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1
Introduction 

This group comprises four colleges working across a wide geographical area.  Two of the colleges offer a mix of FE and adult education; the other two are entirely focussed on adult education. The focus for the first review, carried out on 13 May 2008, was Skills for Life (SfL).

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

The strategy agreed by the group sees the purpose of PRD as being “to support providers with their quality improvement strategies by providing a range of processes and activities to validate the self-assessment judgements of the individual providers. The group will involve the whole organisation and operate with clear protocols for the use of data generated.” In their subsequent report to QIA the group recognises the significance of self-assessment and states that it wishes to make sure that each provider can confidently rely on the accuracy of their own judgements in the light of self regulation of the further education system and Framework for Excellence. Also in that report the group outlined their planned methodology as being to explore the SAR and data for one provider for one area of learning to identify if the group agree with the judgements made. 

Feedback suggested that although the colleges concerned were working above the minimum level of achievement, they were not at the level they would wish to be; PRD was seen as a means to improve.

Individual group members expressed their understanding of peer review and development as follows:
“(we) plan to use the PRD group to look at self-assessment processes and quality improvement plans, identifying and sharing good practice to support continuous improvement.”

“It is hoped that the work of the PRD group will help us build on our existing good practice and, through the shared expertise and good practice of our PRD group partners, make significant improvements in areas of identified weaknesses. Through closer partnership working, SAR judgements will be made using a wide knowledge and evidence base rather than a narrow and insular view of quality in the post-16 sector.”

 “Working with external colleagues, both as a critical friend and as a learner open to new ideas, looking at systems and procedures within each other’s organisations. All parties benefit from the process through being exposed to new ideas and, in the case of the host, receiving feedback on existing practice.”

“Assessing the quality of the organisation’s provision and their processes for monitoring that quality. A supportive process for sharing and helping to develop good practice and identify areas for development by assessing the effectiveness and accuracy of the SAR…..(PRD brings) two way benefit.” 

These comments highlight the equal relationship between reviewer and reviewee, and the mutual benefit to be expected from the process, with some colleges good at some things and others at other things. The emphasis is on development and learning, rather than inspection / audit.  

The view was expressed that, given that SfL forms a major part of the provision of all four colleges, it will be possible to extrapolate across from a review of this area to gain learning relevant to the self-assessment processes which apply to the whole organisation.

3
Approaches and Organisation

The group of providers began meeting in Autumn Term 2006 as a result of three of the providers being formally inspected for the first time. (The relationships underpinning this group therefore predate their PRD activity within the Support for Excellence programme.)  The group of three providers discussed the benchmarking of data and agreed benchmarks to be used in the respective SARs. A further provider was invited to join who had already been working closely with one of the group. The group recognised the value of meeting as providers and working towards setting challenging targets, hence the application to formalise its activities. Having agreed on benchmarks to be used (and some which cannot be used due to differences in definitions), data would be brought to the next meeting in July to enable benchmarking to proceed.

One of the 4 colleges provides the contact person for the PRD project and is responsible for liaison with QIA in relation to the SfE programme funding and support. However, responsibility for the work of the group is held equally by all four members, and group meetings are hosted and chaired by each of the four members in turn. Meetings are informal in tone as members had existing partnership relationships and have worked together on other projects. Notes of all meetings are kept and circulated. In between group meetings, communication is maintained by telephone and email. The group aims to meet twice per term.

The group has identified the need to ensure that the principles underpinning its activities are incorporated in the policies and practices of each provider. Information from group meetings is shared with senior management colleagues. One group member commented that the aim will be to make PRD more broadly part of her college’s quality mechanism and would in due course be discussed at a Heads of Faculty meeting.
The group drew up its action plan for PRD in November 2007. The plan outlined the main activities to be carried out by the group but did not detail the steps and stages for the activities or how the individual steps would be monitored and evaluated. At this early stage the plan did not allocate responsibilities to named individuals. However, these were later added. Progress against the plan is monitored at group meetings. However, internal issues in some colleges (eg reorganisation) have meant that the timeframes set out in the plan have not been met: the first review, planned to take place by 31st March, was carried out on 13th May. The second was scheduled for 12th June.

At its meeting on 8th April 2008 the group completed the QIA Maturity Matrix, judging itself ad-hoc on ‘policy and strategy’ and ‘processes and protocols’, and responsive on ‘organisation and structure’ and ‘metrics and reporting’. In the light of this discussion, the group went on to develop draft terms of reference for the group and a strategy and protocol for PRD based on models supplied by QIA (Appendix 1). The group plans to review the Maturity Matrix at each meeting to identify progress made.

Two group members had attended a PRD workshop. A third member planed to attend one in June. The group has received support from the SfE team; no other PRD support needs have been identified at this point.
The four group members are all senior managers with a significant responsibility for quality improvement. Two group members are SfL experts; one has expertise in quality improvement. All four members were involved in the first review: three as reviewers, the fourth as host. For the second review, one of the reviewers will become the host; the other three will act as reviewers. Another person with SfL expertise may be co-opted in to the second review team. Feedback suggested that other staff may be included in future reviews, once the process had become established and is widened to focus on other aspects of the member organisations’ self-assessment and improvement processes. 
Learning points:

· It is felt by the members to be of value that all four members of the group come from colleges with a great deal in common: all work in adult education and all are in the same geographical area.

· The group needs to agree formal protocols early in the process.

· The planning stage may take much longer than anticipated; issues may arise within individual organisations which have to take priority.
· The attributes required by all those involved in PRD are identified as having the ability to:

· recognise the sensitivities involved

· establish understanding and trust

· recognise and respect the differences and similarities between organisations without making value judgements

· identify and maintain areas of confidentiality

· acknowledge and accept an open culture of receiving and giving feedback that is constructive, honest and rigorous

· act in a professional manner at all times

· offer and receive appropriate professional advice based upon clear evidence or acknowledged good practice

· recognise different models of good practice, develop and disseminate expertise

· The skills, competencies and attributes required in the review team include:

· specialist knowledge / experience of the area under review - credibility

· knowledge of quality improvement processes

· listening skills

· ability to interpret and analyse information

· good communication and presentational skills

· negotiation skills

· tact and diplomacy

· the ability to make judgements

· skills in giving feedback

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

· trust

· honesty and openness

· engagement with the process

· listening skills

· communication skills

· tact

· 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.
· It may be beneficial to co-opt additional members to a review team in order to gain specialist expertise.
· It is important for reviewers to have experience of completing SARs and QIPs and an understanding of how to assess their accuracy and rigour.
· A key principle of PRD is to recognise that all participants have something to offer to the process and something to gain.

· Senior management support and engagement is required for PRD to be successful.
4
The Review

At its meeting on 8th April, the group agreed the focus of the review as SfL and discussed the broad aims. The host lead outlined what she wished to gain from the process. 
The methodology planned by the group was to make individual analyses of the host’s provision based on data supplied, followed by group discussion of the findings of the review visit. Data was requested from the host for initial desk-top review by each review member working individually. A first tranche of data was supplied, including the relevant SAR extract, and there was some discussion of this at the group meeting on 8th April. However, group members experienced difficulty in interpreting the data presented (it was produced in a different way from their own) and also found they needed more information. A second tranche of data was requested, but was not sent prior to the review visit. There was therefore no opportunity to review the data in detail prior to the visit. 

The host organisation was responsible for determining the programme for the review visit, which was scheduled to last half a day. It was expected that the review team would be meeting with a small team of staff of the host organisation (curriculum / service managers) in order that a broad range of staff from the host organisation could benefit from the review and that this group would be briefed by the host lead. In the event, however, due to internal issues at the host college, the team met only with the host lead (who is responsible for completing the organisation’s SAR).
Further documentation was made available and discussed during the visit. Using their own experience, including experience of the range of questions asked in Ofsted inspection, the group worked together with the host to look at the SAR process, to explore how data was arrived at, to identify any gaps in the data collection process, and to suggest ways in which the process could be made more robust. The team recorded their assessment of provision on a pre-prepared template (Appendix 2). 

It was planned that at the end of the review visit the team would discuss findings with the host. In the event, feedback was given throughout the four hour discussion with the host lead. Following the review a written report was drafted by the team leader, with contributions from the other two members of the review team. The report gave the group’s findings against the five CIF questions and included a range of suggestions for improvement. 

Learning points:

· It is important for data to be sent well ahead of the review visit so that interpretation queries can be raised / resolved and additional information supplied as necessary to enable full analysis prior to the visit

· It is essential to involve in the review the person responsible for completing the SAR.

5
Planned Improvement and Impact Measures

The host took responsibility for drawing up an action plan to take forward recommendations from the review. The action plan has now been taken for comment to the senior management team of the host’s organisation as part of the SAR discussions. The structure of the SAR is being reviewed as a result of the PRD process. 
In terms of group support for implementing the action plan arising from the review, the four members of the group have paired up now for working formally together on the SAR. This formalises existing arrangements for the SAR. It was reported that the process is having a significant impact on the discussions for the new SAR and preparations for an expected inspection next year. It is expected that the group will continue.
The impact of PRD will be defined by improvements in provision, self-assessment or quality processes at any / all of the providers. One indicator of success will be a reduction in the number of grades changed as a result of the SAR moderation process. For future reviews, where more staff are involved, the group will also look for positive impact on staff involved in reviewing others – it is expected that PRD experience will lead to increased confidence in identifying own strengths and weaknesses / self-assessment. It is also expected that the process will impact on the Framework for Excellence. Group meetings will be the vehicle for monitoring impact.

6
Evaluation and Quality Assurance

Two members of the group attended a PRD workshop earlier in the year and cascaded the learning to other group members. This was found to be valuable in helping to think through what was needed to undertake a review so that both hosts and reviewers benefit from the process. 

An initial SfE report was submitted to QIA in April.

To support the process of review, the review team leader developed a template based on one used by the lead reviewer’s own organisation.

The group has not developed any structured approach to evaluating the process eg through the use of evaluation forms. The group did not have an opportunity to review / evaluate the first review before carrying out the second (scheduled for 12th June). However, building on experience from the first review, clear documentation was sent in advance of the second review. The group planned to evaluate both reviews at its next meeting. An evaluative report would then be completed. It is therefore too early to assess the extent to which the first review met the aims identified and too early to expect any real quality improvement or impact on other staff in the four organisations. However, individual group members recognise the support they are gaining from each other.
7
Issues Arising for PRD and PRD Groups

· Trust and established working relationships between group members are considered to be a major success factor. 

· Some difficulty was experienced by the review team in interpreting the host’s data – this may be helped by a pre-meeting between the review team / team leader and the host lead to go through the data / SAR together. In the longer term it may be possible for the group to arrive at a common approach to completing the SAR.

· Time is a major issue. Group members are under considerable pressure in their own roles. No staff cover has been provided for time spent by group members on PRD – this has been an additional commitment. Time would be an even greater problem if practitioners were to be involved because resources are very stretched… “time is the biggest challenge”.

· Use of the provided communication software is still not totally clear – no real value has been gained as yet from this.

· The group has now moved on after a very slow start and is beginning to recognise the value of the processes. 
8
Recommendations for future PRD

· Continue to provide PRD workshops for personnel new to PRD.
· Set up contacts with experienced reviewers for new reviewers to ‘pick their brains’ for the things that do / don’t work and run ideas past them.
· Continued funding is required to support the process, particularly if other staff are to be involved – many staff are paid on a sessional basis.
· Provide additional resource to support the co-ordinator role.
· Consider potential conflict of interest in any wider roll-out of PRD - colleges may be in competition for students, and service managers may be wary of sharing things with competitor organisations. Means will need to be found to build close working relationships / trust as in the smaller grouping. 
· It is felt that Peer Review and Development could validly be used as part of self-regulation as long as clear guidelines are developed about how it should be carried out. 

· Consideration should be given to whether a system needs to be put in place for verification of the PRD process. 
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