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Open Door Adult Learning Centre is a voluntary sector, autonomous ‘external institution’ situated to the south east of Sheffield.  The organisation has been in existence since 1985, initially as a community resource and drop-in centre.  More recently it has made the transition to providing accredited training courses to the local adult population.  It has delivered a variety of adult education training courses for over twelve years, and now delivers predominantly Crafts based and Information Technology training to over 350 people every week of its academic year.  A small bank of part-time tutors deliver the learning provision, alongside the administration staff.  The only full time posts in the organisation are that of the Centre Co-ordinator, and the Assistant Centre Co-ordinator.  The decision-making body of the organisation is the voluntary management committee, and that is made up from ordinary users of the Centre and local community activists.  Open Door Adult Learning Centre achieved Beacon status in February 2006.  We can be contacted at terry@opendoor-learn.com or via telephone 0114 264 8101.
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HOLEX, the national network of local adult learning providers, was founded in May 1995 and has met termly ever since.  With a 95-strong membership drawn from LSC-funded adult learning providers, HOLEX is a recognised part of the consultative machinery, with representatives on a number of strategic bodies, including the DIUS-convened Quality Stakeholder Group and the National Improvement Partnership Board.  HOLEX is supported through its strategic partnership with Old Hall Associates Limited, through whom input into this project has been secured. HOLEX National Office can be contacted at holexbp@aol.com or via telephone 01386 443550.     
Old Hall Associates

Old Hall Associates Limited (OHA) is a strategically focused consultancy formed in June 2005, and builds on a 15-year old freelance consultancy.  We work with providers and with FE system stakeholders to promote and develop best practice and quality improvement in adult learning, including identifying, developing and disseminating tools and processes. OHA also undertakes a range of projects for DIUS, LSC and other national agencies, and is an approved member of the QIA research and development register.  Further information on OHA can be found at www.oldhallassociaties.co.uk or by contacting 07967 154684.      
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Executive Summary 
Aims of the research

This project maps and describes, through case studies, current peer referencing activity amongst adult and community learning (ACL) providers.  We have sought to illustrate the effect of significant key variables on peer-referencing activity in the sector.  The report looks at the prevailing context and draws on ongoing work by IES; places identified ACL peer referencing activities within the context of the wider sector; includes conclusions about critical success factors and lessons to be learned; and recommends further action.

Methods

The project has been conducted as a qualitative research exercise.  We have undertaken an e-group based survey of current practice, visited selected sites and drafted case studies on the basis of approved notes of visit; and have used desk-based research to set the work in a wider context. 
Conclusions and recommendations

Key findings:

· the ACL sector has a lengthy history of networking, informal peer support and providers learning from each other; this derives from a common value base  

· much peer referencing activity has been initiated in recent months, as the ACL sector increasingly understands and accepts the self-regulation agenda  

· ACL peer referencing activity results more from a strong degree of mutual trust and professional respect, which take time to build, than specific consideration of benefit

· ACL providers frequently need an external stimulus, facilitation and/or support to conduct peer referencing activity effectively

· in cases, ACL providers are prompted to work supportively with other services by their own relative success in inspection    

· the majority of current ACL peer referencing is based on local partnerships of neighbouring services, where the common denominator is the ‘adult education’ ethos and a structural consistency (eg Local Authority maintained services); regional activity tends to result from LSC intervention/support  
· the establishment of clear structures and roles for the leadership and management of peer referencing is important; a consultative rather than a directive approach is preferred in the ACL sector, with negotiated and transparent protocols  
· there is a common commitment by ACL providers to linking peer referencing to quality improvement, expressly improvements in SAR and inspection grades; peer referencing activity in the ACL sector to date however tends to be focused on sharing, developing and improving processes for quality assurance, especially OTL schemes and the compilation of SARs    

· in many cases, performance benchmarking remains aspirational within the ACL sector; and understanding of the Framework for Excellence is somewhat rudimentary
· on the whole, in the ACL sector individual institutions address improvement activities identified as a result of peer referencing, rather than the issues being addressed collaboratively
· there are however several instances of best practice transfer between providers as an outcome of peer referencing in ACL

· peer referencing in ACL frequently consists, to date, of a coming together of fellow professionals to explore issues of common concern, rather than a concerted joint endeavour to rigorously assess each others’ performance and to plan joint actions which address identified weaknesses; ACL providers frequently perceive local sensitivities which may inhibit direct peer assessment of respective performance

· organisational readiness to engage in peer referencing activity, and capacity to improve, seems primarily affected in the ACL sector by staff attitude and a readiness to learn from other providers’ practice.  

The current research concludes that within the ACL sector:
· there is a strong history of collaborative working which greatly helps to support and achieve best practice transfer and improvement activities 

· peer support is seen as a necessary pre-requisite to peer referencing activity, rather than a by-product of it                  

· there is a readiness and a willingness to engage in peer referencing activity, but providers may need encouragement and support to do so effectively  

· peer referencing in ACL is currently regarded as more a process than a product, a way of using peers to improve approaches to internal quality rather than a mutual assessment of strengths and weaknesses 
· there is a growth of focused work on developing and refining performance assessment tools and processes, particularly in relation to the observation of teaching and learning and self-assessment reporting, and to a lesser extent in benchmarking  

· there is a need for the sector to interrogate itself better and to make more robust quality assessments than it has tended to do; providers need to move on from an ethos of supportive critical friendship and sharing, to one which is more challenging, more judgmental, and more pointed in its focus on improvement.

A small number of recommendations are advanced, principally concerning the dissemination of findings and conclusions, and further development work which might assist the ACL sector in its application of peer referencing approaches.  We look to QIA and NIPB partners for targeted support. 
1
Introduction

1.1. Aims of this research

The Quality Improvement Agency (QIA) commissioned Open Door Adult Learning Centre, Sheffield, working with HOLEX via its strategic support partner Old Hall Associates Limited, to map and describe current peer referencing activity amongst adult and community learning  (ACL) providers and to produce case studies to illustrate the effect of significant key variables on peer-referencing activity in the sector.
The research was designed to inform ongoing QIA-commissioned evaluation by the Institute for Employment Studies (IES) into the National Peer Referencing Pilots in the Further Education (FE) sector.  The approach to evidence-gathering, and reporting, therefore draws heavily on IES formats to facilitate comparison across these two closely-related but sometimes divergent sectors.  IES evaluation aims to assess outcomes from the National FE Pilots and other peer referencing activities, and to make recommendations on how peer referencing could be further developed to support self-improvement and self-regulation in the learning and skills sector.  This current research aims overall to provide information to ensure that the distinctive features of the ACL sector, as well as its convergences with the wider FE system, can be fully reflected in the body of knowledge which is now being built up by QIA.  We have thus sought in producing this report to:

· identify peer referencing activities taking place in the ACL sector in England, and to collect pertinent information about these
· produce case studies to illustrate and demonstrate how peer referencing is undertaken in the sector, what the variables are and how these affect activities and outcomes

· draw comparisons with wider findings on FE peer referencing, as evaluated by IES
 and other research

· identify key themes emerging from ACL peer referencing

· recommend further activities which might enable the outcomes of this project to be transferred to the sector in order to continue to support, promote and disseminate peer referencing and quality improvement via the sharing of best demonstrated practice.
The report briefly summarises the prevailing context for peer referencing as part of wider policy developments around quality improvement and regulation/self-regulation.  It draws on the ongoing work by IES on peer review in the FE sector, and places the ACL peer referencing activities we have identified firmly within the context of the wider FE system (including demonstration case studies where partnerships include both ACL and FE partners).  The report includes some conclusions about critical success factors and lessons to be learned, and recommends further action in order to build on the successes of current partnerships, to promote sustainability for partnerships and to stimulate new activity.

1.2. Methods used

Like the wider IES evaluation, the research approach is formative and intended as a basis for more longitudinal study.   It focuses on how peer referencing activities are developing within ACL, what features affect the success or otherwise of the practice-sharing processes, together with any outcomes of the activities, and observations on how success is measured.

The project has drawn on qualitative research activities and has entailed:
· initial mapping of peer referencing activity in ACL, conducted through the e-group systems underpinning established ACL provider networks, in order to identify potential demonstration case studies and to gather information about the current scale of activity; a copy of the message used to elicit this initial tranche of evidence is attached as Annex A 
· desk-based research on the policy context for peer referencing, and the progress of the IES evaluation

· face to face interviews and other primary observational research activities with a selected number of peer referencing demonstration projects, selected as a result of the initial mapping exercise, which sought partnerships to volunteer to provide information for this research: the discussion prompt sheet used to structure these interviews is attached as Annex B

· compilation of notes of visit which were subsequently checked with principal contacts in the field, and generation of case study reports

· preparation of this report. 

2
Background to Peer Referencing in the sector

2.1
Quality assurance and improvement in FE

QIA briefing papers on peer referencing identify clearly that government strategies for quality improvement within the learning and skills sector are focusing on the capacity of providers to self-improve and to self-regulate their own affairs.  Peer referencing is advanced as a significant way in which colleges and other providers can develop their quality assurance and quality improvement capability, alongside enhancing accountability to their stakeholders.  The QIA, Learning and Skills Council and Association of Colleges are all looking to peer referencing as a major mechanism for implementation of the granting of increased powers to providers to regulate their own businesses, currently being proposed for the learning and skills sector.

We have, for this research, used the term ‘peer referencing’ in the sense it has to date been defined by QIA: as ‘a process whereby professionals of similar status or standing exercise collective judgments about the quality and standards of provision, as well as shared responsibility for their improvement’.
  We have therefore, in our enquiries, looked for 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.
 

Other QIA-sponsored work is currently promoting reciprocal visits by teams of staff from different organisations, who provide a formal moderation of the extent to which the host agency’s internal procedures result in accurate self-assessment of performance, and advise on actions for quality improvement.  Such action research has not to date been sponsored within the adult learning sector, and we have thus had to look more broadly for evidence of inter-provider support and development.  
QIA work to date, especially that focusing on the eight FE Peer Review Pilot projects, has identified a series of characteristics which seem typical of, if not necessary for effective partnership work in this context:

· confidence and trust between all partner organisations, and individual staff members, resulting in an open culture of “critical friendship”
· reciprocity – visits to each member of the partnership in turn, and honest judgments
· parity of status, and respect for the unique nature of each provider, although not necessarily based on similar degrees of assessed performance

· work being conducted as active learning
· involvement of senior leaders and managers, whose judgments will be respected and who can commit to action in the light of peer review findings
· a focus on organisational development, with actions for improvement being couched in terms of their planned impact on performance.

To these factors can be added, on the basis of operational experience
:

· upholding rules of confidentiality

· establishing process protocols and common operating standards, especially where site visits are being undertaken

· commitment of necessary resources to release senior staff for peer review activity, and to act on recommendations 

· finding effective means for the sharing and transfer of good practice

· planning for sustainable activity.

We have sought to bear these issues in mind when designing our enquiry and reporting methods for this project.  Section 4 of this report provides a commentary on the similarities (and otherwise) we have found from our research into peer referencing in the adult and community learning sector.   
2.2 A history of peer support in Adult and Community Learning
Adult learning providers, especially those organisations maintained by Local Authorities, have a long history of mutual support.  It is possible to trace this back to (at least) the mid- to late-1980s, and the bringing together of personnel involved in basic skills provision, and work with unemployed learners, via the ALBSU and REPLAN Staff Development Programmes.  These provided a means for relevant management and operational personnel to gather together regionally on a termly basis, with expert facilitation, to exchange information on local practice, to examine and share materials and to network informally.  Subsequent national arrangements within the sector have sought to continue this pattern:

· from the late 1980s onwards, Heads of Service/Principal Local Authority Officers responsible for adult education have met together through the aegis of LEAFEA, a network facilitated by NIACE as a contribution to its annual support grant from the Local Government Association

· between 1990 and c1997, NIACE also tended to offer ‘like meets like’ sessions at its major conferences targeted at Local Authority sector organisations

· in 1995, a group of Local Authority ‘external institutions’ sponsored the development of the HOLEX network, initially an adjunct to a freelance consultancy and now an unincorporated society which meets termly and which, through e-groups and ad hoc events, seeks to facilitate inter-institutional information exchange as well as represent its members’ views and provide underpinning information and support

· aligned with a Local Authority Standards Fund for Lifelong Learning, the DfES in the late 1990s sponsored a three-year Adult and Community Learning Quality Support Programme which, through conferences, publications, consultancy support, development projects, websites, telephone help-lines and regional Quality Improvement Networks (QuINs) brought ACL personnel together to share and develop their quality assurance, self-assessment and quality improvement processes
· Support for Success, the national quality improvement programme (2003-07), has continued to offer similar ingredients, including a cadre of ACL specialist consultants, ACL-specific events and QuINs for quality managers in Local Authority adult learning.

There is, then, a strong and lengthy history of networking, of informal peer support and of ACL providers learning from each other.  The legacy of this has more recently been reflected in a series of ALI Chief Inspector’s Annual Reports.  In December 2004, commenting on how ‘adult and community learning providers, and particularly local education authorities, offered good example of quick improvement in 2003/04’ the Chief Inspector drew direct attention to this capacity for in-sectoral support:

What we do know is that the network of local education authorities was effective in passing on messages about how to kick-start improvement.  Providers did not wait to be told by the ALI, but set about raising standards by learning from their peers.  They realised that a crisp answer to the obvious question “what is ACL intended to achieve?” was the basis for clear strategic direction.
     

A year later the Chief Inspector was commenting, with some warmth, on the high re-inspection success rate in ACL and referring to the sector as the ‘sleeping giant’, 
  while most recently he has found it appropriate to re-visit this phrase and comment:

… the scale of many providers (with 10,000 or more learners) and their proven capacity to “awaken” when galvanised by a critical first inspection suggest that the term may be apposite.  If one compares ACL with work-based learning, it is difficult to resist seeing the missing ingredient as being encouragement and approval from government. […]  It is vital that ACL receives more attention from … quality assurance and improvement bodies, not less.  It is vital that ACL receives greater investment, not less.
                   

What seems clear is that, where helped to do so, ACL providers are able to call on a mutually assisting peer-group to help in their own improvement activity.  What is equally clear - and has indeed been borne out in this enquiry - is that the relative marginalisation of the sector, the isolation of many of its (essentially part-time) workers, its dispersed base and its tendency at times to occupy a ‘poor relation’ mindset all point to a need for external stimulus, facilitation and support.   It should be relatively straightforward for the ACL sector to build further on its history of peer support, to focus more directly on and address instances of poor performance, and to move from increasing competence in quality assurance to demonstrable and effective quality enhancement.  In brief, the sector needs targeted help to interrogate itself better and to make more robust quality assessments than it has tended to do; it needs to move on from an ethos of supportive critical friendship and sharing, to one which is more mutually challenging, more judgmental, and more pointed in its improvement activities.                  

3    The current research

3.1 Findings from the survey into current peer referencing activity in ACL

Our relatively quick e-group based survey of current peer referencing activity in the ACL sector resulted in sixteen responses, covering well over thirty separate initiatives.  Annex C summarises the responses received in tabular format, and provides a key contact point for further information on each.
Work reported has by and large been initiated within the last year, often at the instigation of LSC and/or with pump-priming resources (in cash or in kind) to support the activity.  There are some clear exceptions, with East London Partnership and the London South ACL Services prominent amongst the relatively few providers who have committed time over a number of years to systematic co-working.  There are also some clear examples where peer referencing forms part of a more wide-ranging strategically focused collaboration between ACL services, as in the South West.  And some ACL providers have been boosted by their own relative success in inspection to offer support, advice and consultancy to others (eg Lancashire, Stockton-on-Tees).   We have sought to pick out some of these examples in our selection of detailed case studies (see below). 

Elsewhere, however, so-called ‘peer referencing’ work appears to take the form of collaboration by neighbouring services on common development agendas, and/or an exchange of information on existing practices, especially in the areas of schemes for the observation of teaching and learning, and processes underpinning the compilation of self-assessment reports.  While there is some reference to OTL grade moderation, and occasional indication of ‘SAR validation’ (though no reported significant impact on graded judgments), in general what is reported is a coming together of fellow professionals to explore issues of common concern, rather than a concerted joint endeavour to undertake rigorous assessment of each others’ performance and plan joint actions to address identified weaknesses.  In this, the work we are able to report in the ACL sector seems less focused, less ‘hard-edged’ and more a reflection of mutual support that the activities reportedly being undertaken via some of the FE sector peer review pilots, although the IES evaluation identified wide variation across those pilots in terms of their ‘soft-‘ and ‘hard-edged’ approaches to peer referencing. 
Fairly typical is the following report on work initiated by the Vice Principals of  four local, similarly structured ACL providers:
The original purpose of the group was to share data on key performance indictors for purposes of benchmarking and self-assessment…. As no data was available for providers like us and as we are all geographically close and have similar curricula and missions this seemed the ideal group.  Originally the group met termly to review data, and this of course prompted conversations about the reasons behind any difference in performance.  The members of the group found this conversation useful and productive.  Initially the sharing and support we gave to each other was informal and not attributed to the group.  However, as the levels of confidence and trust within the group grew, we felt able to extend the remit to include other quality improvement activities [and] in addition to our meetings there are now other groups that meet. […] The Languages Curriculum Group are developing a common set of course descriptors to aid movement between providers, and the Humanities Curriculum Group has regular course planning meetings to avoid unnecessary duplication of offer.

As undeniably useful as such liaison is, its primary import seems to be more on addressing operational planning issues than a robust challenging of current performance coupled with collaborative agreement on - and collective implementation of – a joint plan for quality improvement.   
In cases, such as the work reported on Merseyside, one of the overt reasons for working collaboratively is to achieve economies of scale:

The network has resulted in accelerated quality improvement within the respective services and has provided a supportive environment for the development of new processes to support quality improvement.  By working collectively, it has been possible to access funding and deliver staff training economically: our OTL training, for example, would not have been viable individually.     

But generally, the survey reveals relatively little consideration being given to why it may be advantageous to work with other services.  Where specific benefits from peer referencing are cited, they are frequently couched in terms of ‘awareness raising’, ‘opportunities for building on each others’ practice’ and ‘gaining reassurance that our own processes are on a par with other providers’.  The message conveyed is one of a sector with a high degree of mutual goodwill, openness and a preparedness to share, but also a tendency to overlook – or fail to see – the strategic possibilities for quality improvement and enhanced performance.  In this context, we have selected for case studies those instances which might be regarded amongst the more advanced and most focused on these issues.   
3.2 The case studies

From amongst the survey returns received, and with an eye to regional spread as well as interesting peer referencing activity, we selected up to a dozen instances where it was thought more detailed enquiries might prove illuminating.  A series of eight field visits were eventually conducted, focusing on ten specific pieces of work.  Full case study reports are included as Annex D to this report; what follows is a ‘pen-portrait’ of each highlighted project.    

3.2.1
South West Adult Learning Consortium - Local Authority Heads of Service/Principal Officers for Adult Learning in the South West have been meeting for some time.  In recent months their work has led to a more significant focus on quality improvement issues, and an infrastructure has been put in place to encourage, facilitate and support peer referencing across the region.  This has not yet got as far as formal peer review, but an action plan for the period to July 2008 highlights moves towards peer validation of self-assessment reports.  Development work is limited by available resources.
3.2.2         Lancashire Partnership  -  Driven by the larger provider
(Lancashire Adult Learning - LAL), this project is a clear example of voluntary peer referencing working well.  LAL recognises its own strengths and weaknesses, and in parallel promotes a forum for improvement for some of its local and regional colleague ACL providers to identify and address areas.  Working effectively within the context of local politics and sensitivities, the partnership overcomes barriers and provides support and help, functioning as pivotal in bringing about improvements in partners’ delivery of ACL.
3.2.3
East Midlands Partnership  -  Formulated by the local/regional Learning and Skills Council wish to combine available consultancy time with the provision of a platform of Peer Referencing consultancy time, to local/regional providers in the East Midlands.  Bringing together similar sized providers who are near to each other geographically, so that each provider can contribute equally, but also adding to the mix a more remote provider (Essex), to make the discussion platform less ‘cosy’ and familiar, and therefore providing a test of generalisability.  The project is still in its infancy, but all contributors would like the project extended in the new financial year.
3.2.4
North West Corridor Partnership  -  A dynamic project which benefits from drive and enthusiasm of partners, with many improvements already being made by most of the contributors.  Primarily focussing upon OTL (observations of teaching and learning), the project is now starting to focus on other areas where peer referencing is seen as potentially having an important impact.
3.2.5 Berkshire Family Learning Network – A network of Family Learning Co-ordinators and tutors from six unitary authorities.  Building on an existing support network, this project has received funding to formalise peer referencing activities and to trial a purpose-built common framework for reporting on learner achievement in Family Learning.  Learners are seen as key stakeholders in evaluating the framework.  The peer referencing activities are also seen as helpful to the self assessment process.

3.2.6 Croydon, Carshalton and Bromley ACL/FE Partnership – A cross-sectoral partnership which aims to provide an external perspective and framework for the first step of a learner’s journey within the identified organisation, to assess the impact on retention and success rates and to offer suggestions for improvement.  The Partnership consists of two FE and one ACL provider.  The latter is also involved in a large scale (five South London ACL providers) peer referencing project reported elsewhere in this research. 

3.2.7 Essex, Southend and Thurrock Partnership – A partnership which started between three ACL providers from which one had to withdraw for organisational reasons following a restructure.  It aims to provide an opportunity for benchmarking observation of teaching and learning across similar services, and for developing good practice on this issue. 

3.2.8 East of England ACL Cluster – Essex, Suffolk, Norfolk and Peterborough ACL services are working together as a new cluster in response to a Regional LSC initiative to promote peer review.  Phase 1 of the project aims to review the effectiveness of provision for people with learning difficulties and/or disabilities, and the extent to which this provision is meeting County Councils’ and the LSC’s strategic objectives for these learners, as well as meeting individual learners’ needs. The Regional LSC originally wanted a focus on SAR/OTL/Employer Engagement but two key partners were anxious to focus on SLDD, not least because of locally strong social inclusion agendas.
3.2.9 East London Partnership - This is an extensive and long-standing cross borough quality strategy which has involved four outer London adult education services working together to develop a consistent, moderated approach to the observation of teaching and learning based on nationally recognised quality standards.  Currently the project is building on the processes and protocols developed in earlier phases, and is focusing on securing improvements to teaching and learning in the pursuit of excellence.  All partnership services have been inspected by the Adult Learners Inspectorate (ALI) and the quality initiative has been identified as a strength in all of them. 
3.2.10 London South OTL Peer Referencing Project – A collaboration between five local authority providers of ACL, to design and pilot a joint scheme for OTL, for purposes of quality development and possible future benchmarking.  Active between 2002 and 2004, the project drew up, trialled and evaluated a new scheme, highlighting some good practice issues, and explored some advantages and disadvantages of collaboration.  The participating organisations concluded they were not in a position to develop a full-scale peer observation scheme, but that there was potential for developing shared observation training and some joint moderation of observation grades, as well as continuing to explore other quality issues together.
4 Key emerging themes

4.1        About peer referencing partnerships in ACL

QIA has usefully itemised some fundamental questions regarding the types of peer referencing schemes that might best support a self regulating sector.
   The ten case-studied projects forming the substance of this research provide some pertinent responses to this enquiry in relation to the ACL sector: if not providing definitive answers to the questions, our research at least adds further illumination to known findings from the FE sector.  

· Can peer referencing be successfully undertaken between providers operating at different levels of performance?

One of the ACL case study projects in particular (Lancashire Partnership) arose out of the high performance of one provider who then formed the nucleus of a peer referencing project which aims to improve the performance of other partners (who in many cases are much smaller than the lead partner).  Other survey responses, eg from Stockton-on-Tees, similarly highlight an initial spur to peer referencing arising from a positive inspection result.  This model of ‘the best’ imparting advice to ‘the rest’ is in a minority, with most of our projects taking place between more evenly-matched partners.  

· Are peer relationships best developed locally, regionally or nationally?

The majority of the ACL case studies are partnerships operating locally, with some regional activity, especially where prompted by LSC intervention.  There are exceptions: one partner in an otherwise local project had joined the project because it wished to participate in peer referencing, but not with its own local partners, while another comments:

You will note the geographical spread.  This is deliberate.  We meet frequently with our near neighbours, who we know very well.  We have gone further afield to find good practice.  As a colleague from [another high-performing ACL service with strong inspection grades] says, it’s worth travelling a couple of hundred miles to find two or three nuggets that can make a significant change to your own organisation.     

Whilst most projects were operating with local partners, all raised the issue of difficult local sensitivities, which may nevertheless be more relevant in partnerships involving several sectors.  Again the Lancashire case study is the exception to the rule, reporting on national as well as regional and local peer referencing activity.

· Should peer relationships be established between providers in different parts of the sector or on a cross-sector basis?

Projects which consist of partners from just one sector do not always report necessarily harmonious relationships.  One particular London South project involves cross-sector working, where two FE colleges had invited a neighbouring ACL provider to participate because of its perceived expertise with adult learners, and where the involvement of the two sectors is seen as a positive driver behind the partnership itself.  Other partnerships consist of FE partners delivering ACL, working with local authority ACL providers (for example the Berkshire Family Learning project); here the participation of FE and local authority providers is not perceived as particularly significant except inasmuch as different teaching commitments in the different sectors affected ability to attend meetings.  

· What is the optimum size and life of a peer referencing group?

The ACL case studies frequently report that formalised peer referencing activity takes place on the back of existing more informal support and discussion networks which may or may not already have a quality improvement remit.  All projects make reference to the importance of strong trust and mutual respect, implying that these factors, which take time to build, are more pertinent than specifying a template for optimum size and life of a group.  Many projects were treating a short, funded project of 6 – 8 months as a pilot, providing the basis for intended ongoing peer referencing activity.  In terms of project size, projects with more than 4 partners made reference to the complexity of working with several partners, whilst smaller partnerships all mentioned their small size as a success factor.

· Should peer relationships be self or externally brokered?

The ACL projects are evenly distributed in terms of self or external brokering, with LSCs being responsible for the external brokering in most cases.  Self brokering is more likely to occur where an existing network sees an organic progression for the group into more formal work on peer referencing to improve quality, building on existing less formal peer support activities: the development of the South West Local Authority Adult Learning Group is a telling example of this.     

· Should they be self managed or externally facilitated?

The majority of the ACL case studies have employed a consultant facilitator, often because this was offered as part of a funded support package.  In most cases this has been judged as useful and effective, and indeed projects which do not employ a facilitator have identified the high level of input required to co-ordinate and monitor activities.  Just one project identified that the involvement of an external consultant was inappropriate because there was no investment from this external figure.

· Should peer referencing work be externally funded?

Most of the ACL projects had received some external funding to support the peer referencing activities, and in many cases it was the rigorous criteria attached to the funding which assisted the groups in formulating their peer referencing activities and relating them directly to quality improvement.  Several of the projects stated that they expected peer referencing to be embedded in normal activity as part of self regulation, so they valued the opportunity to earmark resources to explore the feasibility of supporting the activity out of operating costs.  A minority of projects said that continuation of their peer referencing activity would depend on the availability of external funding.

· How do providers balance their individual and collective responsibilities for assuring and improving the quality and standards of provision?  

All projects case studied talked about how the project is managed, and who has responsibility for steering the project and for operationally driving it in the individual institutions.  One project highlighted the danger of letting the peer referencing activity ‘dilute’ its own activities, but on the whole the projects said that this balance is achieved through clear project planning and management with agreed objectives and milestones.  We find relatively little evidence of joint activity to address identified areas of weakness.  
4.2        Leadership and management

Establishing clear structures and roles for the leadership and management of peer referencing is important in the adult learning sector.  All projects visited had clear roles and responsibilities for partnership functions and had agreed management processes.  The project leadership role included co-ordination and monitoring of clear, mutually agreed action plans with timelines and milestones.  In all cases there is close involvement from senior staff, except in one case where the future viability of peer referencing is seen to be dependent on whether senior management will buy in to it.  

The structures of leadership and management reported in the FE peer review pilots are interestingly similar to those chosen by the ACL projects, with around 30% opting for a core steering group plus another operational management layer; a third being led by an external facilitator or agency; and a third opting to be led by one partner.  As with the FE pilots, ACL case studies emphasise that a consultative rather than a directive approach is as important as clear leadership, with many highlighting the need for transparent protocols which have been negotiated.  

4.3        Staff engagement and development

All ACL projects aim to roll out peer referencing activities to all staff, in terms of participation in planning or review, and are using findings to inform future staff development activities.  ACL projects do not on the whole make reference to the specific engagement of support staff, which is a feature of the FE pilots, but it may be that there is an assumption that support staff are included.  Most projects wanted review staff to come from a range of sections of the staff group, including part-time tutors, and one project reported problems arising out of the fact that different partners had different rules for who carried out observation of teaching and learning.

The ACL projects all appear to take for granted that peer referencing activities will result in new learning for staff, whether this is formalised into staff development activities or simply acquired through project work and reflected in improved practice.  Seven of the ten case studied make reference to shared staff development activities that have arisen out of the projects, and/or to staff learning that has taken place or is targeted.

One project describes how a staff training event to prepare staff for peer observation of teaching and learning produced a negative effect on staff, which then affected the progress of the peer referencing activity.  After this the same content was discussed with staff at what was re-named a ‘consultation’ event: this was reportedly much more favourably received because staff felt that they had some input.  All examples of ACL peer referencing activity report that considerable thought has been given to the best ways to motivate staff and to achieve commitment to peer referencing through helping staff to own the ideas.

4.4        Aims

Like the FE pilots, the ACL projects vary in their specific aims and objectives but show a common commitment to linking peer referencing to quality improvement and to improvements in SAR and inspection grades, and to retention and achievement.  All projects emphasise the importance to them of sharing ideas, but there is less emphasis on joint implementation of actions than might have been expected given the history in the ACL sector of strong support networks.  The majority see peer referencing as a priority because of its relevance to self regulation.  Other longer term improvement strategies which projects see as flowing from peer referencing activities include:

· promotion of local authority ACL to external agencies, and of sub-sectors of ACL to LSC

· a catalyst for embedding quality improvement frameworks throughout the curriculum

· improvement in OTL report writing and linking of grades to commentary

· validation of OTL and SAR gradings

· a vehicle to drive change, in OTL, RaRPA and workforce development

· specific quality improvement for tutors graded 3 and 4 in observation

· improvements to the learner journey to impact on retention and achievement

· improvement of the learner experience

· developing shared training of observers

· identifying and sharing good practice.
4.5        Resources, logistics and sustainability

Six out of the ten ACL case studies receive some external support for their peer referencing activities, normally in the form of a paid external facilitator and some funding towards other expenditure.  All projects refer to the hidden – and extensive - costs involved in committing staff time.  Most ACL projects appear to have weighed up the costs and benefits and intend to continue to develop peer referencing activities if at all possible.  Only three projects say that continuation is dependent on the availability of external funding.
The projects all reported several logistical considerations around peer referencing, including the costs of regular travel and the long distances between providers in some of the larger counties and for regional activity.  Others identified as a problem the need to provide cover for staff carrying out peer referencing activities away from timetabled activities.  Most projects nonetheless appeared to factor these logistics into their planning and absorb the difficulties.
4.6 The activities

Again like the FE pilots, the ACL projects are addressing diverse aspects of the peer referencing process and are including developmental and review  activities in their plans.   Like the FE pilots, the projects are also at different stages towards meeting their aims.  Six of the case studies have completed at least one cycle of activity, and four are at an earlier stage.  Planned work clusters around:

· sharing of SARs for validation and benchmarking
· identifying and delivering shared staff development activities
· peer review visits for all curriculum areas including work with learners with difficulties and disabilities
· reciprocal observations and shared definition of outcomes
· collaborative activity to improve specific service areas, eg MIS
· sharing of documentation
· developing shared procedures and benchmarking for observation of teaching and learning (OTL), and joint moderation of OTL
· development of a common template for Individual Learning Plans
· development of common approaches to quality improvement of the learner’s initial pathway 

· developing systems for monitoring post observation quality improvement plans
· using partnership benchmarks on tutor qualifications, learner satisfaction, attendance, retention and success as well as national benchmarks (where available) to set realistic targets at course level for quality improvement.
The overall themes which ACL peer referencing activities focus on are predominantly observation of teaching and learning, SAR and learner pathway.  The FE peer review pilots, on the other hand, focus on a much wider range of themes. 

4.7 The outcomes

Projects which have not yet been completed have reported on their intended outcomes, and completed projects on achievements and successes.  These reflect the aims and activities and include:

· improved MIS systems and protocols, which have led to substantial improvements in data management by partners; this has in turn demonstrated better performance than hitherto 
· successful development of a tool to assess learning, for learners with mental health difficulties

· an increasingly rigorous and robust set of OTL procedures and outcomes which are clearly linked to improving the quality of provision for learners
· continued improvements in OTL procedures and outcomes, realistically expected to be reflected in both Self Assessment Reports and in successful inspection outcomes for ACL services 

· use of benchmarking information as a means of identifying areas for improvement in standards of teaching and learning within specified curriculum areas

· common processes that are tailor-made and fit for purpose in the Family Learning context, as opposed to procedures ‘borrowed’ from Skills for Life or the wider curriculum

· realistic expectations of a large measurable improvement in retention and success rates.
4.8 Involvement of learners
Whilst the projects’ definitions of quality improvement were very learner-focussed, on the whole there was less reference to learners as active participants in the peer referencing activities.  One project, the Berkshire Family Learning Network, said that learners are engaged in the peer referencing process from the outset as reviewers of the common template for the Individual Learning Plan which is the planned result for this piece of joint development work.   
4.9 Roles of external agencies
Local LSC’s financial support for the projects has been considerable, through Support for Success and other funding streams.  Five projects were externally brokered or arose within arenas organised by external agencies including NIACE, LSC and/or QIA.
5
Conclusions

5.1 ACL peer referencing partnerships – success factors

Success factors for peer referencing identified by QIA include confidence and trust, reciprocity, parity of status, active learning, leadership and management, organisational development and assessment of impact.   Our study of ten ACL projects tends to bear out these success factors, and also shows great uniformity in identifying ingredients for success:

· a commonality of concern to promote high quality adult learning, coupled with a common belief in the value of adult learning provision

· a recognition of mutual benefit to be gained through co-ordinated, collaborative and at times collective action

· a need for all parties to sign up to the partnership/peer support process

· ensuring confidentiality

· transparency required by all organisations

· willingness to share good practice

· top level commitment from partners 
· choice of a manageable project that has the potential for further development
· external facilitation and strong leadership
· demonstration of short and long term impact
· agreeing protocols at the start of the project and then communicating them to all concerned.
By far the most commonly-identified success factor for effective peer referencing, as identified by ACL providers, is mutual trust and respect.  This is attributed to established relationships built up over time, and to the adoption of consultative rather than directive approaches.  

Reference is frequently made by projects to a ‘shared ethos’ around adult learning.  This, we contend, is based on the history and ethos of adult learning, which is distinct from that of FE colleges and which provides a comprehensive basis for shared values. 

There appears to be no one optimum template for successful peer referencing, however, apart from the essential requirements of mutual trust and respect and clear leadership.  On the whole, providers geographically closer to one another reported that this made peer referencing implementation easier, but there are examples of more remote projects finding advantages in distance.   Projects which were externally brokered tend to receive good external support, but on the other hand several self-brokered projects are well-established and successful.  Again on the whole it helps if partners are broadly similar to each other, with equal give and take, but at least one successful partnership is not balanced in this way, and is successful in spite of the fact that the lead partner is also the ‘expert’.   
Peer referencing emerges from this set of case studies as more a process than a product, a way of using input from peers to improve quality systems and approaches effectively.  The ACL case studies demonstrate that time spent planning aims, activities and protocols so that a mutually agreed programme is produced and implemented, is essential to create peer referencing activities that are fit for purpose and owned by all involved parties.

5.2 Benchmarking of performance

All the ACL projects identified benchmarking of performance as a key element of peer referencing activity.   The Common Inspection Framework is commonly cited as the basis for benchmarking performance in reviews, because this is used in inspections and self assessment.  Specifically, ACL provider partnerships saw benefit in benchmarking a number of elements including:

· observation grades

· tutor qualifications
· learner satisfaction
· attendance
· retention and success 
· guidance and support for learners.
They also see benefit in compiling a regional evidence base from shared benchmarking data, and from having access to national benchmarks, where available.
Benchmarking within ACL emerges from these case studies as an assessment function which complements others, such as validation of OTL gradings and provider self assessments.  Some projects want to use benchmarking to build up a strong regional profile to provide a context-sensitive reference point for their collaborative quality improvement activities.  Others want to build a smaller scale set of baseline data within the partnership.  In common with reported FE sector activity, such information is to be used to set realistic targets for quality improvement, drilling down to course level.  
We have to report, however, that little hard evidence of data-sharing or target-setting, and even less to demonstrate performance improvement, has been forthcoming from our enquiries.  In many cases, performance benchmarking remains aspirational. This strikes us as an area for further research and development within the roll-out of ACL peer referencing.  What is clear is that the ACL providers interviewed all understand and appreciate the role of benchmarking as an assessment tool integral to the peer referencing processes. 

5.3 Validation of self assessment judgments and processes

The other key assessment function which several ACL projects include in their activities is validation of SAR processes and grading judgments.  This is closely linked to the validation and moderation of observation of teaching and learning, which is identified as an aim by the majority of the ACL projects.   Several projects have in fact reported the transfer of best practice between partners as an outcome of this process.

A number of different approaches to validation of SAR judgments and processes have been implemented.  In one case, low self assessment grades are a trigger, according to agreed partnership protocols, for a specific set of quality improvement inputs with teaching staff.

From the case study reports it is clear that self assessment is regarded by ACL providers as a valued tool to stimulate quality improvement, and that peer referencing is seen as a mechanism which can strengthen the self assessment process and render it more reliable.  As is frequently the case within the ACL sector, peer referencing work is also viewed by the projects as an opportunity to improve staff skills and understanding.  A further benefit which several of these projects see arising out of peer validation is that staff accrue more of a shared sense of context, which makes teamwork and change easier to manage.  

5.4 Identification of strengths, areas for improvement and action

plans

Project reports focus less on the process of identifying strengths and areas for improvement, and more on mechanisms for enabling this across the partnerships, such as benchmarking and validation described above.  Most projects allude to the need to deal sensitively and constructively with identification of areas for improvement.  Some report that staff in some organisations have been resistant to the transparency essential to the peer referencing process.  Working with this is seen as a matter for focused staff development and better internal communication and team building.  
It appears that separate action plans and SWOTs are not on the whole drawn up under these schemes, but rather that the outcomes of peer referencing activity are fed into existing OTL and self-assessment reporting regimes.  There are exceptions to this, for example the Lancashire project’s work with MIS systems, but this is in the specific context where partners had signed up to the project in order to receive help.

5.5 Methodologies to support good practice transfer

All ACL partnerships referred to ways in which they aimed to support good practice transfer, which is seen by all as a major aim of peer referencing.  A number of methodologies are in use, including the piloting of joint performance assessment methods as outlined above.  In addition, the simple sharing of documentation and information on systems implementation is seen by many in ACL as essential to, and a demonstration of good practice transfer.  One project reported that staff in one member of a partnership preferred their partner’s OTL documentation and so adopted it: more frequently, we found modifications being made to individual services’ QA documentation following exposure to other local examples.  
All activities reported in these partnerships are presented as activities to support transfer of best practice.  A useful follow-up research exercise would be to track these and evaluate the effectiveness of the transfer, and the means by which this was accomplished.  

5.6 Collaborative working to support improvement activities

On the evidence of our enquiries, the principal ways in which ACL providers undertake collaborative working to support improvement activities are:
· shared staff development and training (for example observation training and post observation quality improvement sessions)
· the agreement of common protocols, which is effectively an agreed framework to support improvement activities
· network meetings to discuss and explore new themes
· reviewing implementation of agreed processes  and taking action when agreed protocols are not adhered to
· joint piloting of new tools and instruments.   
The impression from the case studies presented in this report is that individual institutions on the whole address, on their own, any improvement activities identified as a result of peer referencing, rather than the issues being addressed collaboratively.  From the activities listed above, however, it is clear that there is a strong vision, and some considerable practice already, of joint working to support improvements.

5.7 Organisational capacity to improve

This area is less explicitly addressed than others, but implicitly the case studies describe a number of issues relating to the assessment (self or otherwise) of organisational capacity to improve.   One partnership described how one organisation’s staff group were not perceived as ‘ready’ for peer referencing, so a plan was devised to introduce the concepts in a controlled way to this group.  Another partnership reported that a member met with resistance amongst senior staff, which again needed to be addressed.  
Most projects make reference to the need for plans to be realistic, and stressed the importance of treating staff in a constructive and consultative way.  The implication of the case study reports is that organisational capacity to improve is primarily affected by staff attitude and readiness.  Peer referencing projects in ACL present themselves as very ready and able to take an objective view of this.  It may be that the most ready to improve have self-selected peers and projects, and that as peer referencing rolls out more widely, a different picture will emerge, particularly if organisations feel constrained into peer referencing activity against their inclination.   This may be an issue for future monitoring. 
6       Summary and Recommendations

This research has sought to provide a snapshot of current peer referencing activity within the adult and community learning sector.  It has identified a keen and growing interest in peer referencing, and an increasing volume of focused local development work on refining performance assessment tools and processes.  We have found examples where aspects of quality assurance such as OTL schemes and self-assessment processes have benefited greatly from collaborative work between peer organisations.

All ACL sector providers are accustomed to using the Common Inspection Framework as their principal guide to quality, and much of the peer referencing work identified has dovetailed into – and helped – both organisational self-assessment and preparation for inspection.  The Framework for Excellence is however much less fully understood in the sector, and this may be exacerbated by the formal exclusion of ‘ACL’ from formal LSC piloting in 2007/08.  

The sector has been found to have a strong history of collaborative working which greatly helps to support and achieve best practice transfer and improvement activities.  All case studies reported here focus on both shorter and longer-term quality improvement aims which are increasingly set in the context of developing self-regulation.  The more effective projects that we have identified have, by and large, arisen out of long-standing support networks (of which there are hundreds in the ACL sector, at national, regional and local levels) and have been built on mutual trust and professional respect which has taken some long time to develop.  What we have also found is that this peer support is, within the ACL sector, seen as a necessary pre-requisite to peer referencing activity, rather than a by-product of it.                

We find a strong preparedness amongst ACL providers to see benefit in peer referencing activity, and to implement it (especially where helped to do so by external stimulus/support).  The sector engages with broadly similar sets of themes and parameters as those reported in FE, but the focus of peer referencing in ACL is currently narrower than in FE colleges, where all aspects of organisational activity are seen as potentially within scope (eg governance, not mentioned at all in our ACL research). 

Within this context, and mindful of the findings and conclusions drawn from our research, we have identified a number of recommendations.  We believe there is a need for:

· dissemination of these research outcomes, via workshops targeted at this specific sector, which both draw on findings and which could be used as a catalyst for developing wider understanding and application of peer review and development amongst adult learning providers
· targeted resources to support peer referencing partnerships in ACL, including drawing on the sector’s history of collaborative working by bringing together services/providers at various levels of development in their peer referencing activity: in this context, ACL-specific regional networks have been highly regarded to date
· “toolkits” based on best demonstrated practice, covering:

· the benefits of peer referencing
· organisational capacity to engage with others
· instruments for peer-assessment  (including benchmarking) 
· best practice transfer

· specific support to promote greater understanding and early use of the Framework for Excellence within the adult learning sector

· longitudinal research into effective models for peer review and development.

We look to QIA both to address these issues directly through programmes such as Support for Excellence, and to encourage other national agencies, via the NIPB, to focus their own support capacity on helping meet these needs.    

Annex A

Message to HOLEX and LEAFEA e-groups

You may recall that, at the HOLEX Network event last November, I announced we had agreed a short-term QIA project, in association with Sheffield-based independent external institution Open Door Adult Learning Centre, to survey and report on current peer referencing/peer review practice in the adult learning sector.  This message now updates HOLEX members on the project, and seeks your help in identifying current practice.

The notion of “peer review” is currently being piloted in the FE College sector, as part of the general move towards self-regulation.  A number of approaches are being adopted in the eight pilot areas, but the general characteristics are that they:

· involve at least two, and maybe more, providers/services

· focus on particular aspects of provision (eg one or two curriculum areas), and/or leadership and management

· start with a desk-based review of provider documentation, especially planning materials, performance information, SAR and quality improvement intentions/targets   

· occasion on-site visits and discussions with staff

· result in an assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of reported and discussed practice (in cases, this includes grading)

· lead to a suggested set of action points, which are designed to result in quality improvement by addressing weaknesses identified

· end with the “subject” provider accepting the need for, and beginning to address, quality improvement issues as identified.

The value base for this co-operative/mutually supportive work, as identified by QIA, includes:

· confidence and trust … hence “peer” work

· reciprocity … learning from each other, mutual support

· parity of status … but not necessarily performance to the same or similar standards 

· active learning – based on dialogue, feedback and coaching

· a senior-level interaction – direct involvement of leaders and senior management in agreeing an overall strategy for work with peers, in championing the process, and in securing commitment of the organisations to the work, including making necessary resources available

· organisational development as the principal focus

· assessment of impact … not just a supportive exercise, but one which actually brings about direct and indirect benefits in performance terms.

QIA are increasingly using the term “peer referencing” for this type of organisational interaction, and have developed the following interim definition:

· a process through which professionals of a similar status or standing exercise collective judgments about the quality and standards of provision, as well as shared responsibilities for their improvement.

I have in recent months attended three of four conference/workshop sessions where peer referencing has been discussed and the work in college-based pilots described.  In each case, I have been struck that the sort of work outlined matches – ie is not necessarily any more advanced than – some of the inter-provider work I have seen over the years in the adult learning sector.  I know that, out there, there are numerous instances where - not necessarily on a formalised basis, and frequently unreported - colleagues give generously of their time to work alongside and assist others.  Examples I am aware of include, eg

· interchanging staff to provide an external review of short-term development work and/or specific initiatives (eg peer evaluation of basic skills summer schools)

· working together as services to develop a consistent set of criteria and processes for the observation of teaching and learning

· associated OTL grade moderation

· inter-service “challenge” of quality judgments, through validation and moderation of SARs by peers from other services 

· site visits to meet with, talk with and learn from curriculum teams

· the CEL “SWOT” process of service/organisational review, and follow-up support

· mentoring/coaching/’buddying’ between staff at various levels 

· pooling materials and deriving a common and/or consistent set of instruments for (eg) assessing learner satisfaction and/or teaching and learning resources

· sharing “best practice” on a number of issues, both with respect to service management (eg job descriptions, tutor contracts, fees policies), programme planning and the delivery of teaching and learning 

· joint staff development activities at a local, sub-regional and regional level

· benchmarking, and the exchange of information on service activity/performance.

Working with The Open Door, a Beacon-status EI based in Sheffield, HOLEX has now managed to persuade QIA to help us monitor, record, assess and report on this range of activity in the adult learning sector.  Over the next three months we will (a) in January, be surveying HOLEX members and other contacts for information on what you have already been doing and are currently engaged in, in terms of ‘peer referencing’; (b) in February, selecting some of the more interesting examples for closer analysis, by development of short case-studies: this will involve a small amount of time commitment to provide further background information, to meet with visiting case-study writers, and to check the accuracy of the case studies developed; and (c) in March, developing a ‘read-across’ report which draws out the key strands of peer referencing activity in the adult learning sector, in particular highlighting characteristics of inter-organisational support within the sector which might require/benefit from specific approaches.  Our intention … is, where findings merit it, to propose additional development work in the months after Easter.  We also, as you might imagine, would like to make sure the whole sector gets to hear about the range, type and impact of peer referencing work we can identify.  

We would now please ask for a short, quick and outline report – literally a few lines in an e-mail message – which might draw YOUR work of this type to our attention.  Please let us know:

· what other services you have been working with (WHERE)

· the level and number of staff who have been involved (WHO)

· the intent behind this collaboration (ie WHY)

· the focus of the collaboration (WHAT)

· what the nature of the interaction has been (HOW)

· what has resulted from this work (TO WHAT EFFECT).

The project work is being progressed primarily via HOLEX strategic support partner OHA Limited, so please send information to OHAlimited@aol.com or, if you are happy to do so, please use this e-group.  Please also indicate if you would be prepared to be contacted as a possible ‘case study’ for the next phase of this work.  

A response by the end of January would be particularly helpful.

Many thanks, and best wishes.

BOB POWELL

HOLEX Chief Officer  

Annex B
Discussion prompt sheet

ACL Peer Referencing Project - February 2007

Suggested discussion prompts (adapted from IES research project material)
BACKGROUND STATEMENT

The Quality Improvement Agency (QIA) has commissioned Open Door Adult Learning Centre, Sheffield, working with HOLEX/OHA, to map and describe current peer referencing activity in the adult learning sector.   The results of the research will feed into the Institute for Employment Studies (IES) research into the National Peer Referencing Pilots in the Further Education (FE) sector as a whole, and into wider peer referencing activity in FE, also commissioned by the QIA.  The aim of that overall IES evaluation is to assess outcomes to date from the pilots and other peer referencing activities, and to make recommendations on how peer referencing could be further developed to support self-improvement and self- regulation within the learning and skills sector.  The IES research as a whole encompasses the wider FE sector; the current survey carried out by OHA with Open Door ensures that the distinctive features of the adult learning sector can be fully reflected in the picture of peer referencing which the IES research provides to the QIA.

We are contacting you about this research to investigate the scope and nature of peer referencing activities which are currently taking place within the adult learning sector. We have been requested by QIA to submit a final report on this work by the end of March 2007. 

The aims of our research are to:

· Identify, collect information about, and map, peer referencing projects taking place in the adult learning sector

· Produce case studies to illustrate the effect of significant key variables on peer referencing in the adult learning sector

· draw comparisons with the wider peer referencing activity eg the models and approaches used, types of partnership, range of peer referencing activities etc, making reference to published interim and other reports on the peer referencing research by IES

· assess progress to date on these projects and any useful lessons which could be learnt to inform further developments in self-improvement and self-regulation within the sector.
As part of the research, we are conducting interviews with staff of adult learning services involved in peer referencing projects, as well as some key stakeholders such as LSC representatives. Your name has been given to us as someone involved in a peer referencing initiative/you have volunteered your name through the HOLEX and Open Door networks, and we would be grateful if you would be prepared to take part in a short interview to provide us with some background information. We are also interested in your views on the benefits and challenges of peer referencing for the adult learning sector.

SUGGESTED PROMPTS
Background to your project

1.
How did your organisation become involved in this peer referencing 
initiative?
2.         Checking through the details of the peer referencing you are involved with:


· your role within the initiative

· whether it is a national/regional/local initiative
· which other learning providers are participating, and their roles

· how these were chosen – and what makes them “peers”

· are there any differences between the partners which affect the project?
3.
How long has the peer referencing partnership been in existence?  And what is its planned timescale?

4.
Was it self-brokered or established through an external organisation (eg the 
Learning and Skills Council)?
Peer referencing – models and activities

1.
Could I check with you the main aims of your peer referencing initiative? Have 
the aims of the initiative changed in any way since it began?

2.
Which learning providers are leading the project?  How were these agencies chosen as “lead”?  What activities does the leadership role involve? 
3.
How is the project being managed? Which staff  are involved in the project 
management and/or management group? Is there a steering group and if so, 
who are the members?

4.
Have you estimated/calculated how much this work is costing you?  Is the project being funded? 

· If yes, where is the funding coming from?  How is the funding being allocated across the partnership? Are there plans for continuing to fund peer referencing in the longer term?

· If no, what resources are being used to support the peer referencing activities?  Are there plans for accessing funding to support peer referencing in the longer term?

5.
Have there been any other forms of support from external bodies eg LSC, QIA, 
other? If so, what support has been given? 

6.
What are the main peer referencing activities which have been carried out so 
far? Please give details. 

(Prompt: activities could include : peer review visits, observations, peer assessment and benchmarking, staff training and development, sharing good practice etc)


If peer review visits have been carried out, what has been the main focus of 
these visits? How was this focus decided?

(Prompts: PR activities could focus on different curriculum areas; cross-service activities etc.  Aim to identify the specific themes covered by the visits).


Were there any protocols agreed before the peer review visits? How were these 
decided?


Is there any commonly agreed documentation used to support the peer 
referencing activities?  Is it possible to obtain copies of the documentation for the 
research? 


Are there any peer referencing activities planned for the future? Please give 
details.

7.
How many/ which staff are involved in the peer referencing activities? How 
were they selected? 



(Prompts: are there staff involved at junior/senior levels; are they teaching 

staff/support staff/managers/others?)


Has any training been offered to staff for carrying out peer referencing 
activities?  Please give details.

8.
Have any activities focused on the sharing of good practice? Please give details. 


Have any activities focused on the transfer of good practice?  Please give details.  

Can you give any examples of changes in institutional practice as a result of the 
peer referencing activities?

9.
Is the partnership using any particular quality framework for assessing partners’ 
peer referencing activities? Is this a standardised framework (such as the 
Common Inspection Framework), or has it been developed especially for this 
initiative?


If not a standardised model, could we please have a copy for the research?

10.
Have any groups of stakeholders been involved in the peer referencing initiative? If so, how? (eg engagement of voluntary and community organisations, employers, learners, others). 

Views on the benefits and challenges of peer referencing

1.
 What do you think have been the main strengths/successful outcomes of the 
peer referencing initiative?

2.
What do you think have been the main challenges of peer referencing to date?

3.
Can you identify any ‘critical success factors’ for establishing effective peer 
relationships?

(Prompts: eg geographical proximity/distance; nature and size of partnership; leadership and management; resourcing; staff motivation etc)

4.
What have been the main lessons learnt so far by the peer referencing 
partnership? How effectively do you think the partnership is working?

5.
What, in your view, has been the impact on staff of involvement in peer 
referencing?

6.
What do you think could be the role of external bodies (eg LSC, QIA) in 
supporting peer referencing in the future?

7.
Do you think that peer referencing has a useful contribution to make to quality 
improvement in the adult learning sector?  Why/ why not?
8.         What would you describe as the key issues for the adult learning sector in relation to peer referencing (as distinct from the FE college sector)?
9.
Do you have any other points to raise which might help the research?

Identify other key contacts

Could you identify any other key participants in the peer referencing initiative who we could approach for interview?

Could we please have their names and contact details?

WHAT HAPPENS NEXT

We will go away and write up what you have told us as a draft case study.  This will be essentially factual in nature, and will report on what you have told us.  A colleague will be looking at and editing all case studies we generate, to ensure they are in a standard format.  

We would like to share the edited case study with you, so you can check on its accuracy etc.  We envisage that happening in early- to mid-March.  Our intention is to include the case studies in full in the report we submit to QIA. 

The Project Team will also be generating a “read-across” report, to highlight key messages from our research, and will be recommending scope for further development work.  We will be submitting our complete report to QIA by the end of March.

If QIA support the idea, we would like to disseminate findings in summer term.  

FINAL POINTS

· We have agreed that you will provide …….. as additional background material.  Please let me have this by ……

· You have suggested we contact ………  We will do this in the next few days……

· If we manage to get QIA agreement to further development work on peer referencing in the adult learning sector, would you be interested in being involved?

· If we undertake any dissemination of our project findings, eg via a conference or a series of workshops, would you be interested in being a contributor?

THANK YOU VERY MUCH INDEED FOR YOUR COOPERATION
Annex C

Summary responses from e-group survey
[note: activities marked * are covered in case studies in section 3.2 and Annex D of this report]
	Originator
	Partners
	Focus of activity
	Contact for further information

	Mary Ward Centre
	London-based SDIs
	· VPs Curriculum/Quality: data sharing for KPI benchmarking and SAR; joint/shared policies on eg qualified staff; alignment of RARPA processes
· IAG group

· Curriculum Groups
	Suzanna Jackson
Vice Principal

Mary Ward Centre

	Merseyside Quality Network
	Halton, Knowsley, Liverpool, St Helens, Sefton, Wirral Local Authorities
	· OTL standardisation (S4S QIP)*
· RARPA standardisation

· SAR moderation

· Benchmarking data and OTL grades

· Curriculum improvement groups

· Joint review of policies and procedures

· Joint staff training

· Pre-and post-inspection support

· Feedback on regional/national events  
	Pat Ashton-Smith
Sefton Local Authority

	Berkshire
Unitary Authorities
	various
	· Pan-Berkshire Family Learning*

· IAG network – joint training and resources

· Pan-Berkshire MIS user group

· Berkshire Unitaries SAR panels 

· Pre-inspection CEL SWOT visit (inc Lancashire Adult Learning)
	Sara Hanson
ACL Manager

West Berkshire 

	Newcastle
	various
	· Family Learning development work and associated tutor training 
	Caroline Miller

Head of ACL

Newcastle-upon-Tyne

	Stockton on Tees
	Coventry, Cornwall, Bolton, Cambridgeshire, Isle of Wight
	· Team/individual staff visits (reciprocal) to look at effective local practice – partners chosen on basis of strong ALI inspection report
	Marc Mason
Manager

Community Education

Stockton-on-Tees LA

	Croydon
	Various, but all in South London
	· An attempt at systematising OTL across five services*

· ACL/FE peer referencing on agreed priority areas*

· Joint work with other ACL services on SAR processes

· One-to-one SAR moderation exercises with local ACL service

· Joint work with other ACL services on benchmarking data/KPIs for SAR   
	Rosemary Sloman
Head of Service

Croydon CETS

	East Midlands
	All regional ACL providers plus Essex ACL Service 
	· Range of ACL-focused peer review activities, externally facilitated*
	Gill Asquith
Derbyshire Local Authority

	South West Local Authorities
	All Local Authorities in the region 
	· Regular meetings between Heads/Principal Officers, now extended to Curriculum and Quality Managers with agreed costed action plan to be delivered via new regional infrastructure*
	Jim Austin
Head of AdEd

Gloucestershire


	Shropshire ACL Team
	Local colleges
	· Regular ACL Co-ordinator meetings to plan and secure a coherent curriculum;  now setting up joint OTL scheme etc
	Sarah Bromley

Adult & Community Learning, Shropshire County Council  

	Essex
	Various, inc LSC-convened Regional PR Grouping 
	· QIP on OTL with Thurrock and Southend*

· Regional S4S project on SLDD*

· Review of self-assessment processes via ALI Quality Champions Programme
· Aligned with E Midlands work*
	Lynsi Hayward-Smith

Director, Quality and Curriculum, Essex ACL

	East London Partnership
	Redbridge, Havering and Barking & Dagenham
	· Original joint (accredited) training and moderation of OTL, now becoming much more strategic and wider in joint working, inc joint commissioning of leadership training*  
	Diane Watering
Quality & Continuous Professional Development Manager, Adult College of Barking & Dagenham  

	Lancashire Adult Learning
	various
	· Various, including consultancy work with other ACL providers, QIP on OTL, joint observation of SLDD provision, RARPA roll-out, support for QuINs etc*
	Adrian Weights

Senior Curriculum Development Manager, Lancashire Adult Learning 

	Thurrock Adult Community College
	Other local LA ACL services
	· Standardisation of OTL grades*
· Leadership and Management visit to Peterborough
	Sharon Walsh
Principal

Thurrock Adult Community College

	London North OTL Group
	ACL providers in London North LSC area
	· Agreement to build on East London Partnership approaches to OTL and grade moderation
	Pat Duffy

Acting Head of Service

Haringey Adult Learning Service


	North Tyneside
	In development
	· Planning follow-on to QIP just completed by other local providers, based on mutual examination of SARs
	Jan Allon-Smith
ACL Officer

Adult Learning Alliance

	Leeds Adult & Community Learning Service
	Calderdale
	· In discussion on sharing and comparing OTL and SAR processes; now invited to attend Calderdale OTL moderation meeting, and planning collaborative observations 
	Kathleen Roberts
Leeds ACL Service


Annex D

Full case studies

[note: numeric references are to the “pen portrait” of each case study, included in the body of this report]  
3.2.1
 South West Local Authority Adult Learning Group

	Headline information

	Partners:  Local authorities in the South West, through Heads of ACL Services/Principal Officers and, more recently, other senior managers responsible for curriculum and quality.  
Co-ordination:  Local Authority Adult Learning personnel in the South West region, meeting together on a termly basis, with the last ten such meetings being externally facilitated by an independent consultant.  Now (May 2007) to move to a freestanding unincorporated society with elected Executive Group and with support secured through a strategic partnership underpinned by a Memorandum of Understanding and an annual Service Level Agreement.
Focus: A regional strategic focus with the emphasis on working collaboratively to secure quality improvement, increase efficiency and enhance the effectiveness of strategic positioning within the region. 
Brokerage: The partnership was brokered through external consultancy but commissioned by partners. 
Start date of project, and planned timescale:  Commenced c 2002 with intention of continuing indefinitely.


	Peer referencing models and activities

	Aims:  Initially acting as a vehicle for information sharing and mutual support, the meetings have in the past two years increasingly focused on ways in which Local Authority adult learning in the region can be promoted to external stakeholder agencies, and have sought to find issues on which collaborative activity can be progressed to mutual benefit.  

Primary motivation to date has been to enhance ways in which Local Authorities in the South West promote adult learning as a contributor to regional development agendas, to secure a more certain and viable financial base for provision, and to develop ways of sharing strategic level information and thinking.  It is however increasingly recognised that further benefit is to be found through working together on operational matters, including curriculum planning and development, quality processes and staff development.  The new organisation’s aims include a commitment “to improve the performance and quality of Local Authority adult learning activity both locally and across the region”, and work has begun on progressing an agreed action plan.
Leadership of the project:  From May 2007, technical ‘ownership’ will rest with the envisaged Executive Group.  The partnership is however facilitated by an external consultancy which convenes the meetings and structures the activities, as well as advising on policy and protocols as required.

Types of partners:  All local authority providers of ACL; in cases, direct delivery and in cases, working through sub-contracted partner providers.
Project management: The external consultants convene meetings and structure activities, convening steering meetings of Heads of Service.  The Heads group oversees the work of the Curriculum/Quality Managers’ group, which is also convened and facilitated by the external consultants.
Funding:   Some two years ago, in direct response to the LSC’s development of a regional infrastructure, the Group advanced formal proposals for a Regional Adult Learning Strategy and Support Unit.  While accepted by LSC as desirable, this development was not supported due to reported limited resource availability.   In the more recent context of pressures on adult learning budgets, the constituent Local Authorities have committed their own resources to further development of the proposals, to secure economies of scale.  A budget for regional activity in the period May 2007 to July 2008 is being agreed, and is expected to be of the order of £30,000 - £40,000, with contributions sought from constituent Authorities on a sliding scale. Care is being taken to ensure that, as far as possible, planned actions are consistent with the national direction of travel and the emerging Regional Quality Improvement Strategy.  It is thus expected that this budget will be enhanced through bids to national support programmes, and further pooling of locally allocated quality improvement funds.            

Other support: Partners provide in-kind support and direct funding.
Sustainability: A business plan is under construction which aims to secure long-term sustainable funding for the project.
  

	Main peer referencing activities

	Activities:  In the context of its aim to work collaboratively to mutual benefit, the South West Local Authorities’ Adult Learning Group has:

· for the past four years arranged an annual residential conference bringing together senior managers and practitioners from across the region, and attracting high-level speakers from external agencies.
· offered formal, co-ordinated support to a regional project (the Crystal Chandelier initiative) overseen by Learning South West, and developed and submitted its own regional proposal in response to an ESF project specification through which the public sector workforce might be encouraged to engage in Skills for Life programmes: a sub-regional project involving five constituent Authorities is now being implemented via Gloucestershire County Council.
· commissioned an external assessment of Local Authority practice, and undertaken an internal assessment of relative strengths and specialisms.
· acted as a conduit for regional consultation by LLUK, by NIACE and by various agencies involved in the development of e-learning.
· acted as the regional forum for the national LEAFEA  network of Local Authority officers.
· nominated personnel to represent Local Authority adult learning on external groupings, including the Regional Quality Improvement Partnership.

Within the context of the new action plan to improve quality, the following has taken place:

· further exploratory work has been carried out to identify strengths and weaknesses in adult learning in the region, and thus hone in on, disseminate and encourage adoption of best practice.
· as a first step in helping Local Authorities develop robust mechanisms for peer assessment, including validation of provider self-assessment, a web portal has been secured to facilitate the sharing of SARs.  

· there is agreement in principle to sharing benchmarking data: a framework for this will be developed in coming months, with a view to collating a regional evidence base on 2006/07 performance.
· networking facilities are being set up to encourage and enable inter-Authority curriculum development work and pooling of teaching and learning resources.   

· a scheduled meeting of Quality and Curriculum Managers from across the region is being tasked with identifying priorities for staff development in the coming year, with a view to developing a regional programme of CPD opportunities.    

· negotiations have begun to secure on-going arrangements for regional ACL Quality Improvement Network meetings, regardless of impending changes to national support programmes. 

Staff involvement:  Heads of Service and Curriculum/Quality Managers from all the participating authorities form part of the partnership. 

Transfer and sharing of good practice:  In addition to these pan-regional developments, the bringing together of senior managers from the various Authorities has facilitated a range of more localised quality improvement initiatives.  Curriculum teams from one authority have visited their counterparts elsewhere in the region, to share thinking; specific inter-service assistance has been offered in the development and refinement of OTL schemes; and there have been interchanges of staff to assist in post-inspection action planning.  Part of the action plan for the period to July 2008 is to encourage further instances of “mutual support”, and resources have been earmarked to co-ordinate this.
Quality framework used:  All Local Authorities in the region work to the Common Inspection Framework.  Through its membership of the RQIP, the partnership is seeking to ensure that – although not included in formal piloting – its members are familiar with and will be encouraged to apply Framework for Excellence measures.   
Stakeholder Involvement:  To date, none (see above for reference to Regioonal LSC for funding support).  


	Benefits and challenges

	Strengths and successes: 
· active participation from Local Authority personnel in the region, including those from settings where provision is “contracted out” or where the Local Authority role is confined, by LSC, to that of “engagement”

· regular meetings over a lengthy period, enabling the development of positive interpersonal relationships and trusted professional dialogue

· clear agreement on regional priorities for action to improve quality

· positive curriculum team and senior management liaison between Authorities, contributing to successful re-inspections and to a positive set of inspection results in Cycle 2 to date

· effective and efficient communications systems, including closed e-groups and a web portal for pooling of documentation.

Challenges: 

· resources, especially at a time of budget constraint and other (additional) pressures on expenditure.

· finding time to commit energy to regional activity, especially when there are local service pressures (eg pending inspection, funding allocation meetings).

· the will to prioritise necessary actions to reap longer-term benefits (eg a failure, to date, to pool data in order to benchmark performance across the region).

· distances to be travelled in order to bring staff together face-to-face.      

Critical success factors:  The following issues have clearly enhanced the effectiveness of work undertaken to date:

· a commonality of concern to promote high quality adult learning, coupled with a common belief in the value of adult learning provision. 

· a “sectoral interest”, with all contributors having the common structural basis of being Local Authority services, even though their ways of working may vary considerably.  

· a mutual trust by the individuals concerned, and a liking for each other based on mutual respect: this has built up over time, and the “ethos” of the partnership is now such that personnel new in post find it a welcoming environment and helpful support network.
· a recognition of mutual benefit to be gained through co-ordinated, collaborative and at times collective action.
· effective strategic and infrastructural support through an experienced and trusted independent network facilitator and consultant.     

Lessons learned: Clear and close alignment with national and regional development agendas is seen as essential.  At the same time, a recognition to give sensitivity to local service needs and working practices, so that these is no pressure/compulsion to adhere to a common agenda where this might compromise the work of individual Authorities.  

Effectiveness of partnership: Clear leadership, with two or three Heads of Service/Principal Officers being prepared to initiate developments and, in cases, contribute additional resources is now reflected in the creation of a three-strong Executive Group to oversee new regional arrangements.
Impact on staff: The managers who have participated in the consortium meetings and activities have been involved in action planning and so have been able to design activities which will help them in their day to day work.  Benchmarking and sharing of SARs are seen as important tools for better quality assurance.


	Has peer referencing got a useful contribution to make in adult learning?  If so, what does it contribute?

	Impact on quality improvement: 
· essentially too early to say, given advent of new regional infrastructure in May 2007.

· some clear evidence that inter-Authority peer support has already assisted in post-inspection planning and quality improvement actions.

· joint meetings and annual conference have enabled close working links between staff in different Authorities.    
  

	Documentation provided 

	All minutes of meetings and supporting papers on file.

Draft costed action plan, to be considered by Shadow Executive Group in late April 2007.

Draft constitution etc for Society, for endorsement April 2007.


3.2.2  Lancashire Partnership

	Headline information

	Partners: Local authorities bordering Lancashire County Council (Blackpool, Cumbria and Blackburn with Darwen);  CEL SWOTs and CEL Mentoring team (see ‘Focus’ below); Blackpool & Fylde College; The Adult College Lancaster; Manchester Adult Education Service; Beaumont College; LEAFEA; Local Adult Care Services.
Co-ordination:  Lancashire Adult Learning (LAL) drives the Partnership. 

Focus:  LAL works with the local partner authorities on the peer referencing activities described.  Regionally, LAL is also a major stakeholder in a North West Regional Quality Improvement Network, as the host organisation. This involves facilitating regional meetings to share good practice in areas of common interest, for example RARPA, and peer referencing to support regional ACL and FE providers with regard to SAR validation processes.  They also actively participate in a Local Strategic Network Support for Success initiative to support good practice in Observation of Teaching and Learning. Nationally, LAL has undertaken a peer review/support service, under the SWOT team from Centre for Excellence in Leadership (CEL), and is also involved with a CEL-led Mentoring Scheme.
Brokerage:  The Partnership was initially stimulated by LAL’s strong inspection results in November 2004, and the many subsequent requests for advice and/or support from colleague providers on issues of Leadership & Management and curriculum delivery.

Start date of project, and planned timescale:  Peer support/referencing activities commenced shortly after LAL’s November 2004 Inspection report was made available via the website. Within a few weeks a number of providers, from across the country, had established contact to ask for advice and support, and this prompted the development of the range of activities locally, regionally and nationally.  There is no planned timescale, and continuation will depend upon a number of factors such as reciprocal and mutual agreement, acknowledgement that the support activities are beneficial, and most importantly providers being able to finance, and to commit human resources, over a sustained period of time.



	Peer referencing models and activities

	Aims:  There have not been any changes in aims since commencement, but there has been greater refinement of action planning to improve specific aspects of services.  Original aims behind the Partnership were to share good working practices, to work collaboratively, to be part of a partnership working arrangement with benefits cascading to all parties, and to be part of a network of peers where common goals are shared.  These have always been and are still the primary drivers, seen particularly by the Partnership as assisting members towards self-regulation.  

Examples of more specific objectives which have emerged, and with which the Partnership has able to help, include the identification of very weak MIS systems in some providers, such that their systems were not adequate for the level of reporting necessary to fulfil funding contractual conditions.  Given the relative size and costs of these contracts, the structure and quality of these MIS needed radical revision.  Peer referencing and support was sought in the revision and improvement of M.I.S. systems, and also in undertaking dual observations and sharing outcomes.

Leadership of the project:   This project is very strongly driven by one provider.  The leadership role involves activities such as hosting and participating in meetings, sharing good practices and systems, disseminating information, committing a level of human resources, and being able to finance overheads and direct costs of these activities
Types of partners:  Partners are “peers” because of similarity of size, type of delivery, and geographical location, also identified as having a shared set of values and ethos arising out of shared experience as ACL providers.   There are differences between providers which affect the project, but these relate mainly to financial and resourcing capacity.  There are also sensitivities and varying degrees of readiness to embrace the culture of being open about strengths and weaknesses.
Project management: The local and regional activities are managed by LAL Head of Service, and the Assistant head of Service, who regularly monitor activities and costs against action plans.  Regular feedback mechanisms are in place to inform the Head of Service, and regular internal reviews are held to ensure that peer referencing activities complement and enhance rather than dilute staff delivery of services.
Funding:   The costs are reported as difficult to quantify, partly because a substantial amount of informal and uncosted activity nevertheless contributes significantly to the success of the peer referencing activities.  This cost is absorbed by LAL and where possible, the other partners.  Other partners have not received any funding, externally or otherwise, to support their involvement in the peer referencing partnership.
Other support: The majority of peer referencing activity does not receive any external funding support, but the initial peer referencing activities benefited from a small amount of post inspection action planning funding from the local LSC to LAL.  Support for the activities in partnership with CEL is ongoing. 

Sustainability: Continuity of the range of activities is dependent on finance and other resources, but there is every intention to seek to continue to support peer referencing activity and to build on the excellent quality improvements so far.  

  

	Main peer referencing activities

	Activities:   Peer review visits have been the main mechanism for the work to date.  The focus has been to establish perceived levels of support required.  Very often the protocols at this stage have been informal, mutual and open.  This applies to local, regional and national peer referencing activity.  

Locally, activities have also included dual observations and sharing definitions of outcomes with Blackpool and Fylde College, and joint participation in a LSN S4S initiative to support OTL which resulted in shared training for ACL and FE providers.

Regionally, LAL hosts and participates in Quality Improvement Network meetings.  The Partnership also carries out dual observations and sharing OTL outcomes.  Regional meetings are convened to share good practice in common areas of interest.  Validation of SARs is also carried out by the Partnership.  Smaller unitary authorities have been supported to improve their MIS systems. 

Activities with CEL in Mentoring and with SWOTs are extensive, as is the facilitating of shared training for FE and ACL staff in OTL.

Most of the peer referencing activities have been carried out by mutual agreement, on an informal basis or driven through a local network of providers.  Subsequently there is little documentation, or written contractual agreements.  There is however documentation in relation to the CEL mentoring activities.               
The length, and detail, of future planned activities will be determined by a number of factors including finance and an evaluation of effectiveness.  The policy context is also seen as significantly affecting priorities in respect of peer referencing activities.
Staff involvement:  Staff at all levels in the partner institutions have participated in several of the peer referencing activities:

· meetings of staff identifying areas of common interest.
· participation of staff in LSN Skills for Success initiative.
· involvement of staff in the SAR validation project.
· MIS staff collaboration with 3 other providers to share good practice around MIS.
· Heads of Service involvement with CEL SWOTs.  

· Heads of Service involvement with CEL Mentoring scheme.  

· some other specific CEL projects.  

· hosting Regional QIN meetings.
Transfer and sharing of good practice: 
· Collaboration around the MIS project, especially to support those providers with smaller funding allocations, is reported as having been very beneficial.  There is a view that this kind of collaboration could easily be transferred across the whole spectrum of providers in different sectors.

· SAR validation partnership support mechanisms are seen as crucial in the drive towards self-regulation.  The support is seen as being relevant for all providers, with an emphasis on ensuring that smaller providers can also benefit.

· Sharing of OTL systems, validation of OTL findings and the use of dual/shared observations was found to be effective in raising standards and is seen as again potentially transferable and benefiting providers in all sectors.

· Best practice transfer has also been enabled through the local and regional forum/meetings for all providers; these have provided clarification and support with regard to new and emerging issues.
Quality framework used:  The Common Inspection Framework and SAR regime drives quality assurance and quality improvement frameworks in the Partnership. 
Stakeholder Involvement:  For this Partnership, stakeholders are seen as its partners.  All partners have signed up to participate in peer referencing, with some stakeholders providing more resource and input than others, whilst others gain more in quality improvement.  The underlying theme is “mutual benefit”.


	Benefits and challenges

	Strengths and successes: 
· successful shared/dual observations across partners.
· joint participation in LSN initiative led to FE and ACL shared training sessions with knock-on benefits.

· collaboration to improve MIS systems and protocols has led to substantial improvements on data management by partnes.

· successful development of a tool to assess learning, for learners with mental health difficulties.
· the CEL mentoring scheme is very successful, supporting providers across the country through objective assessment without any local or regional sensitivities.
· there have been several successful Partnership meetings to share good practice e.g. RARPA.
· CEL work on SWOTs been very successful.
Challenges: 
· project management has been affected by organisational protocols, for example the sensitive nature of the mentoring support, which has to remain confidential and which therefore can inhibit transparency of practice-sharing. 
· the closure of the local LSC inhibited progress and support for activities.
· scarcity of funding and resources.
· peer referencing, whilst seen as valuable, is also seen as very dependent on political climate and subject to change.
· the project is reported by LAL as heavily driven by them, due to their capacity to offer support, and there is some imbalance in levels of input.

Critical success factors:  
· all parties need to sign up to the partnership/peer support process.
· ensuring confidentiality. 

· transparency required by all organisations.
· willingness to share good practice.
Lessons learned: 
· a need to ensure that peer referencing support does not overshadow direct delivery of services was identified, particularly for lead partners putting significant resources into the Partnership.
· a need to keep track of resources was identified.
· the Partnership wanted more national guidance from LSC around benchmarking, PCDL/First Steps, and learner satisfaction.  This was seen as  necessary in order to allow the Partrnership to better facilitate the establishment of common frameworks amongst providers.
Effectiveness of partnership: 
The Partnership reports significant improvements in standards for partners, in spite of sensitivities seen as inevitable between geographically close providers.  The effectiveness of the Partnership is nevertheless affected by these issues, which include the reluctance of some partners to display their weaknesses, and some feelings that more proactive partners may be seen to be “empire building”.

The lead partner expressed the view on balance that peer referencing activities between very similar partners might be more effective than work across partners who are very different in terms of inspection grades, size and scope.

Impact on staff: 
· increased Continuing Professional Development.
· staff gain a broader view of partners’ delivery.
· newly shared perceptions of the shared context, across differing providers.
· some new skills/attributes are being evolved by staff.


	Has peer referencing got a useful contribution to make in adult learning?  If so, what does it contribute?

	Impact on quality improvement: 
There have been a number of specific improvements in quality and in quality assurance among the partners, as identified earlier.  The Partnership also reports that the peer referencing activities have enabled them to look more objectively at their own quality improvement and quality assurance strategies.
 

	Documentation provided 

	Mentoring records available.

Minutes of peer referencing meetings available.

Joint SAR validation records available.


3.2.3
East Midlands Partnership

	Headline information

	Partners:  Leicestershire County Council, Leicester Adult Learning Service, Northamptonshire, Essex, Nottinghamshire County Councils.
Co-ordination:  The initiative is driven by need to improve internal quality systems and is facilitated by an external LSN consultant.

Focus:  The focus is local predominantly in the East Midlands. 
Brokerage: The Partnership was brokered by one service contacting QIA and subsequently contracting with the QIA for an LSC Quality Consultancy.  The project was then rolled out to a substantial number of potential peer partners.
Start date of project, and planned timescale:  The project started in October 2006, and the planned timescale is up to the end of March 2007.  This is seen as a pilot for possible continued peer referencing activities building on evaluation of the pilot.


	Peer referencing models and activities

	Aims:  The overall aim of project is to work in equal partnership, with like-minded providers across the East Midlands and elsewhere in the region to share ideas, practice, documents and systems. The aim is to undertake peer review and assessment of quality within each participating organisation, and having identified current quality levels, then to identify where quality improvements can be made.
There have been no changes in aims since commencement, but this project is still embryonic, and is operating flexibly so that aims and objectives can evolve.
Leadership of the project:  The leadership role which is undertaken by one partner, involves primarily enabling a shared platform where partners feel that they have an equal stake in contributing to strive to drive up quality, within their own organisations.  It is predominantly a facilitating role, ensuring all partners work towards what they express as “an open and honest platform of dialogue and sharing”.

Types of partners:     The partners are similar in type and size of delivery, and in the same geographical area, with the exception of Essex, who specifically wished to work outside their own region. Most of the partners had met each other previously, at other regional LSN/S4S events.  There are no substantial differences between providers, and this is seen as being important to the success of the project.
Project management: Project management is carried out by the Facilitator who ensures information is shared, documentation is in place, meetings organised and convened, and equality of input is secured from all attendees at project meetings. 
Funding:   Each partner assesses that their contribution is equal to the others in terms of human resources, costs of staff cover, and costs of travel to attend meetings.  Hidden costs are identified as those associated with partners returning to their posts and ‘making up for the time they have been away’, attending the project meetings, and the time in disseminating information, from the project.  The cost of the LSN Consultant Facilitator is paid by regional LSC.
Other support:    A Consultant contracted by QIA to facilitate the project, to assist  partners to examine internal quality systems, and to help them to work towards internal peer review.
Sustainability:    Plans to continue Peer Support/Referencing in the future are seen as dependent largely upon funds being made available from local LSC or QIA.  They are also seen as largely dependent upon organisational commitment to peer referencing, which it is hoped will arise out of benefits and impacts demonstrated from the pilot.
  

	Main peer referencing activities

	Activities:  The focus of activity has been primarily to meet at different sites across the sub-region, by mutual agreement, working jointly to set agendas for discussion and define protocols. Protocols include expected elements of respect, confidentiality, equality, honesty, and commitment to the project.

Documentation is currently being shared between the partners. 

Future planned activities are reported as depending on commitment continuing from head of service, and some levels of funding being made available from sources other than normal LSC contract for delivery.
Staff involvement:  Staff involvement in activities consists of time to attend meetings, with some local/regional travel, writing reports and disseminating information, from the project to colleagues within their own organisation.
Transfer and sharing of good practice: There is some potential for the transfer and sharing of good practice, this project is still embryonic and in its infancy but the outcomes could transfer across the sectors, and the elements of good practice could traverse across the sectors.
Quality framework used: No specific quality framework is in use for this project, over and above the Common Inspection Framework, and the impending Framework for Excellence.
Stakeholder Involvement:  Stakeholders are defined by the partnership as the partners themselves.  They are all involved in hosting meetings, attendance at meetings, and the preparation for those meetings, travelling to different partner venues, writing or preparing a report on the project activities, and or disseminating information back to colleagues at their own organisations.  As well as physical involvement there is a strong commitment to equal partner input, a willingness to share good practice, and willingness to openness and honesty.


	Benefits and challenges

	Strengths and successes:  Strengths and successes of the project so far are the progress made by peer partners in examining their own quality systems, in building up new relationships with different partner organisations, and having a platform for open discussion.
Challenges: The main challenges so far are time and finance constraints, and keeping up the momentum of continuing commitment to the project.
Critical success factors: The pilot has just finished, and so further critical success factors may emerge from the evaluation, but to date the Partnership sees that top level commitment from partners is essential, as are mutual respect and good will among partners. 
Lessons learned: The forthcoming evaluation of the pilot intends to draw out lessons to be learned in order to inform subsequent peer referencing activity.
Effectiveness of partnership: The effectiveness of the partnership is under evaluation as the pilot ends
Impact on staff:  Impact on staff is reported to be an increased understanding and knowledge of their own organisation, and knowledge of other organisations, which is seen as staff development for them and of benefit for the organisations because a shared understanding of context enables better team work


	Has peer referencing got a useful contribution to make in adult learning?  If so, what does it contribute?

	Impact on quality improvement:  

This is a short pilot which is being evaluated.  However, informally assessed and expected impacts are seen as deriving from the increased skills and knowledge of its partners’ staff, which is expected to impact positively on quality

The Partnership sees peer referencing as an essential precursor to, and pre-requisite of, self regulation.  Peer referencing is seen as an important component of the ACL quality agenda.

In common with some other case study projects, the Partnership would like guidance from LSC on interpretations of some of the current key themes, such as benchmarking, peer referencing, and framework for quality.  This would contribute to planning for effective peer referencing.



	Documentation provided 

	All documentation provided by the project can be shared.


3.2.4
 Croydon, Carshalton and Bromley ACL/FE Partnership

	Headline information

	Partners:  Croydon ACL Service (CETS), Carshalton Further Education College, Bromley Further Education College. 
Co-ordination: The Partnership is co-ordinated by Carshalton College but leadership is shared between all three partners.

Focus: The Partnership has a local focus.  All providers are in the London South LSC area, and are also supported by the work of the South London Learning Partnership.
Brokerage: Carshalton College approached CETS on recommendation from the FE Best Practice Group (ACL providers were not involved in this group), wanting to engage in a project focusing on the adult learner.  Bromley College was invited to join the partnership on the basis of its credibility with the other providers.
Start date of project, and planned timescale:  To commence February 07 with first stage completed by June/July 07.


	Peer referencing models and activities

	Aims:  To provide an external perspective on the first step of a ‘learner’s journey’ within the identified organisation, to assess the impact on retention and success rates and to offer suggestions for improvement.

Objectives for the proposed visits

· Assess the added value of peer referencing activity, particularly between FE and ACL providers.
· Identification of models of good practice in FE and ACL processes for initial assessment and induction of all types of learners.
· Identification of effective implementation strategies of initial assessment and induction of range of types of learners including learners with learning difficulties and disabilities.
· Identification of effective implementation of learner support strategies.
· Changes to practice identified if appropriate as a result of the project research and analysis.
Leadership of the project:  Carshalton College managers convene the meetings, ensure the project is high on the agenda within their own institution and chair partnership meetings.  Heads of the other two partner institutions take a clear leadership role on the project tasks within each institution.  Leadership activities include ensuring agreed milestones and deadlines are met, contributing to shared paperwork, briefing their own institution, hosting peer referencing activities in turn, and writing up the final report.
Types of partners:  Each partner has chosen to enter into the activity on equal terms based on mutual respect of each others’ work in South London.  Two are 16-19+ generalist FE Colleges, one an ACL provider, and they differ in size and capacity.  The ACL service provider and one college both have MATRIX accreditation. 

Project management: Regular partnership meetings are used to plan and monitor the project against its agreed milestones, with each partner taking on agreed tasks.  
Funding:    No external funding is drawn down.  No specific money is set aside, on the basis that partners agree that peer referencing will be a normal part of cross-college activity and soon to be embedded as part of college self regulation.  It is seen as adding value to existing activities. 

Sustainability: The cost in human resource days and other costs will be quantified at the end of the project as part of the evaluation and in order to prepare for any development funding which might become available.
  

	Main peer referencing activities

	Activities:  Milestones were set as: a) in-college preparation – early March; b) All partners meet end March; c) April/May – debriefing by leads and protocols set; d) cross-college visits May/June; e) modifying of current practices for new academic year. f) ongoing peer referencing activity.
Activities are:

· referring to the Common Inspection Framework query: ‘How well are learners guided and supported?’, each organisation produced a modified self assessment report.
· all 3 teams met in late March to form the visiting teams with agreed protocols and shared paperwork.
· the individual organisation reports are disseminated to each organisation and discussed at a whole group meeting. Agreed benchmarks are set across all organisations after the reports have been shared (before May 2007).
· visits are undertaken – with one representative minimum from each organisation to evaluate and assess against the self assessment report and agreed benchmarks (May 2007).
· visits are followed by am informal meeting with one person or people from the lead organisation to discuss findings and clarify queries before making an assessment (May 2007).
· visiting groups to provide a summary report/paper of key findings against areas assessed and benchmarks (June 2007).  
The focus for peer referencing activities will be around:

· learner’s initial assessment and induction (showing impact on retention and success rates).
· admission policy and procedures.

· entry requirements for learners.
· learner’s initial assessment and induction.
· identification of support needs for learners.
Staff involvement:  Each manager will then expand the group to include personnel from strategic management, information, advice and guidance, teaching and learning.  As the overarching objective is to embed peer referencing as part of self regulation, whole organisations will ultimately be involved in the roll-out of the project with the explicit target being improvement in retention and success rates.
Transfer and sharing of good practice: The project aims to embed best practice and will focus on this.
Quality frameworks used:  Learner Journey framework based on former Education National Training Organisation (ENTO) ‘Excellence in Initial Assessment’, and the Common Inspection Framework.
Stakeholder Involvement:  Learners, QIA and LSC will be involved as the project progresses.


	Benefits and challenges

	Strengths and successes: Cross-sectoral work is seen as useful, with two colleges asking to take part in peer referencing activity focusing on adults being seen as a success in itself.  
Challenges: Some leadership teams were very unwilling to peer reference across sectors but have seen the value of this activity in the context of quality improvement and self regulation.
Critical success factors:  Partners felt that geographical proximity was useful, but said that too close proximity could be a disadvantage.  The size of the partnership makes it containable project, and a very pragmatic approach was quoted as being key to success. A willingness to share from the outset and divide work up equitably, is seen as important.
Lessons learned: This cross-sectoral project has taught participants that all partners bring different expertise and experiences to the table.
Effectiveness of partnership: The project has just commenced, but partners express high hopes for ongoing peer referencing activities based on evaluation of impacts of the current pilot.
Impact on staff: There is reported to have been some initial resistance from staff, but this is being managed and all front line staff and lecturers will be involved by next academic year.


	Has peer referencing got a useful contribution to make in adult learning?  If so, what does it contribute?

	Impact on quality improvement: 
All partners expect to see a large measurable improvement in retention and success rates.
The partners agreed that the cross-sectoral work itself is invaluable to help organisations take a broader and shared view of the context, and to challenge existing stereotypes about each other as well as learn.  Peer referencing is seen by the Partnership as very cost-effective and efficient.

The Partnership would like to work to ensure that the value of peer referencing activities as part of self regulation, is fully recognised and brought to bear in future measures to implement self regulation in the sector

   

	Documentation provided 

	Learner Journey framework, minutes of meetings, joint benchmarking frameworks and data.


3.2.5
 North West Corridor Partnership 

	Headline information

	Partners:  Blackpool ACL, Knowsley Metropolitan Borough Council, Sefton ACL, Liverpool ALS, St Helens ACL, Blackburn with Darwen Lifelong Learning, Wirral Lifelong Learning, Halton Borough Council, Lancashire Adult Learning.
Co-ordination:  The co-ordination was carried out by a Support for Success consultant.
Focus:  This is a regional project.
Brokerage: The Partnership was brokered initially via the NIACE Quality Improvement Network (QIN) and Support for Success Quality Improvement Project (QIP).
Start date of project, and planned timescale:  July 2006 to March 2007 for the formal project, but other partnership activities are continuing beyond the formal project end-date.


	Peer referencing models and activities

	Aims:  To improve the quality of observation of teaching and learning (OTL) and to benchmark OTL profiles against regional ACL providers, sharing and developing good practice in OTL as part of overall quality improvement strategies amongst providers.  This has remained the basic aim throughout the project.

Leadership of the project:  The project as a whole was co-ordinated by a Support for Success consultant. Project members held regular meetings chaired by the consultant. Each organisation within the project produced an action plan, interim report and final report detailing to what extent the project had met its aims and objectives.

Types of partners:  The partners in the project are ‘peers’ in the sense that they are all North West regional adult learning providers. Prior to the project, Lancashire Adult Learning had also worked closely with Blackpool, Blackburn with Darwen and Liverpool services in quality improvement activities. All members of the project are also regular participants in the NIACE North West Region Quality Improvement Network meetings and from this the partners already knew that they shared similar issues and that they were prepared to work with each other to tackle these.

Project management: The QIP project was jointly managed by the QIP S4S consultant and the project members.  Partners drew up and maintained a schedule of meetings and activities with planned outcomes. Through these activities OTL policies and procedures have been shared and discussed, and partners have agreed and recorded their decisions on essential elements of good practice in the observation of teaching and learning and its role in quality improvement. 

Funding:    The QIP project funded each provider with £1,000. 

Other support: In addition to the QIP funding, partners have contributed further time spent in meetings, resources used and time spent on project activities. 

Sustainability: In the absence of further funding, future activities would need to be funded by each provider.

  

	Main peer referencing activities

	Activities:  The main activities have been: joint moderation of OTL, joint OTL visits, benchmarking of OTL outcomes and establishment of additional training in OTL for observers.  All activities were documented in a project action plan, and interim and final reports submitted to the Support for Success QIP consultant.

The activities for the project (with timescales) were set through the initial meeting of the participants and documented in the provider action plan, including

· development and agreement of grading criteria.
· cross moderation of completed OTL outcomes.
· development of paired observation schedules.

· establishment of regional benchmarks for ACL OTLs 2005/06.
Staff involvement:  Staff have been involved in planning and implementing the project as well as in subsequent training and evaluation. 

Transfer and sharing of good practice: Elements of good practice have been identified specifically in relation to procedures for establishing the number and frequency of observations to ensure that judgments of the quality of teaching and learning in curriculum areas are representative; grading sessions and writing OTL reports; feeding back to tutors and developing action plans; moderating/verifying grades;  collating outcomes, benchmarking against other similar providers and making judgments about the quality of provision; developing targeted strategies to improve the quality of teaching and learning.
With the exception of some of ‘the development of paired observation schedules’ the milestones specified in provider action plan were all been successfully met on time. This development activity was delayed for logistical reasons but partners subsequently held an independent meeting and decided to conduct joint paired observations of LLDD provision in March. 

The development and agreement of grading criteria was carried out to plan, and the criteria which were developed continue to inform partners’ grading of teaching and learning sessions. The establishment of regional benchmarks is reported as continuing to prove useful in identifying both areas of concern and possible areas of good practice for partners. There is the intention to follow this up with appropriate targeted staff development activities. The partners want, wherever feasible, to continue to work collaboratively in establishing these activities.

A short term impact of all these measures is viewed by the Partnership as an increasingly rigorous and robust set of OTL procedures and outcomes which are clearly linked to improving the quality of provision for learners. 

Quality framework used:  All providers involved in the QIN project and other activities have well developed quality improvement frameworks. The QIN project involved agreeing on local action plans and reporting on success in meeting actions through formal meetings and two project reports.  
Stakeholder Involvement:  Stakeholders were defined as staff and learners, who were involved in the project as participants and evaluators.


	Benefits and challenges

	Strengths and successes: Co-operative work to continuously develop effective OTL procedures and establish rigorous benchmarks for OTL outcomes in a range of curriculum areas are seen as key strengths and successes of the project.
Challenges: The partners report that the project has involved additional work from all concerned and that cost implications must be identified in advance.
Critical success factors:  The Partnership reported that if the collaborative work takes place in an atmosphere of informed openness and trust, then all participants will both actively contribute to the process and feel able to rely on its outcomes.  Commitment and co-operation from all concerned, and the resources to carry out the project, are also seen as essential.

Lessons learned: The Partnership reports learning that mutual agreement and monitoring of an action plan at the earliest opportunity gave the project structure and impetus, but that there should also be sufficient flexibility to accommodate unforeseen changes in plans.
Effectiveness of partnership: The benefits for partners of engagement in the project have been reported as including better confidence in the grades assigned to individual sessions, through the process of external moderation by partners and greater assuredness that the ‘grade profiles’ for curriculum areas accurately reflect the quality of provision.    The process of joint observations of sessions is seen as promoting shared confidence in the reliability of the observation and grading process, and the process of working with partners in the project has created a strong basis for continued co-operation in jointly monitoring and improving the quality of provision.

In the longer term the partners hope that continued improvements in their OTL procedures and outcomes will be reflected in both their Self Assessment Reports and in successful outcomes for services in inspection.

The project has consolidated the basis for further partnership work.  It is their intention to continue to build on both existing and new partnerships as a way of identifying common issues and solutions. This is seen as an important step towards increasing the degree of self regulation of providers who are successfully giving their learners high quality learning experiences.

Impact on staff: The Partnership views the main impact on staff to be improvement in delivery of effective teaching, through the improved rigour of the OTL procedures.


	Has peer referencing got a useful contribution to make in adult learning?  If so, what does it contribute?

	Impact on quality improvement: 
The ultimate success of the project in improving teaching and learning experiences for learners will be measured through inspections. Immediate project objectives have all been met, including the continued development of effective OTL procedures: peer moderation and joint observations; and the establishment of joint external benchmarks for OTL outcomes in a range of curriculum areas.
The partners can now use benchmarking as a means of identifying areas for improvement in standards of teaching and learning within specified curriculum areas.  They can fully embed this means of ensuring a consistently high level of quality across all areas of learning, and they can continue to work collaboratively with partners to share good practice in order to continuously improve the quality of teaching and learning.
All partners in the project were clear that effective OTL procedures and outcomes, supported by targeted staff action plans and continuing professional development, are all very important means of assessing and improving the quality of teaching and learning. They also identified that out of this benefit, the development and sharing of good practice in this area will bring benefits to providers and their learners. 

The Partnership reports that the wider implications for the sector and providers are that collaborative working can certainly identify effective ways of improving the quality of provision. All the providers involved in the project were motivated by this aim. This shared aim to improve quality and the sharing of the means to achieve this, is seen by the Partnership as an important step on the way to a self regulating sector. 
  

	Documentation provided 

	Project minutes, action plans and Facilitator reports.


3.2.6
 Berkshire Family Learning Network

	Headline information

	Partners:  The participants are all from the six unitary authorities that made up the former Berkshire LSC area (Windsor and Maidenhead; Bracknell Forest; Reading: West Berkshire; Slough; Wokingham).  Some of these authorities deliver their provision through sub-contractors including Further Education Colleges, so partners come from a mixture of ACL and FE providers.
Co-ordination:   A Facilitator from Centre for British Teachers (CfBT) is employed for a total of ten days to facilitate a network of Family Learning providers on a funded Skills for Life (S4L) Quality Improvement Programme (QIP) project.  

Focus: There is a local focus, with a pre-existing, informal peer support group stimulated into more formal operation by a nationally-funded programme centred around Berkshire LSC.
Brokerage: All partners had been in a network of Family Learning Co-ordinators.  Two key players within LSC had championed Family Learning and promoted joint activity and hosted meetings at LSC headquarters.  The agenda had then moved from a supportive network sharing best practice in a relatively informal “fun” way to a funded highly structured quality improvement programme.
Start date of project, and planned timescale: This specific more formal funded element runs from January 07 – July 07 but the network has been meeting for 3 years as a support group with some peer referencing. The Facilitator has been funded for the past 18 months by the LSC.


	Peer referencing models and activities

	Aims: Through action research, to find a common process for recording evidence (RARPA) in Family Learning and Family Literacy and Numeracy courses which is user-friendly for tutors and learners.  These aims have not been modified since the project started.
Leadership of the project:  The Facilitator does not see herself as the leader of the curriculum activity, and operates democratically and inclusively.  She sets the agenda and monitors to ensure targets are met.  Participants however acknowledged the Facilitator as their leader in this project.  She has ten paid days to administer, meet with the network, arrange and support wider activities (for example a staff development day), writing up, liaison with participants and her employers.
Types of partners:  These are all Family Learning Co-ordinators and so are peers in a literal sense.  However their situations differ in that some of the FE partners have a higher teaching commitment so are not as able to attend regularly, keeping up to speed with colleagues through email networks rather than attendance. There are not always alternative representatives to send to meetings. On balance the more regular attenders were reported to be generally from ACL direct service providers.
Project management: Each FL Co-ordinator fulfils the requirements of the project within their own organisation and tests out the models to agreed protocols, reporting back to the Network at agreed regular intervals.  The Facilitator tracks progress against the agreed plan, and results are disseminated. 

Funding:   The Facilitator, conferences and meeting costs are fully funded through S4L Quality Improvement Programme.  However the Family Learning Co-ordinator and lecturer time and travel costs are borne by each organisation.
Other support: Support is given by the LSC in hosting the Network activities. 

Sustainability: There is no future external funding after July 07 unless a new funding stream emerges.  But the Network members are committed to continuing because they perceive a need for a clear and specific process for self assessment of Family Learning, particularly now this is separately assessed from S4L in the Self Assessment Reporting process.
  

	Main peer referencing activities

	Activities: The project was initially launched by a conference on the theme of “Good Practice in Family Learning” for Family Learning Co-ordinators and tutor teams.  Out of this, each geographical area identified two tutors who are to test out a common template for Individual Learning Plans in a Family Learning context between April and the end of June 07.  Co-operative, team-playing tutors make up first cohort in both Family Learning and Family Literacy and Numeracy courses, as observed by the Network members and Facilitator.  The time frame for this pilot project was seen as too short to work on challenging lecturers who were more reluctant to participate.  

Learners are to be engaged in the process from the outset and the template adapted if necessary, in an iterative process which will reflect both teacher and learner findings.  Co-ordinators will come together in May and June to monitor process and share findings.  The evolved template will then be rolled out across Berkshire.  

Co-ordinators and the Facilitator have worked together throughout the process, setting guidelines for the template trials and agreeing protocols.  The peer referencing activities focus on shared paperwork and processes, and not on visiting each others’ provision.  

The team plan to come together for one day at the final stage of the project and agree a way forward, funded or otherwise.

Staff involvement:  Six Co-ordinators and one/two tutors from each of six areas. 

Transfer and sharing of good practice:  Full and half-day meetings are held to ensure the process is well-planned and executed.  Pooling of gathered evidence takes place, and agreement to share what worked well across the six unitary boroughs, through QIP reporting or networking with other teams.
Quality framework used:  The Network are following closely the QIA S4L Handbook “Quality improvement groups – A guide for Managers”.  There is a strong focus on the area of “Process Improvement” (pp37-48).
Stakeholder Involvement:  The LSC holds a watching brief.  Learners are explicitly and unanimously viewed as key stakeholders.

	Benefits and challenges

	Strengths and successes: Participants say that the funded project has made the Network more focused than it was when it was a more informal support group.  Newer post-holders are able to join in and contribute.  It is seen as very positive to have common processes that are tailor-made and fit for purpose in the Family Learning context, as opposed to procedures ‘borrowed’ from S4L or the wider curriculum. Within each organisation, more support from senior managers from other curriculum areas is seen as a positive outcome.

Challenges: Participants see a climate of funding reductions as having a negative impact on morale and motivation. Often key members of staff have to be absent at meetings, which inhibits full participation by all 6 areas.

Critical success factors: Essential factors are seen as the longstanding network; mutual respect amongst members; relative closeness geographically, with Reading at centre; and a paid Facilitator.

Lessons learned: The Network reported it too early to identify definitive lessons, but emphasised the importance of good preparation and agreed protocols from the outset.
Effectiveness of partnership: The agenda has shifted in a short time from supportive sharing of good practice within a close-knit network of like-minded colleagues, to an externally-directed, process-driven and business-like peer group.   This is seen as a positive shift by members, who have been able to retain the support function within the new more focused framework.   The Network will seek to stay functional if no continued funding is available after the end of the funded pilot.  It was clear that there were strong alliances outside the meeting, with regular phone calls and emails being exchanged on a range of issues relating to the evidence-reporting framework.

Impact on staff: Initially only 12-18 people will be involved but the final recommendations and new agreed processes will be rolled out to all Family Learning tutors and volunteers in Berkshire.


	Has peer referencing got a useful contribution to make in adult learning?  If so, what does it contribute?

	Impact on quality improvement: There is recognition and a sense of urgency that demonstrable quality improvement is a key priority.  Network members share the view that peer-referenced processes owned by all tutors and learners is the way forward.  Within their establishments they see the project acting as a catalyst for further improvement.

There is an implied intended use of the peer referencing activities to assist in providing common frameworks for the newly-disaggregated self assessment reporting for Family Learning.
  

	Documentation provided 

	“Skills for Life Improvement Programme – Guide for Managers” (QIA)
Minutes of network meeting observed on 23rd February. 


3.2.7
 Essex, Southend and Thurrock Partnership

	Headline information

	Partners:  Essex and Thurrock local authority ACL providers.   Southend Adult Community College were originally part of the partnership, but staff changes have led to their input being put on hold.
Co-ordination:  The project was co-ordinated by Essex County Council ACL Service.

Focus: The project is local in terms of the proximity of the partners, but regional in that it is part of an Essex LSC Quality Improvement Project (QIP).
Brokerage:   All three original partners had worked closely together on the Quality Champions Award (January to June 06) and realised there was considerable willingness on all sides to engage in a joint Support for Success project to improve quality.  
Start date of project, and planned timescale:  A plan for joint moderation of OTL in early 2006 was already in existence, and this plan was adapted to be achievable within the QIP timescale, from August 2006 to February 2007. Separate action plans were submitted by Thurrock and Essex.  It is hope to extend the project beyond February.


	Peer referencing models and activities

	Aims:  To provide an opportunity for benchmarking observation of teaching and learning across similar services in Essex, and developing good practice on observation of teaching and learning in Thurrock.

One partner took the findings as a catalyst for embedding quality improvement across all curriculum areas and moved forward independently with this as an additional aim for them.
Leadership of the project:  One partner took the lead in convening meetings, staff briefings, organising the visits timetable, sharing debriefings, and writing final reports.
Types of partners:  The three ACL providers had maintained a close relationship since the transfer to unitary authorities in 1998.  Working together on Quality Champions scheme forged even closer links, and there is mutual respect.  
Project management: There was joint setting of original project parameters. Partners meet or communicate regularly by email and telephone, to agree deadlines and protocols.
Funding:   A Support for Success consultant is funded for 2 full days.  Each partner will receive £1000 on production of the final report due in March 2007.   Partners highlighted the hidden costs of the activities, for example, staff time in making initial contact, follow-up contact time, report-writing time, and time for analysis and dissemination.
Other support:  Within the timeframe of this project Thurrock has gone on to claim further Support for Success Consultancy to cascade peer referencing down to Curriculum Team Leaders and then to all lecturers. They are also now working with another external consultant and two other providers.
Sustainability: It is expected that continued peer referencing activity will be supported from within existing resources, but if funding was available, more curriculum areas/geographical districts/part-time teachers could be brought into the process. 
  

	Main peer referencing activities

	Activities:  The activities were peer observations of teaching and learning, using agreed protocols and reporting back.

The process began with a planned collaborative meeting between the two services.  The purpose of the meeting was to formulate and agree the protocols for engagement (protocols for observers when planning, undertaking and reporting peer observations), a timetable with milestones and feedback processes. 

From discussions around the feedback process for observers, a set of questions for discussion was agreed in order to facilitate the moderation and reflection processes.  A proforma which encapsulates these processes was later agreed and is currently used as a discussion and recording document for each OTL, by observers.  A follow-up meeting has been arranged between managers to disseminate findings and discuss outcomes.

Due to time constraints on staff, both services agreed to decrease the number of observations originally planned from nine per service to six (two in each of three subject sectors).

Staff involvement:  Including co-ordinators, observers and observed, approximately 25 staff members have been involved initially. One partner has now rolled the process out to ten curriculum managers and 70 lecturers across all curriculum areas. This partner felt that the lecturers to be observed had not been as sensitively prepared or debriefed as they could have been, and this has influenced future behaviour. On the subsequent project, lecturers were called in for a “consultation” rather than a “training” day.   It was felt that staff consultations are more effective than presenting the issues as training, providing an opportunity for everyone’s voice to be heard.  They stressed how many good ideas emerged when people worked co-operatively together.  When changes were implemented as a result of the peer referencing, the process was found to be smoother and easier because tutors and managers had shared ownership and responsibility for change.
Transfer and sharing of good practice: Project long-term objectives are still attainable and it is intended that one partner’s ACL OTL processes will be reviewed in response to the project outcomes. The other partner is going ahead with changing its OTL processes and is willing to share all information with the other partner, and Southend when they re-engage. 

The long term impact measures around improvements in OTL processes and improvements in consistency across the Essex service are on track, and will be reviewed in 2007 as planned, subject to the timing of a current service reorganisation.

Quality framework used:  Each service used the OTL forms they were familiar with but wrote up one shared report.  Partners are now evolving an OTL observation form that is equally useful for QM, lecturer and line manager.
Stakeholder Involvement:  Support for Success via Essex LSC.


	Benefits and challenges

	Strengths and successes: ‘Share and co-develop good practice’ was the theme selected for this project, and shared ethos and mutual respect played an important role in success.

Involvement in the project is reported to have given partners much more focus in terms of interventions that were already beginning to take place.  Working in direct partnership is seen as an extremely positive experience:

· it was encouraging for the observation team to note that their understanding of OTL grading was consistent with that of colleagues in partner organisations.  

· it transpired that all observers preferred the OTL documentation from one partner, which helped to boost confidence

· from a quality management point of view, it was noted that issues around the quality of report writing (objective and assessment-oriented versus narrative style) were similar across both services. 

More broadly, sharing ideas and information with colleagues from other services was seen as advantageous.  Involvement in the project provided a platform for a number of additional activities.  At the heart of all activities was the view that the OTL process should be genuinely supportive for all concerned. 

As a result of the peer referencing, joint work was carried out to improve report writing.  One way to achieve this type of consistency was identified as the development of common practice in terms of descriptive words used and the use of examples, from the observed lesson, for any negative or positive points made.

Peer moderation of observation grades across all areas of learning was piloted and proved to be successful.  Observers found it useful to have their judgments confirmed or challenged, although it was found to be important to challenge judgments in a positive and supportive manner.  Peer moderation of grades is now an integral part of the OTL process.

Another direct impact of the project has been that the workforce development strategies have gained more focus for partners.  Areas of strengths and weakness were identified through action/development plans following observations, and workforce development has been planned to support any needs identified.  Tutors showing particularly good practice have been asked to contribute to the recently set up good practice files on intranet systems.  In addition, those tutors will be asked to contribute to the delivery of workforce development resulting in creating a co-operative atmosphere, sharing and recognising good practice and working as more of a team.   

Whilst Thurrock’s relationship with Essex has always been good, they report that working on this project has strengthened the relationship yet further.

Challenges: The large size of the county enforced a pragmatic approach to travel. 

Lecturers were at different stages of development regarding RARPA, embedding Skills for Life, use of IT, and other key issues.
There was also a difference between services, in who undertakes observations in each, and this was seen to affect the process. Curriculum Team Leaders in one partner organisation undertake OTLs. In the other service OTLs are undertaken by a range of staff including Curriculum Co-ordinators, Curriculum Team Leaders and tutors, not necessarily subject specialists. 

Critical success factors:  Essential to success were seen to be the small size of the partnership, and strong existing mutual respect between key individuals. Also highlighted was some previous experience of peer referencing in East London
.

The partners elaborated their ‘recipes for success’ as:

· Choose a manageable project that has the potential for further development.  Whatever the project, activities should be carried out, where possible, at a reasonably brisk pace so that problems can be identified and achievements seen.

· Do something that is enjoyable because people feel more motivated and more willing to share good practice.

· Consider the cost to partners.  For this project cost was in terms of time.  Arranging visits to other colleges can be problematic as diaries and timetables do not always fit.  If the project had not been enjoyable, perhaps the outcomes would not have been so positive.

· Where possible, get external assistance.  We were fortunate that our external consultation was free of charge.  If external consultation is not possible, it may be an idea to speak to an ‘expert’ at another college.  Working in partnership makes it easier to exchange ‘experts’.

· Generally, people were apprehensive about visiting another provider but in fact they found it easier than expected. This was probably due to there being a clear set of agreed protocols and effective communications between observers prior to the visit.

· Agreeing protocols at the start of the project and then communicating them to all concerned was felt to be a key factor in its success.  There was a breach of protocol near the beginning of the project which was reported and dealt with immediately.

· Another crucial factor was the level of trust between the services concerned.  This was important at all levels including between senior managers. The senior managers involved had established a relationship prior to the project through attendance at other LSN/QIA events such as the S4S scheme.
Lessons learned: Partners feel that in order to share and co-develop good practice an organisation would need to build prior capacity and develop an organisational culture to support quality improvement.
One of the main learning points has been that the project provided a vehicle to drive change; not just in terms of OTLs but other aspects such as workforce development, peer moderation and RARPA.

As identified earlier, the partners found that it was easier to secure the ‘buy-in’ from staff if they were engaged in a consultative rather than didactic way
The OTL moderation meetings highlighted for the partners how much good practice was being carried out at the college; collectively, the information was not known because of a lack of these types of meetings.  Partners now report a much better understanding of the similarities and differences across the areas of learning.

The choice of project was important according to the partners.  Choosing a relatively small aspect was advantageous because it was manageable; however, the particular aspect had the potential for addressing a number of other issues.  More importantly, everyone could see  (although they may not agree) how different aspects of college work link together in order to provide support for tutors and a better, more positive experience for learners.
Effectiveness of partnership:  Work still needs to be done in order for curriculum leads cross-authority to see themselves as peers beyond the project life. 

The desired outcomes of the project were fully met.  Six peer observations in all  were completed in Subject Sector Areas 14, 9 and 12. The observers completed a moderation process for each observation, recorded their decisions and reflected on the processes.

Although there were differences between partners in the OTL form formats, there were similarities in the OTL process and grading was agreed in most cases.  Good practice and clear recommendations for improvements were identified by the observers which was fed back to the providers’ Quality Improvement & Curriculum Development Groups for consideration. These recommendations included:

· improvement of the OTL proforma to include the Common Inspection Framework questions more clearly, following the model of one of the partners.

· a proposal for rolling out this process across the service (essentially an internal OTL peer scheme).

· a recommendation that the scheme continues.

· good practice identified to be shared with observers in terms of grading (ie standards as to what an observer should be looking for at each grading).
Partners report the following further positive outcomes:
· 100% of lecturers have been observed
· new protocols have been established with curriculum managers who now see themselves as peers, able to moderate, challenge, support each other.  Lecturers see themselves as peers able to share good practice.
· new protocols are in place for grade 4s and weak 3s.  Action plans are agreed between lecturer and line manager but monitored on a regular basis by Quality managers
Impact on staff: During the project some lecturers felt defensive, but processes have been improved as a result. Initial briefing prior to observation has been improved.

A tutor consultation event was carried out in January, where tutors were asked for their input in relation to the observation process and to share good practice.  One key question was ‘what do you think is the minimum standard for a grade 3 observation?’  Partners were pleased to find that tutors’ standards were high.  Information from the consultation event was fed back to everyone using the colleges’ newsletters and information was used in updating / amending OTL policies and procedures.  

Now the emphasis is reported to have moved to learning lessons internally, which is seen as a major success. 


	Has peer referencing got a useful contribution to make in adult learning?  If so, what does it contribute?

	Impact on quality improvement: All observers and employees are reported to be more clear about what each grade should involve and are more sure that SAR grades are secure. 
All staff understand and have internalised that good subject teaching is not complete without the cross-cutting evidence of health and safety, inclusion, embedded basic skills.

There is now seen to be a better focus on matching the commentary to the grade in OTLs.
Peer referencing is now seen as a platform for change.

The outcomes of the project are seen as having impact on the learner in several ways.  The learning experience and teaching process were observed and moderated by two experienced observers, who were able to ensure that improvements were planned for in a consistent manner.  This will improve the learning experience and quality of teaching, and learner achievement and success.


	Documentation provided 

	QIP Final report – Essex

Action plan for QIP

From Thurrock: 

QIP final report and OTL project write up

TACC Handbook

QIP Interim Report


3.2.8
 East of England ACL Cluster

	Headline information

	Partners:  Essex, Suffolk, Norfolk, Peterborough ACL Services.
Co-ordination:  The project is facilitated by an external LSN consultant.
Focus: The focus is regional.
Brokerage: Regional FE, ACL and workbased learning providers were invited to a briefing event on “Peer Review” by the Regional Director, LSC East of England.  All participants were then asked to identify areas of interest and appropriate peers.  At the February meeting ten project teams were formed and consultants attached.  
Start date of project, and planned timescale:  4th December 2006 – July 2007.


	Peer referencing models and activities

	Aims:  Phase 1 of the project aims to review the effectiveness of provision for people with learning difficulties and/or disabilities and the extent to which this provision is meeting County Councils’ and the LSC’s strategic objectives for these learners, as well as meeting individual learners’ needs.
The Regional LSC originally wanted a focus on SAR/OTL/Employer Engagement but two key partners were anxious to focus on people with learning difficulties and/or disabilities. Norfolk has a strong social inclusion agenda with 2000 learners in this category, and partners felt it was important to demonstrate the value and impact of this work.
Leadership of the project:  The project is facilitated by an external consultant in terms of convening meetings and monitoring, with each institution taking responsibility for operational management within its own organisation and sharing strategic planning as a team.
Types of partners:  Partners are a new cluster, and are peers in the sense that they had agreed to work with other ACL providers on a mutually agreed project, defined as “A shared problem with different approaches”.  They are all from same region but only Norfolk and Suffolk had a previous peer relationship with each other.  All were members of an active regional NIACE group but the key players in that arena were not necessarily the leads on this project.  Volume size differs considerably. One partner was relatively stable, having recently completed an organisational restructure, while a further three were undergoing further restructuring.

Project management:  There are 13 peer review projects regionally with overall management of this element by the external consultant. 

Funding:    Regional LSC have paid for the conferences using Support for Success QIP funding.  The regional spend is £300,000. Each provider within this cluster receives £6,500 to cover project costs, which the partners have pooled. 

Other support: One partner is receiving support in kind from the County Council Social Services and the local LSC, who are providing reviewers from their own resources.

Sustainability: There are indications that there may be ongoing funding from LSC to support further activities.
  

	Main peer referencing activities

	Activities:  Peer review visits to all four authorities in turn starting with Norfolk.  The focus was on all provision currently delivered for learners with learning difficulties and disabilities within each area.   There was agreement that all reviewers would use an approach of appreciative enquiry.

Staff involvement:  Staff are involved as peer reviewers, and the intention is to roll out the model to all staff during the life of the project, but partners intend to do this in a controlled way because there is some resistance to the model.
Transfer and sharing of good practice: The partners see great potential for transfer of good practice, and being able to set this area of work in context for each authority.  There is great willingness to share good practice, including forms of accreditation.  The potential to examine LLDD both within and outside the Skills for Life agenda and to challenge existing practice, is welcomed by partners.
Quality framework used:  The Support for Success Quality Improvement Project framework is used.
Stakeholder Involvement:  Social Services and the LSC are included in the whole process and are regarded by partners as stakeholders, as are voluntary sector partners.  


	Benefits and challenges

	Strengths and successes: All services wanted to raise profile of this area of work with the LSC and within their County Council, which is being achieved.   The project has met deadlines.  There is confidence in the lead consultant to reflect the project accurately and optimise opportunities for further peer referencing activities.  
Challenges: One partner had experienced negativity within the service from people who thought they should be involved, whereas another had hit resistance from her senior management team.  Further challenges were found when agreed protocols were not adhered to, for example the agreement to use an appreciative rather than judgmental approach.

Critical success factors:  Mutual trust is felt to be essential.
Lessons learned: The partners have learned that putting a cluster together does not make them peers, and that building up trust needs to be worked on systematically.  There have been some problems with inconsistency of approach which have affected morale.

All those undertaking peer observations must be trained according to the agreed protocols.
Effectiveness of partnership: The project is still only starting out, and effectiveness will be evaluated at a later stage.
Impact on staff: The initial differences in approach have led to a need for bridge-building, which is under way.  The desired impact on staff is for them to buy in to the processes and to feel supported, but partners feel there is some work to be done yet before this happens.


	Has peer referencing got a useful contribution to make in adult learning?  If so, what does it contribute?

	Impact on quality improvement: 
It is hoped that there will be a positive impact on inspection grades and SAR, as well as on teacher morale.  The method of appreciative enquiry has been found to be very effective and will be codified and adopted by partners in future.
  

	Documentation provided 

	· East of England Provider Peer Review

· ALS Peer Review Timetable

· Draft peer review feedback summaries


3.2.9
 East London Partnership

	Headline information

	Partners:  The Adult College of Barking and Dagenham, London Borough of Havering, Redbridge Institute of Adult Education, Borough of Waltham Forest.
Co-ordination:  A steering group co-ordinates and reviews the activities.

Focus:  The focus is sub-regional, partners all being providers of ACL in East or North London.
Brokerage:  The project originated in 1999 as a partnership brokered by the partners in response to a DfES Standards Fund for Local Authority Lifelong Learning, with the aim of sharing best practice and supporting quality improvement. 
Start date of project, and planned timescale:  A number of quality improvement projects have been successfully run by the partnership since 1999.  The current plan for quality improvement runs for the academic year 2006 – 2007.


	Peer referencing models and activities

	Aims:  The main aim of the partnership is to continuously improve the learner experience through the pursuit of excellence in teaching and learning, and meeting the key challenges identified through inspection and service planning.
Current work is building on the OTL processes and protocols developed in the earlier phases of the project and focusing on securing improvements to teaching and learning in the pursuit of excellence.

Leadership of the project:  A steering group consisting of senior managers from each partner organisation oversees the project and each partner takes responsibility for operational management of activities in their own establishment.
Types of partners:  Partners are all Local Authority services directly providing ACL in neighbouring outer-London boroughs.

Project management: Operational management is shared by partners.
Funding:  Partners have for some time funded their collaborative work out of normal operating costs.
 

	Main peer referencing activities

	Activities:  The Partnership is well-established and effective and is able to plan

realistically for an ambitious range of activities to achieve its aim:

1. Implementing Quality Improvement strategies to raise standards by:

· continuing to monitor through the partnership steering group the effectiveness of the shared observation scheme, protocols and process.   

· Developing systems for monitoring post observation quality improvement plans (QIPs). 

· using partnership benchmarks on tutor qualifications, learner satisfaction, attendance, retention and success as well as national benchmarks to set realistic targets at course level for quality improvement.
· sharing  good practice.
· partners exchanging self-assessment reports.
2. Sharing good practice within the partnership and between other partnerships

     through:

· programme of shared CPD activities as well as access to partners own CPD programmes.
· participation in paired observations.
· rolling out the ELP OTL Scheme to one more service annually. 

· links with the North London Partnership of adult education services.
· network opportunities for observers and service managers.
· essential briefing in new national and local priorities affecting service planning and delivery.
· provision of an annual forum on an agreed theme.
3. Providing a robust self-assessment process through:

· peer referencing on service performance review boards for self-assessment verification. 

· support for managers in using evidence from session observations to prepare reliable graded self-assessment reports.
· moderating judgments on tutor performance through paired observation approach.
· annual programme of paired observations  across the partnership for experienced observers.
· experienced observers from partner services to provide an impartial observation report as part of individual service capability procedure.
4. Revision of OTL scheme handbook, guidelines & associated documentation to  ensure :

· continuing consistency of scheme across the partnership.
· robustness of scheme in light of the revisions to  Common Inspection Framework and new grading scale.
· addressing feedback from recent ALI inspections, Chief Inspectors Reports and Quality Monitoring visits in partner services.
5.  Training and accreditation of observers by:

· provision of shared training programme for new observers.
· moderating judgments on tutor performance through a paired observation approach.
· focus on achieving quality improvements in teaching and learning through the feedback and action planning process.
· identification of shared service training needs arising from the observation process.
· provision of opportunities to address these training needs.
· provision of service based Portfolio Development Workshops/tutorials to support trained observers in achieving accredited status.
Staff involvement:  The partners’ staff groups are fully involved in the programmes.
Transfer and sharing of good practice:  The activities set out above indicate the extent to which this extensive project is the latest stage in an effective agenda to share best practice across the partner organisations.
Quality framework used:  All partners have been inspected and the Quality Improvement Project has been identified as a strength in all cases.
Stakeholder Involvement:  Learners and LSC are involved in evaluation and planning of activities.


	Benefits and challenges

	Strengths and successes: A Teacher Observation workbased learning studies module (WBS) has been developed and validated through Middlesex University.  This has given academic rigour to the training programme and enabled staff to gain a higher education INSET qualification worth 20 CATS (credit and accumulation points) at level 3. 
Accreditation is through the completion of a portfolio consisting of:

· learning logs

· completed observation reports & post observation action plans

· report on observers’ performance  completed by an accredited observer

· a reflective essay.
Effectiveness of partnership: Since the project started in 1999 over 80 staff selected from the four services have completed training in observation skills.  As part of their training, participants have been paired with staff from other services to complete four paired observations some of which have been undertaken in another service.  Participants have also taken part in a moderation exercise to validate their grading decisions. 
Currently the project is building on the processes & protocols developed in the earlier phases, and is focusing on securing improvements to teaching and learning in the pursuit of excellence.


	Has peer referencing got a useful contribution to make in adult learning?  If so, what does it contribute?

	Impact on quality improvement: The project has had a positive impact on quality improvement in the four partners, as evidenced by the degree of commitment and longevity of the project.   The partners are highly committed to peer referencing as a means of quality improvement and would advocate their project as an evolved model.
  

	Documentation provided 

	Project reports


3.2.10
     London South OTL Peer Referencing Project

	Headline information

	Partners:  Bromley Adult Education College, Croydon Continuing Education and Training Service (CETS), Kingston Adult Education, Merton Adult Education, Sutton College of Adult Learning (SCOLA).
Co-ordination:  The core group steered the project with some co-ordination and facilitation by an external consultant.
Focus:  The project had a local focus, all services falling within the same London South LSC area.
Brokerage: Arising from the 2001-2 SAR process, the partners had been working together on the quality agenda, including discussions about common performance indicators across the sector in London South.   All were concerned to review their schemes for observation of teaching and learning in order both to support quality development and to prepare themselves for the annual self assessment process.  They were aware that many tutors work for more than one of the authorities, and that there could be advantages in having some commonality between their schemes.  Prompted by the local LSC they were keen to try working collaboratively on this topic.  The LLSC, who were leading the performance indicator work, saw the value of having an observation scheme which would produce comparable judgments about teaching and learning in self assessment reports.

Start date of project, and planned timescale:  The project commenced in April 2003 and finished in May 2004, with key points for the future identified and currently being implemented.


	Peer referencing models and activities

	Aims:  The agreed aims of the project were:

· to work collaboratively to develop good practice in observation of teaching and learning.
· to produce a common checklist and grading scheme across the organisations involved.

· to be able to share moderation and moderation training.

· to enable local benchmarking of observation grades.

· to explore possibilities for future collaborative working, for example the shared training of observers.
Leadership of the project:  The project core group comprised one or more representatives of each of the five providers, who were all in senior management and/or quality assurance posts; the local LSC’s Quality Improvement Manager; a freelance consultant; and for some of the time, administrative and project support from the LSC.
Types of partners:  The five providers vary in size, infrastructure and the progress they have made to embed their quality systems.  All however share the common features of being Local Authority direct delivery services, with a mix of FE and ACL programmes.    
Project management: There were logistical issues to overcome in the project management.  The appointment of a free-lance consultant (for 9 days in total) meant that the framing of the approach and the drafting of documents was facilitated by a disinterested party, while still allowing the core group to be in the driving seat.  Some administrative tasks were undertaken by the LSC, but others rested with core group members and their administrative colleagues, especially from one of the larger partners.  The LSC officer took an enabling rather than a directive approach.  The original timetable was later seen by the partners as ambitious, and was revised after the project started.

Funding:    All the participating organisations committed time and resources to the pilot, and there was also funding from the LSC for the consultant, and notional amounts to each organisation towards tutor and observer time, observers’ travelling expenses and some of the meeting costs.  While some of the costs of observation and moderation fall within normal operating costs for providers, shared meetings involving significant numbers of part-time staff, especially if travelling outside their normal work area, do carry additional costs.  The feeling was that future development work, and any sustainable collaboration, would need specific resource allocation for this aspect. 
  

	Main peer referencing activities

	Activities:  see above
Staff involvement:  The design of the project did not include any involvement of tutors, except to be the subjects of the pilot observations and to contribute to the final evaluation.  Although it would have taken some thinking through logistically, it may have helped the pilot to have had input from tutors earlier on, particularly at the design stage.
The providers had different systems and approaches for communicating with their respective workforces, and staff - particularly part-time tutors - had different expectations about engaging with policy development and implementation.  Some of these contextual differences led to different interpretations of the guidelines.  
Transfer and sharing of good practice:  Progress was made towards a framework for best practice sharing.  No shared view of ‘best practice’ was however produced, nor any specific shared practice developed as a result.  The discussions, the trialling of a different scheme, and the evaluation process nonetheless gave all the individual organisations good pointers to improve and develop their own OTL approach, as well as reassurance about existing good practice
Stakeholder Involvement:  The local LSC was involved from the start


	Benefits and challenges

	Strengths and successes:  The project brought together organisations with divergent practices and procedures, and went some way to forming the basis for collaborative quality improvement projects.  Partners have since gone on to work together and separately on further peer referencing projects.
Challenges: Logistical and other issues which inhibited the project, arising out of the relatively large number of different partners, were managed effectively (see above).
Critical success factors:  Partners report that it was essential to have agreed that:

· existing OTL schemes were being used for a variety of purposes and the different views about this would not necessarily be ironed out by the project.

· the partners had different reasons for being involved, some being more interested in reflecting on  their organisation’s approach to OTL, some in the idea of collaboration and potential for benchmarking, some valuing the support for undertaking a significant review or overhaul of their existing schemes.  All were keen to show willing to colleagues and the LLSC.

· the partners had different things to offer.  Some were better resourced than others, or were able to give the project a higher priority in their workload.  Some had already done a lot of development on standards of teaching and learning, staff appraisal and development, and training of observers.  The provision itself varied (eg between curriculum areas, or accredited/non-accredited), and the missions, priorities and values were not identical.

· some internal policies within home organisations were not open to change, or it was not appropriate for organisations to change their schemes at this point.
Effectiveness of partnership: Possible ways forward for the partners will partially depend on decisions they make internally, especially about grading of observations and whether a shared scheme can adequately meet, or contribute to, their overall staff development, self assessment and, where in place, appraisal needs.  It will also depend on continuing LSC interest in and support for the collaboration.  Proposals include:

1. Developing a programme of observation training which is designed and recognised by all the providers.

2. Further collaboration on matters of quality, including continuing discussions about best practice in OTL, with possibilities for taking the idea of joint moderation of grades forward.

3. Looking at ways to improve involvement of tutors in these quality discussions, including consideration of tutor-based links between providers on a curriculum area basis.

Impact on staff: The members of the core group and the observers rated highly the value of working collaboratively across providers on the project.  This was probably most significant for those staff in middle rather than senior positions, who rarely get the chance to discuss issues and practice outside their immediate working group.  There was also recognition of potential to extend the collaboration to tutors, on a curriculum basis, in future.



	Has peer referencing got a useful contribution to make in adult learning?  If so, what does it contribute?

	Impact on quality improvement: The core group felt that the project:

· made significant progress towards the aim to work collaboratively to develop good practice in observation of teaching and learning.

· made progress on producing and trialling a common checklist and grading scheme across the organisations involved, and highlighted what further possibilities and potential stumbling blocks lay ahead if this was to be implemented ‘for real’.

· explored how moderation might be shared between providers, especially giving ideas for how to develop a supplementary external moderation scheme.

· suggested some possible benchmarking of OTL process but was only at the very early stages of progress towards benchmarking grades.
· highlighted potential benefits and complexities for future collaborative work.   The participating organisations have learned a lot about each other and about their own potential for collaboration.  They have also identified some general principles, such as the need for clarity, mutual benefit and for formalising arrangements.  It became clear that as a group they were not yet ready for full scale collaboration on OTL. However, the idea of running shared observer training and possibly joint moderation was attractive to many of the partners.
  

	Documentation provided 

	This report was adapted from project reports provided.


�  At the time this report was prepared, only interim findings were available from IES; a final IES report evaluating the FE Sector Peer Review Pilots can now be found at � HYPERLINK "http://www.qia.org.uk/programmesandservices/peerreviewanddevelopment.html" ��http://www.qia.org.uk/programmesandservices/peerreviewanddevelopment.html� 


   


� Briefing Paper:  Peer referencing, self improvement and self regulation within the further education system, Philip Cox, QIA, May 2006


�  In order to more accurately reflect the scope and purpose of this work, QIA has more recently adopted the term ‘peer review and development’ to replace the previously used nomenclature of ‘peer referencing’ 





�  See AoC Quality Information Pack: Peer Referencing Case Studies, by Margaret Davey, Association of Colleges (London), 2006


�  Chief Inspector’s Annual Report on 2003/04, ALI (Coventry), 2004 


�  Chief Inspector’s Annual Report on 2004/05, ALI (Coventry), 2005 


�  Chief Inspector’s Annual Report on 2005/06, ALI (Coventry), 2006


� Briefing Paper:  Peer referencing, self improvement and self regulation within the further education system, Philip Cox, QIA (Coventry), May 2006


�  The work referenced here is that focusing on Redbridge, Havering and Barking &Dagenham, already highlighted in QIA research, and not commented on in this report 
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