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 WTTW case study – June 2009
Do variations in organisation size matter?  A perspective on PRD from a range of voluntary organisations
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The WTTW PRD group consists of five voluntary organisations offering learning opportunities to the community of the North East: The WEA North East Region, NECA Training Ltd, Disability Arts Empowerment Community Interest Company, Whoops and Gateshead Voluntary Organisations Council.  The WTTW group worked collaboratively prior to forming a PRD group as part of an LSC funded initiative ‘working together in the voluntary sector’.  They built on this existing relationship to form a PRD group in October 2007.  Their initial aim was to improve their quality improvement systems through the sharing of materials and experience.  PRD has provided the group with a number of additional benefits, including: improvement in the quality of their provision, acting as a support network to share and discuss issues, supporting each other in preparing for Ofsted inspections and improving their self-assessment processes and validity.  These benefits are not simply cascaded from those with most expertise to those with less; each individual organisation has different learning styles and sub-cultures, and ‘peer review’ has helped to highlight these differences and enabled the group to learn from peers.  This case study provides a summary of the impact of PRD for the WTTW group.
WTTW organisations
All the members of the WTTW PRD group are voluntary organisations who offer a very distinct service to the community.  Short profiles of the PRD group members are provided below.
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The WEA North East Region is part of the UK’s largest voluntary sector provider of adult education and is also the largest member of the WTTW group.  WEA NE offers a broader range of educational opportunities compared to the other group members and also targets a wider group of learners (7000 learner enrolments on 736 courses).  The experience of managing quality in such a large organisation has been of great value to other group members when discussing varying approaches to quality improvement.
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NECA Training Ltd offers a wide range of training programmes, including Department for Transport Drink Drive Rehabilitation courses, non-accredited short courses, classroom-based accredited learning programmes and NVQ’s in Health and Social Care and Management.  Between 2007 and 2008 over 2000 learners engaged with NECA Training for various courses. 
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D’ArtE CIC (Disability Arts Empowerment CIC) is a Community Interest Company with charitable aims, run on a not-for-profit basis, dedicated to the support, training and development of disabled people from diverse communities in the North East, with a special focus on mental health and self-determination.  They provide a range of training and volunteering opportunities for individuals, together with complementary training and development for agencies, commercial companies and statutory organisations.
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Whoops The Whoops! Project, part of The Children’s Foundation – a registered charity - has a portfolio of training delivered across the community to children, parents and carers and professionals.  Their initiatives compliment the children’s green paper “Every Child Matters”.  To date they have 23 courses to offer from community learning to their level 3 Child Safety Officer. 

GVOC Gateshead Voluntary Organisations Council (GVOC) is the Council for Voluntary Service that covers the Borough of Gateshead.  GVOC provides a range of services to voluntary organisations, community groups and individuals. GVOC’s capacity building project is responsible for planning and delivering a range of accredited and non-accredited training programmes. A total of 299 individuals have benefited from training over the last twelve months.
The variation in learner profiles across the five organisations in the WTTW group has enabled all members to learn from each other’s experience both in terms of provision and quality systems.
Impact of PRD

Improved quality improvement systems 
The WTTW group’s aim for PRD was to share best practice and learn from each other’s quality improvement systems. When sharing details of their Quality Improvement processes, the group learnt that the WEA, as a national provider, had a well developed quality system with data, SAR, quality improvement plan, external validation and more.  The other, much smaller organisations, had quality systems that reflected their size and the closeness to their staff and learners.  One benefit of the system in the smaller organisations was that the production of quality systems readily took on board the views of tutors and learners. However, having a small group of people makes critical judgments difficult when staff are not just employees but also good friends. There was a tendency in these organisations to use external quality systems (such as awarding bodies) to identify good practice and areas of improvement. Discussion in the group revealed more instances of good practice in their provision than was noted in awarding body feedback. The areas for improvement, gained through PRD, focused on the development of teaching and learning rather than auditing requirements, which made PRD a very valuable process for quality improvement.
Addressing the needs of the smaller provider
LSC expectations are the same for larger providers as for smaller voluntary sector providers when contracting either directly with LSC or working as a subcontractor.  It is the WTTW PRD group’s experience that many staff in smaller organisations undertake multiple roles and rarely have a separate quality manager.  This can mean that staff are time-constrained and have less resource to conduct quality improvement activities.  Working together as a PRD group has helped the smaller organisations in WTTW by providing a forum to gain advice and expertise from peers who are undertaking similar quality roles.  Access to expertise in this way is more effective and time/ cost- efficient than attending external training sessions, which are often costly and require travel.
Better self-assessment reporting
One of the WTTW group’s members, NECA Training Ltd, has been contracted to deliver their NVQ programmes through funding from the LSC as part of a Train to Gain contract.  The LSC contract has meant that NECA have had to go through the relevant procedures linked with all government funded provision and because of this they have been completing self-assessment reports.  This process has improved significantly as a result of their involvement in peer review.  Sharing the SAR’s between members in the group has helped NECA to focus on judgment statements and untangle the ways to explain, to external agencies, what the provision is and does. During the PRD journey, NECA’s SAR has became more formal in its language and now begins with a grade preceded with evaluative judgments. This has enhanced improvement objectives and ensured a more rigourous SAR process.     

Preparing for Ofsted
Following the support given to NECA in developing their SAR, the group also helped NECA prepare for their Ofsted inspection.  As it was the first time the NECA’s nominee had dealt with an inspection it was of great benefit to the member to have the opportunity to discuss with colleagues who had previously been a nominee and been through two inspections. This helped to remove concerns as to what to expect, as well as provide practical suggestions such as the amount of evidence required and what sort of things an inspector may seek to pull out of the SAR to investigate.      

Benchmarking data
The learners engaging with NECA Training Ltd are from a wide variety of different groups, with a high proportion from the voluntary sector.  Many of these learners have been through difficult life experiences, including involvement with substance misuse and many have had little or no previous engagement in formal learning.  Assessing improvement and achievement for these learners, and benchmarking such data is a challenge.  Many of the good practice examples on this topic tend to be quite generic.  It has therefore been of great value to NECA to discuss reporting and quality measures for these groups of learners with other members of the PRD group and to understand how benchmarking is done in similar contexts elsewhere. The WEA North East Region has run only one course specifically for Adults recovering from alcohol or substance abuse. While the course success rate was 100% this is not seen as statistically significant as it was a ‘one-off’, special, non-accredited course.  Being able to discuss the impact of data and the need to interpret it carefully, particularly when looking at very small samples, was very helpful in considering ways to improve future benchmarking at NECA.
Agency structures and expectations
At D’ArtE CIC the main benefit of PRD has been the opportunity to share ideas, examine practice and obtain greater knowledge of agency structures and expectations.  This has provided insight into how diverse organisations prioritise their work and determine their quality criteria. For instance, a health authority might have different training outcome measures to those of an arts organisation.  The quality regime in these different agencies may seem different on the surface but peer review has helped them to identify the expertise that is necessary to make both a success.
The value of PRD
One of the first questions the WTTW PRD Group asked themselves when embarking on PRD was “what cost benefits do our organisations get from involvement in PRD?”  Clearly the funding helped, but the group is aware that this will not last forever. The group has come up with two answers to this question:   

· Firstly, PRD has enabled them to demonstrate quality more effectively to internal and external stakeholders/agencies (such as Ofsted and funding bodies).  

· The second benefit is the support network of ‘critical friends’ that membership of the PRD group has provided.  If you are the only person responsible for the teaching and learning and quality systems in your organisation, it can be difficult to discuss concerns with others or to know if you are doing things right.  

There is also the question of how one checks their judgments/ grades and the sufficiency of the SAR evidence.  Membership of the WTTW PRD group has filled this role and enabled the group to improve their quality improvement processes, SARs, benchmarking and more.  Meetings have been enjoyable, well attended, productive and lively and the process of co-operation itself has been interesting and helpful.  The process has not been all smooth sailing with some bottlenecks around staff time to attend meetings, particularly when something comes up during busy times. Resources to overcome this are not readily available as it would mean employing more staff. By making PRD meetings a high priority and being flexible where necessary the group have managed to work around this issue and maintain a good standard of PRD activity.  Indications are that the PRD process is especially helpful to smaller organisations as it provides an opportunity to share practices, improve quality systems and support each other in benchmarking and prepare for Ofsted.  The PRD group has found many of the Support for Excellence Programme tools helpful, particularly the maturity matrix, both as a learning tool and to help them conceptualise quality and development dimensions.
Summary
PRD has been a great success for the WTTW group.  The ability to share information and gain expertise from peers is invaluable for smaller organisations, particularly when the person responsible for quality may have no one in their own organisation they can discuss these issues with.  PRD has also improved the SAR process for the organisations in the WTTW PRD group, resulting in a more formal and rigorous process that is used effectively to inform judgments and decisions about quality.  The process of going through the SAR and providing advice and guidance around the evidence needed to support the SAR judgments has led to more comprehensive and robust evidence files to support the SARs.  Finally, the WEA member of the group has created a pre-inspection checklist for the group to ensure that the rigour in the SARs is followed to the level required by Ofsted.  PRD activity is valued highly by the WTTW group and this is transferred to board level in all member organisations as all the PRD group members are in senior positions within their organisations.  The group plans to continue to build on this PRD success in the future.
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