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Introduction

A deep level of trust and commitment, set out in initial protocols, has enabled the Burton College Group to focus their collaborative quality improvement activity using Peer Review and Development (PRD). The group includes Burton College, Grantham College, Newcastle-Under-Lyme College and South East Derbyshire College. Some of the colleges had previously worked together on self-assessment report validations through a quality manager’s forum. The Support for Excellence Programme enabled the group to formally agree to support each other using a peer review of each college on a yearly basis. It also enabled the colleges to benchmark their performance against peers.  The funding from the Support for Excellence programme raised the profile of the project amongst senior colleagues and demonstrated the importance with which LSIS (then, the Quality Improvement Agency) viewed PRD.  The group is project managed by a motivated group lead, Damian Brant, Head of Quality Improvement at Burton College. Damian was involved in the initial pilot of PRD whilst working at Leicester College. Having this initial introduction to the programme allowed Damian to both communicate the benefits of PRD to the group and also propose an initial model of review structure for the group to follow.  Experience of collaboration prior to the SfE Programme meant other group members were keen to share practice and foster benefits for both personal and organisational development.

________________________________________________________________________
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Building relationships

The group quickly developed the trust and attitude necessary for successful PRD.  This is largely attributed to collective agreement on clear protocols, ways of working and objectives. .  The group has shared values which include being open, honest and self-critical at all times.  To keep these ideals fresh in their minds the group returns to the protocols frequently when working together.

________________________________________________________________________
The review process

The review process is highly structured.  All peer reviewers are trained to the same level prior to reviews and also briefed by their own organisation on the behaviours expected during the review.  The lead reviewer then pulls together a peer review team.  For the initial two reviews this team was fixed but as the group has become more experienced they have expanded the team which has also led to the development of other staff members.  Reviewers are chosen for their expertise in relation to their reviewing skills and the subject of the review.  The scope of the review is discussed and agreed in one of the regular steering group meetings held by the group.  Feedback sessions are held as an open discussion encouraging input and feedback from the host as well as the review team.  Oral feedback is open and frank but the group is sensitive to what is contained in written  reports and respect host requests to modify or exclude certain comments if necessary.  After each review an action plan is created based on the feedback given and taken to senior management meetings at the host organisation for discussion.  The group also utilises one of their regular steering group meetings to present and discuss the action plan arising from the review.

________________________________________________________________________
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Impact of the review at Burton College

The first review the group conducted was hosted by Burton College and focused on the learner journey at 19+ including initial advice and guidance.  This focus was chosen as the College achieves outstanding outcomes for 16-18 year olds and performs well at 19+ level 1 but is less successful at 19+ levels 2 and 3. The feedback included a number of suggestions for improvement and ways to develop – including some ideas and approaches the college had not previously considered. Actions in the action plan arising from the review were incorporated into the College’s quality improvement plan and changes were implemented to improve the 19+ learner journey. These include updating of 19+ course information and development of the College’s support mechanisms for 19+ learners. In addition, the College is also increasing the ratio of fulltime staff against part-time staff who teach on evening courses and has developed processes to ensure all part-time staff have a thorough staff induction. The review was noted in the College’s Ofsted annual monitoring visit as having the potential to lead to improvements. 

_______________________________________________________________________

Impact of the review at
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Grantham College

The review at Grantham College aimed to consider teaching and learning and staff development in 2008/09 and externally validate lesson observations.  The review was very valuable to the College giving confidence in the validity of Grantham College’s lesson observation processes.  After the review, recommendations were presented to the senior management team to ensure they were informed and involved.  This paper contained both the feedback and recommendations made by the review team.  Some of the suggestions raised included deploying staff to conduct lesson observations outside their realm of responsibility to share practice and increase their confidence;  seeking the input of the learners in the lesson observation process and  targeting support on those staff receiving satisfactory grades in observations.  

Grantham College have taken on board a number of these recommendations and made changes to their provision as a result.  The lesson observation strategy has been re-written with more focus on lecturers requiring support and these staff members have been allocated a subject learner mentor to work with them to improve their performance.  This has made lecturers aware of the importance of ensuring their teaching is of a consistently high standard and provided support in helping them achieve this.  Amanda Mosek, Vice Principal, Curriculum and Quality at Grantham is of the view that this has contributed to a rise from 59% good or better lesson observation scores last year to 71% good/ better in the present year.  Involvement in PRD has also meant that the College has not required the help of external consultants to review their observations of teaching and learning which has led to cost savings.  Finally the staff members involved in PRD reviews have  benefitted in personal and professional development terms

Peer review has a high profile in Grantham College, Amanda is a member of the Senior Management Team and ensures that this team and the Standards Committee are fully aware of the benefits of involvement in PRD.

________________________________________________________________________

[image: image8.png]South East
Derbyshire



Impact of the review at

South East Derbyshire College
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The latest review, at South East Derbyshire College (SEDC), focused on leadership and management.  The College’s recent inspection highlighted poor performance in this area and although intervention strategies had been put in place to develop other areas, leadership and management has not benefited from external consultation.  This is a challenging topic and the review greatly benefited from the input of Tom Bloor, an Ofsted Associate Inspector from Newcastle-Under-Lyme College. Tom led the review and his experience helped to give it structure whilst maintaining a collaborative rather than an ‘inspection style’ approach.  

Whilst the review feedback did not involve any surprises (the College was already aware of the development areas which needed to be addressed), the key benefit from the review was the detailed advice for development and a clear action plan to address issues identified.  The review also provided the background evidence to enable Chris Gilbert, the College’s Quality Improvement Manager, to make a clear case for the changes needed to improve quality and the priorities for action.  Following the review, some of the changes suggested were implemented immediately and others added to the SEDC quality improvement plan.   The areas the college prioritised included increased support given to new staff and to those undertaking ITT training, clearer target setting across college and within departments and more effective communication pathways between management meetings.  One suggestion which has already been addressed is the implementation of regular quality review meetings held with each of the curriculum managers.  There has already been very positive feedback from managers on how these meetings have helped them develop their self-awareness of where they need to focus attention to ensure changes they make have the required impact on the quality of learner experience within their department.   

________________________________________________________________________

Impact of the reviews

The PRD Group and beyond 

The peer reviews conducted have delivered a number of benefits both to the host colleges and to the group as a whole.  The group has developed trust and effective ways of working as well as developing their personal skills and capabilities through peer review.  The reviews and subsequent shared SAR validation meetings have also fostered the development of relationships betweenmany staff throughout the group member organisations.  For example colleagues from the group member organisations have worked together on functional skills; one college in the group, when thinking of implementing a BTEC Forensic Science qualification, visited Burton College to discuss how the provision was managed there; Burton College has achieved the Training Quality Standard and has been able to support other colleges in their efforts to achieve the same.  The group has also set up joint Advanced Practitioners training across the group. 

All staff involved have enthused that PRD has been hugely beneficial in both their professional development and their ability to support the improvement of quality in their area of responsibility.  The opportunity to discuss topics, gain outside perspectives and engage in professional debates has been welcomed by all, especially curriculum managers who typically have less opportunity for cross college interaction.  Peer Review and Development experience counts towards staff member’s continuing professional development annual requirements.

________________________________________________________________________

[image: image11.jpg]



Communicating the benefits and impacts of PRD

Principals from the group’s member colleges are meeting in July to discuss the benefits and impacts of PRD and how they plan to build on this in the future. All organisations in the group have disseminated the outcomes of PRD. SEDC for example include a peer review report in their staff newsletter and Grantham have written reports for their Standards Committee. The group is also planning a dissemination event at Burton College in October to share best practice on PRD; this will be open to all PRD groups. 

________________________________________________________________________

Plans for the future

As the group has developed they have matured and the trust they have developed has enabled them to become more rigorous and address challenging topics in reviews.  The group is hoping to keep fresh and expand by involving another college and also a work-based learning provider to provide a wider perspective.  To ensure the sustainability of PRD and protect against its continuation being dependent on individuals, the group has introduced additional members to the steering group. The Support for Excellence Programme has been a great success for this group and they plan to continue with Peer Review in the future regardless of the longevity of the SfE Programme. _______________________________________________________________________
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