North East PDP Forum (EPICS) Report

Introduction. 
On the 26th July 2005 Newcastle University hosted and led a Discovery Workshop at the Beehive Centre. The workshop engaged a wide range of stakeholders in EPICS and in e-portfolio / PDP, considered the current scope and progress of the EPICS project and began to explore the range of understandings about PDP and e-portfolio across institutions and sectors. The workshop was a success in two ways; first it was well attended and in particular drew in representatives of FE and second, participants were animated, engaged and expressed satisfaction with the event and a shared sense of a way forward. Significantly, there was a consensus around the need for EPICS to develop a practice reference group. In the subsequent workshop report the first of three recommendations was;
‘The need to establish a ‘process and practice’ forum / group to explore the broader issues involved in PDP / e-portfolio activities at a regional level.’

The other important outcome from this event was the establishment of relationships of shared interest in the EPICS project from across a range of the partners. 
On the 27th September 2005 the EPICS management team accepted a proposal from Northumbria University to establish a Regional PDP Forum (Appendix 1).
The Objectives described in the proposal were: 
· To identify the range of different approaches to PDP delivery across the HE and FE sectors in the region

· To understand the differences and to learn from other approaches and experiences

· To identify any shared understanding and practice and ways of sharing and / or working together to develop and evaluate best practice

· To include and consult with a range of students about the relevance of the processes and products of PDP

· To support the EPICS project and any other relevant initiatives; in providing a critical friend in relation to practice in FE and HE, in facilitating access where possible to students and PDP practitioners and in particular to support the successful delivery of Work Package 5

· To disseminate understanding about the role of PDP and it's relationships with issues/policies such as learning and teaching, widening participation, employability and e-portfolios

· To provide a forum where regional discussions can take place about the design and implementation of products and approaches which may be required in order to deliver greater understanding and co-operation between individual institutions
The main constraint for the forum was time. The Forum had a natural impetus and sense of purpose following the Discovery Workshop but it was important that it was able to work productively within the timeframes of the EPICS project and be able to make a constructive contribution to it.

A Forum Planning meeting was held on the 27th September and was well attended. Terms of reference and a clear strategy for the Forum were agreed. The Forum was to meet three times around three key themes (Philosophy, Practice and Evaluation) and following this would host a larger regional event to disseminate its work, to broaden the network of regional relationships involved and to explore issues of sustainability. It was quickly recognised by those involved that there was potential value in a continuing Forum beyond the EPICS project. Underpinning this core plan for the Forum has been the notion that the processes and summary of the Forum’s work would contribute to the essential contextualising (and applicability) of the more technical outcomes of the EPICS.
The three themed Forum meeting took place on the 1st December, the 2nd February and the 23rd March. All were well attended and productive with partners producing a range of material in preparation for and during those meetings. This material is summarised below. Following these meetings the Forum has organised a Regional Conference to be held at the Manor House in Newcastle upon Tyne on 23rd May to disseminate and discuss findings.
The Philosophy and Meaning of PDP (Durham University 1/12/05)
In preparation for this meeting partners each produced a short synopsis of the Philosophy and Meaning of PDP at their institution and this was the basis of discussion at the forum. This is summarised below in terms of common ground and contrasts in understanding and approach to PDP
Common Ground. 

· PDP is essentially a process

· PDP is a student opportunity to reflect plan and review learning

· PDP is related to the development of transferable skills 

· PDP can and should result in a range of useful products

· e-portfolios can play a part in the process and be a medium for products

Contrasts

· Student ownership. Although there is broad agreement about the notion of student ownership of PDP there are significant differences in emphasis. There are three discernible models: For some PDP is entirely optional; resources, guidance, support and encouragement are made available to both staff and students in departments but take up and enthusiasm are low and PDP is not widely seen as complementary to institutional processes. A second model emphasises student entitlement; here PDP is perceived as a core learning and teaching process and the focus is on how rather than if it is made available to students. Here there is some emphasis on working with academic staff to introduce and develop PDP delivery. In the third model notwithstanding debate and discussion about the PDP it is seen primarily as an institutional requirement and institutional approaches are sought to deliver it. These three models don’t represent a neat fit across the different HE and FE establishments in the Forum. To some extent all the institutions experience some tension between the models. 

· Type of institution. The Forum brings together partners from old universities, new universities and FE colleges. Broadly speaking the old universities experience particular difficulty in winning the hearts and minds of academic staff in relation to PDP. In the old universities the notion of supporting student development is more contested; the purpose of the university is to promote scholarship, excellence and research and the role of staff is primarily focussed on this. The new universities are increasingly concerned with excellence in teaching and learning although there are still tensions around the maintenance of a scholarly role. In the new universities there has been some enthusiasm to embrace PDP essentially as a learning and teaching issue. In the FE institutions, notwithstanding some history and tradition of PDP-like processes, an important driver for PDP is the growth of partnerships and collaborations with HE to deliver Foundation Degrees and therefore the need to try and find compatible processes for the validation and approval of programmes and for the transfer of students between institutions.

· E-portfolios. Here the contrasts are less between than within institutions. Is the e-portfolio a central, flexible and timely hub around which PDP can be defined and developed? Or is PDP the central process, delivered in a range of ways largely related to particular learning and teaching strategies, out of which a range of products and records can and should emerge for which a flexible and timely vehicle is the e-porfolio? Although on the surface this  debate seems to be mostly concerned with starting points it is also a debate that reflects a fundamental and current debate about the relationship between technology and learning in FE and HE.

· Transferability. Again this contrast reflects debate within and across the partner institutions. At its technological heart the EPICS project is concerned with demonstrating how electronic data can be transported between institutions, in particular how student e-portfolios can be transferred. The Forum was has been keen to address the question of what needs to be transported and why. Student owned electronic data, including portfolios can easily be stored and transported independently. The complexity seems to arise around two factors; first, is the portfolio being collected around a particular institutional template and is that template compatible with templates in other institutions? The second issue is about authenticated material. Essentially, can portfolios containing authenticated accounts of individual academic achievement be securely transferred between institutions? These are both fundamental questions. The first is firmly premised on discussion, common understanding and agreement between institutions in the first instance not about the range of products used to facilitate student portfolio building but about the core purposes, processes and potential content of portfolios. The second question is about the development of student transcripts rather than e-portfolio. Clearly some types of portfolio could be enhanced by the inclusion of authenticated programme material, transcript material. However, national and European lead on the shape of transcripts is still developing and the transferability or sharing of such data will involve complex discussions between particular institutional central departments which currently control access to this data. Commonly these are registrars departments. Since the EPICS project is not generally engaged with these central departments the issue of transferability revolves largely around the first issue of common understanding etc.

PDP Practice (2/2/06, Newcastle University)

Partners brought examples of PDP practice and these were the basis of discussion and debate.
Implementation strategies
Strategies varied widely. The new universities all had a substantial history of engagement in PDP and strategies included staff and student consultation, institutional policy development, institutional guidance and strategic programmes of staff awareness raising, support and guidance. The old universities also work to raise awareness and offer support and guidance but within a context of a more fragile institutional and academic ownership of PDP. All the HE strategies allowed for a range of approaches to PDP reflecting the needs of different subject areas, levels of study and modes of delivery. The nascent FE strategies appear to be attempts to develop PDP tools that are applicable across the whole institution. All strategies have included the development of a range of delivery mechanisms, PDP records and PDP products. Access to e-portfolio facilities has become a part of all institutions’ strategies for PDP. 
Integration

Perhaps the fundamental difference in PDP practice both within and across institutions is between PDP as integral to academic programmes and PDP as a resource and as support made available to students. Where PDP is integral there are different levels of integration but there is some programme, course, teaching staff ownership of the process. The integration is at the level of teaching and learning. PDP is recognised, enhanced or even developed as part of the process of delivering academic programmes. Where less integrated with academic programmes PDP is offered to staff and students as a resource. As a result it is more difficult to engage directly with the notion of PDP as a process and the emphasis is on making available PDP tools such as frameworks for portfolios, transferable skills assessment and development resources, tools for reflection etc
Guidance Tutoring

The tensions in HE and FE between the notions of learning for achievement (knowledge, skills, understanding and accreditation) and learning for development (sense of location and direction, self-knowledge, motivation, values, thinking skills, qualities to be a robust, lifelong learner etc) are apparent in the role of the guidance tutor. This role variously straddles the academic and the pastoral and is often where PDP finds itself centrally located. The guidance tutor is sometimes the main vehicle for PDP, engaging with a variety of PDP tools e.g. Progress Files and / or encouraging processes of reflection, planning and review. Guidance tutoring is delivered in very many ways within and between partner institutions with the result that the quality of such approaches to PDP varies considerably.
Progress Files, PDP Modules and CVs

There are many different examples of attempts to capture PDP processes and often they are based on the idea of trying to identify signal moments in the student journey. Typically the long standing Progress File is built around such moments and the attempt to generate student reflective processes; at the beginning of a programme, at the end of each academic year, before and after practice placement or sandwich year. A range of such documents are used across the region and with a focus that varies between or includes; reviewing academic progress, identifying learning needs, strengths and weaknesses, learning from non-academic activity and CV development. 

In some institutions there are examples of trying to capture PDP within particular modules or a particular module of a programme of study. Commonly these are study skills modules and are delivered in the first year of study but attempt to kick off the PDP process in students and provide frameworks for ongoing reflection and development. As with the Progress File, at the heart of these is the notion of encouraging students to develop a living portfolio of material that reflects their learning both in terms of achievement and development and from which for example, future learning needs can be identified or powerful CVs generated.

Portfolios and e-portfolio

Much of the debate about PDP practice is reflected in portfolio and e-portfolio practice across the institutions. Student access to electronic portfolio facilities varies in type and sophistication. The way the e-portfolio is used ranges from an integral tool for learning and assessment delivery, as a principle tool for the collection of PDP products, as a facility made available for a range of activities and outputs, through to an as yet largely unused facility for staff and students. We have been shown exciting examples demonstrated of specific use of e-portfolios to gather evidence against specific learning outcomes, to generate reflective activity, to gather and arrange material for presentation and to generate CVs. 

The analogy has been used that portfolios can be used as mirror, map or sonnet
; as a mirror they are essentially repositories for reflection and can be framed in a number of ways that can allow for secure private reflection and / or to be shared with peers and tutors. As a map the portfolio becomes a tool for planning learning and for recording learning achievements and identifying learning needs towards specific objectives and outcomes. The portfolio as sonnet is used as a vehicle for positive presentation of the author most typically in the form of a CV. It would be fair to say that all three such types of e-portfolio are represented amongst the partners.     However none of the e-portfolios are being used to collect validated transcript data i.e are being used in conjunction with what are commonly academic registry processes to gather authenticated and detailed statements of academic achievement.   
Evaluating PDP (24/3/06, Teesside University)

This meeting was held as a World Café in which ideas were generated around the question, ‘What do we want to know?’.
Discussions drew on previous meetings and generated a number of key themes and questions seen as central to future relevant research and evaluation of PDP. 
Evaluation or research? 
Evaluation is about monitoring and accountability. Normally it involves measurement and the notion of established criteria of success (or purpose) e.g. how or when does it work? Is there a strong enough consensus about such criteria for PDP? What is the relative value of student focused studies, institutional evaluations, regional evaluations, national evaluations etc? Research questions sometimes arise out of evaluation but should the evidence base for PDP address questions of why some things work and some don’t?

The Forum took the view that it was important to contribute to PDP evidence and that this means evaluating / researching elements of PDP rather than the broader and contested notion of PDP itself. The key issue in selecting such elements is shared notion of relevance.

Does PDP improve learning?

Is this what PDP is for?

What do we mean by learning? Learning for what? Achievement in terms of knowledge, skills and understanding or development? Or development as robust, lifelong learner and all the qualities that implies? There was a consensus that we needed to avoid taking a simplistic and largely achievement-based view of the learning that PDP might improve.
Whose view of improvement? Are we taking into account what students expect / want?

‘Improve’ is a complex notion.  Are we interested in progressions through levels of learning? Some notion of improved quality of learning? Or again are we trying to grapple with the lexicon of developmental improvement? Reflective learning,

imagination, creativity, problem solving, thinking skills etc)

Is improved learning about curriculum development to improve the level of student planning and student involvement in planning their own learning?
In addressing this question do we think of PDP as an external factor that may impact on learning that we might investigate through clinical trials methods? Or do we think of PDP as an integral part of the learning process. There was again a broad consensus around the latter view although much more difficult to evaluate.
Is the concept of employability the key to this question? Is this such a commonly held desired outcome from learning in HE and FE that it can be harnessed as a key performance measure? 

Is it helpful when addressing this question to think of the stages of PDP process?

What do I want to achieve? What do I need to do? In what order?

Review, evaluate, begin again, repeat as an ongoing (lifelong) process

Would it be possible to research PDP around two contrasting models; PDP as a strategy to improve learning (achievement) versus PDP as a radical educational strategy concerned with transforming the ownership of learning?
Student expectations

There was strong agreement that PDP development should be led y a much clearer sense of what students expect, would want and aspire to in relation to their experience of tertiary education. These are complex questions and there are unlikely to be simple answers but across subject areas and institutions and levels of study there was a strong feeling that we need to know far more about this area. There is a need to start work to develop our knowledge here, involve students in developmental work wherever possible and to work with colleagues and students to both explore how PDP ca support these expectations and aspirations and how as sectors and institutions we can where appropriate raise student expectations and aspirations.
Teacher identity. 
PDP has been perceived as a threat by some academic staff. It has been perceived as extra unresourced work, a distraction from a variety of key tasks (e.g. research, teaching, scholarly activity etc) and sometimes more fundamentally as a direct threat to previous understandings of the role of academic staff. Sometimes these perceptions are related to subject areas, to the cultures of particular disciplines. It may well be that PDP does need to shape itself to meet the different purposes and indeed cultures of different disciplines. It may well be that this already happens more or less formally. Meanwhile there is much to find out about the identity of different academic staff and different academic disciplines. An important context for such identities is of course student aspirations, experience and outcomes. 

How do we get engagement by staff and students?

How has PDP affected staff both in terms of their teaching practice and their personal development? How many staff and which staff / where consider themselves actively engaged in delivering PDP? Institutionally and regionally where are the gaps? 
Does student engagement with PDP impact on staff and staff time?

What strategies have been used to engage colleagues? Which strategies have been successful? How has PDP been embedded and integrated programmes?

Alignment. 
It is clear that there is a wide variety of understandings about PDP within and across key stakeholders in FE and HE (ie students, academic staff, student support services, institutions, specialist education staff, different disciplines etc). Although the forum had begun the process of unpicking different institutional and individual positions there was still a lot of work to do not just to clarify different emphases and interpretations but also to understand them. In particular work needs to be done to raise awareness about the expectations and aspirations of different stakeholders and engagement with dissonance where it exists. In terms of research and evaluation this might be effectively addressed through some detailed case study evaluation and analysis. The Forum would be an effective venue to shape and monitor such an exercise at the same time as offering the added value of large scope and support. 
How do we measure the key skill of reflection? 

A core element of PDP is the notion of reflection and self-reflection. How can we collect and evaluate evidence of reflective skills? There is a need to look specifically at the relative success of strategies to develop reflective skills. e.g. 
· Ask a question on self-reflection in year 1 

· Another (the same) question in year 3

· Compare programmes that have active self-reflection training and support and programmes that don’t
· Is there a difference?

Separating it out.

PDP brings together different worlds; the academic, the personal and the work / employment based. Do we need to separate these worlds out to evaluate PDP impact or rather do we need to find ways of evaluating the value of bringing them together as a holistic and interrelated system.
‘Basic’ evaluation

There is need to undertake a range of basic evaluation of our PDP practice. What are we trying to do? What goes well? What goes less well? What have students gained fro it? What else?
e-portfolio

e-portfolio is now an established part of the discourse about PDP. It is also a central theme in a relatively new central drive and discourse about individualised learning. Here e-portfolio is the medium for planning, delivering and recording ongoing lifelong learning for all. This vision raises interesting and difficult questions about ownership, governance and technology as well as involving a spectrum of involvement well beyond HE and FE. However the experience of HE and FE remains highly pertinent. For us the questions are still about alignment. In an ongoing process of sharing and analysing the processes, structures and frameworks through which e-portfolios are variously encouraged and generated we need to go beyond common principles and begin to identifying shared ideas of good practice. An excellent way of developing such ideas would be collaborative e-portfolio / PDP action research projects between subject areas, institutions, types of institution and ideally across technologies.  
Next Steps.

At the Forum’s last scheduled event at the Manor House in Newcastle on the 23rd May 2006, a wider representation from all the participating institutions and significantly including student representatives, will consider the work of the EPICS project and in particular of the Regional PDP Forum and use it as a context for agreeing an agenda for the future. The focus will be the questions raised in terms of future evaluation and research. What are the priorities? Can the region identify the key questions to be addressed? Through the EPICS project the North East region has established a unique set of relationships, a sound foundation of mutual understanding in relation to a complex and important current issue and a shared desire to embark on a programme of collaborative evaluation and practice development. The vision for the future inspired by experience to date is of a community of practice and scholarship through which knowledge and understanding is shared, hypotheses are formed and tested and good practice articulated.
It is hoped that the conclusions of the Mansion House Conference can describe a future agenda for the EPICS project and be the basis of a collaborative effort to secure the continuation of the work described in this report.

May 2006
Addendum to report. June 2006.

At the Mansion House Regional Conference in May the work of the EPICS project was presented, a Governance Toolkit was introduced and discussed and the work of the Regional Forum was summarised and future agenda and priorities were debated.

The debate and discussion was wide ranging and very constructive and from it four clear messages emerged.

· The North East PDP Forum had proved a useful vehicle for PDP and e-portfolio development for all who had participated and every effort should be made to continue the work of the Forum

· The Forum should include and embrace the student voice as an integral part of its activity.

· The Forum should reach out to the wider stake-holding community and into its member institutions to involve and engage a wider range of people.

· Building on the useful foundations established the Forum should undertake a specific project; to identify portfolio templates acceptable to each institution to be used to pilot large scale transfer of e-portfolio between institutions and systems. There will be at least three such templates identified (perhaps addressing portfolio respectively as mirror, map and sonnet, see above)
These key messages from the day will inform the shape of initiatives in the immediate future to secure the continuation of the Regional Forum.

June 2006

Appendix 1.
Proposal to establish a Regional PDP Forum (September 2005)
Proposal to EPICS Steering Group 
Aim: 

To provide a forum for PDP practitioners in the HE and FE community in the North East Region (a PDP Forum)

Objectives: 

· To identify the range of different approaches to PDP delivery across the HE and FE sectors in the region

· To understand the differences and to learn from other approaches and experiences

· To identify any shared understanding and practice and ways of sharing and / or working together to develop and evaluate best practice

· To include and consult with a range of students about the relevance of the processes and products of PDP

· To support the EPICS project and any other relevant initiatives; in providing a critical friend in relation to practice in FE and HE, in facilitating access where possible to students and PDP practitioners and in particular to support the successful delivery of Work Package 5

· To disseminate understanding about the role of PDP and it's relationships with issues/policies such as learning and teaching, widening participation, employability and e-portfolios

· To provide a forum where regional discussions can take place about the design and implementation of products and approaches which may be required in order to deliver greater understanding and co-operation between individual institutions

Process:

Following on from the workshop at Newcastle University where there was considerable and widespread interest expressed in the formation of a regional PDP forum, nominations will be invited for a small steering group for the forum, meeting in October, developing a draft strategy and planning a first forum event before Christmas 2005.

The forum will facilitate exchanges and visits and other forms of dialogue and exchange of information, will report its activities to the EPICS steering committee and will host an event as part of a dissemination of its work in the spring of 2006 and at which a continuation strategy will be discussed.
All EPICS partners to be invited partake in steering group
1st steering group meeting to take place week commencing 10 Oct 2005

2nd meeting before Christmas

2 further steering group meetings to take place before March culminating in a regional event to take place in March 2006

Resources:

JT will coordinate the development of the forum largely in his role at Northumbria University.

A small budget will meet the costs of running and attending meetings, administration support and the spring event.
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