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1 Introduction and background 
This group was brokered by an FE College Principal and the Support for Excellence regional representative. The group includes providers from varying parts of the sector, which all have previous experience of PRD or of similar partnership working. The providers chose the managers who are reviewers. It is clear that the project has chief executive/principal support. 

The group decided to avoid themes which had already been the subject of other current review activity, such as the observation of teaching, training and learning, or specific curriculum areas. Responding to recent initiatives and their own priorities, group members decided to focus on this question: ‘what is outstanding provision from the point of view of the learner?’ Sub-questions, such as ‘how do you gather the learner voice?’ are posed in reviews; however, the group emphasised very strongly that it seeks to help providers answer the key question above.

The group is led by a Deputy Principal, who manages contacts with the SfE team and the budget. The group decides on the lead person for each review, and has chosen to revolve this role.

Although it first met in January 2008, the group has established an identity and a very positive approach to collaboration. 

 Learning points:

· Geographically dispersed groups can work effectively together; this joint working is supported by money from SfE or other sources.
· Senior level support is essential, as is middle manager commitment; one reviewer stated: “I was given carte blanche by the MD to make it happen.”
· New groups need to make good use of the advice and experience of groups, consultants and providers who have already gained substantial experience of PRD; this helps them to avoid many of the trips and traps, and dead-ends, which they might encounter; one group member asked for more information about the successes and problems of other groups, not for directive guidance about how to carry out peer review and development.
· It is valuable to have a very clear question which reviewers seek to answer, in this case: ‘what is outstanding provision from the point of view of the learner?’ This informs reviews and action points. 

2
Group understanding of peer review and development

Definitions from the questionnaires were more detailed than from other providers in other groups. They emphasised the supportive and collaborative nature of the reviews, the fact that host and reviewers achieve “developmental outcomes”, and that all can benefit from the expertise of others. One definition focused on the identification of strengths and weaknesses, and the benefits which PRD had for systems and procedures.

Whole organisation approach was also well defined. “It affects all aspects of provision”; one group member offered a very useful list of the organisational activities which benefit from whole organisation approach to PRD; these were:

· Governance.
· Learner involvement strategies.
· Decision making processes.
· Communication and consultation policies.
· Quality assurance policies and procedures.
· Equality and diversity action plans/implementation.

Protocols were agreed for the reviews, loosely based on those prepared by the League for Learning. At the briefing session, there was considerable interest in defining the nuts and bolts of a review. About 45 minutes of a 150 minute session were devoted to discussion of and agreement on the specific processes for the reviews.

Learning points: 

· This group has a clear idea of what ‘whole organisation approach’ means, with a shared understanding of the policies and processes which can benefit from it.
· Groups need to spend time discussing and building a shared view of the processes which they plan to use in a review. Reviewers are, rightly, concerned about issues such as: how to introduce themselves to staff and students; what sort of reporting is required; how exactly to structure the day or two days of review.
3
Approaches and Organisation

The group developed collaborative approaches, using SfE and other guidance in the March workshop. The reporting format was specific to the group, and in the case of the first review, included a report by the host in which it evaluated the process and referred to the action it intended to take as a result of the review. The lead provider manages the budget, but the work of organising the reviews themselves is shared. 

Great store is set by a shared ethos that the reviews are developmental and not inspection, that detailed planning is needed, that all concerned devote sufficient time to PRD, and that there is senior level involvement and support. One member described PRD as an “agent of change”.

Questionnaire replies indicate that the group members understand the key activities which ensure a successful review, such as supplying the right information in advance, and briefing all concerned about the process and purpose. There was a good awareness of equality and diversity (E and D) issues. For example, at one group meeting, members noted that the reviewers team for the first review was all-female. This happened by chance, and was balanced by a largely male team from the host provider.

There was consensus about the skills and knowledge needed by reviewers; these included:

· Knowledge and experience of the area under review.
· Confidence in questioning and investigation.
· Skills in framing feedback.
· Ability to communicate across an organisation (at all levels).
· Ability to summarise.
· Honesty and non-judgemental approach.
· Confidentiality.
· Rapport with young people, older learners, learners at different levels, and staff.

It was also important to be available; getting the reviewers and hosts together takes considerable organisation.

A new member to the group commented very positively: “the group had looked at the meaning of peer review (before this member joined) and this meaning was passed to new group members. I felt the enthusiasm…” This new member also commented that the ethos of the reviews extended to the whole organisation. 

This group has recognised the importance of a succession strategy for group members, and the need to bring more staff from member organisations on board.  It is the responsibility of each member organisation to ‘induct’ new individuals to the group.  One member suggested an agreed basic set of criteria for induction, so that the integration of new individuals is as smooth and fast as possible.

Members have recently considered how to bring in new providers.  However, groups may need to have achieved a certain level of maturity before accepting new organisations.

Group members noted that the first review had been much less ‘data-driven’ than some similar projects, and inspection. That it lasted two days, and could look in depth at qualitative issues, were particularly welcomed. I felt that the reviewers and hosts, who had all found the process really useful, had been surprised by the return on their investment in time, and the transparent and supportive nature of the first review. One group member described it as “not staged (like inspection)”; another commented positively: “it’s developmental starting from where we are (as host), not going in with an external standard”. 

Learning points:

· Shared ethos takes time to develop, but once evident can be transmitted to new group members.
· Groups need to have processes such as mentors/buddies to induct new group members.
· Groups need to consider extending their membership, when and if they are sufficiently ‘mature’ to do so successfully.
· The first review by this group went even better than the group anticipated; after it, members recognised the value of the approach which they had developed.
· How exactly PRD embeds E and D, and how E and D apply to reviews, are not clear. Perhaps case studies are needed to give groups some examples.
· As a part of managing the project, good budget management is essential.

4
The Review

The group meeting included an extensive debrief of the first review and significant and detailed consideration of the learning from it. The review had been held over two days, and had included interviews with staff and learners, including some (with Entry to Employment learners) which had been arranged on the day. Learners were deliberately selected from a wide cross-section of provision, ages, levels and backgrounds. This gave breadth to the views obtained.

The review team leader reflected in particular on these features:

· The review team had worked together, and had interviewed in pairs, which allowed the reviewers to discuss how they approached the next meeting and what questions to ask.
· There was a schedule, but it was adapted to fit circumstances and reviewer requests; the schedule included a balance of learners and staff to interview, that is, from different backgrounds, of different ages, and at different levels.
· It was good that reviewers met at the end of day 1 and half way through day 2 to consider the process, and to agree the feedback.
· The review was “calm” and much more enjoyable and valuable than expected.
· Reviewers had considered not having all five of them at the feedback, but decided that they would all be present; this was a good decision – the feedback ‘rounded off’ the process for them all.
· The host (one of the work-based learning providers) was able to agree actions on the day, something which would have been much more difficult in a more formal college organisation where the principal was not present at the feedback.

All reviewers had learnt about learner involvement from the process. The group reviewed the process and considered that it had worked very well. The two separately written reports – one from the review team leader and one from the host team leader – give two consistent views of the review.

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 make time on the day(s) of the review to consider the process and the questions to ask.
· It is important to organise a balanced range of interviews, and to be flexible about this schedule.
· Reviewers are often pleasantly surprised at how measured, calm and positive the process can be (in comparison with the stress of inspection).
· Two reports, from reviewers and hosts, give interesting perspectives on the same PRD; the host’s report is particularly valuable in expressing a commitment to the actions which the host will take as a result of the review. In this group, the host provider stated that it would not have recognised or made the changes it did without the review.

5 Planned Improvement and Impact Measures

At the group meeting, the host provider from the first review was happy to explain the actions which it intended to take. These were also acknowledged in its report of the review. The reviewers’ report was very succinct and summarised in bullet points the methodology of the review, and the suggested action points, including whether they had come from meetings with staff or learners. The reviewers reported some comments which were new to the host. Questionnaires indicated that providers would take action points and incorporate them into their self-assessment reports (SARs) and quality improvement plans.

The group plans to organise an event to disseminate improvements and good practice identified. It also plans to share its SARs and the actions which members are taking to move towards provision which is outstanding for learners.

Group members indicated that the impact would be measured longer term by improvements in feedback from learners, and in performance measures such as success rates. 

Learning points:

· Group meetings are excellent opportunities to share improvement actions, and to evaluate the PRD process; all participants in the first review stated how valuable it had been. Colleges had learnt from the private training provider which hosted this review, and there was an expectation that the training providers would learn from the colleges.
· Impact measures are longer term; it may, however, be difficult to attribute some of the improvements which are intended, such as increased learner success, specifically to the reviews.

6
Evaluation and Quality Assurance

The full group is meeting after every review to evaluate the process. During the meetings, 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. Time was spent debriefing, considering what went well on the two days of the review, and what improvement actions arose from it.

The group emphasised the value of the report from the host provider in evaluating the process of the reviews, and of externally facilitated debriefing. Some group members would like more dissemination of the experiences of other PRD groups, through events and published cases studies.

Learning points:

· It is valuable to combine evaluation at meetings with written reports; this group has a particularly valuable approach, in which hosts write a short evaluative report separately from the reviewers’ report on the process and the suggested improvement actions.
· Groups would like to have externally facilitated evaluation.
· Groups would like to know more about the experiences of other groups: what worked well, and what did not.

7
Issues Arising for PRD and PRD Groups

The group is characterised by very strong collaboration; relationships have been developed since January 2008 and are being cemented through the reviews. As each review includes a reviewer from each provider, there is great scope for learning across different types of providers. 

Embedding equality and diversity into the process is problematic for all groups which I have observed. It is not yet clear what this really means in practice. There was a comment at the group meeting about the all-female review team; one reviewer said: “it had a certain dynamic, but I can’t put my finger on it”. Having attended a number of review interviews, this is perhaps about conversational and interviewing styles, rather than gender. 

The group has welcomed external input and facilitation at its meetings; this external input has to build the group’s capacity and capability, not make it dependent. As with other groups, it is important that new individual reviewers (and also host providers) can be inducted and brought up to speed rapidly and effectively.
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