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National Peer Referencing Pilots – A Briefing Paper
1
Background 
Government strategies for quality improvement within the learning and skills sector now place greater emphasis on the capacity of providers to self-improve. Colleges and other learning providers may seek external agency support to build their capacity; they may also choose to work collaboratively with other providers to drive up quality.
Peer referencing is now seen as one of the key ways in which colleges and other learning providers can develop their collective responsibility for quality improvement by working together to benchmark current practice and performance, to identify and share good practice and to work collaboratively to address quality improvement needs. 

Peer referencing is consistent with Government White Paper proposals to promote self-improvement, self-regulation and collaborative working. It forms a key part of the work of the new Quality Improvement Agency (QIA) and an integral element of the Learning and Skills Council’s (LSC) prospectus, ‘Agenda for Change’. Peer referencing activities are receiving increasing attention within inspection judgments on the organisational capacity for improvement. Peer referencing is also an important part of proposals for greater self-regulation now being advanced by the Association of Colleges (AoC).
2
Pilot Projects
In response to the above, a small number of pilot projects have been set up, involving groups of colleges, to evaluate how peer referencing can be used to enhance the capacity of colleges to self-assess and self-improve. The work is being jointly led by the QIA, the LSC, and the AoC.
Invitations to participate in the pilot projects have been restricted to FE colleges in the first instance. Eight groups of colleges have been chosen to participate in the pilots (see Appendix), some groups being self-formed; others being brokered externally. In selecting the projects an attempt has been made to ensure a balance in terms of type of provision, geographical location and size of group.
The pilot projects started in January 2006 and will finish in March 2007. The work will be used to inform further developments in self-improvement and self-regulation within the learning and skills sector, including the possible roll-out of a national peer referencing scheme, using good-practice models developed through the pilot projects.
3
What is peer referencing? 
For the purpose of this project, peer referencing may be defined as ‘groups of colleges working together in using the views of fellow professionals and comparative performance indicators as reference points in assessing and improving the quality of provision within their organisations’. 
Peer referencing builds on the principles of ‘peer review’ - a process whereby professionals of similar status or standing seek to arrive at collective judgements about the quality of provision, as well as decisions on improvement priorities and actions. Peer referencing may be distinguished from peer review in terms of the greater weight attached to performance measurement and the benchmarking of performance.
Peer referencing (or peer review) is often used as a methodology for quality assessment by national agencies (as with Higher Education Quality Assurance Agency). In these national pilots, the activities of peer referencing are planned and managed by the colleges themselves, in some instances with the support of an external agency.
4
Who are the peers?
Peers are people of equal status, who work in a similar environment and have shared knowledge, expertise or skills. ‘Peership’ can be established between leaders and managers, between teachers or trainers working within or across subject areas and between different types of practitioners, including staff who work in ‘service’ functions. In determining the types of peer relationships that will be necessary to support rigorous peer referencing, consideration will need to be given to the range of activities being reviewed (see 6 below). 

Peer relationships can also be established at an organisational level. In establishing peer referencing projects between organisations, consideration should be given to:
· the particular missions of each organisation

· the curriculum or occupational profile and scale of provision

· the standards of organisational performance

· the location and market position of each organisation.
5
How is peer referencing undertaken? 
Peer referencing forms part of a continuous improvement process. There is no definitive methodology, though it is expected that colleges participating in the pilot projects will address most, if not all, of the following core activities:
· the benchmarking of performance, using agreed performance measures

· the validation of self-assessment judgements/reports

· the analysis of self-assessment processes

· the identification of strengths, areas for improvement and action plans 

· the sharing and transfer of good practice 

· collaborative working to support improvement activities

· on the basis of the above, an overall judgement on the capacity for improvement.
Support activities in carrying out this work will include the selection and training of staff and the assignation of roles. Institutional visits are normally an essential element of peer referencing and these will need to be planned, alongside other review or development activities. Project governance and management activities will also need to be organised. The resource implications of this work will need to be addressed.
6
What areas of work should be referenced? 


Each project team will determine the scope of the work to be undertaken. This will depend on the needs and priorities of the organisations involved. Peer referencing may centre on particular college processes, the work of particular teaching departments or on activities carried out by service or business support units. Whatever the focus of attention, a whole-college perspective should be adopted and judgements made about the organisational capacity to improve.

The evaluative framework(s) against which peer referencing will be undertaken will need to be identified. In some projects the Common Inspection Framework is being used as the key reference standard; other projects are using the EFQM Excellence Model and employer responsiveness quality frameworks. Some colleges are working to their own quality standards. Given the emphasis on performance measurement within peer referencing, each project will be expected to identify key performance indicators against which performance will be assessed. 

7
Values and codes of conduct
Peer referencing should be an interactive, developmental process that engages and benefits all parties. It should focus on the needs and interests of those participating, whilst ensuring a level of critical detachment that ensures objective, rigorous judgements.  Peers are often described as critical friends. Transparency and integrity are core values of peer referencing. Groups of colleges participating in the pilot projects should develop statements of values and codes of conduct that underpin their work. 

Values and codes adopted by the national League for Learning project include:
· respecting the unique nature and practice of each college
· upholding rules of confidentiality 
· agreeing what should be shared
· developing common operating standards (minimising paperwork)
· ensuring organisational commitment (memorandum of understanding)

· recognising that each participant is a learner

· promoting an open culture, with constructive, honest feedback.
8
Review and evaluation of projects
Each project team will be expected to submit progress review reports in March 2006 and August 2006. Each team will also be expected to submit a final self-evaluation report by the end of February 2007. The final report should address:
· the activities carried out as part of the peer referencing process (see 5 above)
· areas of work reviewed and the evaluative framework/measures used (see 6 above)
· evidence of how peer referencing has supported quality improvement and the capacity for further improvement

· arrangements for sustaining and extending peer referencing work beyond the pilots
· the factors critical to success in this area of work (to inform sector developments).
The overall pilot project will be evaluated by the Quality Improvement Agency to assess project outcomes and to offer proposals on how peer referencing might be further developed to support self-improvement and self-regulation within the learning and skills sector. The QIA evaluation will be carried out between January and March 2007.
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