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Alps and its Role in Fostering an Outstanding Culture
By Paul Britton, Assistant Principal, Nelson & Colne College

Context

Nelson & Colne College is a small tertiary college in Pennine Lancashire. We serve a diverse community with some areas
of very high deprivation and significant ethnic difference. We offer a full range of courses from entry level to level 4, including
apprenticeships. Roughly one third of our 1750 full time 16-18 students study A levels and another third study BTEC extended
diplomas. The college has been graded outstanding by Ofsted since 2005 and we have not been inspected since 2008 due to
continued very high success rates and value added performance. 

At first glance, it is not obvious why such a high performing college should exist in two small, post-industrial towns at the
head of a wet and windy valley in Lancashire. The performance of most secondary schools in the local area is below national
averages, in some cases significantly so. There are a number of social and economic challenges faced by our students that,
in my previous experience, have acted as significant barriers to achievement. The college has had quite a bit of change
in leadership since 2005. 

There is one straightforward answer to the question – culture. What does this mean in practice? All students are set high
expectations from outset (year 2 targets set as MTG). There is a deep culture of assessment for learning, supported by regular
training and cross college policies (see the case studies below). Students and staff have high expectations of each other, the
college is a shared ‘project’ which everyone buys into (and SMT foster). When interviewing new staff I always tell them in the
morning that they should only come to the college if they want to work hard, and it is not senior management that will force
this but rather the expectations of their colleagues and students. 

Value added measures are very visible, the students’ achievements are displayed around the site, Alps reports are shared freely,
anyone can look at anyone’s data (after sharing last year’s reports a member of staff came up to me and said she wanted to see
what “they were doing”, referring to the Alps 1/2/3 provision in the college) and value added measures form a key part of our
marketing as a college (top school or college in Lancashire for A level progress, DFE). We include an explanation of why
progress is important in assemblies for year 10/11 students and at open events. 

All staff understand what Alps means, which is reinforced by regular professional development sessions either led by our
Advanced Practitioners or using the Alps training team. This year all level 3 curriculum leaders attended Alps system training
and our Heads of Division went en masse to the Alps spring conference in Leeds. This ensures that we have a shared language
around student progress (on popping into a staff workroom at the start of the year the first comment I received from a Biology
teacher was “I can’t believe we are a 4” and then gave a detailed explanation of the two student achievements that had brought
them down from their normal 3). In short, students’ progress is the key quantitative measure that drives our collective work
as a college.

...continued overleaf
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T Score 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15

BTEC 5 3 2

AS level 2 4 2

A level 2 2 3
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In terms of processes, each student is given a minimum target grade (MTG) at the start of their course, based on their year
two target. Subject staff discuss the MTG with each student who then agree their personal target grade, which is aspirational
and may change as the year progresses. Subject teachers carry out half-termly assessments to inform the recording of progress
monitoring grades, which are recorded on the VLE, and from which a predicted Alps score by subject is calculated. Regular
monitoring of these tracking grades enables curriculum managers and tutors to support the subject teacher in disciplinary
action and student support by identifying individuals who are underperforming. Heads of Division use Alps at the start of the
year to complete self-assessment reports tracking three year trends. Staff are set individual Alps targets through the “Key
Goals” (appraisal) procedure. The Curriculum Leaders and Heads of Division monitor these targets at various points in the
quality cycle and are held accountable for this at ‘curriculum performance review’ meetings, chaired by the Principal, at three
points during the academic year.

The rest of this report gives a few case studies of the Alps system in practice at Nelson & Colne College.

Science, Maths and Computer Science (Kirsten Graham)

In science, maths and computer science, all class tests and homework are marked against target grades (typically every 1/2
weeks). Students are made aware of how near they are to their MTG. Staff use mark books which have been formulated
to follow a RAG system so for each class test and homework it can be clearly seen who is not working to MTG.

In response to not achieving MTG a number of different interventions are employed depending on the subject area. Some
science subjects (eg; physics) under MTG triggers a list of students who need to attend a workshop at the end of the day where
further recap of the theory and questions are completed. In physics a clear direction and change in staff has helped to drive
continuous progression up the Alps thermometer to be currently working at an Alps 3 for AS and 2 for A2. Five years previous
it was Alps 6/7. 

Sociology (Fionnuala Swann)

In sociology, there has been a trend towards, or consistently, outstanding Alps:

The main factor in achieving outstanding Alps is rigorous assessment for learning. At the start of the AS year, students have
a one to one discussion with their teacher about their Minimum Target Grade, based on their GCSE results compared to their
aspirational target grade (what the student wants to achieve). These two grades are then cited on every piece of assessed
written work completed to examination criteria. When students hand in a piece of work, they attach a front cover sheet.
This requires some self-assessment by the student and leads to useful discussion and reflection once the work is marked.
If students attain a grade which is lower than their MTG, they are required to re-submit. If students attain a grade which is lower
than their aspirational target grade, they have the choice to re-submit. If their work is consistently of a standard below their
aspirational target, then this target may be revised in one of the regular one-to-one reviews between student and teacher. 

All written assessment is based on examination style questions and student feedback sheets include a student-friendly
version of the mark schemes. All of the teachers are either external examiners or have undergone examination style
standardisation training so that every teacher is confident in applying mark schemes accurately and reliably. Students are well
prepared for written assessments; they are given clear criteria and lots of unseen practice. Other effective assessment for
learning techniques are embedded into lessons, including peer assessment and self assessment. Students are also often given
exemplar answers which they can annotate and compare to their own work.

Physics 2011/2012 2012/2013 2013/2014 2014/2015

A2 (Alps grade 1-9) 7 4 4 3

AS (Alps grade 1-9) 6 3 3 2

Sociology 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15

A2 (Alps grade 1-9) 4 3 2

AS (Alps grade 1-9) 2 3 2
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Fine Art (Morag Davis)

A level fine art is one of four art subjects at Nelson & Colne College - fine art, fashion & textiles, graphics and photography.
In 2012-13 a new teacher took over the teaching in both AS and A2, after teaching exclusively on BTEC Art and Design, and the
AS Alps stood at 8, compared with 4 and 2 in photography and textiles respectively.

Several things became evident from the self-assessment processes in 2014. Firstly, the teacher, having come from teaching
BTEC, was used to a very different method of assessment and feedback, and had not yet undergone training on A level
assessment methods. Tracking methods needed to be improved, so that the subject teacher and curriculum manager could
intervene in response to early signs of student underperformance against MTG. Secondly, the accommodation for A level fine
art had been in various rooms in the art department, including non-specialist rooms, resulting in students having no base room.
The impact of this was that precious time would be lost at the start and end of each lesson, fetching and returning materials
and equipment, in addition to students not feeling valued, compared to their vocational peers, who were housed in specialist
rooms. The third factor was that the cross moderation process was not frequent enough, and therefore marking in fine art
tended to be out of step with the rest of the A level art team. This related in part to the fact that the fine art teacher was part
time and his timetable meant that he missed regular curriculum meetings as well as the college’s comprehensive programme
of learning circles, in which teachers share good practice across curriculum areas.

Assessment and tracking formed the underpinnings of the improvement plan, with CPD on assessment for learning; meetings
with outstanding practitioners within college to discuss assessment methodology, and external exam board meetings to address
standards and marking. An A level art and design moderation coordinator was put in place, whose role was to organise regular
cross moderation meetings and record the outcomes. These meetings, as an off-shoot of the broader curriculum meetings,
were also an ideal forum for the A level team to share good practice and information from exam board meetings. 

One of the most significant actions was to timetable staff so that the fine art teacher could attend curriculum meetings
and learning circles on a Monday afternoon, and divisional briefings on a Wednesday morning. The impact of this was clear
in conversations with the teacher, who immediately felt more a part of the team and more involved in the college’s culture
of constant improvement. 

The decision was made to allocate A level fine art a base room for all lessons and a storage cupboard for artwork and resources.
Although the motivation for this change was practical, in that it would save time for both staff and students, it also allowed the
teacher to invest in the classroom environment, creating, amongst other things, a group crit wall, where students could display
and discuss work, providing a space where students could observe the development of their work through the year, and a
familiar and welcoming environment. Finally, the issue of tracking was addressed through ongoing training on assessment for
learning; the sharing of tracking methods across the team; and the enthusiasm of the teacher to embrace and implement new
methods. Central to this methodology was the use of regular written feedback to students.

As a result of these actions and procedures, value added in fine art has improved from grade 8 to 4 in 2014-15, with a grade 3
predicted for 2015-16.

Sport and Public Services (Charlie Moss) 

Having joined Nelson & Colne College just over 12 months ago it was clear from the interview process that student progress
was embedded into the core ethos of the college. The distance travelled by students from their starting points was a real drive
from senior management and high expectations were paramount across all courses at the college. I was familiar with Value
Added and had used this mainly at the end of vocational courses to ascertain student progress but since joining the college
it is a performance tool I use with my staff weekly. Continuous tracking of learner progress has led to some excellent
improvement in the vocational courses in my division over the last 12 months.

With a varied range of Alps scores across the teams in my division it was important to share the good practice of teams with high
Alps scores and implement strategies to support the teams with weaker scores. A culture of setting high expectations with
learner work and changing to assessment practices contributed but the use of Alps as a regular tracker to monitor progress
throughout the academic year was essential. Student trackers were used to monitor the performance of individual units at half
termly intervals and this was uploaded onto a shared area for staff so all data recorded was live. 

...continued overleaf
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The Curriculum Leader would then feedback progress and projected Alps scores from the data uploaded in the first term
and then individual tutors would then take ownership of their data and this fed into the Key Goals appraisal process in use
at the college. This allowed tutors to use the tracking documents to work out projections for grades, input target grades
and assess the impact of students achieving higher than projected grades on the overall Alps score. It also allowed staff to
continually monitor student progress across all units at regular intervals and target specific underperformance in tutorials.
As a key team identified for improvement through my Quality Improvement Plan in my SAR, this method of tracking student
progress was used in Sport and Public Services courses with the following projected outcomes:

Tracking Document 

Conclusion

Alps works at Nelson & Colne because at each stage everyone is aware of, and accountable for, student progress. I don’t think
these process are particularly innovative, it is the way that progress is embedded in the culture that drives our continued
excellent outcomes.

Contact us

The Alps office is open Monday to Friday 9am - 5.00pm. Please feel free to contact us to discuss any aspect of Alps.

t. 01484 887600 | email. info@alps-va.co.uk

Subject Alps Grade 2014/15 Projected Alps Grade 2015/16

Sport & Exercise Sciences L3 Yr 1 6 4

Public Services L3 Yr 1 5 4

Public Services L3 Yr 2 5 3


