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1
Introduction 

This group comprises five county-wide Local Authorities delivering vocational and general interest adult education. The focus for the first review, carried out in March 2008, was Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG).

This report aims to capture the experience and reflections of the group on the PRD process and to draw out learning from this experience to inform the future development of PRD.  It should be noted that most learning points identified are aspects of good practice already in place, or points which have already been identified by the group for implementation in future reviews (rather than recommendations for change / improvement). 

2
Group understanding of peer review and development

In a statement agreed by the group in January 2008, the aim of the PRD process was agreed to be to “benchmark practice, validate self-assessment judgements, share practice and carry out collaborative work to support improvement.” The statement went on to say that peers will act as “critical friends” and that suggestions for improvement will be supported with reference to appropriate documents such as Framework for Excellence or the Common Inspection Framework. Group members expressed their confidence that the group had reached a shared understanding on this.  Within this overall framework, the focus of the first review was agreed as follows: “to consider the appropriateness and effectiveness of the provider’s Adult and Community Learning service’s information, advice and guidance to learners and the support offered to learners within the programme range against the Common Inspection Framework’s requirements and also the MATRIX standard.”
Individual members of the group defined PRD as follows:

“A process of challenge and support for driving change within an organisation conducted by others working in similar organisations / structures”

“An opportunity to move towards self-regulation within the educational sector by showing and evidencing that organisations within the sector can make judgements about the validity of each other’s work by undertaking critical reviews of particular activities undertaken either jointly as a peer group or by individual reviews of each other’s work…. The peer reviews should include a report on the area reviewed and recommendations for development and should be as a ‘critical friend’…. Organisations involved will work together to create improvements within the group by sharing the information and working either individually or severally to continuously improve their delivery”

“A mechanism for establishing self-regulation by working with peers”.

These comments show that the group is very much aware of the potential for peer review and development to provide a basis for self-regulation. Feedback suggested that whole organisation approach to PRD would be achieved by including evaluation of the SAR judgements and processes and agreeing scope for further collaborative actions with reference to Framework for Excellence (FfE). 
Feedback suggested that reviews would be used by the group to share / transfer good practice or to deal with provider under-performance or both of these. IAG was selected by the host for the first review on the basis that it was perceived as an area of some weakness where PRD could lead to significant improvement. Likewise, another group member has identified English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) as the initial focus for a future review on the basis that the organisation’s performance in this area is not as good as they would wish it to be.

Learning points

· Work done by the group to define the overall purpose of PRD and subsequent identification by the host of the initial focus and intended outcomes of the individual review lays solid foundations for a successful review and development process. 

· It is good practice to agree to support all judgements and suggestions by explicit reference to appropriate standards such as Framework for Excellence or the Common Inspection Framework. This ensures that all organisations are working towards agreed standards of excellence, and avoids an undue focus on matters which may be a particular concern or preferred way of working of an individual reviewer. 

3
Approaches and Organisation

The group was started some seven years ago as a group of quality managers. It meets monthly to share good practice and discuss quality matters. The group has recently widened to include senior managers. The PRD group was formed in November 2006 as a subset of the main group. Outside of main group meetings, the PRD group communicates largely by email. The first scheduled meeting of the PRD group was in July 2008. The 5 PRD group members are all senior managers or quality managers. The group is led by one lead Authority which takes responsibility for meeting QIA Support for Excellence (SfE) programme requirements, administering funds etc, and which maintains regular email contact with the group between meetings.

The group has identified the need to ensure that engagement at all levels is essential to the success of PRD. The findings of each review will be reported to the senior management of each organisation, who will be asked for feedback.

The group drew up its action plan for PRD in November 2007. The plan set out the main target activities and named individuals responsible for carrying out each activity. The group took an early decision to carry out five reviews (one of each organisation in the PRD group) and to build in time to consider lessons learned before progressing with the next review. The five reviews are therefore due to be completed by May 2009. The plan did not identify success criteria for each activity. Progress against the plan is monitored via email and logged against the plan. To date, all activities have been completed on time in accordance with the plan.

The group completed the QIA Maturity Matrix by email communication in October 2007, judging itself ad-hoc on ‘policy and strategy’, ‘processes and protocols’, and ‘metrics and reporting’, and responsive on ‘organisation and structure’. The group plans to review its progress against the Maturity Matrix at its meeting in July – it will be clearer at that stage how helpful the Matrix has been.

In January 2008, the group developed protocols for the review (Appendix 1) and a statement of roles and responsibilities (Appendix 2). This specified that by the anticipated end of the period of the SfE programme funding (July 2009) all group members would have led a review team and hosted a review, and the plan set out how these roles were to be allocated ie all group members will have an opportunity to participate. The process also promotes equality of opportunity by involving staff at various levels in both the review teams and in the host organisations - review team leaders will aim to organise the review team from staff in their own institution if possible, although other members of the group can be involved if they would like to or if the host would prefer this – by arrangement with the team leader.  The first review was led by a group member who is an experienced reviewer, with two other members of staff from her own organisation: one an experienced reviewer and manager with expertise in IAG, the other a practitioner. However, it is felt that the original plan for each group member to lead a review may need to be changed because of limited expertise within the group. Funding has been used to engage a broader range of staff in the review team than might otherwise have been possible; cover had to be arranged for the practitioner involved in the first review. It is recognised that specialist expertise may need to be recruited into the review team, depending on the chosen focus of particular reviews and expertise available from within the group. For example, the group may use some of their SfE funding to recruit someone with expertise in ESOL from outside the group for the planned review focussed on this area.

The statement also set out the steps and stages for the reviews and referred to feedback and evaluation.
Each review will focus on a different area of provision, and with a different focus, as specified by the host in each case. The first review looked at IAG and, because the host wished to use the process as a starting point for development of Matrix accreditation as well as to prepare for inspection, findings were related to the Matrix as well as to the CIF requirements. The organisations engaged in the first review therefore focussed on a specific issue (seen to be very important to the host), without looking at the wider Framework for Excellence issues.  

Very good advice and support have been received from the SfE regional support team by email and meetings. Two members of the group have attended two SfE regional support event / briefing sessions and fed this back to the group at a monthly meeting. No further training has been given to the group; feedback suggested that this was not viewed as being needed.

Learning points:
· Regular progress monitoring against a clear and detailed action plan helps to ensure that the process is kept on track.
· It is good practice to agree in advance that reports from the review will be received at senior management level and that they will respond to the feedback.
· The co-ordinator role requires experience of working collaboratively with other organisations. Understanding the pressures of the sector and taking a pragmatic approach to getting things done are the main ‘skills’.  

· It is good practice to involve a mix of staff at different levels / with different perspectives to talk to their peers / people with equivalent roles in the host organisation. 

· The PRD group may not have all areas of required expertise within it if the initial focus of the review chosen by the host is a specialist area; it may be necessary therefore to recruit expertise from outside the group where helpful to the specific focus of a particular review. 
· Group members identified the following skills, competencies and attributes as being required in the review team:

· Analytical skills

· Ability to assimilate information quickly

· Flexibility in interpreting evidence

· Empathy

· Ability to prepare well

· Good listening / questioning skills

· Ability to understand nuances

· Credibility to the organisation and area being reviewed

· Report writing skills

· Experience of senior management in the sector (team leader only)

· Knowledge of developments and strategies eg FfE

· Ability to give objective and constructive feedback

· Experience of carrying out reviews

· Experience / knowledge of the context of work reviewed and the limitations / opportunities available

· Additional expertise relevant to the intended outcomes of the review (in this instance the team needed someone with knowledge / experience of the Matrix standards

· The skills, competencies and attributes thought to be required in the host team include:

· honesty and openness

· ability (and authority) to gather information required for the review and enable access to a cross section of staff and learners

· ability to accept and not challenge objective criticism, ability to critically analyse proposals for development and to adopt the best / most relevant and ability to take objective and constructive feedback

· willingness to improve the organisation’s practices as a result of the review

· acceptance by the senior management team (SMT) that the process is helpful and that staff will give it time and engage in it with commitment
· Experience of senior management in the sector (host leader only)
· Not all members of the review team need to have all the required skills and competencies – the team could comprise a mix of individuals each bringing different skills.
· Senior management involvement is required for PRD to be successful.

4
The Review

In accordance with the protocol agreed by the group, the composition of the review team was agreed and pen-portraits of each reviewer giving details of their skills and experience were sent to the host organisation in advance of the review.

In accordance with the agreed statement of roles and responsibilities, the host organisation defined the focus of the review (IAG) and desired outcomes, which were to share good practice, help prepare for an external inspection, and get an accurate assessment against the Matrix quality standards as a basis for successful Matrix accreditation in due course.

The host sent all information they felt to be relevant to the review team leader two weeks in advance of the review visit. Documentation included the SAR and organisational policies and procedures. The review team read the documentation, highlighted areas to pursue on the review visit, and prepared questions to ask, all with reference to the CIF and Matrix standards.

No formal training or development was organised prior to the review for members of review teams or for hosts. However, prior to the review visit, the host quality manager made sure that host staff involved in the review were fully briefed and willing to act in accordance with the protocols for the review. These included a commitment to openness and transparency, willingness to seek the involvement of peer organisations in quality assessment and improvement, and to share good practice. The review started with a further briefing by the host quality manager on the purpose of the review. 
The review visit was planned to last for one day. The programme for the day was drawn up by the host, and agreed in advance between the host and review team leader. The programme included interviews of about an hour with a wide cross-section of staff (approximately ten) selected by the host. Interviewees included senior managers, curriculum managers, practitioners, receptionists, and the finance administrator. Learners were interviewed by telephone.

Most interviews were conducted by members of the review team working individually; a few were conducted jointly. The team followed their prepared questions but deviated from these where necessary to follow up leads. All three members of the team met with the host quality manager at the end of the day to give initial findings (the team did not feel the need to meet beforehand to compare their findings – team members had a high regard for each other’s judgement). Staff from the host organisation were perceived by the review team as very open and responsive (more so than would be expected within an inspection).

More documentation was seen on the review visit, including complaints records, documented processes, and information for learners. In terms of the review’s coverage of equality and diversity issues, the review included sight of organisational policies and discussion with specialist staff including the host’s Equalities Co-ordinator. Equality and diversity were outlined in the report as an area for comment.

In view of the agreed intended outcomes for the review (preparation for inspection and Matrix accreditation) the team leader produced two reports, with findings from the review and recommendations for improvement referenced against the CIF and Matrix standards respectively (the CIF report was written by the team leader, the Matrix report by the other two team members and sent to the team leader for review before being sent to the host). The reports highlighted top priority issues for immediate action (where learners could be at risk of harm). All recommendations were made positively i.e. focussed on suggested improvements.  

In accordance with the agreed roles and responsibilities, the reports were sent to the host as drafts for comment to ensure factual accuracy. The host arranged for the report to be received and discussed at senior level with the intention that they will add feedback to the report. 

Learning points:
· It is good practice for members of review teams and host staff who are to be involved in the review to have initial training and briefing in principles, purpose, scope, process and requirements for the review. 
· Documents need to be sent by the host and reviewed by the review team well in advance of the review visit.
· Host organisations need to ensure that an appropriate cross-section of people are available on the day of the visit, including a mix of staff at different levels, as well as learners. This may best be achieved by the review team working with the host to identify who it would be helpful to talk to during the review visit, taking into account what is happening and who will naturally be available during the period of the visit. 

· It is important to agree beforehand how constructive criticism will be made by the review team and how this will be responded to by the host. For example, it is helpful to agree the extent to which criticisms will be debated between review team and host and/or whether they will simply be reported and left for the host to consider. 

· It is good practice for the group to agree the format of reports and for these to present suggested actions under separate headings: improvements in the aspects of the organisation being reviewed; improvements in the organisation’s quality improvement mechanisms; actions for future collaboration.
· It is good practice for the host organisation’s SMT to have the opportunity to give formal feedback on the report.
· It is good practice to offer ongoing support to the host organisation from the lead reviewer’s organisation and/or the group. This implies the need for team leaders to be sufficiently senior within their own organisation to authorise the ongoing dedication of their own and other staff time to this purpose.
· It is good practice for progress on the implementation of action plans to be reported back to the PRD group.

5
Planned Improvement and Impact Measures

It was felt that it should be the host’s responsibility to create a development plan from the suggestions made in the feedback. The two reports were circulated to the group so that all members can share the learning, support the host organisation in its implementation of the plan, and jointly work on improvements. The lead reviewer’s organisation is planning to run a workshop later in the year for the host organisation (on a paid basis) to support their planned improvements in IAG. This workshop will be open to other group members wishing to share good practice.
Impact measures will be based on the intended outcomes of each review. For the first review, given the aim to achieve Matrix accreditation in due course, one measure will be success in achieving accreditation. 
It is recognised that findings from an external source such as a PRD report have a value in influencing change within organisations (they can carry more weight than suggestions from staff inside the organisation). Quality improvement within organisations will be monitored: it has been agreed that progress will be reviewed in 12 months time. Discussion will be focussed against the objectives and intended outcomes of the review.

Other soft outcomes emerged from the review eg relationship building between staff at different levels (and beyond IAG) eg curriculum managers and support workers.

It is also recognised that the process benefits individual members of staff in terms of their own professional development.
Mutual benefit is expected and is being experienced: the reviewing organisation in the first review fed back that they had picked up good practice ideas from the host organisation. Impact therefore needs to be measured for both host and reviewing organisations, and for the group as a whole.
6
Evaluation and Quality Assurance

The group co-ordinator has played an important role in keeping the project on track in line with the overall action plan and circulating information to the group and individual group members. 

As part of preparatory work to support the PRD activity, and drawing on QIA resources, the group developed the following documents:

· Protocols for the review

· Mechanisms for carrying out each review

· Roles and responsibilities

· Suggested format of peer review reports

These were largely drawn up by the group, but were influenced by various sources including the training / briefing events attended.

Two members of the group attended a PRD workshop earlier in the year and cascaded the learning to other group members. 

The team leader took responsibility for quality assuring the draft reports before they were sent to the host.

Informal feedback on the review was given by the quality manager to the review team to the effect that the review had been very helpful. The draft report included an evaluation of the review process by the review team. Formal feedback on the report by the SMT of the host organisation will then be added to create the final report.
An initial report was submitted to QIA in April.

Evaluation of the process includes a written report on the process of each review prepared by the review team leader. The group are deliberately not being too prescriptive or aiming for absolute consistency from the start as they feel that the process will develop over time. A brief written report on the first review was emailed to group members so that learning from this could be used in planning the second review. The group planned to meet in July to discuss their experience of the first two reviews. Overall the group co-ordinator feels that PRD “could be an excellent way of working together, sharing resources and expertise to improve quality.  All organisations in the group genuinely recognise the potential value of peer review.”

Learning points:
· It is good practice to include the review team’s evaluation of the review process on the draft report and to add feedback from the host’s SMT to complete the report.

· It is good practice to evaluate the extent to which intended outcomes have been achieved 6 - 12 months after the review.

· Organisational and individual development can occur through both the host and reviewing experiences.
· It is good practice to capture the learning from the group’s experience of PRD in written reports following each review and for the whole group to discuss / add to these / use the learning to inform future reviews

7
Issues Arising for PRD and PRD Groups

· Trust and established good working relationships between group members (in particular between reviewer and host organisations) are considered to be very important to the success of PRD. 

· Time and resources have been a major issue. The review took up “far more staffing resources than originally envisaged” for both the host and the reviewing team, in particular in preparing for the review and writing up the report. This notwithstanding the fact that two out of the three members of the review team were very experienced reviewers – it was felt that much more time would be needed by a less experienced review team. Consideration should be given to the appropriate balance for verbal and written feedback to the host organisation following each review. Time is also the most difficult problem for the co-ordinator role.
· Short deadlines eg for email responses were sometimes problematic.

· Some feedback suggested that there had been an issue about agreeing protocols for the PRD process across multiple organisations with their own policies, procedures and structures. 

· Access to learners was problematic for a one day review.

· Use of the communications software platform was problematic.
8
Recommendations for future PRD

· Ongoing funding is seen as the most significant need to support the PRD process. In particular, funding is needed to enable the participation of a wide range of staff: Funding is essential to pay for part-time staff to work additional hours and to provide cover to release full-timers.
· Provide opportunities for novice staff to observe the preparation for and conduct of a review by way of training for the review process.

· Provide user-friendly IT systems to facilitate the confidential sharing of materials within the group.
· Provide models / templates / good practice guidance (eg on format of reports) which enable groups to use these flexibly to suit their own circumstances / aims / preferred ways of working.

· Consistent long term policy is needed to support PRD. As one group member put it: “It is a good idea but is it really here to stay?  We are trying hard to find new and innovative ways of working together.  It would be a great shame if a change of policy undermined the whole process.”
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