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Green shoots of sustainability 
under inspection
With the changes in the common inspection framework, work-based learning providers will 
also have to address green issues. But what is sustainable development in the workplace?

I
t comes as no surprise that the new common 
inspection framework has clear and direct references to 
sustainable development. Since 2005 the Government 
has required all government departments and 

agencies, including Ofsted, to have a focused sustainable 
development strategy. Its inclusion in all three parts 
of the new common inspection framework: outcomes 
for learners, quality of provision, and leadership and 
management, emphasises its importance. And many 
will be surprised that it’s about more than reducing an 
organisations impact on the environment; it’s also about 
making sure learners understand the importance of this. 

Independent work-based learning providers will be 
facing this challenge in meeting the demands of the 
new common inspection framework. Providers often 
see sustainable development as an expensive luxury and 
diffi  cult to introduce, despite the evidence that much can 
be done quickly, easily and with good fi nancial benefi ts. 

Providers have expressed concerns about their capacity 
and capability to incorporate sustainable development 
activities. Th ey often feel they have insuffi  cient 
knowledge and resources; human and fi nancial. 

What’s often not recognised is the ability of work-
based learning providers to change attitudes. Th e close 
links providers have with employers, through their 
learners, means they’re likely to be able to infl uence 
employers as well as learners’ behaviours. Work-based 
learning providers could help complete the link from 
central government to individual members of the public, 
in terms of promoting sustainable development with a 
positive environmental impact.

One work-based learning provider that’s actively taken 
on sustainable development in its day-to-day business 
is TQ Training Management Services (TQTMS). Aerial 
installation, security services, management, customer 
service and information technology are just some of 
the subjects for learners taking their National Vocational 
Qualifi cations with TQTMS. 

TQTMS has a range of policies to reduce the company’s 
impact on the environment. Whilst it may be diffi  cult 
for some other providers to follow its example, most of 
its ideas could be taken on board by work-based learning 
providers. It’s all about individual companies seeing how 
they can adapt things to their own particular circumstances. 

TAKING THE INITIATIVE

Pigs, roses and sheep are just a few benefi ciaries 
of TQTMS’s recycling. Its two Gloucester Old Spot 
pigs settle down at night on shredded paper from 
the offi  ce. Once fi nished with, it’s composted and 
used as mulch on the rose beds. And Wiltshire Horn 
sheep are used to keep the grass short, saving on 
noisy, carbon-emitting grass cutting equipment.

Th e business has reduced company cars from around 
40 to just three, and now meets using video conferencing 
technology. Wherever possible assessors work within 
their own locality. And TQTMS aims to work with 
employers who are local to its assessors. Full staff  meetings 
are restricted to one each year and more staff  have a 
BlackBerry device to keep in touch, enabling them to 
work from home. Careful planning of meetings at head 
offi  ce means that best use is made of those days when 

staff  are in the offi  ce, again reducing travel time. Th e 
company also provides hot desking for staff  members. 

Everything from low power lights to shared 
printers has been taken into consideration. When 
TQTMS rents rooms for off -the-job training it uses 
village halls, so the money goes directly into local 
communities where it can make a real diff erence. 

An important outcome of the company’s ethos 
of sustainable development is that the staff  say 
they’re happier at work, and staff  retention has 
improved. As a result, recruitment costs have fallen. 
In addition, some staff  say it’s changed their behaviour 
regarding sustainable development at home, and 
they are starting to infl uence their families.

Some might say this approach could limit a company’s 
ability to expand. But the opposite is true for TQTMS; 
business has grown and the company has diversifi ed into 
other subject areas since its last inspection in 2006. 

For more information on TQTMS visit www.tqtraining.co.uk

TQTMS’s ‘lawnmowers’

Pigs have shredded paper for bedding

Shredding for the pigs

TQTMS’s offi ces
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Th e National Learner Panel (NLP) 
was established by the Government 
to provide a learner perspective 
on further education policy. Th e 
panel has 20 members this year 
aged between 18 and 65. Members 
are all part-time volunteers and 
include apprentices, adult and 
community learners, student 
union representatives, work-based 
learners and college students. 
Sponsorship of the panel moved 
from the former Department for 
Innovation Universities and Skills 
(now the Department for Business, 
Innovation and Skills, BIS) to the 
Learning and Skills Improvement 
Service (LSIS) in August 2008.

Helping learners 
navigate tough times
Panel members continue to look at topical policy 
areas, referring to their wide experience to help 
other learners in the future. Unsurprisingly, given 
the current economic climate, one of the key 
priorities for the panel has been working with 
Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 
to explore what else the Government can do to 
provide support for learners in further education 
so they are in a better position when the economy 
recovers. Oliver Wood, the panel chair, said, ‘As 
panel members we wanted to input our views 
on what can be done to help learners through 
an uncertain time. Many panel members believe 
passionately in the role of learning in bringing about 
recovery and supporting individuals. We wanted 
to make this an opportunity taken, not missed.’

Th e panel emphasised the pressing need to make 
the systems for the Educational Maintenance 
Allowance and the Adult Learning Grant more 
fl exible and less complex for potential applicants, 
especially given the current fi nancial uncertainty 
in many learners’ lives. Although the panel 
recognises that learners will need to be equipped 
with better skills and qualifi cations to face the 
future job market, fi nancial worries are preventing 
some learners from being able to take the step 
into either further or higher education.

THE PANEL RECOMMENDED THAT:

•  steps are taken to inform, inspire and 
empower potential learners by introducing 
participatory budgeting for learning and training 
funding both at local and national levels

•  Connexions, Jobcentre Plus and careers services 
advisers are fully trained in the critical motivational 
and support role they play during the downturn

•  the Government continues to encourage 
employers to engage with, value and invest in 
their employees during this diffi  cult period 
through formal and informal training schemes 

and information, advice and guidance.
Th e panel members’ personal experience in further 
education means that they choose to discuss policy 
areas which focus on the day-to-day aspects of 
learning. Th is prompted the panel to work with the 
Bureaucracy Reduction Group on the complexity 
which rears its head at various stages in the further 
education experience of so many learners – from the 
point of initially starting to think about education, 
through to applying and actively studying.

As the learning environment becomes more 
learner led the panel wants to see providers and 
the Government developing systems that are 
responsive to learners’ needs and expectations. 
Th e panel recommends that learning providers:
•  carry out a review of their data collection processes 

to improve the learner’s overall experience and to 
provide a smoother introduction to further education

•  consider whether all course-related administrative 
processes are as streamlined as possible

•  work closely with Ofsted, LSIS and the National 
Student Satisfaction Survey to integrate learner 
surveys wherever possible – and ensure learners 
understand the potential impact their views can have 

•  ensure that processes for handling Educational 
Maintenance Allowance payments are simple 
and reliable for learners.

Th e 2008–09 panel continues its work until October. 
A celebration event, in conjunction with LSIS, will be 
held this month to share its work so far this year. 

For more information on the Bureaucracy Reduction 
Group visit www.fe-brg.org.uk (Th e group works with 
key sector partners, reviewing the operation of current 
policies and challenging unnecessary administrative 
burdens in the learning and skills sector).

For regular updates on the panel’s activity, email 
nlp@shm-ltd.co.uk with ‘subscribe’ in the subject line.

Christina Roberts, 40 
‘I’m attending the Helston Open Learning 
Centre to gain qualifi cations in computerised 
book-keeping. I’ve moved 14 times, as 
my husband is in the military, and have 
young children and no family network; so 
working and learning has been a lifeline 
for me. I’m looking forward to bringing 
my experiences of studying in a rural 
community in Cornwall to a national panel.’

Lucy Atkinson, 19 
‘I’m an apprentice and have been 
Vice Chair of the Humber Apprentice 
Panel since October 2007. I’m 
currently working as an IT technician 
thanks to my National Vocational 
Qualifi cation. I’m innovative, 
confi dent, and down to earth, and my 
aim is to improve the quality of the 
learning experience for everyone.’

Luke Arnold, 19
‘I’m currently studying level 3 professional 
cookery at Milton Keynes College. I started my 
cookery course at level 1 and am determined to 
keep learning. I’ve been a course representative 
at my college and feel I’ve made a diff erence. 
I’m a good listener and enjoy hearing and 
sharing the views of others. I hope to go 
on and fi nd a job in the catering industry.’
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In defence of 
the best training
At the Atomic Weapons Establishment apprentices are on the road to excellence. And the 
facts speak for themselves; Ofsted awarded the organisation grade 1 in March 2008 and it 
gained Beacon Status in January 2009 from the Learning and Skills Improvement Service 

‘W
e are completely committed to achieving the 
highest quality in everything we do – it’s about 
benchmarking and ensuring that we are giving 
the company and the apprentice the right 

skills,’ says Marcus Hutchings, Technical and Craft Training 
Manager at the Atomic Weapons Establishment Apprentice 
Academy and Scheme at its headquarters in Aldermaston. 

Atomic Weapons Establishment’s grade 1 was gained from a 
persistent and determined approach that won’t accept second 
best. It’s about supporting people, treating them with respect and 
always aiming high. Crucially the Academy promotes a safety fi rst 
culture. As Marcus explains, ‘One of the key messages we have is 
to know what you are aiming for and to not be afraid to discuss it. 
We want people to have the right environment to make decisions 
and try new things. However, safety must never be compromised.’ 
But what is the Atomic Weapons Establishment’s remit?

Work at the establishment covers the entire life cycle of nuclear 
warheads. Central to the defence of the United Kingdom for more 
than 50 years, it provides and maintains the warheads for Trident, 
the country’s nuclear deterrent. Employing world-renowned 
scientists, engineers and business specialists, its apprenticeship 
scheme is providing the next generation of top employees. 

A mark of the organisation’s success is its attention to detail. 
To make grade 1 a reality Marcus said, ‘We recognised that we 
all needed to be confi dent and aware of how Ofsted measured 
us, and that we should measure our own progress. To this end 
we introduced yearly quality reviews, which we dubbed a mock 
inspection. Th rough this, apprentices, instructors, mentors and 
the training committee are all now used to being inspected.’ So 
there are no surprises when Ofsted turns up, because they know 
what to expect. And their work ethic is a day-in, day-out attitude 
that positively aff ects the performance of everyone. Th at Atomic 
Weapons Establishment achieved a grade 1 during a period of 
growth in the scheme and the company is something Marcus is 
particularly proud of. ‘Th e instructors worked incredibly hard to 
follow the vision, whilst meeting large scale new needs, moving 
to new facilities, bringing in new technology and resources and 
incorporating them into the training,’ he comments. ‘It would 
have been easy to put grade 1 to one side, but it made more sense 
to drive forward and embed quality during a time of change.’ 

In everything it does, the organisation goes the extra mile 
and then some. Marcus and the rest of the staff  view their 
work not simply as a training programme, but as a base for 
a whole future career. Th e team of mentors for apprentices 
are all volunteers with relevant and appropriate craft 
experience. In addition to fi rst class support, apprentices are 
provided with extra activities and additional qualifi cations 
that are, Marcus fully believes, ‘second to none’.

Th e quality and importance of good working relationships 
with colleges is also under the spotlight. ‘Our relationships 
with local colleges have also changed dramatically and 
greatly improved,’ comments Marcus. ‘We made a conscious 
decision to only use colleges that had at least a minimum 
satisfactory grade, but more importantly were prepared to 
allow us to contribute observations and grades to their own 

Apprentice at AWE
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quality system, and for us to work with them to improve.’ Because 
they are delivering Atomic Weapons Establishment’s technical 
certifi cates they had to be right for the organisation. Some colleges 
fell by the wayside but others fl ourished. At its inspection, Atomic 
Weapons Establishment’s links with Newbury College were 
judged to be particularly good and regarded as a key strength. 

Being good means aiming for the best. And this is why the 
organisation achieves grade 1s and Beacon Status awards. It doesn’t 
sit back and think that because things are going well it’s time to relax. 
Instead it's always pushing itself to improve. For example, senior 
leaders in the business hold the academy to account, asking it very 
diffi  cult questions to ensure it meets the needs of its target industry.

Th at Atomic Weapons Establishment values its apprentices is 
clear. ‘Th e support is fi rst class and the qualifi cation second to 
none,’ says Marcus. ‘Every month we review the progress of each 
apprentice.’ All of which is refl ected in the academy’s mantras – 
‘safety is king’, ‘know what your customer needs’, ‘measure the right 
thing’, ‘always look for the next improvement’ and perhaps most 
importantly, ‘one team’. With values like that it’s not surprising 
that Atomic Weapons Establishment’s light shines brightly. 

For further information on Atomic Weapons Establishment visit 
www.awe.co.uk
To read the inspection report visit www.ofsted.gov.uk/
oxedu_providers/full/(urn)/50578

The Atomic Weapons Establishment Apprentice Academy and Scheme was established in 
1952. There are 150 apprentices across the four engineering disciplines of electronics, 
electrical maintenance, mechanical maintenance and precision machining. The organisation 
provides people with specialist skills in the nuclear sector as well as key engineering 
ability. The academy has 20 staff, including 14 instructors.

What the apprentices say
‘One of the big attractions for me about the Atomic Weapons Establishment was the 
investment in training – I wanted to learn while still earning an income. On top of support 
towards qualifi cations, you also get regular skills training, such as team-building exercises. 

‘The day-to-day work is interesting too as there’s lots of variety in a company this size and 
it’s very much an ideas culture. You’re surrounded by people who want to fi nd new and 
better ways to do things. I’ve recently moved to a new team where I’m helping to develop 
our monitoring equipment. Even when your focus is on one area, you’re still in constant 
contact with colleagues from all over the organisation – this gives you an insight into 
how the whole business functions.’ 

Kate – electronics apprentice 

‘I joined because the Atomic Weapons Establishment had a great reputation for its 
apprenticeships – it says a lot that we keep winning awards for ‘best large employer’
 and ‘investor in people’. 

‘You quickly build up a good basic understanding of safety installation. I’m also on the 
apprentice training committee, which is there to make sure the apprenticeship scheme 
is helping everyone progress. 

‘There are loads of amazing opportunities outside the day job too. As well as 
technical training, I’ve been on team-building weeks, fi rst aid courses, the 
Three Peaks Challenge and a sailing project in London in the past year alone.’

Steve – mechanical maintenance apprentice Steve – mechanical maintenance apprentice 
Work is varied at the Atomic Weapons Establishment

Modern technology plays its part

Training in precision
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EVENTS

JULY

JULY–DECEMBER, LONDON, 

BIRMINGHAM AND LEEDS

WORKSHOPS

Excellence in Learning
Open workshops covering topics such 

as graded observation of learner 

reviews and other processes; apprentice 

recruitment and initial assessment; 

getting it right, data: the provider 

performance report; understanding 

and using, developing and monitoring 

the quality of learner progress 

reviews for managers; characteristics 

of eff ective teaching and creative 

ways to assess soft skills.

For more information visit 

www.excellence-in-learning.co.uk 

or call 0845 130 6152.

21 JULY LEICESTER

Adult Learning and the Department 

for Business, Innovation and Skills: 

What are we to make of it? 
Th is event will take the form of a briefi ng 

about the new Department and a strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities, and threats 

analysis of how anyone concerned with 

adult learning might best protect and 

promote learners' interests over the 

coming months in a changing landscape.

Fee: £85 (includes lunch, tea/coff ee).

For more information email 

gurjit.kaur@niace.org.uk or 

call 0116 204 2833.

23 JULY LONDON

WORKSHOP

Opinion Research Corporation: 

Education and skills benchmarking
An opportunity to compare your 

survey results against overall and sector 

specifi c norms and measure your scores 

against other companies, as well as 

network and share best practice. 

For more information email 

website@orc.co.uk or call 020 7675 1151.

SEPTEMBER

8–10 SEPTEMBER MANCHESTER

CONFERENCE

Association for Learning 

Technology Conference 2009 
Conference theme: ‘In dreams 

begins responsibility’.

9.00am – 3pm. 

University Place, University of Manchester.

Th is free conference will provide a broad 

forum for practitioners, researchers 

and policy-makers from all sectors 

to explore, refl ect and learn.

For more information visit 

www.alt.ac.uk/altc2009 

or call 01865 484125.

Ofsted neither endorses the events listed on 

this page nor off ers any guarantee as to the 

accuracy of the information published.

ref lections

W
hen T.S. Eliot said, ‘Between the idea and 
the reality, between the motion and the 
act, falls the shadow,’ he could have been 
talking about the diffi  culty of pursuing 

an ambitious course of sustained achievement and 
regeneration in a climate of rapid and unceasing change. 

Th e disadvantaged borough of Oldham in the North 
East of Greater Manchester has developed a strategic 
partnership that’s currently working to regenerate the 
town. Th is strategy of regeneration through education 
refl ects the disparity between the Borough’s potential 
and its current economic and social state. Th ere are two 
particular features of Oldham’s situation which are unusual 
and are a potential strength. First, is the fact that in a town 
that’s suff ered racial disturbances, it is in a multi-racial 
sixth form college and further education college where 
demand for places has exceeded capacity. Second, the 
town has an undeveloped and potentially highly skilled 
young population. From this there has been a demand 
for science at level 3 that’s so great that the sixth form 
college is having to turn away potential scientists. Th is 
has been consequent on some successful innovations.

A junior university has been created by the sixth form 
college to work in schools to identify pupils who have 
the potential to study post-16 but are unlikely to do 
so; then to support their transition to college and their 
subsequent progress. A partnership between Huddersfi eld 
University and the Borough has led to the development 
of a successful and rapidly growing university centre. Th e 
factor, however, that makes both these things work is 
the value-added potential of students. Th e value-added 
measures at the sixth form college are high enough to 
indicate that the college cannot just provide remediation 
of under-achievement at 16 for such students, but also 
ensure their success at A level. Th e university works on 
a similar principle. Th erefore, a large cohort of students, 
whose education would have previously terminated at 16, 
now progress to the college and then to the university.  

It’s worth noting that over 60% of Asian heritage 
students at the sixth form college study science. Th e college 
is now seeking to build a science centre, the fi rst of its 
type nationally, which would facilitate access for primary 
and secondary school students. Th is will give the college 
the capacity to expand its science provision and, most 
importantly, bring science at degree level into the town. 

Nick Brown, Principal of Oldham Sixth Form College, 
refl ects on regeneration through education 

Th e Borough could then meet the demand for science and 
technology at degree level in Greater Manchester. Th is is 
the bedrock of Oldham’s strategic intention to become the 
fourth higher education town in Greater Manchester.

But, there is a catch. Such developments require an 
element of stability and that is a commodity in short 
supply as we approach the end of the fi rst decade of 
the 21st century. A number of questions are raised. 
To what extent will innovative and potentially highly 
infl uential strategies for improvement be stymied by 
the inevitable effi  ciencies and cuts in public spending 
consequent upon the recession? Will the benefi ts 
of value-added and its potential for harder to reach 
students be recognised in a changing system of 
inspection? Will the new freedoms and curriculum 
changes in 14–19 provision further weaken the science 
base in secondary schools? Will there be an eff ective 
solution to the capital fi asco in further education?  

Th e recession will end and there will be a demand for 
scientifi cally and technically qualifi ed students – those in 
fact who are now in years 10, 11, 12 and 13. Community 
cohesion will still be a major issue in the nation’s urban 
areas. Ominously, education and integration were 
issues aff ecting voter choice in the European elections. 
Strategies that provide cohesion and achievement are in 
short supply. Can the nation aff ord not to nurture the 
ones that exist at present? Th ere is great uncertainty; 
so perhaps a more fi tting metaphor than Eliot’s shadow 
would be Schrodinger’s cat, which depending on 
conditions can be simultaneously dead and alive. 

‘The college is now seeking to build a 

science centre, the fi rst of its type nationally, 

which would facilitate access for primary 

and secondary school students. This will 

give the college the capacity to expand its 

science provision and, most importantly, 

bring science at degree level into the town.’


