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Support for Literacy, Language and Numeracy Programme

Introducing Birmingham Metropolitan College

Birmingham Metropolitan College (BMet) is a large general FE college based on three main campuses across the north and centre of the city.  It is an established provider of 'A' level, vocational, Access and Skills for Life programmes to students from a diverse community.

The college has more than 8500 16-18 learners, of whom 2000 follow A level programmes and 2500 follow level 3 vocational programmes.  The Skills for Life provision is based on all main campuses, outreach centres and in a wide range of community venues, employers premises and schools. The area delivers to around 13,500 students in total.

In 2008 the college decided to appoint Teaching and Learning Mentors in all academic areas in order to support and improve standards of teaching and learning. As the Mentor for Skills for Life, Deborah Orrock works with individual staff members, both in-service and pre-service, on various aspects of their professional practice, as well as running a programme of staff development workshops in order to support professional development. As an extension of this, Deborah was approached to represent BMet for the LSIS Support for LLN Programme, and support providers from the prison service.

Facing a daunting task

At first it felt like a daunting task. Although from a broadly similar area, the providers we worked with each had a different focus for the support they wished to receive. 

HMP Birmingham had identified a need to improve standards of numeracy teaching within their Skills for Life provision, but also wished to introduce embedded numeracy into vocational areas. 

HMP Drake Hall had a very broad focus on embedding Literacy and Numeracy, but struggled to identify exactly what support was needed. 

HMP Hewell specifically wanted ideas and resources for teaching Functional English and Maths in their discrete provision. 

The National Offender Management Service College (NOMS) based at Newbold Revel was in the initial stages of implementing a Skills for Life strategy across their diverse and geographically broad prison officer training provision. 

As a college and as a department, we were interested in gaining a better insight into current Skills for Life provision being offered in the prison service. We were also extremely interested in supporting NOMS in their initial stages of implementing some kind of Skills for Life provision.  

Tailormade staff development and consultancy

However, the first advisory meetings with each of the prison providers really clarified the issues and level of support required, and helped us to tailor-make staff development sessions which were practical, relevant and useful for each provider.

The CPD sessions we produced were based both on the Skills for Life training materials on the  LSIS Excellence Gateway and our own staff development workshop materials and resources. 

Working with HMP Birmingham on numeracy


For HMP Birmingham, Deborah worked with the help and support of her colleague, Nicola Toms, a numeracy tutor.  They ran a joint CPD event, focusing on both numeracy and lesson planning, for which we received very positive feedback. The success of the work with HMP Birmingham is directly attributed to the specialist input from Nicola, as well as the enthusiasm, commitment and hard work of Daljit Kaur, senior team leader in Education at the prison. Working closely with the team at a high security prison such as this also contributed directly to our own CPD, as the physical and regime-related constraints in the prison meant we had to do very detailed planning and reflection on how to overcome the challenges faced by the prison education staff in delivering inspiring and energy-filled sessions.

Implementing strategy with NOMS

We faced an even greater challenge working with NOMS.  They already had a Skills for Life strategy and had begun to work on ways of putting that strategy into practice.  But they had reached a barrier in terms of actually moving forward with it. One of the key challenges here was practical.  They had difficulties bringing their regional trainers from across the country together in one place in order to deliver staff development.  In the first advisory meeting, small, manageable steps were decided upon which could be realistically achieved within the time frame of the programme, with a view to expanding the strategy to a whole organisation level in the future. 

Once again, due to the hard work and commitment of Kay Vaughan, Helen Mills, Karen Rigo and Glen Beech from the college, a successful and rewarding full day CPD event was achieved, and NOMS are now one step closer to bringing together the Skills for Life team, the regional trainers and Curriculum Development in delivering practical support to learners with LLN needs within the prison service.

“Thank you so much for your contribution to last week’s workshop at Newbold Revel. I have spoken to a number of the trainers who were present and the feedback has been really positive. I thoroughly enjoyed the day and thought it was a really worthwhile event.” Glen Beech, N/W and W/M Regional Training, NOMS

“Thank you for the work you have done with us – it certainly has had a positive impact.” John Graham, A/Head NOMS HR Learning and Development

Outcomes and benefits

As the Lead Provider, working with offender institutions and the college has given us valuable opportunities to meet with education staff from sectors vastly different to the one we work in on a daily basis. 

“We also learned that relationships can be difficult and progress slow.  When there is a lack of commitment from one side or an absence of a key lead contact, the development work stall and projects have to be abandoned until the circumstances are right.”

Our follow up advisory meetings conducted with HMP Birmingham and NOMS have resulted in requests for further ongoing support directly from us as a college, which gives an indication as to how valued the work done so far has been. 

HMP Birmingham has asked for a second CPD session to measure the impact of the ideas and resources used in the first event, and to encourage sustainability of those ideas. Daljit Kaur has also expressed strong interest in being involved in some of the staff development we run at BMet, which would be mutually beneficial as it would widen all of our knowledge on teaching in different sectors. NOMS as invited us to participate in their Skills for Life Steering Group in order to maintain and push forward the implementation of the proposals which became actions on their CPD day. 

At BMet we aim to further involve the Curriculum Development team in any ongoing support, in order to create more literacy, ESOL and numeracy resources, available for use by the prison service regional trainers.

Deborah Orrock, Lecturer in Adult Literacy / Teaching and Learning Mentor





































“Finally, I have found working on this programme a valuable and rewarding experience, not only in expanding my own knowledge, skills and expertise, but in having the opportunity to work with such a diverse group of practitioners, including Stewart Smith from CfBT, and I hope to be able to further develop this expertise in working with other partner organisations on behalf of BMet College.”  


Deborah Orrock, lecturer in adult literacy/teaching and learning mentor 





“This LSIS initiative, not only gives opportunities for organisations to share good practice but also allows individual staff the chance to experience situations and provision outside their immediate scope. This has proved to be very positive and beneficial to staff and institutions.” 


Elizabeth Stoll, associate director, quality and Skills for Life





“There is no doubt that the challenge involved in working with new external organisations has increased Deborah’s confidence and further developed her skills. She has become a real expert in her field and I would have no hesitation in asking her to lead further project work with partner organisations on behalf of Birmingham Metropolitan College.” 


Hilary Rimmer, assistant principal, languages and Skills for Life, 





“It has made us much more aware of particular challenges faced by different education providers in delivering high quality literacy and numeracy provision in their areas, and it has given us as an organisation, and me as an individual, the opportunity to reflect on and find ways through these challenges.”  				 Deborah Orrock
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Hillary Rimmer, assistant principal, languages and Skills for Life


Elizabeth Stoll, associate director, quality and Skills for Life


Deborah Orrock, lecturer in adult literacy/teaching and learning mentor


Nicola Toms, lecturer in adult numeracy





Case study – Birmingham Metropolitan College





The Lead Provider Experience 





“The support has been personalized, accessible and relevant, as you have been able to focus exactly on what we need.”


Caroline Stimson, regional trainer, NOMS








“Working directly with Deborah and Nicola has formed a much stronger link that is ongoing and more sustainable. This project has a longer life span than previous LSIS Skills for Life initiatives.” 


Daljit Kaur, senior team leader, HMP Birmingham
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