent supported access to any information required to assist individual learners with any issue, difficulty or need they may experience.  A central information point is not required as free individual access to information is not appropriate for learners in a specialist college environment in the manner which may be expected in mainstream further education colleges.  Computer terminals with controlled internet access are located throughout the college and staff access to electronic information is well used.  Information is also given, as needed by the vast range of specialist practitioners working in or with the college. There is a small stock of hard copy careers information located in the Connexions office (see Element 7.1).  In the main entrance foyer, there is a plasma screen which relays news of forthcoming college events and information of interest to learners, visitors and parents/carers. 

 Component 2: All staff involved in providing information will be familiar with its content and purpose

All learning support staff and lecturers are aware of available information as described above and assist learners in gaining the information appropriate to their needs.  Linkage College operates a very clear policy of tailoring learning programmes to the individual requirements of every learner and so it is seen as imperative that all staff are aware of and familiar with the range of information and resources available to them in planning learning programmes.

Element 2 – Accessible Advice and Guidance

Component 1: Internal and external advice and guidance practitioners will collectively possess the necessary skills, knowledge, training and qualifications to identify and respond to each learner’s needs.

The college has a total staff complement in excess of 600; all work directly with learners and all are recognised as providers of information, advice and guidance.  Complementing the college’s in-house IAG provision for learners is a large network of highly qualified external practitioners.  Day-to-day communication between college and external agencies and services is excellent and provides a strong basis for the partnership working so essential in addressing the wide range of complex needs presented by the learner population. The clinical expertise available to the college includes an educational psychologist, a consultant psychiatrist, professional counsellors, speech and language therapists, sign language practitioners (Makaton and BSL), qualified nurses and a visual impairment specialist.

. 
Component 2: Advice and guidance practitioners will know about the work of other IAG providers who may be better placed to meet learner’s needs

As stated in Element 2.1, there are many external practitioners working with learners in the college and the need for close liaison and sharing of the work of all IAG practitioners is even greater than in other colleges. Regular meetings take place to ensure that all are aware of precisely what interventions are being made with each learner and what procedures are in place. All practitioners, internal and external, are able to raise any matters of concern and share views on who is best placed to meet each learner’s needs. This is a central part of the college’s ‘Safe Learner’ philosophy.  Consequently, systems for day-to-day communication between college staff and external advice and guidance practitioners are very good. 

Element 3 – Linked IAG Provision

Component 1: The provision of linked IAG will be part of the remit of a senior manager within the organisation or service

The work of Learner Services and all information, advice and guidance procedures are overseen by Trefor Howard, Head of Learner Services, supported by Sally Warr, Learner Services Team Manager, Chris Teesdale, Work Experience Curriculum Manager and a large Transition Team (see Element 6.1). The college operates a ‘safe learner’ policy in which high priority is given to the safeguarding of all learners as vulnerable adults and to promoting their health, safety and well-being.  A huge amount effort is made by all working in the college to instil learners’ pride in every achievement, no matter how small, and much success can be attributed to diligent regard for tailoring aspects of IAG in order to address the ever-changing help and support required by learners as they progress.  There is a real commitment to eliminating any barriers to participation being experienced by learners and there is in place an excellent Independence Development ethos in the college, underpinned by an extensive enrichment programme (see Element 4.2) which helps learners to enhance their personal, social and independence development. 

Component 2: Practitioners will make clear to learners the links between IAG services and where necessary support learners in their transition between these services

As stated in the overview to this report, Linkage College Weelsby Campus serves a wide spectrum of special needs by its learners and so places a high priority on providing a rich, meaningful and yet challenging experience for all during their time at the college.  In order to match learning provision to need, all learners are placed on one of three levels of learning programme.  Level one concentrates principally on the development of personal, social and independence skills.  Level two learning is more focused on vocational learning whilst still providing support with personal skill development. Level three is for learners who have developed good independence skills with regard to personal care, decision making and self-sufficiency. Whilst they continue to develop their independence skills, the main focus of Level three learning is accredited vocational programmes either within the college or with other local providers - principally Grimsby Institute. Work experience placements (see Element 7.2) are an important and embedded element of Programme 2 and Programme 3 learning and Programme 1 learners may also access work experience placements as appropriate.
Many services, as defined in Element 2.1, are required to meet the range of learners’ needs and Learner Services works very closely with social, medical and specialist agencies to ensure matching of expertise to particular needs. Self-referral by learners to everyday health or support agencies, such as doctor, dentist or Connexions personal adviser is often inappropriate and so support is provided to learners to access practitioners as required.   Referral procedures to internal or external guidance agencies, fed through Learner Services, are clear and understood by all practitioners.   Sally Warr, the Learner Services Team Manager, has a key role in ensuring that these procedures and protocols are carried out and that links between all IAG services and agencies are clear to college staff and, wherever appropriate, to learners.

Component 3: Practitioners will recognise professional boundaries and know which alternative provision is appropriate for signposting or referral to meet each learner’s guidance needs
The procedures and protocols described in Elements 3.1 and 3.2 above ensure that all internal and external IAG practitioners are aware of professional boundaries and refer or signpost accordingly. Learner Services maintains a comprehensive list of external specialist services to which referrals are made as necessary.  In order to ensure that all practitioners are kept up to date with the work of other professionals, there are regular multi-agency meetings arranged to discuss learners’ support needs, procedures and legislation.

Element 4.  Quality and Delivery of IAG

Component 1: IAG will be targeted at the needs of learners and informed by social and economic priorities at local regional and national levels

This is a college serving a learner population aged 16-25 with a wide range of backgrounds and experiences, drawn from all over the country and all of whom require individually tailored information, advice, guidance and general support.  The college pays close attention to the physical and emotional well-being of all learners and is dedicated to ensuring that, as far as possible, all learners take their place on society as productive and well balanced adults.  The college is very well aware of its responsibilities and works hard to ensure that these are discharged fully and that all local and national IAG demands made of it are addressed and met.

Component 2: A planned personal development programme based upon DfES/DCSF national recommendations will underpin IAG

There is in place a Personal Development Programme which runs through every learner’s experience during their time at the college.  It is based upon developing skills for independent living and central to this is the work of the Independence Tutors (ITs). lTs live and work with learners on a 12 hour shift basis, encouraging a healthy and stable family environment.  Learners are required to undertake daily housekeeping tasks such as cleaning, laundry, cooking and washing up and they are supported with whatever challenges they may face – be it money management, self care, independent travel or personal relationships. This approach is reflected throughout the college and the personal development programme is complemented by the weekly Job Club (see element 7.1) which addresses issues of progression into training or work. Programme co-ordinators act as personal tutors and every learner has a weekly meeting with their personal tutor to discuss their individual learning programme.  Tutors are very effective in supporting their learners and whenever necessary, advocating on their behalf regarding any issues or concerns they may have in relation to their personal needs and well-being, identifying where actions need to be taken and monitoring implementation of agreed actions. 

In addition, there is a huge range of enrichment activities on offer in which learners are strongly encouraged to become involved.  These activities  include horse riding, bowling, swimming, football, trips to pop concerts, keeping fit, cinema and theatre visits, art, drama, music and dance to highlight but a few. Learners may consolidate their experiences through the Duke of Edinburgh Award Scheme in which as many learners as possible are supported in going for the Bronze, Silver and Gold awards. All learners are offered the opportunity to achieve qualifications in all that they do.  Very few leave the college without any formal and recognised qualification.
Element 5.  Diversity of IAG Provision

Component 1: IAG provision will recognise and reflect the diversity of learners’ needs and promote equality of opportunity and access

This element lies at the heart of everything the college does. Learners often arrive with low levels of self-esteem and confidence and so clear structures and procedures are in place to ensure absolute equality of access to IAG provision.  Activities are designed so that individuals may continually build a more positive view of themselves.  In my conversation with a third year learner over lunch it is quite clear that the experiences of learners as they move through the college are nurturing the development of self-image and awareness, not only of themselves but also of others and the environment. 

It was noted that all learners value the role of their Independence Tutor (see also Element 4.2). These tutors play an important role in the lives of learners by  being on hand in the houses that accommodate residential learners to provide whatever information, advice or guidance is needed by any individual – from cooking to shopping to personal relationships.

Component 2: IAG will be available in other more neutral premises whenever appropriate

Learners do not usually make appointments with or self refer to any external services.  Whenever deemed to be appropriate or necessary, learners may be referred for specialist support or treatment on premises outside the college. Some learners do however visit the local Connexions Centre.
Element 6 - Impartiality of IAG Provision

Component 1: IAG will promote equally all options available and open to learners based on the defined needs and circumstances of each individual to ensure as far as possible, accurate matching of stated need to help and support

There is a constant and ongoing necessity to ensure that learners successfully make transitions and there is in place a dedicated Transition Team which has responsibility for supporting all learners into, through and beyond their time at college.  There are four ‘Transition In’ Co-ordinators whose role it is to ensure that learners starting at the college are helped to settle in and, in liaison with the Programme Co-ordinators, devise a learning programme that fits each new learner’s requirements.  The college also has a large Clinical Team of specialists comprising the practitioners listed in Element 2.1.        Whatever an incoming student’s needs may be, they are assessed and addressed to ensure accurate matching to appropriate help and support.  There are also four ‘Transition Out’ Co-ordinators who make sure that all learners are assisted in finding the right training, course or job that will build upon the learning and personal development they experience during their three years at the college.

Component 2: IAG will support learners in making informed decisions and will not favour any particular learner or groups of learners in order to address institutional targets or goals

As indicated in Element 6.1 above, the ‘Transition Out’ co-ordinators, working in liaison with tutors, the work experience team and programme co-ordinators,  seek out the best and most appropriate destination for all college leavers.  This is done impartially and equally for all learners without regard for any externally-imposed targets or perceived need to recruit to particular courses.  All learners, once placed, are supported for a further year.  See also Element 7.1.

Element 7 – IAG for Learning and Work

Component 1: IAG for learning and work will support learners in exploring the implications of possible career choices when planning their futures

All learners have the opportunity to access a 12 week Job Club run by Work Experience Co-ordinator Barbara Lawrence and dedicated learner assistant Carol Landrey. Here, they build their CVs, practise essential employment skills such as time keeping and task completion and explore the options available to them when they leave college. This is tied into the extensive work experience programme where there is a minimum entitlement of one day a week for a 12 week period although many learners stay with their placement for much longer. Work experience is seen as very important for learners in helping them to experience the demands of a real workplace and allowing them to build an understanding of  which jobs might be available to them as they progress. 

The Work Experience Team takes great care in ensuring learners are appropriately placed and local employers are heavily involved in tailoring placements to learners’ needs.  One-to-one support is provided whenever necessary to ensure that learners are settled.    Of the 8 learners I interviewed, most were able to tell me about their work experience and what sort of job they would eventually like to do.

All learners at the college are encouraged to be aspirational and so there is a priority given to ensuring that all build a progression route into the most positive destination for them. For some, this is engaging in further vocational learning at Level 2, while for others it may be into sheltered employment locally or in their home area.  Given that the majority of learners are from outside the area, the Transition Team has to work with Connexions services and other agencies from all around the UK in order to ensure that, as far as possible, all leavers at the age of 19 are appropriately placed.  Uniquely, members of the Transition Team who have a ‘transition out’ responsibility remain in contact with each cohort of leavers for up to a year after they have left in order to ensure they are settled.   

The college’s Connexions PA (Careers), Dave Warr, is located in a small but functional office located next to the Work Experience Team. He has access to a telephone, internet, careers information and appropriate learner information from the college’s MI system.  The college has in place a Partnership Agreement with the local Connexions service which allocates 1 day per week of Personal Adviser (Generic) and ½ day per week of Personal Adviser (Careers) time for the academic year 2008/09.  It is recommended that this level of PA support is at least maintained when the Partnership Agreement is drawn up for 2009/10.

Component 2.  IAG practitioners with a careers focus will work closely with local employers to ascertain up-to-date LMI

Although LMI is not identified as a discrete element of learning programmes, all learners engage in work experience (see Element 7.1) as a key element of their curriculum and they are helped to understand the kinds of work that they may wish to seek when they leave college. At the third Annual Review, Connexions Advisers and Social Workers attend to ensure Transition Plans are ready.
Component 3: IAG provision will ensure that all learners have access to a common 14-19 prospectus from the end of key stage 3 in order that they are made aware of opportunities and qualification requirements for study and training from the age of 14 and for further study, training or employment from the age of 16.

The local Area Prospectus www.lincs2.co.uk does not cater for the transition needs of the college’s population who usually progress into the provision mentioned in Element 7.1.  Learners are given a great deal of individual support in selecting where they will move on to after college and all staff are committed to  ensuring that they go into further training or employment that is right for them.

Element 8 – IAG responsiveness to the needs of clients

Component 1: IAG practitioners will liaise with each other and all external agencies and services that provide support for learners

The college’s policies are clear and were included in the portfolio of evidence presented prior to this assessment. As indicated in Element 3.2, the college has in place detailed mechanisms for ensuring liaison between IAG practitioners and these include stated systems for information sharing, child protection and data protection.  Staff delivering IAG and the PD and enrichment programmes ensure that material is suitable for all learners and have regular meetings both formally and informally with each other and outside agencies.  

Key practitioners in this process are the team of Programme Co-ordinators who also have the role of personal tutor. Two Programme Co-ordinators, Charlotte Morris and Jo Clark described how they have a responsibility for tailoring an individual curriculum for each learner and responding on a daily basis to issues and concerns learners have in relation to making progress.  Programme Co-ordinators work with all staff to identify where actions need to be taken to keep learners on track, 

Component 2: IAG provision will ensure that available information is acknowledged and incorporated into advice and guidance sessions

In its report of February 2008 following a full inspection of the college, Ofsted stated:

“Support and guidance are outstanding. Managers and staff are successful in providing high levels of support and clear guidance; they know their learners very well’”

This IAG assessment fully endorses that statement; all information, advice or guidance given in the college, by either internal or external practitioners is in the context of all knowing the needs of each learner, evidenced by every learner interviewed during this assessment knowing who to call upon for help and support.

Element 9 – Evaluation of IAG
Component 1: All IAG practitioners and learners are able to feed back their views on the provision within the organisation

The college operates as a large family and all staff and specialist IAG practitioners are able to feed back their views on provision directly to Head of Learner Services Trefor Howard, or Learner Services Manager Sally Warr. There are many multi-agency meetings which allow for more formal feedback and the IAG provision is constantly under review. The learner voice is deemed to be very important at Weelsby College and learners may offer suggestions for improvement, complaints or complimentary comments regarding any aspect of college life, including IAG provision via the Learner Council or directly to any member of staff or the ITs based in their residential accommodation.  

As stated in Element 8.2, learners interviewed during the day demonstrated a good knowledge of the variety of the support they are offered in the college and expressed satisfaction with the help they had received. I was particularly impressed with third year learners who are preparing to move on in the summer who told me of their plans and what they needed to do to achieve them. 

Recommendation

There is no doubt that the Linkage College Weelsby Campus offers a comprehensive mixture of systems, procedures and people for providing help and support to all its learners as they progress. The evidence portfolio provided by the college before the assessment was outstanding and the policies, protocols and practice described within it were all amply demonstrated during the assessment day.

Having taken into consideration all aspects of the  information, advice and guidance provision, I recommend without hesitation that Linkage College Weelsby Campus be awarded the North East Lincolnshire Gold Standard for IAG.

Vince Barrett

External Gold Standard Assessor

Date of report: 12.11.09

Date of recommendation: 

Date of Award:

Date for re-assessment: November 2012

