	
	[image: image1.jpg]LEARNING
AND SKILLS
IMPROVEMENT
SERVICE
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The North West Independent Specialist College PRD Network
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Conscious that there was a need to develop the Specialist Colleges and respond to national initiatives, the Specialist Colleges in the North West formed a Peer Review and Development Group four years ago. The impact PRD has had on their colleges can be seen in the Ofsted profile of specialist colleges in the region, all of which are ‘Good’ – the only region in England where this is the case. 
There are 7 specialist colleges in the North West of England providing education for about 500 young people with disabilities between the ages of 16 and 25.  Most colleges are residential – but all have day provision, and one is exclusively a day college. These students have the most complex needs of those in the education system. The majority of our students remain in special schools until they are 19.
PRD has been a great success as demonstrated in an Ofsted profile of ‘Good’ for all the Specialist Colleges in the region.  Getting there has been hard work – small colleges have limited resources and scope for cross organisational development work in the way that our larger colleague GFE colleges do. Nevertheless the group set out to improve quality and develop provision that would meet the needs of our young learners and ensure that their opportunities to progress into the mainstream would be enhanced.
______________________________________________________________________________

What did we do?

1. We formed a Principals’ Group to lead the project – this established support right from the start at the highest levels in the college.

2. We identified key areas for development – the quality of learning and self-assessment were priorities

3. We identified our own strengths and committed to providing consultancy, training and other support collectively and collaboratively

4. We got the support of the local LSC through cash grants and the provision of practical and administrative support 
______________________________________________________________________________
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We agreed collaborative priorities
1. To train a cross-college team of observers who could then offer a quality improvement service that truly understood both the nature of specialist learning and the Ofsted criteria and process by which ISCs are judged – which is different in some aspects to the mainstream

2. We commissioned consultancy support to establish criteria we could apply to learning in a specialist setting, including those aspects of residential and enrichment curricula

3. The Principals committed themselves to offering a Self-Assessment Review panel to critically evaluate all self-assessment reports – and to being open with each other about information, data and judgements, including those that might be interpreted negatively

4. Colleges agreed to develop benchmarking tools for self-assessment and quality judgments
5. To broaden the scope of the group as soon as we could to include other general further education colleagues and work-based learning
______________________________________________________________________________

What have we achieved?

1. High standards of learning and teaching in all our colleges

2. Confident and reliable self-evaluation

3. Robust and reliable self-evaluation tools – Observation of learning, SAR evaluation

4. A body of training and development options that help us to improve further

5. A group of four active part-time Ofsted inspectors who evaluate learning both in specialist and mainstream colleges/provision

6. An effective, open and honest peer review process
7. Centres of expertise in communication, arts education, epilepsy, physical disabilities and associated medical conditions, learning technology – particularly for the disabled, autism, profound and complex needs

8. High rates of successful transition from our colleges to GFEs, training and community placements

9. Very good RaRPA with associated data collection systems

10. 10.Very recently we have opened those channels to mainstream and workbased learning to include in our PRD group
______________________________________________________________________________

What next?

1. Strengthen the PRD group through expanding its remit to include non-ISC partners

2. Develop PRD activities and mutual support that include new partners

3. Work towards achieving judgements of ‘Outstanding’ provision in the region for all our partners

4. Ensure the continued excellent range of specialist learning for the most vulnerable of young people

5. Develop pathways to employment, independence and volunteering after specialist college for our youngsters

6. Support for mainstream colleagues to help them improve their capacity to include young people with disabilities

7. Ensure we too learn from mainstream providers so as to promote good transition routes
______________________________________________________________________________
Background – Specialist Colleges

There are about 60 colleges nationally that provide for approximately 3600 young people with complex disabilities and learning difficulties. Students range from young people doing courses at level 3 through to those working at entry and milestone levels. Owing to the nature of student needs, specialist college staff include therapists (speech and language, physio, hydro, occupational), medical staff, psychologists and other specialist support and care staff – in addition to specialist teachers. In the North West the specialist colleges work with colleagues in mainstream and are established on local and regional interdisciplinary and inter collegiate networks, as well as their own PRD group. 
There is a national association for specialist colleges (NATSPEC) and many are also affiliated to the AoC. The majority of ISCs are charities in their own right or part of a host charity. Each is very different one from another – there are specialist faith colleges, specialists in brain injury, epilepsy and other conditions, and specialists in curriculum aspects – e.g. silver smithing, riding, horticulture, creative and expressive arts. Some are generalists like other further education colleges. If you have never encountered a specialist college, have a look at the NATSPEC website and go to visit one near you. ISCs are a different experience! 
______________________________________________________________________________
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