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WHAT IS OTLA?

COP
Collaborative 

Projects

PRP
Practitioner 

Research 

Programme

STaR
Support, Training & 

Resources

PEN
Professional 

Exchanges

Professional Standards

To support increased 

professionalism within the FE & 

Training sector.

To improve the quality of 

teaching, learning & assessment 

towards outstanding.
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THE STORY SO FAR

40,000+ 
Students

169 Projects 500+ 
Providers

4,000+ 
teachers
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Skills Plan rationale  

• Meeting the skills gap

• ‘Academic’ path = well understood

• Technical/vocational path = complex

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-16-skills-plan-and-

independent-report-on-technical-education

EDUCATION & TRAINING FOUNDATION

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-16-skills-plan-and-independent-report-on-technical-education
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“A reformed technical education offer”

“The technical option will prepare individuals for skilled employment which requires 

technical knowledge and practical skills valued by industry. It will cover college-based 

and employment-based (apprenticeship) education, building on our apprenticeship 

reforms. 

Employers will sit at the heart of the system and take the lead in setting the standards. 

Crucially, standards will be designed by considering what is needed to move to skilled 

employment and then working backwards…”                

Post-16 Skills Plan July 2016

EDUCATION & TRAINING FOUNDATION
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Supply and demand

“…We need to ensure that many more people can go on to meet the national standards set by 

employers. This can be achieved both by making technical education an attractive option and by 

ensuring there is a supply of high-quality opportunities available from strong and responsive 

colleges and other providers with the right leadership and workforce…

…we need close integration between college-based and employment-based technical education so 

that employers and individuals can understand how they fit together and how to move from one to 

the other as seamlessly as possible...” 

Post-16 Skills Plan July 2016

EDUCATION & TRAINING FOUNDATION
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THE 15 TECHNICAL ROUTES

Agriculture, 
Environmental 

and Animal 
Care

Business and 
Administration

Catering and 
Hospitality

Construction

Creative and 
Design

Digital
Education and 

Childcare
Engineering and 
Manufacturing

Hair and Beauty
Health and 

Science
Legal, Finance 
and Accounting

Care Services
Protective 
Services

Sales, 
Marketing and 
Procurement

Transport and 
Logistics



OTLA

PROJECT 
PRESENTATIONS 



OTLA COLLABORATIVE PROJECTS 
MEETING

Gateshead College



A FEASIBILITY STUDY EXPLORING THE CREATION 
OF AN INCUBATION STUDIO.



RATIONALE

High proportion of learners on Autistic Spectrum/SENCO on Games courses

IP and Non-disclosure issues around work placements within creative digital tech

Capitalise on flourishing Emerging Tech in and around the North East



IMPACT – SO FAR

New, contextualised HE curriculum model 

All Current l3 – 5 learners have commissioned work (various employers)

Upwards of 7 major businesses involved and inputting into our current curriculum

Hammerhead studios invited participation into increased diversity recruitment in 
games industry

All 18+studens asked to participate in Playtesting at major studio.

T Level (Digital) not suitable for game dev/ VR – may have to wait until creative is 
launched

Establishing a commercial studio is more complex than we thought.



LIVE PROJECT MANAGEMENT - TRANSPARENCY

Trello - https://trello.com/b/3HpZzqWu/otla-project

YouTube live -
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC55Zhf7jbNDMsHoURNrMVyg/videos

Web presence – www.otlagateshead.org

https://trello.com/b/3HpZzqWu/otla-project
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC55Zhf7jbNDMsHoURNrMVyg/videos
http://www.otlagateshead.org/


ANY QUESTIONS?



In partnership with

Outstanding Teaching, 
Learning and Assessment 
(OTLA) 
Towards outstanding 
teaching, learning and 
assessment in technical 
education

• Melanie Lanser, Director of Teaching, 
Learning and Academic Research, Derby 
College

• Christian Roberts, Maths Teacher and 
Coordinator, Derby College



Problem-Based Learning: Educating 
tomorrow’s technical professionals today

A study of how Problem-Based 
Learning can be used to develop 
students’ behaviours, skills and 
knowledge to become excellent 
technical professionals



Aim of our action research

1. To explore the use of Problem-Based Learning in college-based technical 
education as a way of bringing real-world learning into the classroom and 
as a potential pedagogical approach to work-placement learning in order 
to develop excellent technical professionals for the future;

2. To trial a different approach to longitudinal development of technical 
professionals to create a future workforce with higher-level skills, 
knowledge and behaviours who can drive and respond to rapidly 
changing industry needs in partnership with employers;

3. We are also exploring PBL as an approach in Functional Skills Maths to 

prepare students for transition to higher-level technical learning to test 
whether it can engage and progress students who have 
previously “failed” maths



• A problem-orientated, rather than subject-orientated, 
approach to learning

• Students work in teams to confront a real-world problem

• They identify their own learning gaps and engage in self-
directed learning to develop viable solutions

• Teachers act as facilitators: “intervention teaching”

• The approach bridges theory to practice

• The approach focuses on the processes of learning: 
communication, interpersonal skills, critical and creative 
thinking, leadership, resilience and problem-solving

Key characteristics of PBL

Barrows and Tamblyn (1980); Boud (1985), Walton and Matthews (1989), Boud and Felleti (1991), Savin-
Bladen and Major (2004)



• Post-16 Skills Plan (2016)
T Levels – Threshold ready; 45-day work placement

• Industrial Strategy (2017)
• The absolute need for high quality technical education

• The Future of Skills: Employment in 2030 (Pearson, 
2017)
• The skills that will be in demand are interpersonal, 

problem-solving, leadership and management, 
higher-level thinking….

• The Future of Jobs (World Economic Forum, 2016)
• Importance of lifelong learning, attitude and 

behaviours; personal attributes, practical skills
• Ofsted (2018)

• The “substance of education”

PBL in context

The need for a different approach is established –
we need to work on this now.  We can’t wait for 
our awarding body to tell them what to do next?). 



PBL and its theoretical underpinning

Drawing on:

• Biesta’s domains of education (2010)
• Dweck’s Mind-Set theory (1991)
• Vygotsky’s ZPD (1978)
• Dewey’s Discovery Learning (1938); Bruner

(1961) “"Practice in discovering for oneself 
teaches one to acquire information in a way that 
makes that information more readily viable in 
problem solving".

• And Bloom’s taxonomy (1956) – an “unhappy 
relationship”



We need to move beyond the tyrannies 

of improvement, efficiency and 

standards, to recover a language of and 

for education articulated in terms of 

ethics, moral obligations and values 

(Ball, 2007: 191)

We are the educators and this project demonstrates we can be part of the solution. 



Our original hypothesis
PBL is an effective pedagogical model to support engineering and 
construction study programme students to develop into technical 
professionals progressing to skills employment and higher-level 
learning

We are currently testing the following hypotheses

PBL needs to be 
adapted in different 
technical routes to 
develop excellent 
technical 
professionals

There is a process 
that can lead to 
effective PBL 
curriculum design

PBL is an 
effective 
pedagogy for 
learning maths

Currently being trialled in 
Business, Computing at 
Gateshead College and 
Construction and the 
Built Environment

The process is being 
undertaken by our 
Construction and the 
Built Environment team 
at Derby College, 
supported by Professor 
Slorach of York Law 
School

Trials with Functional 
Skills Maths students at 
Derby College are 
currently being 
undertaken 



• We have delivered  ten full days CPD, over 15 
months to 45 teachers

• We have created seven PBL scenarios in 
Engineering and Construction, two in Business 
and Computing, two in Construction and the 
Built Environment and a range of Maths-related 
mini PBL scenarios, all informed by employers

• Facilitated PBL learning in five FE 
colleges…..reaching over 357 students.  

• Student feedback gained; 
• Foci group feedback collected; and 
• Practitioner and employer reflections shared. 

Methods



Emerging conclusions
In technical education

Employer Engagement

• Employers are positive about this learning 
approach – it links to “their world”

• PBL is effective in involving employers to help 
formulate real-world problems and work with 
students

• PBL adds authenticity in preparing students for a 
role in industry

“We need students to be doing this.  We want 
them to have these skills and then we can “train 
them up” (Employer participant)



Emerging conclusions
In technical education

Teachers
• Students need to be prepared for PBL and its inherent skills “de-

programming before they are ready to successfully tackle problems that 
are assessed” (Teacher participant)

• The teacher’s confidence and skill is crucial in selecting successful 
“interventions” (such as masterclasses, questions, traditional teaching 
interludes, resources, facilitating reflection, scaffolding cards, 
coaching..) to progress learning

• PBL is a responsive and learner-centred model and it is difficult to 
balance the requirements of the curriculum with it

• Teachers go “on a journey” to experience and develop their effective 
use of PBL and adapt to their context through deep reflection

“We need to be doing more of it in terms of 
developing skills and behaviours that employers 
want.  The qualification secures an interview, the 
behaviours secure the job” (teacher participant)

“instead of me deciding what to teach, 
students guide me on what to teach” 
(teacher participant)



Students
Around 80% (so far) are positive about their learning 

experience and how it relates to their future:
o “learning how to work in a group”

o “applying what I have learned to a real scenario”

o “relatable to a job”
BUT

o “make the task and reasons why clearer”

o “make it clear on what we were supposed to do and 
produce”

o “instead of doing most of the learning on our own I 
would appreciate some teaching”

Emerging conclusions
In technical education

Emerging data suggests that PBL provides equality of opportunity; for example our 
ASC student participants have engaged and progressed their skills development 
AND their subject-knowledge – and demonstrated “a joy of learning”

Some may 
have further 
to travel 
from their 
prior 
learning 
experiences 
to be in a 
position to 
access PBL



Emerging conclusions 
in technical education

Leaders and Managers
• Mediating the audit culture in FE, Awarding body assessment 

regimes and behaviours learned in KS4 is challenging

• Measuring “learning” and “progress” in a lesson snapshot 
conflicts with longitudinal development of behaviours/soft skills 
(observations of teaching and learning)

• Can we change our teaching methods and not change our built 
environment?

• Can we change our teaching methods if 14-16 education and 
qualification focus does not change?

• Do leaders feel they can allow teachers to take a risk without it 
being “too big a risk”?

“this approach will make (our learners) more employable and it is our moral duty 
as an educational organisation to develop learners this way” (manager 
participant)



Emerging conclusions 
PBL Curriculum Design Process 

• PBL leads to real-world themed assessments through PBL which blend different 
units.  Our Construction and Built Environment team have reduced the 
assessment burden in Y1 by almost 66% (from 57 assessments to 20 
assessments)

• PBL has redefined relationships with employers positively
• It has been a “messy process” to select the “real world scenarios” on which to 

hinge PBL 
• Our teaching team did not look at the BTEC specification before designing the PBL 

scenarios – they were focused on industry challenges.
• The PBL tasks has naturally enabled students to achieve distinction in units
BUT
• Using PBL as an assessment tool has been challenging

“We can’t ask them something that’s not in line with the real life scenario just because it is in the assessment 
criteria.  So we are going to have to do some mop up assessment possibly, if we can’t naturally shoehorn that 
criteria into another PBL” (Teacher participant)

• A lesson learned is to provide clarity of goal and outputs required from a PBL task 
to evidence the BTEC criteria

The specificity of end product ca help teacher to map its requirements against 
required assessment outcomes across units, to ensure that these are being 
evidenced



Curriculum design, PBL and the tension between teaching and learning 
through PBL and  Assessment

Unit 4 
outcome(s)

Unit 1 
outcome(s)

Unit 6 
outcome(s)
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“Messy 
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”
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Emerging conclusions 
in Maths

“We are not “first teaching”; most of our students will have been taught the basics at school; our 
aim is to enable recall of that learning and develop thinking skills” (teacher participant) 

PBL in Maths has supported meaningful employer engagement:
We have developed links with local employers to develop resources that have a real world context 
and application, e.g. McDonald’s  - we have been working with a local franchise to create some of 
the tasks.

Task 1. Investigate whether a new Drive Thru lane would improve customer service.
Task 2. Investigate staff levels and costs for each shift pattern.
Task 3. Develop a survey to study the preferred meals and advise the supplier ordering.

But
• Our students have avoided using maths within their PBL if possible; although they 

use mathematical thinking, creative thinking and problem-solving skills
• Teachers are constrained by the assessment strategy: external standardised 

assessment
• Habits of teaching are central to whether teachers will take a risk; the confidence of 

the teacher is critical



Emerging conclusions 
in Maths

Success in 
Maths?

Traditional 
• For mastery
• For practice
• For working 

with 
individual 
students’ 
starting 
points

• For using 
mistakes as 
learning 
opportunitie
s

PBL 
• For developing 

confidence and 
critical and 
creative 
thinking

• For engaging 
reluctant 
learners in 
maths

• For linking 
maths learning 
to their future

• For providing 
learners with a 
chance to 
succeed

In learning maths, PBL is not an 
alternative but an additional tool:
developing readiness to learn and 
learning to learn



The Big Picture: Thoughtful PBL

PBL and principles 
of curriculum 

design
PBL – redefining 

relationships and 
capacity to innovate

Aligning PBL and 
assessment

Tailoring to 
technical/subject  

specialism and 
students

PBL core 
principles



PBL – So What?
Emerging recommendations

1. PBL builds co-construction of the curriculum learning opportunities with 
employers

2. A T Level assessment strategy which aligns with expansive T Level content will 
develop the next generation of technical professionals; we recommend 
constructive alignment (Biggs, 2003)

3. Holistic learning to be a technical professional through PBL must become a joint 
endeavour with all stakeholders

4. PBL does not naturally align with external assessment such as Maths; but an 
interspersed model can develop “preparedness to learn”

5. Leaders and managers need to be involved and have a depth of understanding 
of this pedagogical approach to appreciate that PBL requires different 
approaches to TLA inside and outside the classroom (messy learning)

6. TLA judgements need to value longitudinal development and learning; 
behaviours change over time; skills development is over time

7. There needs to be some alignment between 14-16 education and assessment 
and T Level learning methodologies 

8. We recommend that Programme Specifications are developed for T Levels 
specifying outcomes which go beyond qualification: behaviours skills and 
knowledge for technical professionals – aligning assessment



It is only by talking about trust, and 

trusting, that trust can be created, 

maintained and restored

(Solomon and Flores, quoted in 

Hargreaves, 2012: 15)
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Programme support  

• Project profiles – https://www.aoc.co.uk/teaching-and-learning/outstanding-teaching-learning-assessment-

otla-project/otla-phase-3

• OTLA Technical Skills Report - https://www.aoc.co.uk/otla-development-project-case-studies-and-resources

• Practical TLA recourses - https://www.aoc.co.uk/otla-development-project-case-studies-and-resources

• Raising Aspirations of Learners through OTLA – 4 December (Birmingham) and 21 January (London) 

https://booking.etfoundation.co.uk/course/details/454

• March 2019 – new recourses and case studies from the current projects available

EDUCATION & TRAINING FOUNDATION

https://www.aoc.co.uk/teaching-and-learning/outstanding-teaching-learning-assessment-otla-project/otla-phase-3
https://www.aoc.co.uk/otla-development-project-case-studies-and-resources
https://www.aoc.co.uk/otla-development-project-case-studies-and-resources
https://booking.etfoundation.co.uk/course/details/454
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