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Assessment Information 

Assessment Type Accreditation Review 

Assessor’s Decision Standard Met  

Assessor’s Name Alistair Hudson 

Visit Date 06/06/2022 – 09/06/2022 (3.5 days) 

Client ID C10871 

Assessment Reference PN201369 

Continuous Improvement Check Year 1 due by 16/06/2023 

Continuous Improvement Check Year 2 due by 16/06/2024 

Accreditation Review onsite visit to be 
conducted by 

16/06/2025 
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Organisation – Introduction, Aims, Objectives and Outcomes 

Buckinghamshire Adult Learning (BAL or ‘the organisation’) is the adult education service of 

Buckinghamshire council. The council become a unitary authority in April 2020, with the former 

district councils and county council abolished, and the new council serves the whole of the county of 

Buckinghamshire with the exception of Milton Keynes. Within the council, BAL is part of Education 

within the Children’s Services Directorate. 

BAL’s mission is ‘Inspiring learning, changing lives in Buckinghamshire’ and the organisation’s work 

delivers on three of the council’s four key priorities: ‘Strengthening our communities; Protecting the 

vulnerable; Increasing prosperity’. Buckinghamshire is in many ways a prosperous part of the home 

counties, yet it contains areas of economic and social deprivation, and BAL aims to improve life 

chances for local people, including target groups such as the low skilled, the unemployed, socially 

isolated older people and families from areas of deprivation.  
BAL delivers from seven dedicated centres across the county and an additional 150 community 

venues, enabling the organisation to reach the county’s diverse populations and the hardest to reach 

residents. BAL offers a very wide range of learning programmes, falling into the following broad 

categories: 

• Skills, including both accredited and non-accredited provision, from entry level to GCSE: 

o The core subjects of English, maths and digital skills  

o English for Speakers of other Languages (ESOL), with an emphasis on practical English 

for life in the UK and employability  

o A wide-ranging curriculum for Adults with a Learning Difficulty or Disability, branded 

‘Learning for All’;  

o The Community Engagement curriculum, with a focus on employability and wellbeing 

 

• Community Learning, comprising: 

o Family learning – a range of courses and workshops for parents and carers in schools 

and early years settings to enable them to support their child’s development, as well as 

their own learning  

o Learning for Personal Development (LPD) – a broad range of courses covering creative 

arts, languages, home improvements and health, dance and fitness, among others 

 

• Work-based learning (WBL): 

o Apprenticeships at levels 2 to 5, including Business Administration and Customer 

Service, Management, Teaching Assistants, Health and Social Care and Accountancy 

o Some stand-alone vocational qualifications in subjects such as Accountancy 

Service delivery went fully online from March 2020, with a gradual return to in person delivery since 

the lifting of covid restrictions. Some provision remains online, including some new distance learning 

programmes, though the majority of BAL learners benefit from in person delivery for a range of 

reasons including overcoming social isolation and digital poverty. Most services are delivered directly 

by BAL, with a small amount of subcontracting to community providers.  

BAL last met the matrix Standard in 2019, having been accredited for over a decade. Information 

Advice and Guidance (IAG) is a core component of the BAL offer to learners, and enjoys a high 

profile. IAG support is the responsibility of all staff, and is delivered throughout the learner journey, 

with delivery varying depending on the programme being followed. Key touch points for IAG include: 
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• Community promotion - Learners come to BAL through finding the service online, via its well 

distributed prospectus, through word of mouth from friends, family and neighbours and from 

referral partners such as Jobcentre Plus, housing associations and community groups  

• Initial enquiry, with online enrolment for some LPD and initial assessment where appropriate for 

accredited programmes. Telephone queries usually pass through the council’s contact centre to 

the operations assistants in centres  

• Initial IAG focusses on ensuring the learner is on the right programme for their needs and goals, 

with the allocation of additional support, including adjustments or the allocation of a Learning 

Support Assistant 

• Embedded delivery - tutors have a key role in the provision of IAG, with learners’ individual goals 

and progress recorded on the Individual Learning Plan (ILP) or, increasingly an Electronic 

Learning Plan (ELP), with IAG Champions available to support both staff and learners 

• Safeguarding – a high profile and widely promoted service, which as well as covering specific 

safeguarding issues, acts as a conduit for learners in need of support for issues such as mental 

health 

• Signposting and referral IAG - externally through partnerships with organisations such as the 

National Careers Service and charities 

• For apprenticeships, IAG support is provided by assessors at frequent reviews and in group 

sessions at BAL centres 

• Progression IAG, which has been strengthened over the last three years to include in person 

and online advice about next steps in learning and work 

Over recent years, in line with central government policy, there has been a greater emphasis on 

funding programmes related to accredited skills and employability, with LPD gradually moving to a 

full cost recovery model. In addition, a recently implemented transformation programme has seen 

enrolments being managed from the BAL centres and a further emphasis on engagement with the 

most vulnerable and hardest to reach residents.  

Management and staff demonstrated a clear understanding of the link between their IAG delivery 

and the organisation’s wider key performance indicators. Programme indicators are monitored 

internally - with the detailed departmental self-assessment reports (SARs) and quality improvement 

plans (QIPs) frequently referred to during the accreditation review, with a wealth of impact data made 

available. Achievement rates across the service in the latest figures are at 85.3%, up 7.4% on the 

previous year and moving back towards pre-pandemic levels of 91%. Retention remains high at 

93.8%, almost back to pre-pandemic levels. Intensive IAG in Community Outreach has led to an 

impressive achievement rate of 96.7%, while a similar approach in Family Learning saw achievement 

at 93.3%. ESOL and English achievement rates continue to grow at 77.5% and 84.5% respectively. 

Learning for All saw achievement fall to a still impressive 84.9% in this cohort particularly affected 

by the pandemic, while supported internships saw 66% achieve meaningful employment, many times 

greater than the national rate of 7%. Finally, WBL saw achievement of 64.9%, in line with national 

average figures, with timely achievement increasing to 88.9% and retention at 70% compared to a 

national average of 65.6%. IAG support throughout the learner journey is viewed as central to 

maintaining these exemplary achievement rates across provision.  

The accreditation review highlighted how IAG service delivery approaches across provision are 

effective and learner centred, and revolve around empowering the individual to take control of their 

learning, realise their strengths and also identify any weaknesses they need to work on and 

overcome any barriers they face. BAL’s smaller size enables a personalised approach to service 

delivery, enabling staff to get to know learners and their needs and goals well. 
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Since the last Assessment three years ago, BAL has continued to develop its already effective 

resources to aid the definition, delivery and monitoring of learner outcomes. Staff and learners can 

explain the expected outcomes and how they are monitored and evaluated during the frequent 

learner interactions, both formal and informal. RARPA (Recognising and Recording Progress and 

Achievement) methodologies are embedded across non-accredited provision. Personal 

development outcomes on an organisation-wide basis are also captured in learner surveys. Each 

learner has a detailed ILP or ELP, with learner outcomes described verbally during the assessment, 

in ILP/ELP documentation and in survey results including: confidence; self-esteem; understanding 

life in the UK; a range of employability skills; improved health and mental wellbeing; and developing 

social skills and friendships.  

The BAL IAG service is clearly defined, and is explained in detail both verbally and in writing at 

induction, along with safeguarding information in accessible language bespoke to the different 

learner cohorts. Learners from across the service contributed in depth to the accreditation review 

and it was evident that they understood the IAG entitlement, and their feedback was positive. 

Learners were effusive about whole person support, and the personal benefits of this support that 

has enabled them to learn in a safe and friendly environment, achieve their goals and progress:  

“I’ve increased my confidence and communication skills, and the IT course is challenging, which I 

want. It’s friendly and I love coming here” (Learning for All learner); 

 “All the staff are really helpful, not just the teacher. It’s very practical – I feel so different now going 

into a shop. My confidence and self-esteem have grown” (ESOL learner); 

“The set up for my apprenticeship was very thorough – we went through why I’m here and what I 

want to do – they’re very responsive. I’ve identified my transferable skills and feel so much more 

confident” (Apprentice); 

“Our tutor is very helpful and approachable. They’ve been very flexible with delivery over covid. It’s 

sociable too – the class meets up in the summer, we have a WhatsApp group and friendships have 

been made” (LPD learner); 

“This group has been great for me to learn about myself and help my daughter. It’s so well structured” 

(Family learning learner)  

In summary this accreditation review confirmed that BAL continues to deliver a quality IAG offer that 

is making a real difference to its learners, including many from the most underrepresented groups 

who make real personal progress during their time at the organisation. This, combined with its strong 

management structures, partnership working, and ongoing drive for quality and service innovation 

should ensure that the organisation is in a strong position to develop its service for local people 

further to meet ever changing demand over the coming years.  
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Strengths 

A number of strengths were identified during the assessment, which are detailed below.  The 

numbers in brackets refer to the element and criteria of the matrix Standard. 

• The overwhelming feeling from all staff interviews was of a highly learner-centred IAG service 

and a positive, caring organisational culture. Staff described how their practice is wholly based 

on identifying and meeting individual learner need. Outcome targets exist across all provision, 

but staff described how they are not target-driven, but aim to meet the needs of the individual 

first and foremost. This learner-centred ethos was apparent in all staff, and indeed the positive 

culture extends to management of staff, who described good communication channels enabling 

them to feel part of BAL and proud of their work, with examples provided of support for staff 

facing illness (including covid and post-covid issues) or simply needing extra guidance from 

management: “I’m privileged to work here; there’s so much support”. (1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 3.2) 

• Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) is deeply embedded across all provision. This has been 

further enhanced since the last assessment, with a particular emphasis on community 

engagement with the most vulnerable and hardest to reach learners. Management described 

new methodologies of recording ‘learner aims by disadvantage’ to monitor the impact of this 

engagement. Similarly, initiatives such as Family Learning reach those from deprived 

backgrounds who lack the confidence to engage with work or learning, while the apprenticeship 

team described their work empowering learners with issues such as dyslexia, dyspraxia and 

dyscalculia to achieve. The latest example comes from services tailored to the recent large influx 

of Ukrainian refugees to the county and a genuine passion to enable them to thrive. As a whole, 

the services work individually and together to improve life chances for the most disadvantaged 

of all ages. (1.3, 3.2) 

• The Learning for All IAG provision continues to be a particular strength for BAL. ALDD learners 
described feeling well cared for and, importantly, described their ambitions and how BAL has 
instilled in them the belief that they can achieve them. Staff in turn repeated the mantra: “We are 
not a day centre”, but a learning service that defines and monitors stretching outcomes for its 
learners. Learners are well integrated into the wider BAL community, joining in during breaks in 
classes in communal areas, and are also supported to join classes from other BAL areas. 
Alongside existing opportunities for volunteering, the service has now developed a well 
structured supported internship in conjunction with local partners, which is ambitious for 
participants and has had excellent results in supporting young people into paid employment. (1.3, 
1.5, 1.8, 4.2) 
 

• BAL has developed still further its range of external partnerships to enhance its IAG service, 

reach its target learners and achieve other positive learner outcomes. Relationships with a long 

list of employers, charities, housing associations, industry bodies and the National Careers 

Service were showcased in the assessment and are leveraged to maximise the benefits to 

learners far beyond what BAL alone could achieve. BAL works hard to ensure maximum benefit 

is obtained from its partnerships, for example working with an external careers organisation to 

tailor their materials to the differing needs of BAL learner cohorts, thereby increasing learner 

satisfaction and impact. The organisation also offers bespoke training to meet the particular 

needs of partners such as housing associations. Latest examples include partnerships to 

develop the supported internship provision, and the ACE Digital Leader programme of 

collaboration with nine other adult education institutions, which has produced tangible benefits 

to service delivery which are still being developed further. (1.8, 4.4)  

• BAL has long had effective methodologies for defining and monitoring client outcomes, 

principally through the ILP document. Over the last three years, the ELP is increasingly used 
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across provision. Sample ELPs showed an emphasis not just on learning outcomes but on 

Personal Development and IAG. The flexibility of the model allows learners to attach photos and 

videos of their progress, which is of particular value to Learning for All learners and others who 

prefer the visual to the written, and serves to capture the whole learner journey and its impact. 

Learners have constant access to their ELPs online, and staff explained how learners take 

ownership of their ELP, enabling them to showcase their own work and progress. (1.5, 3.4, 4.2) 

• Quality assurance methodologies are robust, with managers and staff working seamlessly to 

maintain and improve still further the quality of provision across BAL. Despite BAL operating from 

a large number of geographically disparate centres, standardisation of good practice is achieved 

through the adoption of robust quality assured processes. SARs and QIPs at organisational and 

departmental level are living documents and frequently updated, as is the Post Ofsted 

Improvement Plan designed to build on the ‘Good’ outcome from 2019. This culture of continuous 

quality improvement has led to a number of exciting initiatives over the last three years, such as 

a new distance learning model, volunteer training for ESOL and the wider transformation plan 

which has improved enrolment methodologies. This emphasis on quality and continuous 

improvement across all aspects of provision should enable the organisation to continue to 

develop its provision in line with the ever-evolving adult learning landscape. (4.5, 4.8) 
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Areas for Development 

Areas for development are offered in the spirit of continuous improvement and a way for an Assessor 

to add value e.g. where the service is of a high quality, development areas are offered to help the 

service be even better than it already is, or to give insight into practices seen elsewhere. There is no 

correlation between the number of strengths and areas for development. Where development areas 

are greater in number this is not intended to indicate that the information, advice and guidance 

service is in any way lacking. These will form the basis for discussion at the Continuous Improvement 

Checks (CIC) conducted twelve and twenty-four months from the date of this Assessment, along 

with any other notable developments.  The numbers in brackets refer to the element and criteria of 

the matrix Standard. 

• BAL staff bring a wide range of experience to their roles. Several have specific IAG qualifications, 

though there has not so far been a co-ordinated plan to promote IAG qualifications among key 

staff. BAL may wish to encourage more staff to become IAG qualified as a way of recognising 

the centrality of IAG to the BAL experience, and acting as a unifying factor across the different 

experience and qualifications that front line staff bring with them. IAG qualifications could also 

perhaps be considered for IAG Champions as their role gains profile post-pandemic, or as a way 

of upskilling the Operations/Reception staff and recognising their increased responsibilities for 

enrolments following the transformation plan. (2.4)  

• Partnership working is clearly a strength of BAL, but some staff described how they felt the 

service did not always have a high enough profile within the wider council. While some good 

examples were provided of cross-council working, cases were also cited of the council using 

other providers instead of BAL and not always co-ordinating and consulting. As described 

throughout this report, BAL offers a wide range of learning opportunities including bespoke 

provision to partners, so an internal profile-raising exercise within the council could be beneficial 

for both BAL and the council and the communities they both serve. (1.6, 1.8) 

• While all WBL learners interviewed praised the high quality IAG service available when on 

programme, some felt they had been impacted by staffing changes over the last year, with no 

co-ordinator in place for some time and other staff also leaving. They felt this had caused delays 

to starting a higher level course after completing their previous qualification or apprenticeship. 

Other staff, including the WBL Manager, covered for vacant posts but obviously only had so 

much capacity. Learners described how the situation has now improved, with the new WBL co-

ordinator in place and adopting a proactive role with learners. With staff shortages currently being 

felt across the economy, BAL will wish to be aware of the need to maintain sufficient staff 

resources across provision to ensure the continuing delivery of a high quality service. (2.1) 

• The recording of learner outcomes and the development of the ELP have been identified as clear 

strengths of the organisation. Some staff did however describe how learners on multiple courses 

may have to repeat the same information – and potentially receive the same IAG – as records 

are kept by course and there is often no single learner document. Some good examples of 

working across courses were given, such as a single journey developed for Digital Skills and 

Employability learners, and indeed staff showed they are aware of cross course benefits and a 

holistic approach to learner development: “You may need to do sewing to give you the confidence 

to do maths”. BAL is already considering practice from other providers shared during the ACE 

digital leaders programme, and indeed there may be functionality within the widely used Google 

Classroom to develop this. The organisation is encouraged to prioritise development of this 

single learner record – and a holistic IAG journey - further. (4.2, 4.8). 
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• Staff and learners described how, before lockdowns, BAL always had a diverse programme of 

enrichment activities. These have slowly been restarting with the lifting of covid restrictions. 

Enrichment activities could be of particular benefit to ESOL learners and the socially isolated, 

along with other groups with which BAL is aiming to increase participation. Such activities, 

particularly when there is learner ownership of their development, can foster a sense of 

community that is important for learner wellbeing, and BAL is encouraged to further develop its 

enrichment programme for the benefit of all. (1.7, 3.2) 

• The organisation showcased many inspirational stories of positive learner destinations that were 

achieved as a result of a BAL experience. Building upon this longitudinal impact is worthy of 

future development. While contacting completed learners can be resource intensive, it can more 

fully capture the service’s impact both socially and economically. The organisation is encouraged 

to develop its progression and destination data gathering still further, both to demonstrate the full 

value added by the service and to identify any improvements needed. (4.1) 

The annual matrix Continuous Improvement Check will allow the organisation to demonstrate on an 

ongoing basis the developments they are continuing to make in order to support individuals. These 

may include the Areas for Development above. https://matrixstandard.com/assessment-

journey/continuous-improvement-checks/ 

Please note that annual Continuous Improvement Checks are mandatory and non-completion within 

the required timescale will impact on the organisation’s accreditation, please see the section 

Assessment Information for dates. 
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Methodology 

The following methods were used to gather evidence against the matrix Standard during the 

assessment process: 

Visits to the BAL centres at High Wycombe (Millbrook and Highcrest), Aylesbury (Quarrendon), 

Amersham, Chesham and a partner Family Centre in Chesham 

• Interview with the BAL Principal (1)  

• Interviews with managers, tutors, assessors and staff who deliver the service (26) 

• Telephone and in person interviews with external partner organisations (6) 

• Small group interviews with learners benefiting from the various BAL services (20) 
 

A review of strategy documents, SARs and QIPs, EIPs and other learner documentation, the BAL 

and council websites and social media feeds, promotional materials, feedback and evaluation 

documentation, job descriptions and Google classroom, These were used by staff to help illustrate 

examples of business planning, monitoring and impact.    
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Conditions of Accreditation 

Holders of the matrix Standard Accreditation must: 

1. Maintain and continually improve upon their services. 

2. Throughout the period of accreditation satisfy The Growth Company that the organisation 

continues to meet the requirements of the matrix Standard via the annual continuous 

improvement checks and the three-year accreditation review. 

3. Complete annual continuous improvement checks in a timely way, it is expected these will be 

carried out annually by the accreditation anniversary date. 

4. Inform The Growth Company or their Assessor if the key contact name/contact details change. 

5. Submit their Booking Form for re-accreditation to the matrix Standard at least 3 months prior to 

the accreditation anniversary date ensuring all pre on-site activity is completed in a timely way 

including planning, payment and interview scheduling.  Accreditation Reviews are due 3 years 

from the anniversary accreditation date; it is expected that organisations will be assessed by this 

date or will risk being de-accredited. 

6. Inform The Growth Company of any significant changes made to the organisational structure, 

senior management or systems that may impact on their accreditation; email: 

matrixStandard@growthco.uk. 

7. Inform The Growth Company immediately if they wish to extend or reduce the scope of their 

accreditation. 

8. Inform The Growth Company of any serious complaint or rise in numbers of complaints received 

(within the scope of the accreditation). 

9. Not undertake or omit to undertake any activity that may be misleading and/or may cause The 

Growth Company and/or the matrix Standard to be brought into disrepute. 

10. Only use the matrix Standard Quality Mark for the areas within the scope of the accreditation 

and in accordance with the guidelines. For example, if a certain department is successfully 

matrix accredited, the Quality Mark can only be used on that department’s letterhead or on that 

department’s page on their internet homepage. 

11. Ensure in cases where accreditation is withdrawn or where they do not come forward for 

accreditation review, remove from display any certificates or plaques issued by The Growth 

Company and do not display the matrix Standard Quality Mark nor refer to be a former holder 

of the matrix Standard. 

12. Be aware that The Growth Company reserves the right to remove any accreditation and/or 

certification previously applied if payment is not received for services provided. 
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