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PEER REVIEW AND DEVELOPMENT: SUPPORTING SELF IMPROVEMENT AND SELF REGULATION WITHIN THE FURTHER EDUCATION SYSTEM
1
The QIA remit for peer review and development
QIA is committed to developing the principles and practice of peer review and development in support of government proposals for promoting self improvement and self regulation within the FE system.  The QIA grant letter for 2007-08 requires the Agency, as one of four high level priorities, “to support and facilitate the move towards a self-regulating system, developing robust, practical and effective arrangements for collective peer review and improvement”. Peer review and development is also a key priority in actions set out in ‘Pursuing Excellence – the National Improvement Strategy for the FE system.’
This briefing paper explains the Quality Improvement Agency’s evolving programme of work on peer review and development and outlines proposals for the extension of this work to help capacity building for self improvement and self regulation within the FE system.
2
QIA guidance on peer review and development
For the purpose of work now being taken forward by QIA, peer review and development is defined as:  a process whereby professionals of similar status or standing exercise collective judgements about the quality and standards of provision, as well shared responsibilities for their improvement.
From this perspective, peer review and development has both an assessment function that includes benchmarking and the validation of self-assessment judgements, and an improvement function that includes joint action planning and support in the sharing and transfer of good practice. Both elements are necessary to meet the requirements of a self-regulating sector where providers are capable of working together to make rigorous judgements on quality and standards and to assume shared responsibilities for improvement. In order to more accurately reflect the scope and purpose of this work, QIA has recently adopted the term ‘peer review and development’ to replace the previously used nomenclature of ‘peer referencing’. 

Further QIA guidance on peer review and development as a methodology and as a way of working is given in the paper: Peer referencing, self improvement and self regulation within the further education system’ (QIA, November 2006) 
3
National peer referencing pilots
Working with Association of Colleges (AoC) and the Learning and Skills Council (LSC), QIA has had the lead role in overseeing and evaluating eight national pilot projects to trial different approaches to peer referencing and to assess the utility of this work in enhancing the capacity of colleges to self-assess and self-improve. For the purpose of the pilots, peer referencing was 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.
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The national pilots started in January 2006 and finished in March 2007. An evaluation of this work has been carried out for QIA by the Institute for Employment Studies. 
The evaluation examines the utility of different approaches to peer referencing used within the pilots, the critical success factors for effective peer referencing work, the impact of work undertaken in terms of accelerated improvement and the capacity for self-improvement and the transferability of good practice identified within the pilots to other parts of the sector. The evaluation report also offers recommendations on how peer referencing might inform further developments in self-improvement and self-regulation within the FE system.
A report on the evaluation of the national peer referencing pilots is available on the QIA website.  
4
Extending peer review and development activity
The national peer referencing pilots were initially set up by AoC and LSC for the participation of FE colleges only. Through mainstream programmes such as Support for Success, Train to Gain and Skills for Life, QIA has extended opportunities for providers to participate in peer review and development projects from across the FE system. Where appropriate, projects have been established on a cross-sector basis. The Beacons Innovation Fund has also been used to support peer review and development activities carried out by and between Beacons providers.
In addition to these projects, QIA has commissioned work to produce a toolkit that will offer practical advice to providers on how to set up, manage, deliver and evaluate peer review and development projects. Other good practice toolkits will be published by QIA in due course.
QIA will be publishing reports and materials arising from its wider programme work on peer review and development as soon as these are available. 
5
Surveys of current practice in peer review and development
QIA has commissioned two projects to report on broader developments in peer review and development beyond the framework of the National Peer Referencing Pilots.
The first report, by the Institute for Employment Studies, provides case study examples of a range of peer review and development projects, some well-established, others more recently brokered through the support of QIA and/or regional LSC’s. The report also identifies key issues that have emerged from these projects that will complement the findings and conclusions of the IES report on the evaluation of the national peer referencing pilots.
The second report, produced by HOLEX, the national network of local adult learning providers and Open Door, a voluntary sector learning provider, provides a review of current peer review and development activity within the adult and community learning (ACL) sector, with case study examples. The report considers the prevailing context within which this work is taking place and how this work might be developed further. The overall aim of the report is to ensure that the distinctive features of the ACL sector, as well as its convergences with the wider sector, can be fully reflected in QIA’s evolving programme of support on peer review and development. 
Copies of the survey reports from the Institute for Employment Studies and HOLEX/ Open Door will be published on the QIA website in June 2007.
6
Future QIA programme development
As part of its remit to the DFES for 2007-2008, QIA will develop robust, practical and effective arrangements for collective peer review and development to support and facilitate the move towards a self-improving and self-regulating system. In doing so it will:
· facilitate ‘whole-organisational’ approaches to peer review and development through the new Support for Excellence programme. 
· extend ‘thematic’ peer review and development projects across the full range of QIA programmes including Train to Gain and Skills for Life. 
· use peer review and development methodologies to support improvement activities undertaken by and between Beacon providers.
· use peer review and development projects to test and develop new national performance standards, including the Framework for Excellence,
· identify and develop the skills, attitudes and behaviours necessary to support rigorous peer assessment and effective peer-supported improvement activity,

· develop a better understanding of the factors that support, or inhibit, effective peer relationships between organisations, leaders, managers and practitioners, 
· establish discussion forums to support peer review and development through the Excellence Gateway, a web-based portal. 

· identify and publish information on good practice in peer review and development, including good practice toolkits.
QIA will work closely with provider representative bodies and other national agencies in the development, delivery and evaluation of this work. 

7
Further information

Further information or advice on matters raised in this briefing paper may be obtained from Philip Cox at the Quality Improvement Agency at the following email address: phil.cox@qia.gsi.gov.uk. 
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