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1
Introduction and background 

This group was brokered by a large consortium of providers. The providers are used to working together on projects and on the training and development of staff. They are all based in the same area, which has made meetings easier than if they were dispersed. After a slow start and a meeting with CEOs to ensure buy-in, the group approached PRD with enthusiasm and met several times in April 2008 to plan reviews and their approach to them. At this point quality managers in the providers took over and drove the whole project. 

Learning points:

· Geographical proximity and familiarity make PRD easier to organise; ways need to be developed to ensure that geographically dispersed groups are able to plan and carry out reviews effectively.
· Senior level support is essential, as is middle manager commitment.

2
Group understanding of peer review and development

Understanding can be summed up from one of the interviewees: “PRD should have an impact, follow-through, and lead to development work such as training and sharing of good practice”. 

Comments from questionnaires reinforced this view emphasising collaboration and shared development. They included: “looks at processes; is a developmental tool”; “a collaborative process between providers who are considering the learner journey”; “an opportunity to evaluate strengths and weaknesses, and then work together to improve standards and processes”. Responses also focused on the dialogue and time taken to reach a shared view of PRD. One comment indicated that the group considers PRD a journey: “we are getting there (to a shared view)”.

The scope and guidance documentation was seen as an essential part of the process of developing a shared understanding, as was the need for senior level buy-in and commitment. Providers work in a commercial environment and, given that PRD is voluntary, need to recognise a return on the investment. One response referred to self-regulation as a driver behind PRD, but most focused on the collaborative but robust nature of the process, on having clear procedures and criteria, and on follow-up development. It was also clear from attending a review that peer review and development is seen as a whole organisation activity. This was evident in the choice of theme, equality and diversity, and in the approach, which considered all aspects of the host’s operation.

Learning points: 

· Groups which have already worked together, and which share common concerns, are able to formulate a common understanding of PRD. However, these groups may not recognise that there are different approaches. There is a need to share these approaches across PRD groups. It is important to develop collaboration and, therefore, trust. This development is seen more as a journey than a destination! 

· This group greatly valued the clear written guidance which it had produced itself. It committed considerable time to its writing and to agreeing it with the partner providers.
3
Approaches and Organisation

There was a high level of ownership by individual providers and collectively as a PRD group.

A small sub-group prepared extensive documentation about the process of review, and a specific set of performance criteria on the chosen theme for all reviews – that of equality and diversity (E and D). These criteria were based on the Common Inspection Framework and the OfSTED inspection toolkit. The group was very concerned to ensure that the reviews were well organised, and that reviewers and hosts were quite clear about what would happen, and how the outcomes would be recorded and fed back to the host provider. They spent considerable time discussing the process, and documenting it. They found the second SfE briefing useful, but the first much less so.

When first read, the group’s documentation appeared very inspectorial in tone and in the methodology it described. However, this was not evident in the review.

The action plan included very little detail of specific actions, but was prepared early in the group’s development. It did, however, have very specific dates and deadlines to which the group adhered. 

Before the review, the host supplied its self-assessment report and quality improvement plan to the reviewers. A detailed plan for the two days was drawn up, with meetings between reviewers and staff, learners, employers and managers. There was, however, time built in for reviewers to discuss their findings and the process, and for them to ask for further information and documentation. Preparation was very thorough.

There had been no skills training of reviewers before the review. The group’s meetings had been devoted to developing protocols and procedures, and to defining the process, based on the experience and prior knowledge of those leading the group.

Learning points:

· Documentation prepared in advance of a review can have a particular tone and suggest an approach, but the process may not bear that out. More comments on process are made under the ‘review’ section below.
· Reviewers need information in advance, but it is not always possible to judge what specifically is needed. Supplying the SAR and QI plan gives background as well as information about quality issues. Other information can be made available at the review; this is effective if it is freely and easily available, and if reviewers have time to consider it.
· Pre-prepared schedules can ensure that best use is made of the review time.
· Groups which do not have an identified lead organisation to convene meetings and project manage PRD need to decide how they will ensure these tasks are carried out, and how they will build a common understanding of the purpose and the logistics of PRD.
· As a part of managing the project, good budget management is essential.

4
The Review

Detailed preparation was evident in the review. The lead reviewer had read the documentation supplied in advance, and begun to identify key issues. The structure and organisation of the review days, with the use of inspection terminology such as ‘nominee’, had been a conscious choice of the group. This approach matched the culture of the providers.

Reviewers and hosts seemed very comfortable with the process; hosts were happy to give access to employers, staff, learners and documentation. They had briefed all involved about the review, and its purpose. Reviewers were led by one of their members who had taken a lead in preparing the documentation. They also worked as a team and listened carefully to one another’s views on the review findings, conclusions and process. They considered and discussed the process at various points in the day, deciding what to ask next, whom to see, and what documents they might view to validate (sic) their judgements. 

Day two of the review began with a reviewers’ meeting at which they considered whether they had enough evidence to make judgements against the criteria. Good practice by the host was highlighted and noted for future sharing. There was some discussion about the terminology in the criteria, focusing on the precise meaning in this context of the word ‘differentiation’. The initial meeting ended with an agreement by the three reviewers about who went where for the rest of the morning, and about the questions to ask learners. Reviewers were also considering the process; for example, they agreed that this initial meeting was ideally timed at the start of day two.

A group of eight level 1 and 2 customer service learners was interviewed by a reviewer, who drew out their opinions on E and D very skilfully. She trains similar learners in her own organisation and was able to draw out opinions without resorting to interrogation.

Following meetings with learners, the review team decided to look at documentation about complaints, and about how the host had used data to make changes and quality improvements. They then decided what questions to ask staff in the next meeting. Whilst two reviewers interviewed staff, another reviewed the documentation. Questions to staff were largely to validate other information already known, and to check it. The questions led to a discussion about how training information on E and D is used by the host. Open questions were posed, such as: “How do you..?” and “What do you understand by..?” The discussion about complaints and learners’ attitudes led to a further discussion about the confidentiality of information supplied, and the personal information which was available to the reviewers when they delved into files.

At about 13.30 on the second day, the reviewers began to complete the questions in the framework, typing up answers and evidence as they went along. They found that this took considerable time, and they had not finished it in detail at 15.00 when they were due to meet the host’s managers again. Therefore, they decided to focus on their judgements, and to supply details of the evidence later; in other words, to complete the framework and the criteria after the review, and supply it to the host as their report.

Around 15.10 they began the feedback. The lead reviewer explained the process: they would give strengths and areas for improvement, and fill in the narrative and recommendations later. The feedback lasted about 45 minutes. It started very one-way, from reviewers to host, but soon became a discussion. The host commented that “the things highlighted are fair” and it was “good to get outside views”, whilst the reviewers felt that it was hard to keep the focus on E and D. The day ended with feedback from the researcher on the process, which had been very positive, and with the reviewers’ agreeing to consider how effective the two days had been, and to discuss this at the next group meeting.

Learning points:

· One day reviews may not allow enough time for reviewers to pause, review what they are asking, whom they are asking, and what judgements they are making. One day allows little time to also review the process.
· It is important to agree the process in advance and to have no surprises.
· One skill area which has not been highlighted in previous work is that of talking to learners, particularly lower level learners, and drawing out their opinions.
· The host and reviewers need to consider carefully what information should remain confidential, in particular that relating to individual learners or staff.
· Writing up the review at the end of the meetings and before the feedback takes time; 90 to 120 minutes are not enough.
· Document review on the day is effective in both validating other information and bringing to light new issues which the reviewers can discuss with the host.
5. Planned Improvement and Impact Measures

At the end of the review, the host organisation managers considered that the process had been very fair. They had already started to draw up actions to address some of the issues, and to put some of them into immediate action. The nature of the report from the reviewers to the host, and the fact that the reviewers are very aware of the improvement actions which are necessary in this part of the sector, led to a very focused set of actions for the host provider to consider.

Learning points:

· A structured report format can lead to very clear actions. In the timescale of the research, it is too early to say what action the host provider will take, and, if it does, what improvements they will lead to.
· However, a group such as this, which has continuing and regular contacts, will be able to monitor and support changes after the reviews.

6
Evaluation and Quality Assurance

The full group is meeting after every review to evaluate the process. During the review, regular attention was paid to evaluating the process and considering what could be done to improve it. There was a high level of commitment to making PRD an activity which is continuously improved. Feedback on the reviews will be gained from both reviewers and hosts at the follow-up meetings; the lead reviewers will take account of this and adapt the documentation in response to comments.

Great store is set by standardised documentation, about both the peer review activity and the criteria to be used for making judgements. Questionnaires indicated that the documentation will be reviewed continuously. 

The PRD group lead attended a significant part of the review and was able, therefore, to give a further less involved perspective on what happened and how effective it was.

Learning points:

· Real-time evaluation, during the reviews, is effective in making judgements about the process; it can supplement post-review evaluation. Reviewers need to make time to do this.
· Consistent documentation is important; this group has produced standard criteria for making judgements; these guide the reviewers and contribute to consistency between reviews. They also help to prompt reviewers so that they do not miss key points.

7
Issues Arising for PRD and PRD Groups

This group is characterised by very strong collaboration built on existing relationships, and a shared vision of the purpose of PRD; this vision is very much about supporting one another to make improvements, rather than self-regulation. Self-regulation is still a nebulous concept, and somewhat removed from the reality of quality improvement and hard outcomes.

PRD group members, reviewers and hosts need a range of skills which are not all described in the existing literature; these include skills in group facilitation, self-reflection, budget management and talking to learners.

The approach to PRD appears to match the culture of the organisations involved, and of the group leading it. In this case, the reviews are very well structured and rely on standard documentation and agreed criteria. The rather inspectorial veneer does, in fact, hide a very collaborative and open approach. The process on the day(s) of the review is a much better indicator of the approach than the paperwork. 

For some themes, such as E and D, groups can find their own standards of performance from existing sources such as the CIF and OfSTED guidance. They still need to work through these sources to establish a shared understanding of what they mean in practice, and to decide what evidence is needed to allow the reviewers to make informed judgements and engage in a useful discussion with the host provider.
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