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Assessment Information 

Assessment Type Accreditation Review 

Assessor’s Decision Standard Met  

Assessor’s Name Susan Smith 

Visit Date 06/06/2022 

Client ID C16093 

Assessment Reference PN201375 

Continuous Improvement Check Year 1 due by 08/06/2023 

Continuous Improvement Check Year 2 due by 08/06/2024 

Accreditation Review onsite visit to be 
conducted by 

08/06/2025 
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Organisation – Introduction, Aims, Objectives and Outcomes 

Darlington College is a small to medium-sized vocational general further education college in the 

north-east of England. Darlington College Careers Guidance Services is part of the Student Services 

team that includes Admissions and Enquiries, Student Finance, Student Support, Counselling, 

Safeguarding, cross college activities and pre-16 provision. There are around 5000 students 

studying vocational qualifications and apprenticeships. There is a close working relationship with 

Teesside University for higher education, and with local employers for vocational routes. In June 

2016 the College was graded “Good” by Ofsted. 

The Careers Guidance Services Team (referred to hereafter as Guidance Services) is the scope of 

the matrix Re-accreditation Review. Guidance Services provide support to on course students via a 

range of group based and individual guidance intervention including, UCAS workshops, course and 

institution search, personal statement and interview support for learners progressing into Higher 

Education as well as job search, CV writing and interview technique for those seeking employment. 

Career Guidance Services also conduct destinations workshops and, along with the Progression 

Coaches play an important role in collecting intended destinations for learners approaching the end 

of their study programme. The Career Guidance Services team is made up of two Guidance 

Advisers, who both hold industry standard Level 7 Advice and Guidance qualifications.  The NECOP 

and Guidance Officer co-ordinates the NECOP project and supports the Guidance Team and gathers 

the data for the destinations. (North East Collaborative Outreach Programme (NECOP) is a 

consortium of all of the universities and colleges in the North East region.) 

The team sees over 1000 current and prospective students per year, supporting them through a 

combination of group sessions, one-to-one clinic appointments and individual guidance 

interventions, and arranging other activities such as trips, visits, events and employer-led initiatives. 

The range of the Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) is as follows: Guidance Services supports 

students to make an informed choice about appropriate pathways, including initial course choice, 

and in developing the skills needed to manage the next stages in their career, whether this is seeking 

support around deciding on higher education places, apprenticeships, employment opportunities or 

achieving personal and economic well-being throughout their lives.      

The strategic direction is agreed through discussions between the Deputy Principal and the Student 

Services and Safeguarding Manager. The mission of the College is “To be a centre of excellence for 

education and skills that supports and inspires people to achieve their aspirations and prepares them 

for their next steps in life.” New to the College is a governor with specific careers responsibility in 

2022. Within the team, staff confirmed that they influence the broad direction to be taken through 

development days, internal workshops and subsequent team meetings. The agreed vision for 

Guidance Services is to provide an inclusive, impartial service which supports individuals, 

encouraging them to fulfil potential and enhance their experience when achieving their aspirations 

and career goals.  

Strategic planning includes governors, senior managers, managers and staff teams as well as 

intelligence from external partners who provide accurate advice about careers and labour market 

needs within the area. This allows for the planning of careers guidance activities which meet the 

needs of the communities and students. It is clear to the College leadership team and Guidance 

Services staff that effective IAG contributes to the overall retention of students in College by ensuring 

the right person is undertaking the right course at the right level and is supported to remain in 

College. Overall, College retention rates for ages 16-18 have remained high at 95% which is above 

national average. For those students deemed to be at greatest risk of dropping out of College, 

Guidance Services has ensured that 89% remain in College by changing courses to meet career 

goals and 87% went on to achieve their qualification. Contributing factors that affect retention and 
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achievement from an IAG perspective included the ongoing quality of pre-entry guidance; continued 

investment in staff training and good use of software implemented to support career development; 

inclusion of higher education progression pathways in the College prospectus (dispelling the myth 

that you can only access university by studying A Levels); and continued support through NCOP 

raising the aspirations of students to remain in college and achieve which will lead to higher 

education opportunities.  

Students spoken with confirmed that they understood what outcomes the service from Guidance 

Services would help them achieve. Student outcomes are improved skills, confidence and 

motivation. These are assessed through student satisfaction measures on a newly developed 

‘distance travelled tool’ and through spontaneous compliments. Satisfaction rates are consistently 

high. Case studies are produced that describe the impact of the IAG on students’ lives and these 

are used by the marketing team for use in various College publications. Progression is another 

positive student outcome Some 93% of students agreed in Student Surveys that they had been given 

the support to decide what to do next which is 15 points above the national benchmark (1.2m 

students across 101 colleges) and 90% commenting that there are good careers resources available 

to help them decide what to do next. Data for student destinations demonstrates an improving picture 

with 91% of 16-18 year olds staying in education, moving into work or starting an apprenticeship 

showing that the IAG has assisted in creating sustainable, positive progression. 

Since the last matrix Assessment there have been a number of developments to Guidance Services. 

These include developing and expanding use of My Global Bridge and Unifrog (careers and 

employability software), continually improved relationships with curriculum areas and partnerships 

with organisations that support the raising of aspirations have also been strengthened resulting in 

good levels of progression to university. During the Covid-19 pandemic, Guidance Services 

continued to support students and engage with external services when required. Progression 

tutorials took place and all learners were given full access to advice and guidance on their next steps.  

Google classroom has continued to be used to good effect to contact students and share resources. 

Tutorials have also been extended to 1.5 hours to give greater focus on careers and employability. 

All of this activity supported new and current students by providing reassurance that they had 

educational choices open to them, regardless of the external environment.    

The Assessor once again found that there is a strong customer focus. The Student Services and 

Safeguarding Manager is clear where the service is going and how she leads, manages and 

develops the team to enable students to overcome hardship and access vital options and choices 

for the future. Staff comment that despite the challenging agenda, the result achieved with clients 

helps them to retain their focus on providing support that achieves agreed client outcomes. 
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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. 

• There is a strong sense of purpose and staff truly believe in the Darlington College mission, 

values and objectives. Staff in Guidance Services are positive about communications and are 

confident in the Senior Leaders. The leadership directing the service is person centred and 

impartial, and this means that staff have the freedom to always act in the best interest of 

students. As a result, staff feel that their contribution is valued, and they remain committed to 

the overall College success. (1.2) 

• There is exceptionally good use of limited staff in resources in Guidance Services. Curriculum 

staff speak highly of the contribution made to their programmes by specialist staff. Despite the 

resource levels for careers IAG, the quality of support cited by students is very good. Students 

spoke of how the IAG helps them to decide what to learn and how this will support future 

personal, and career aims. They noted the proactive and personalised nature of the help 

provided. (2.1 / 3.4) 

• Staff continue to benefit from a range of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) activities 

that improve the delivery of services to learners. Staff commented that their development is 

well linked to service objectives. Examples include formal qualifications IT skills and more 

specialised training such as safeguarding and mental health training. This improves the service 

to students as staff are operating as professionals in their field. (2.4) 

• Students felt the services provided are impartial and objective and that they had been 

presented with, and included in developing, a range of options to explore which were 

appropriate to their needs. Of particular note, was the practical and emotional support and 

flexible approach given to people during one-to-one meetings which had ensured that they 

were able to access information, support and learning opportunities that increases their 

wellbeing, reduces any risk of needing to leave College and improves their chances of 

progression. Every student is fully supported and if necessary, referred to the best possible 

support or other services. Thus, students confirmed that they can trust that they will be offered 

the best possible support and that they will remain in control when making any final decisions. 

(3.4)  

• Students speak favourably about the quality of support and the benefits of having someone 

who is non-judgemental and accessible. Students report this reduces anxiety and helps them 

concentrate better at College. Student comments included “They help you understand your 

options and support your decisions” and “They are there to support you and they have made 

sure I didn’t give up on myself.” (3.4) 
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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. 

• Resources are very well used and staff commitment and enthusiasm ensures that all aspects 

of the required work are covered. It is noted that in comparison with other colleges, the team 

is relatively small. It may be worth considering re-connecting with the National Careers Service 

lead organisation in the area to request an in-person resource again in college as this would 

at least go some way towards supporting the 19+ learners (and thus ‘freeing up’ some of the 

careers advisers time). (2.1 / 4.4) 

• It was noted during the assessment that they website has some documents on that could have 

been out of date as there was no information about currency and there was variable practice 

in date marking materials. Information quality assurance remains important such that students 

can be assured they are receiving the most up to date version of any given resource. (2.2) 

• Outcome based evaluation continues to evolve to more capture the transformational impact 

IAG is having in helping students realise their goals. The service has a new process for robustly 

measuring the distance travelled by comparing start and end views on how the service has 

improved confidence, motivation and skills. It will be interesting to see how the data is used to 

set benchmarks for student outcomes and to analyse performance. The team could consider 

using more reflective practice alongside the deployment of the distance travelled tool 

summatively (“knowing what you know now, where would you have rated yourself?”). (4.2) 

• Whilst it is found that there is the opportunity for feedback from students, Guidance Services 

is asked to consider the benefits of consistently letting them know what has been done as a 

result of their feedback (You Said, We Listened…). This should assist in securing more of it as 

it is clear that the team does take comments on board. It should be noted, however, that all 

clients spoken with during the matrix Assessment said they would be confident to approach 

the very friendly and helpful staff with any issues. (4.3) 

• Informal peer observations are conducted by the careers advisers. The service many wish to 

consider whether a more structured process would be helpful and perhaps external sharing of 

practice might bring fresh ideas and approaches into the service. This could be through peer 

observations of colleagues in other student support functions within the College or in other 

external organisations. (4.5) 

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. hiips://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 2022 matrix Accreditation Review Assessment was conducted remotely. The Assessor would 

like to thank all staff, partners and students involved in the Assessment for demonstrating their 

flexibility and tenacity in coping with new ways of working.  

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

assessment process: 

Google Meeting calls with 2 managers and 2 staff. 

Telephone calls with 2 external partners and Google meetings with 2 internal partners. 

A mixture of telephone calls and Google meetings with 11 students. 

Document review (Self-Assessment Reports and Quality Improvement plans, performance reports, 

feedback reports, careers plan, CEIAG policy, Compass progress report, case studies and website 

review). 

 

  



 

 

Page 9 of 9 
Compact Report V7 
Version Dated: 22nd July 2020 

The matrix Standard is delivered by The Growth Company 
on behalf of the Department for Education. 

Email: matrixStandard@growthco.uk     Phone: 01423 229665  
 

 

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. 

 


