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This example illustrates the extensive range of methods that a successful provider of adult education uses to gather learner feedback. It includes innovative practice to ensure that course applicants are able to make more informed choices.
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‘Our context is familiar to most education providers – declining funding and a pressing need to generate income through growth in provision, increasing student numbers and encouraging students to return. One response to this challenge was keeping the learner voice at the heart of our planning to ensure that we both listened and responded to our prospective and current learners.

Around half our students enrol online, and even more use the web to explore course options. It made sense for us to look at how we could enhance the online experience to help students find the right course for them – and so we adopted the widespread commercial practice of developing an online rating and review system for our courses. Has it been worth it? Definitely! Learners perceive us as an open and honest organisation that listens to students and acts on their feedback.’ 
Liora Ives, Director of Marketing, Student Services and Support


[image: image4]
What does City Lit do that so impressed inspectors and contributed to the awarding of an outstanding leadership and management grade at its previous inspection? In the report, inspectors said: ‘Managers are exemplary in the way they use learners’ views to make improvements. Learners have an extensive range of ways they can give feedback, some being very innovative. Managers make excellent use of partners’, learners’ and staff views to inform future provision and tailor courses to meet their needs.’ 
In summary, City Lit has an unremitting focus on the use of feedback gained through a wide range of communication channels. It not only uses the feedback to improve the learning experience, but has effective strategies to keep students informed of the impact of feedback on management decision-making. Good use is made of advertising around the college as well as regularly updated web postings on progress. Liora Ives explains; ‘It was important for us to provide a range of feedback options for students to meet differing needs and we pulled together existing mechanisms, together with new options, under the ‘9 ways to tell us what you think’ campaign.’

Innovative approaches to communications not only provide feedback about course quality, but helps applicants make more informed course choices. To maximise students’ responses, the ‘9 ways to tell us what you think’ campaign is well advertised throughout the college and on the website. A widely available paper-based ‘Tell us what you think form’ can be used by anyone to share ideas or give feedback on their experience – a simple idea used by many organisations, but City Lit has gone further. Analysing and questioning the responses has proved an invaluable tool in meeting students’ wants and needs. Importantly, it has addressed students’ expectations by borrowing from everyday life experiences and applying them to an education setting. For example, many students use ‘apps’ on a regular basis to organise their lives. Student feedback indicated that they wanted more help in mixing and matching session times to avoid overlap and make best use of study time. This feedback resulted in the development of a mobile telephone optimised website, with plans to develop an ‘app’ that will allow users to compile personalised timetables which avoid clashes in session times. In a similar way, facebook and twitter links allow students to talk directly with staff, to pose questions and make suggestions that receive timely responses.

As with most providers, students complete evaluation forms to give their views on the quality of courses. But once again, the college has added a new twist. It has been proactive in responding to students’ concerns about the confidentiality of this process. From simple acts such as providing a sealed envelope for students’ completed forms, to the availability of a dedicated email address for feedback, users have a high degree of confidence in the privacy and fairness of the feedback processes. 

Student focus groups, reflecting a cross-section of the college population, are used well to gain their views about the general running of the college as well as specific topics such as proposed course changes. Senior managers attend group meetings and respond quickly to areas of concern. In addition, student governors are very active in identifying issues that are important to students and bringing them to the attention of the governing body.

The college also uses a ‘mystery shopper’ approach to gain further feedback. A small group of students trained by the in-house teacher training department and acting as anonymous ‘course reviewers’, provide detailed feedback on their experiences at key learning stages. The outcomes are analysed and the evaluation checked for validity and reliability with focus groups. The results have been used to identify and bring about improvements in specific courses and college-wide themes such as recognising and recording progress and achievement in non-accredited learning, and equality of opportunity.

City Lit has gone further than many providers in keeping learners informed about course quality. The staff know how much the students value the courses they attend, but how does this help someone viewing the range of courses on offer? To address this question, City Lit looked at student behaviour when choosing a course and realised that one of the main things students asked was very simple: ‘What do previous students think of the course I might apply for?’ In any decision-making process it is invaluable to be able to access these views. After all many of us go online to check out the hotel or holiday reviews before making a final decision, so why not for a learning programme? 

So the college has introduced online course reviews which allow students to post a summary of their thoughts about a course they have completed. The volume of feedback varies between courses but is constantly increasing. City Lit discussed with staff how the online review would be introduced and used. The moderation of the process was an obvious concern to all and has been addressed through the use of appropriate checks and balances to set a minimum standard for entries. Feedback from users has been excellent and evidence suggests that those who read the reviews are more likely to enrol, not least because they feel empowered to make well-informed decisions. 
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City Lit is located in Covent Garden, central London. The current site is the largest adult education centre in Europe and provides a wide range of learning opportunities to over 30,000 adults annually. Due to the specialist nature of much of its offer, City Lit attracts students from a wide catchment area, both within London and nationally. In addition, it has an extensive community outreach programme.
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The good practice in detail
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Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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