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Interim visit 

Context and focus of visit 

On 17 March 2020, all routine inspections were suspended due to the COVID-19 
(coronavirus) pandemic. As part of our phased return to routine inspections, we are 
carrying out ‘interim visits’ to further education and skills providers. Interim visits are 
to help learners, parents, employers and government understand how providers are 
meeting the needs of learners in this period, including those with high needs and 
those with special educational needs and/or disabilities.  
 

We intend to return to routine inspection in January 2021 but will keep the exact 
timing under review. 
 
The focus of these visits is on the themes set out below and the findings are based 
on discussions with leaders, managers, staff and learners. 
 
Following changes to government guidance and the imposition of COVID-19 
lockdown restrictions, we made this visit remotely to reduce pressure on the 
provider. 
 

Information about the provider 

Idea Store Learning is the London Borough of Tower Hamlets’ community learning 

and skills service. Courses take place in four Idea Stores, one main learning centre, 

and 15 outreach venues across the borough. The vast majority of learners live in 

Tower Hamlets in postcode areas identified as economically disadvantaged. All 

learners are 19 and older. 

 

Most of the provision is in English and mathematics, ranging from entry level to level 

2, and English for speakers of other languages (ESOL) at entry level. A wide range of 

community learning courses is offered, focusing on mental health and wellbeing. 

Courses include languages, health and fitness, creative arts, and information 

technology (IT). 

 

What actions are leaders taking to ensure that they provide an appropriate 
curriculum that responds to the reasonable needs of learners and 
stakeholders and adapts to changed circumstances? 

Leaders recognise that the biggest impact of COVID-19 is on the recruitment of new 
learners and having the space to hold classes in centres. On ESOL courses, 
managers made sure that existing learners returned to classes first before enrolling 
new learners. For performing arts courses, health and safety restrictions on class 
sizes mean that fewer learners attend in person. Leaders estimate that they would 
usually have 50% more learners in education by now.  
 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/interim-phase-further-education-and-skills-providers#interim-visits
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Leaders described how they feel it was important to keep classes running as much as 
possible during the period of national restrictions. They say there was a mixed 
approach to classes reopening. They gave teachers the time and the training to 
prepare and adapt their courses for online teaching, where appropriate.  
 
Leaders explain that on ESOL courses, face-to-face teaching works best. This is 
because most learners do not have computers at home, or they share them with 
several family members. ESOL learners appreciate being back in the classroom after 
periods of self-isolation.  
 
Leaders say that for courses in languages and creative arts, teachers have been able 
to adapt well to online learning. New courses taught entirely online prove popular for 
unemployed adults, for example in English, mathematics, and job search skills. On 
these online courses, leaders say that the proportion of learners who attend and stay 
on their course is high. 
 
Classes for a small group of learners with learning difficulties and disabilities have yet 
to resume. These classes take place in a community venue that remains closed. 
Many learners in this group are shielding in order to look after their health. 
 
Managers report that for ESOL and British sign language courses, the date for taking 
the end of course assessment is now later in the year. This is so that learners have 
enough time to catch up with their studies. 
 

What steps are leaders, managers and staff taking to ensure that the 
approaches used for building knowledge and skills are appropriate to meet 
the reasonable needs of learners? 

Managers support teachers to develop their skills in online teaching through 
individual tuition and drop-in sessions. They identify in-house experts who encourage 
teachers to try out different ways of teaching using digital technology. Teachers 
speak highly of the support they gain from sharing the new skills they have learned 
from each other. Managers recognise the need to extend teachers’ online teaching 
skills.  
 
Teachers across a range of subjects describe the adaptations they make to teach 
their course online. In yoga, teachers and learners share their screens to 
demonstrate and practise different poses. In visual arts, learners extend their 
knowledge by visiting online art galleries from around the world. In language 
courses, many learners working in the financial sector returned overseas at the 
beginning of the pandemic. Moving these courses online means that they can 
continue with their studies. 
 
Learners say that learning online is a positive experience. Given the choice, they 
prefer to learn in the classroom because they miss the social interaction. Managers 
say they know that learners who have dyslexia struggle with learning online. 
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Managers acknowledge that access to IT and a lack of computer skills prevent many 
ESOL learners from learning online. They overcome this by supplying laptops on loan 
where they can. Teachers show learners how to use IT software on a variety of 
devices. They create ‘how to’ videos in English and Bengali to help learners 
remember the skills they learn.   
 
Teachers describe the new ways they assess learners’ progress and give feedback. 
In dance classes, teachers ask learners to upload videos of themselves executing 
movements. For languages, teachers use a combination of voice notes and web-
based learning platforms to give verbal and written feedback on homework.  
 
Learners receive careers advice and guidance through the council’s ‘Workpath’ team. 
 

How are leaders ensuring that learners are safe and well informed about 
potential risks, including from online sources? 

Leaders explained that, at the outbreak of the pandemic, the safeguarding policy 
that was in place included guidance on keeping safe online. Managers have since 
trained teachers in additional safety measures, such as using secure online teaching 
platforms and how to protect content on video sharing platforms. Teachers show 
learners how to change their backgrounds when working online, to ensure privacy. 
 
In fitness classes, teachers assist learners with risk assessments of their homes. 
Teachers advise learners to check for hazards so that they can move safely around a 
room.  
 
Leaders say that their concerns at present are well-being and welfare issues. Staff 
contact learners regularly to check for signs of deterioration in mental or physical 
health. They refer learners to a range of support services where necessary, for 
example foodbanks. Teachers invite the ‘Talking Therapies’ team into online lessons 
to explain the help available for learners. 
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The Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted) 

regulates and inspects to achieve excellence in the care of children and young 

people, and in education and skills for learners of all ages. It regulates and 
inspects childcare and children’s social care, and inspects the Children and Family 

Court Advisory and Support Service (Cafcass), schools, colleges, initial teacher 
training, further education and skills, adult and community learning, and education 

and training in prisons and other secure establishments. It assesses council 
children’s services, and inspects services for children looked after, safeguarding 

and child protection. 

 
If you would like a copy of this document in a different format, such as large print 

or Braille, please telephone 0300 123 1231, or email enquiries@ofsted.gov.uk. 
 

You may reuse this information (not including logos) free of charge in any format 

or medium, under the terms of the Open Government Licence. To view this licence, 
visit www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/, write to the 

Information Policy Team, The National Archives, Kew, London TW9 4DU, or email: 
psi@nationalarchives.gsi.gov.uk. 

 

This publication is available at http://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/. 
 

Interested in our work? You can subscribe to our monthly newsletter for more 
information and updates: http://eepurl.com/iTrDn. 

 
Piccadilly Gate 

Store Street 

Manchester 
M1 2WD 

 
T: 0300 123 1231 

Textphone: 0161 618 8524 

E: enquiries@ofsted.gov.uk 
W: www.gov.uk/ofsted 

 
© Crown copyright 2020 

 

 

mailto:enquiries@ofsted.gov.uk
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/
mailto:psi@nationalarchives.gsi.gov.uk
http://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/
http://eepurl.com/iTrDn
mailto:enquiries@ofsted.gov.uk
http://www.gov.uk/ofsted

