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Abstract 
 

This research paper discusses the findings of a research project carried out at The Manchester 

College (TMC), and two other colleges in the North-West of England, whilst providing insights 

into collaboration with an external stakeholder, Century Tech, to further adapt their platform 

and content to service the Further Education (FE) sector. Century Tech is a platform designed to 

accelerate learning through its intelligent personalised English, Maths, and science content. The 

research was inspired by the acknowledgement to further develop elements of its content and 

the implementation process to meet the needs of TMC. Moreover, the research reveals how 

collaboration with external partners can benefit all parties to better serve end users. The work 

adheres to the British Educational Research Association (BERA) 2018 and was supported by 

further internal and external stakeholders. The data was collected through online questionnaires 

using Microsoft and Google Forms, focus groups and one-to-one meetings with students and 

teachers. Thematic analysis was used for qualitative data. Notable issues are raised that have 

instigated further work beyond the timescale of this study. 

The research was conducted more widely, however the findings in this paper heavily focuses on 

the data derived from TMC. 
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Introduction 

StudentsΩ learning journey begins after the completion of the diagnostic assessments on the 

Century Tech platform. {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘ ǘƻ decipher any skill gaps as well as 

reinforcing the fundamentals. The computer-aided learning (CAL) platform presents a 

personalised pathway that is tailored to ŜŀŎƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ specific learning needs. Students aged 16 

- 19 and adults studying Functional Skills entry one through to GCSE (General Certificate in 

Secondary Education) ǊŜǎƛǘǎ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ƻŦ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅ ¢ŜŎƘΩǎ ƴǳƎƎŜǘǎ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀƴŘ 

Maths materials comprising of PowerPoint slides, educational videos, and formative 

assessments. 

After piloting Century Tech's CAL remotely in three departments during the initial national 

lockdown (March 2020 - July 2020) at TMC, there was clear positive uptake. What is more, 

students managed their independent learning, since the length of time they devoted to using the 

platform was in their power.  

Teachers also reported positively about the Century Tech platform. They saw the benefit of 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀǘŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ Ŧƛngertips. 'From observation it seems useful, 

specifically students will be furnished with differentiated content specifically developmental 

activities tailored to their specific needs.' (Functional Skills English teacher, TMC, 2020). Their task 

was to support the buy-in of students, getting them to use the platform. Once this was done it 

was a case of using the MarkBook feature to monitor and intervene by stretching or supporting 

when needed. It was the perfect emergency tool to allow teachers the opportunity to ensure 

that their students' learning was enabled whilst providing time to check on their wellbeing.  

There is no question that Century Tech has its place in the current climate and the future of 

learning, however, Century Tech is just another tool for teachers to utilise. It will not and cannot 

replace teachers. One of its attractive features is that it can alleviate teacher's administration 

work. The amount of administration work seems to have steadily increased since the beginning 

of my teaching career, eight years ago. This has been amplified over the lockdown period. For 

example, within TMC teachers swiftly shifted to online delivery at the back end of 2020, 

beginning 2021's academic year with a hybrid model of online and face-to-face delivery, which 

shifted to face-to-face, reverted to 100% online delivery and at present has gone back to face to 

face. The agility required by teachers has steadily multiplied. Time spent on administrative work 

equates to reduced time contributing to studentsΩ learning. To quote a pastoral teacher:  

ϥL ƘŀǾŜΣ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ōŜŜƴ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΥ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ hYΣ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ ƻƴƭƛƴŜΣ ƎŜǘ 

ǘƘŜƳ ŀ ƭŀǇǘƻǇΣ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀ ŘƻƴƎƭŜΣ ŎƘŜŎƪ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ hYΣ Ŧƛƭƭ ƛƴ ǎeveral spreadsheets stating they 

are OK for several layers of management' (K. Walker, TES 2021).  

On top of the above stated, teachers have had to alter their teaching materials to suit students 

of differing levels, whilst considering accessibility and additional support for multiple students in 

many cohorts. 

https://fullfact.org/health/coronavirus-lockdown-hancock-claim/
https://fullfact.org/health/coronavirus-lockdown-hancock-claim/


The aim of this study was to investigate the implementation of the Century Tech platform and its 

content at TMC. This action research evolved into closely working with Century Tech in a 

collaborative manner to maximise its platform to support students in the North-West of England 

to improve their English and Maths. The number of cohorts, across multiple sites represented a 

useful opportunity for Century Tech to further build on their expertise in working with complex 

multi-sites colleges. 

 

Ethical considerations 

This research paper has been written to state the lessons learnt which may be applicable to 

similar platforms being used in colleges to achieve the same outcome.  

Moreover, throughout this research participants who contributed to the collated data have been 

respected for their time, opinions, and valued contributions. Participants who chose to engage 

did so voluntarily. There were no incentives to take part in this research. Careful considerations 

have been applied to ensure reliability and validity. With this in mind, the data provided can be 

deemed trustworthy. 

 



 

Method 

To gain richer answers, a mixed method research process was undertaken with qualitative data 

being the more dominant method. The methods were applied sequentially over a period of 

seven months. The data collection process was initiated with questionnaires to all participants. 

Data was also analysed from the forums and one-to-one meetings conducted, as well as the raw 

usage data extracted from the Century Tech platform, which was used to triangulate and 

improve the ŘŀǘŀΩǎ accuracy. It is important to clarify that the priority and weight in the research 

derived from the qualitative data, meaning that a higher percentage of the results discussed 

focuses more heavily on the thoughts, opinion and feedback of participants which could not be 

numerically measured. The data from the methods were analysed separately, and the mixing of 

the data occurred during the interpretation phase. This has led to the production of a one-phase 

research paper. 

The data analysis was done after each data collection was completed, followed by a further 

analysis at the interpretation phase. Analysing the qualitative data was done by coding the 

responses and then organising them into themes. Patterns across the themes were also 

recognised of which some changed in relation to other codes. 

During the one-to-one meetings with TMC students, they were all presented with the same set 

of questions. The number next to the questions have been carried over to the findings section to 

support interpretation of the data: 

1. Have you been introduced to Century? 

2. Do you use it for English, Maths, or both? 

3. What were your initial thoughts about it? 

4. How long have you been using it? 



5. How many times would you say that you have accessed it? 

6. Do you know how long (on average) you spend on the platform? 

7. Have your initial thoughts changed? 

8. Is there anything you like about Century Tech? Why is that a positive? 

9. Is there anything that you think could be improved on the Century Tech platform? Why 

would that be beneficial? 

10. Would you recommend Century Tech to any of your peers who might be studying the 

same qualification? 

11. Is there anything further you would like to add? 

 

 

 

 

Research Findings 

The findings disclosed derive from the responses collected via online questionnaires, one-to-one 

meetings, and focus groups with students and teachers on Microsoft Forms and Google Forms 

from across all three colleges. From the qualitative analysis of data, several themes emerged 

which are highlighted below. The quantitative usage data for students were also used to support 

validity. 

The usage data for the top ten students shows that 1568.84 hours (about 2 months) have been 

invested on the platform completing 3030 nuggets, in comparison to that of their peers in the 

bottom ten who have spent 0.12 hours and completing 12 nuggets. Whilst factors such as 

student personality (in terms of ownership of their learning journey) and accessibility one could 

assume had an impact, the data could be perceived as positive when considering the simplicity, 

useability, and level of interest in the content from a students' perspective, since number of 

users spent class time and for some independent time completing the nuggets. 



Table showing the quantitative responses from the one-to-one interview with end users. 

TMC data Q1 Q4 Q5 Q6 

P1 Y 1 week just once N/A 

P2 N N/A N/A N/A 

P3 Y 
2 

months twice per week 1-2 hours 

P4 Y 
6 

months once per week not sure 

P5 Y 
3 

months twice per week 20 minutes or more 

P6 Y 1 week just once N/A 

 

Besides analysing student usage on the Century Tech platform, the voices of six randomly 

selected students from TMC who ranged from studying ESOL (English for Speakers of Other 

Languages) English and/or Maths through to GCSE English and/ or Maths supports the ease of 

access to the platform (when working on a computer or laptop).  

1. Additionally, all students who have had the opportunity to access the platform reported 

that they liked it and would recommend it to their peers.  

2. There was a slightly higher usage for students who studied Maths as opposed to English. 

3. There were no reported drawbacks from the students interviewed or suggestions for 

improvement from their perspective.  

Table showing the qualitative responses from the one-to-one interview with end users. 

TMC data Q2 Q3 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q11 

P1 E&M 
Easy to 
access N/A 

Student 
dashbo

ard.  No Yes N/A 

P2 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

P3 M Positive N/A 
Clear & 
simple No Yes No 

P4 M Positive I like it Clear No Yes No 

P5 E  Positive N/A 
Fine. 
Good. No Yes No 

P6 E&M Positive N/A 
Looks 
good No Yes No 

 

¶ The usage data trend appears to reduce when demand for summative assessments is 

high. This was not disclosed by the small sample size however the finding is supported by 

ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ Ǿƛŀ ǘƘŜ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅ ¢ŜŎƘ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΦ ! ǎǳƳƳŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ 

can be found below.  



¶ 83% of the participants had accessed the Century Tech platform from a laptop or 

computer at least once. 

¶ уо҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ǿŜǊŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜΦ 

¶  The period to which they had been introduced to the platform varied from one week to 

six months.  

¶ Their log in frequency was also personalised with 17% logging on once per week, 17% 

logging on twice per week, 17% uncertain and for the final 50% the question was not 

applicable. 

¶ The data regarding length of usage by the participants was similar where one student 

reported to be active for one hour per week, the next reported between one and two 

hours per week, and the final stated a minimum of 20 minutes each time they log on. 

Again, this question was not applicable for 50% of the participants. 

A final set of data that came from 37 students who completed an online survey, anonymously, 

was analysed. Linking participants to specific department(s) is unobtainable but could also be 

construed irrelevant. Several themes emerged from their responses.  

¶ Participants reported that they liked: 

¶ The platform is simple once they can get on it (16% of users) 

¶ the ease for teachers to send work to them (5% of users) 

¶ how their work is stored, organised and cannot go missing (3% of users) 

¶ the English work (specifically relating to paper one and two) were received positively (3% 

of users) 

...and that they disliked: 

¶ that Maths questions are hard to follow (5% of users) 

¶ the navigation system is hard (11% of users) 

¶ the amount of work that is available to them (8% of users) 

¶ that access when attempting to log in is an issue (5% of users) 

¶ how slow the platform is and that their first submission is not always accepted on the 

platform and/ or slow to go through (8% of users) 

 

The next set of data was sourced from the responses of 62 teachers across the three Further 

Educational Institutions and 10 teachers who participated in the focus group. The analysis of the 

data revealed several positive themes.  

¶ Good-to-great training for teachers of Maths - Century Tech offer bespoke in-house 

training to staff at each institution, providing clear guidance on how to log in, set up 

classes, interpret data via their MarkBook, how to create assignments and how to use the 

planner. 

¶ Nuggets content, variety, length, and self-marking - As a guide to understand the vast 

array of educational content Century Tech has 73 nuggets including the diagnostics at 



Functional Skills level two alone, which each contain learning materials and seven 

assessments on average 

¶ AI capability  

¶ TeachersΩ flexibility to create assignments - Assignments can be created on the platform 

ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ƳŀǊƪ ƻǊ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ǘŀƪŜ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ 

the nuggets on the platform, build their own assignment, which is then marked by the 

platform.  

¶ Teacher dashboard - ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ǾƛŜǿ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ completed nuggets, time spent on the 

platform, whether an intervention is required and how to support and motivate their 

students through the teacher dashboard. 

¶ Ease of use  

In addition, there were also themes identified that could improve Century Tech learning platform 

in an FE context, which are discussed within the sub-headings below.  

 

 

Data, reporting and monitoring progress 

The research findings for this section focuses on data from TMC and the implementation stage is 

discussed first. The uploading of student data onto the Century Tech platform is referred to as 

on-boarding. The on-boarding process utilised by Century Tech is administered using comma-

separated values (CVS) files. These files have very a specific format which allows user data to be 

saved and shared with authorised GDPR (General Data Protection Regulation) compliant 

shareholders. Each cƻƭƭŜƎŜΩǎ aL{ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ŀƴ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǎŜǘ ǳǇΦ 

This process could be deemed straightforward in institutions pre-FE, since the student numbers 

are significantly lower than that of a college, however in FE settings it is complex. The greater 



numbers and continual enrolment and movement of many students means that the imported 

data requires frequent cleansing.  

The agreed solution to this would be the development of an API (application programming 

interface). The implementation of this reduces administrative workload on the assigned data 

cleansers within colleges and Century Tech. This would also be applicable to teachers should 

they need to amend their classes on the platform.  

Continuing with classes, the class naming system created an exorbitant number of classes. This 

was due to the data required by leadership and the complexity to capture and provide the 

evidence essential at such a large FE college. The level, site, area, and course were incorporated 

into the name. The level, site and/or area resulted in the formation of a separate class. One can 

consider the number of classes a teacher may be presented with. That figure could be multiplied 

by eight for some teachers depending on their area. Whilst this may not present an issue at 

educational facilities where streaming is standard, this is not reflective of many classes at TMC 

meaning that teachers were required to learn the name of their classes to work with the teacher 

dashboard efficiently.  

The study programme is supported by several staff members. All members are on hand to help 

students to complete their journey successfully. As such, all parties must be privy to data to 

monitor progress made within an academic year. The question of how data can be extracted 

from the Century Tech platform to assist teaching and support staff needed addressing.  

Not all data requests required the installation of the API. Staff members found that viewing their 

diagnostic results was feasible on the platform in the teacher dashboard, however the option to 

extract this data was absent. The stakeholders at Century Tech took this request forward.  

The final data alteration reverts to focusing more widely across all colleges involved in the 

research and relates to the display of the data in the MarkBook under teacher dashboard. 

Weekly usage rather than overview of months was elected to be the headline to reduce the 

number of clicks to view up-to-date data.  

 



 

Accessibility 

Turning now to accessibility, this can be divided into two categories: 

¶ Enabled - Access for all students including those using a handheld device 

¶ Inclusive - Access for all students including those with visual and/or hearing impairment 

In the FE sector in the North-West of England, there is a diverse demographic of which 

accessibility is key to every student's success. Century Tech is a platform that is reachable via the 

web, so in effect it means that having an android or IOS device does not determine its access 

ƭŜǾŜƭΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ƛǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŀŎŎŜss to data/Wi-Fi and a handheld 

device, portable laptop, or a computer.  

The level of digital poverty of students across Greater Manchester means the use of mobile 

devices to access Century Tech and other learning content is significant. This is an area where 

students from all three colleges involved in this research reported difficulties, mainly when 

accessing the platform from a handheld device. As stated in the research findings, students also 

report issues with their access when logging in general.  

According to the UK Home Office (2021), ΨǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ōǳƛƭŘ 

ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΣ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ƴŜŜŘΦΩ Recent audits at TMC unearthed 

evidence of several shortcomings in relation to inclusivity on the Century Tech platform. At 

present, users are unable to: 

¶ Zoom in/ out 

¶ Change background colours to suit personal preference 



¶ Activate an overlay (full or partial) via the platform 

¶ Access a read aloud option via the platform 

¶ Use voice recognition to submit answers in a non-written format. 

As a result of this a workaround was needed for the 2021 cohorts. The company Texthelp 

provided a code for students studying at TMC to download read/write onto their devices free of 

charge during the time of remote working and social distancing. Use of this platform addresses 

three barriers: 

¶ Text-to-speech ς reads aloud highlighted content 

¶ Screen masking ς placing a colour ŦƛƭǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǎŎǊŜŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ 

the option of a contrasting reading ruler if desired. 

¶ Windows magnifier ς enables users to enlarge part or all their screen as well as a basic 

zoom option. 

 

   

Curriculum product development 

Having considered the data reporting, monitoring progress and accessibility, the final section of 

this research paper addresses the curriculum product development. The results of the data 

suggest students who can access the internet and study Functional Skills Maths at entry three 

through to level two could benefit the most from Century Tech. The nuggets are perfect for 

focused learning. The consideration for both calculator and non-calculator has been made and 

reflects the examination board's expectations on students.  

https://www.texthelp.com/en-gb/products/read-and-write-education/
https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/edexcel-functional-skills/functional-skills-reform.html

