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Executive Summary
‘Changing Lives’, the 21st Century Review of Social Work, has stressed the need to build the capacity of the social services workforce to create “a learning culture that commits all individuals and organisations to lifelong learning and development” (Scottish Executive, 2006: 12).  A new suite of qualifications, the Scottish Practice Learning Qualification framework, is supporting the move towards development of social services agencies as ‘learning organisations’. Learning organisations are characterised by their capacity to facilitate the learning of their members through a process of continuous adaptation and transformation in response to changing circumstances.   This report presents the findings of an evaluation of one Practice Learning Qualification (PLQ), the Professional Development Award in Practice Learning at Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) Level 10, which was piloted during 2008/09 by the Tayforth Learning Network (TLN), one of four regional Learning Networks that have a central role in facilitating and co-ordinating the learning of the social service workforce in Scotland.   This qualification, which has been approved by the Scottish Social Services Council (SSSC) and Scottish Qualification Authority (SQA) is referred to as the Tayforth PDA.  The evaluation was commissioned by TLN and supported by the Institute of Research and Innovation in Social Services (IRISS).

Objectives
The aim of the study was to explore the extent to which the social services employees undertaking this qualification were able to integrate their learning during the programme into their practice education activities in their workplace, and so to contribute to the development of learning organisations. The evaluation set out to meet the following objectives:

1. To assess whether and in what way the delivery and content of the award meets its aims and objectives

2. To assess the extent which the Tayforth PDA course teaching and assessment framework equips practice educators for their role

3. To evaluate how partner agencies are supporting the emergence of this new role

4. To inform discussion on how the award can help partner agencies on their individual journeys towards the ideal of the learning organisation

5. To provide TLN and its partners with information and evidence on what facilitates the integration of learning into the workplace
Methods
A range of methods, mostly qualitative, were used to access the views of different stakeholders in the Tayforth PDA:

1. Desk research
2. A focus group

3. Three case studies of social services agencies (two statutory and one voluntary)
4. Interviews with candidates who had postponed their progress through the award

5. Interviews with Tayforth PDA programme providers

6. Interviews with Programme providers in other parts of Scotland

Key Findings
Planning the Tayforth PDA 
· The Tayforth PDA was seen as an opportunity to promote and support the practice learning of a very wide range of social services practitioners. 

· The need to increase numbers of practice teachers and practice learning opportunities for social work degree students was an important driver for the award. 

· The Tayforth PDA was developed in partnership with a wide range of stakeholders. 

· The cost of the Tayforth PDA was £600 per candidate, but there were also many additional ‘hidden’ costs incurred by TLN and its partners.

Preparing to start the Tayforth PDA

· There were 18 candidates, 14 from statutory and 4 from voluntary agencies. They were motivated by positive experiences as link supervisors of social work degree students, an interest in supporting the learning of others, and their own professional development.

· Although starting the new award felt like “going into the unknown” candidates, assessors, and providers were enthusiastic and candidates thought that induction processes prepared them very well for the award.
· Agencies undertook selection of candidates in very different ways. 
· Service user involvement in the application process was broadly welcomed but some candidates were concerned that this was done in a “tokenistic” way.
· Some candidates’ line managers felt well informed and prepared but some would have welcomed more information about their role and their responsibilities to the candidate and the team.
Delivery of the Tayforth PDA

· Candidates had very positive views of the group learning stage of the award.
· Many candidates and programme providers thought that assessment relied too much on academic essay writing
· Good assessor support was highly significant to candidates and their progress. 
· Candidates gained experience of facilitating learning with a wide range of learners, including colleagues, social work students and service users. 
· Important sources of support to candidates were Action Learning Sets, assessors, line managers, colleagues, other candidates, and the course tutor. 
· There was “a tricky balancing act” for candidates between achieving the Tayforth PDA and fulfilling their role as social services practitioners.  
Integrating learning in the workplace

· There was early evidence of integration of candidates’ learning from the qualification in their social work practice and workplace. 

· The most frequently reported changes in candidate learning related to greater self-awareness and improved ability to critically reflect on practice.
· There were some encouraging examples of impact of the award on social services teams and organisations although it was too early to say whether these changes were sustainable.
· A range of key capabilities for integration of learning in the workplace were identified.  These capabilities are similar to many identified within Scotland’s Framework for Continuous Learning in Social Services (Scottish Government, 2008).
The Scottish Context

· The five Practice Learning programmes in Scotland at SCQF Level 10 are based on the same PLQ standards but are structured and delivered in a range of different ways. 
· Some programmes appear to have a more explicit focus on training practice teachers of social work students, and others, like the TLN award, have a broader aim in relation to promoting practice learning of a wide range of social services staff.
· The varying terminology used by different programmes, including award titles, is an area of potential confusion for candidates, employers and others seeking to understand the purpose and nature of the new practice learning awards.
· Similar themes were identified by programmes in different parts of Scotland, including the Importance of partnership working, effective service user and carer involvement and promoting the involvement of voluntary agency candidates.
Areas for development

The evaluation suggested a number of areas for development, both locally and nationally:

Recommendations for local development of the Tayforth PDA:

1. Use the findings of the evaluation to further embed good practice (e.g. Action Learning Sets) and to review potential innovations (e.g. a more blended learning approach, use of mentoring, and support with SQA systems).
2. Strengthen and embed service user and carer participation in the award.
3. Involve a broader spectrum of individuals with non social work and social care backgrounds in planning and delivery of the award.

4. Standardisation and harmonisation of application and selection processes.
5. Support more individually tailored candidate journeys through the award.
6. Review of the assessment strategy of the programme. 

7. Incorporate more explicit guidance for candidates who are working with learners undertaking specific qualifications e.g. the social work degree, SVQs.
Issues for national discussion:

1. Clarification of terminology used to describe PLQ awards 

2. The need for dialogue between SSSC and the five PLQ SCF Level 10 programmes in Scotland to share local innovation and develop methods of quality assurance.
Looking ahead

1. Promote greater local understanding of the benefits of developing learning organisations using a range of methods. 

2. There is a need for a longer term systematic evaluation of how practice education can influence the development of learning organisations over time.
Introduction
This report summarises the findings of an evaluation of the Professional Development Award in Practice Learning at Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) Level 10.  This qualification has been piloted over the last year by the Tayforth Learning Network (TLN), one of four regional Learning Networks that have a central role in facilitating and co-ordinating the learning of the social service workforce in Scotland.  TLN provides a service to local authorities, universities, and both private and voluntary agencies in central Scotland.  The Network’s geographical area stretches from Dundee in the east to the Forth Valley in the west, and includes both urban and more rural areas, such as parts of Angus, Fife, Stirlingshire, and Perthshire.   

The Tayforth Professional Development Award in Practice Learning is one of a suite of Practice Learning Qualifications at four SCQF levels.  The new qualifications are intended to support the development of “a competent, confident, flexible and diverse” workforce (SIESWE, 2006: 9), and are aligned closely to current workforce planning strategies in the social care sector (Scottish Executive, 2005), and Codes of Practice for both employees and employers in Scottish Social Services (SSSC, 2005).  There are currently five SCQF Level 10 awards in practice learning (which equate to honours degree level) being offered in different parts of Scotland, as well as a Level 9 award in the South East of Scotland, and a number of Level 11 awards which are currently are being planned or piloted.  This is therefore a time of considerable change and innovation in social services practice learning in Scotland, and this evaluation aims to contribute to our understanding of the potential impact, benefits and challenges of these changes through examination of the development and delivery of one of these qualifications, the Tayforth SCQF Level 10 award.  

There has, over the last 5 -10 years, been a steady move towards shifting social services practice learning from being seen as a specialist activity carried out by a small number of practice education specialists to being “everybody’s business” in the Scottish workforce (Scottish Executive, 2004). ‘Changing Lives’, the 21st Century Review of Social Work, has stressed the need to build the capacity of the social services workforce to create “a learning culture that commits all individuals and organisations to lifelong learning and development” (Scottish Executive, 2006: 12).  The staged suite of Practice Learning Qualifications has been designed to promote such a culture, and to support the move towards development of social services agencies as ‘learning organisations’. Learning organisations are characterised by their capacity to facilitate the learning of their members through a process of continuous transformation, supported by high quality practices in relation to their organisational culture, structure, information systems, human resources practices, and leadership (Iles and Sutherland, 2001).  

During the kind of continuous change we are seeing in the context of social services practice in Scotland, organisations have a particular need to learn, adapt and meet new challenges.  This can only happen when organisations are able to “discover how to tap people’s commitment and capacity to learn at all levels” (Senge, 1990: 4).  The new Practice Learning Qualification framework is accordingly founded on a set of guiding principles which stress the need for flexibility for and accessibility to a wide range of learners, including service users and carers, and have entry requirements, delivery methods and assessment strategies that reflect diverse learning needs (SIESWE, 2006: 9 -10).  

A note on terminology
The language of practice learning in the UK is in the process of change and different terms are used in different parts of the UK, and sometimes within Scotland, to describe similar roles and qualifications.  The ‘Practice Learning Qualification’ [PLQ] is used here as a generic term to describe the new suite of awards at four different SCQF Levels which were the first of the new specialist social services worker awards to be developed and approved by the Scottish Social Services Council (SSSC). This group of awards include qualifications for people registered with the SSSC (PLQ(SS)) and those from other professional backgrounds (PLQ).  The Tayforth award at SCQF Level 10, like three of the other four awards in Scotland, is delivered as a Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) award: The Professional Development Award in Practice Learning (Social Services) [abbreviated here to the Tayforth PDA].  

In this report the award’s participants are referred to as ‘candidates’, and those that they support in the workplace ‘learners’; these may include a range of individuals, including students, service users, and colleagues. The aim of the programme is to support candidates to become ‘practice educators’.  One of the roles practice educators may take on is that of supervising and assessing students undertaking the social work degree qualification or ‘practice teaching’.  The candidates on the Tayforth PDA each have an assessor, known as a ‘practice assessor’, who has responsibility for assessing both written assignments and their workplace practice as they progress through the qualification. [See also Glossary in Appendix 1]
Aims of the evaluation 

This evaluation was commissioned by TLN through the Institute for Research and Innovation in Social Services (IRISS), which provided project management for the study. The overall aim of the evaluation was to explore the extent to which the social services staff undertaking this qualification are enabled to integrate their learning during the programme into their practice education activities in their workplace. Under this overarching aim the evaluation set out to meet the following objectives:

1. To assess whether and in what way the delivery and content of the award meets its aims and objectives

2. To assess the extent which the Tayforth PDA course teaching and assessment framework equips practice educators for their role

3. To evaluate how partner agencies are supporting the emergence of this new role

4. To inform discussion on how the award can help partner agencies on their individual journeys towards the ideal of the learning organisation

5. To provide TLN and its partners with information and evidence on what facilitates the integration of learning into the workplace

 (IRISS/ Tayforth Learning Network Project Brief, January 2009)

The Tayforth Professional Development Award in Practice Learning (Social Services)
The Tayforth PDA is designed to meet the needs of staff eligible for registration with the SSSC.  Referring back to the objectives of the PLQ at SCQF Level 10, this award aims to “equip individuals with the skills, knowledge and understanding to develop and evaluate learning opportunities, and be responsible for formal assessment across a wide range of settings” (SIESWE, 2006).  This includes individuals who are involved in facilitating the learning of social work degree programme students as well as of a range of other individuals, such as colleagues and volunteers, through, for example, teaching, mentoring, coaching, assessment and supervision.  The standards for the award relate both to the quality of candidates’ practice with individuals and groups of learners, and their ability to influence team and whole organisation practice through, for example, dissemination of knowledge, leadership, and evaluation of practice development. 

To achieve the Tayforth PDA practice educators are required to meet the learning outcomes of eight SQA units at SCQF Level 10 (Scottish Qualifications Authority, 2007).  The Tayforth PDA has grouped these units into four modules:

i. ‘Leadership’ and ‘Create an Environment for Learning’

ii. ‘Establish Effective Working Relationships’ and ‘Support Practice in a Social Services Practice Context’

iii. ‘Facilitate Learning’ and ‘The Assessment of Learners’

iv. ‘Evidence based Practice’ and ‘Evaluate Learning’
The pilot award is being delivered in three consecutive stages and started in autumn 2008.  The first candidate is likely to complete the award by October 2009, although the length of the award may vary with candidate and learner circumstances.

Stage 1: A four month taught component, with four two day group learning opportunities covering the topics listed above.  Candidates complete an assessed written assignment for each module.  All practice educators are supported through membership of an Action Learning Set consisting of a small group of candidates that meet regularly through this stage.

Stage 2: This consists of a practice component of up to six months that takes place in the candidate’s workplace where they demonstrate their capability to support at least two learners.  The candidate collects evidence of competence during this stage, including observation of their practice by an assessor and a reflective commentary on their learning in relation to the eight units of the award.

Stage 3: Candidates work closely with their assessor to gather and collate evidence of competence into a portfolio for final assessment for no longer than six months after completing Stage 2.

This evaluation was conducted between March and July 2009 whilst the practice educators were engaged in Stage 2 of the qualification.

Methodology and Methods 

Methodology 
The evaluation had both process and outcome components. The process evaluation examined the experience of candidates undertaking the programme, and what supported and impeded their progress. Information about the mechanisms through which outcomes are realised forms an important component of evaluation research (Pawson and Tilley, 1997). The outcome evaluation primarily focused on the impact of the learning of candidates on themselves and others.  The evaluation of the impact of training and learning presents a number of challenges, not least of which is the difficulty of making causal links between undertaking a learning programme or activity and direct outcomes for learners, organisations, and, ultimately, for the service provided.  This evaluation will focus on impacts from learning on social services organisations and the individuals within them, focusing on four interacting levels of learning:

a) Participants’ initial response to the programme of training

b) Changes in the candidate’s learning e.g. gaining a better understanding of the context for social services practice learning

c) Changes in candidate’s behaviour e.g. use of knowledge of practice learning to support students or colleagues more effectively

d) Impacts on candidates’ organisations and learning environments e.g. changes in systems, services, and structures
(After Kirkpatrick, 1994)

In order to explore the integration of learning in the workplace and contribute usefully to our understanding of how to support the development of learning organisations this evaluation needed to be able to evaluate all four of Kirkpatrick’s levels.  Collecting information about the potential range of different changes – in responses, learning, behaviour, and outcomes – required a variety of complementary methods involving a range of perspectives, including those of candidates, students and other learners, practice assessors, and line managers, as well as those who deliver, administer and support the Tayforth PDA.  These methods are summarised in the next section.   The concept of a learning organisation is a broad one with a number of different interpretations.  This project has drawn on evidence indicators developed by the Social Care Institute for Excellence (SCIE, 2004) that put some flesh on what is meant by ‘a learning organisation’, and what these characteristics look like in practice. These indicators were used both to inform development of research tools, such as topic guides for interviews, and to help understand the data collected. It is important, however, from the outset to be clear about the limitations of this evaluation.  It was undertaken at a relatively early stage in the delivery of the pilot award so that any evidence for outcomes at the higher levels of Kirkpatrick’s framework inevitably has to be somewhat tentative.  Another important limitation is that outcomes were only assessed in relation to learning of social services staff and their organisations; the most important outcomes ultimately relate to whether practice and organisational learning has positive impacts for service users and carers, a theme that this report will regularly return to, but does not attempt to directly address.

Methods
The methods used were predominantly qualitative, involving exploration of the experiences and perceptions of different stakeholders in different practice learning contexts.  There was a more limited quantitative element e.g. collection of information about participant numbers and costs.  The methods are summarised in the table below (see also Appendix 2).

Table 1: Evaluation Methods
	Method
	Participants
	Detail of Method

	Desk Research
	-
	Documentary analysis of e.g. plans, evaluations, costings, course materials

	Focus Group
	5 candidates
	Group exploration of candidate experiences and perceptions

	Case Studies
	3 candidates and 7 others (e.g. line managers, assessors) involved in their learning
	Face to face and telephone interviews in three organisations: one voluntary agency and three local authorities

	Candidate interviews
	2 candidates
	Telephone interviews with 2 candidates who postponed progression through the award

	Programme Provider Interviews
	6 Tayforth PDA programme providers
	Face to face and telephone interviews with key individuals who have planned, delivered, and co-ordinated the Tayforth PDA

	Scottish Provider Interviews
	4 programme providers in Scotland
	Face to face and telephone interviews with the 4 co-ordinators of programmes in other parts of Scotland


Findings: Starting the Journey
This section of the report sets the context for the development of the award in the Tayforth area, and provides some information about the candidates, their practice assessors and verifiers, and their motivations for becoming involved in the Tayforth PDA.  
The development of the Tayforth PDA
There was a fairly lengthy planning and developmental process of about three years before the Tayforth PDA was launched.  This report is not able to look at these processes in detail but some understanding of how the Network and its partners undertook this work, based on desk research and interviews with programme providers in Tayforth and elsewhere in Scotland, will help to place the pilot programme in context.

The first meeting of the Tayforth PLQ(SS) Delivery Board took place in April 2007. This group was remitted by the TLN Management Group to take forward the work required to scope delivery of the award across Tayforth.  Two development days resulted in the Network agreeing to pursue the delivery of the qualification through the SQA via existing SVQ Centres across Tayforth.  In a competitive process TLN and the Board selected one of three potential delivery models, involving partnership between the Network and Perth and Kinross Council, an existing SQA Centre, which already had structures and systems in place to effectively deliver the award.  A Development Co-ordinator was appointed in November 2007 to plan, co-ordinate and deliver the Tayforth PDA.  The work of the Project Board was taken forward by a number of subgroups, including Delivery and Curriculum Development Boards and a Service User and Carer Subgroup. TLN also collaborated with other Scottish programme providers during the development of the award.  

A Curriculum Development Group was set up in May 2008 with its primary role “to support the work of the PLQ(SS) Development Coordinator in producing the taught element of the Professional Development Award in Practice Learning (SS) Stage 3. In particular to ensure that the material produced is of sufficient quality is relevant to a broad range of social service settings and learning contexts and is pitched at the appropriate level for candidates, being both accessible and challenging”.  The award received SQA and SSSC approval in November 2008. The Tayforth PDA pilot was formally launched at an Induction Event in September 2008. This event brought together candidates, assessors and course facilitators to get to know one another and to clarify understanding of the course structure, aims and assessment schedule as well as the practical and administrative arrangements of the programme.  This was a very busy time for TLN and its providers, relying a good deal on the enthusiasm of key individuals.  As one provider put it, it felt like they were,

“Writing the manual, building the ship and sailing it at the same time.”

Nevertheless the overwhelming impression from talking to the partners is one of enthusiasm for the new award, and a sense of optimism about its potential.

The development of this award in Tayforth was seen as part of a longer term plan to offer all four stages of the PLQ Framework, with the intention of encouraging a wide range of employees to develop expertise in contributing to others’ learning, creating more opportunities to promote learning cultures at all levels within social services organisations.  Like other Scottish providers, TLN started with Stage 3 (SCQF Level 10) of the award for which, as the primary qualification to prepare employees for practice teaching of students on social work degree work-based Practice Learning Opportunities (PLOs), there has been greatest demand from employers.  Although the award was seen from the start as having a much broader focus than the Practice Teaching Award the previous qualification for practice teachers (which ended in 2005), it was recognised that Tayforth PDA would be attractive to employers seeking to increase numbers of practice teachers and employees interested in becoming involved in social work education.  As in other parts of Scotland there was an acknowledged and longstanding need to increase both the number and variety of PLOs available to social work students, exacerbated by a three year gap in the training of practice teachers between the phasing out of the previous award and introduction of the PLQ framework (Gordon et al., 2009).

The desk research and TLN provider interviews revealed a number of central themes:

· A continued stress on the importance of developing and delivering the award in partnership with key stakeholders, including employers, HEIs, service users, carers, SQA, and the SSSC at all stages of planning and delivery.  

· Linked to this wide involvement of stakeholders, a concern to promote a sense of ownership and shared “buy in” to the award from local and national partners, and much discussion of how best to achieve this.

· A shared view of the central role of the award, and whole PLQ framework in promoting practice learning across the whole workforce and developing learning organisations

· An emphasis on the award being something “new and different”, and not only a “replacement” for the Practice Teaching Award

· A concern to find ways to make the award accessible to a wide range of candidates including those from the voluntary and private sector, supporting a wide range of learners, including, for example SVQ candidates, social work students, volunteers, and workplace colleagues 

· The central role of TLN in co-ordinating the delivery of the award through facilitation and co-ordination of decision making bodies and energetic networking with stakeholders
These themes are all congruent with the ‘guiding principles’ of the PLQ framework (SIESWE, 2006).  At the same time the Network and its partners experienced a number of challenges leading up to delivery of the programme; these occurred particularly in relation to delays relating to identification of a lead SQA centre, with initial proposals for using more than one lead centre discarded following SSSC advice, and further plans for TLN itself to become an SQA Centre being rejected due to time constraints.  One Tayforth provider described a related area of challenge – and learning –in relation to partnership working, involving,

“Working collaboratively across different cultures and organisations and working practices – [it’s a] a huge environment in which we tried to do as well as possible.”  

This focus on partnership working and the continuing need to promote this from the early days of each award’s development was also very evident in most of the interviews with other Scottish providers of the award.  

Costs of the award
The award cost local authority partners £600 per candidate with assessment costs for voluntary sector organisations being funded through a one off grant of £3000 from the SSSC to support capacity building of practice learning in this part of the sector. Organisations paid Perth and Kinross SVQ Centre the SQA fees directly , with the costs (in kind and actual cash) associated  with candidate assessment, verification, text books, portfolios, course delivery costs being supported by TLN and it partners. ‘Hidden costs’ included the staffing of assessment and verification; much of this activity was provided by agencies with a considerable amount of goodwill with, for example, larger agencies supporting small voluntary agencies through provision of practice assessor. The development of the pilot award was significantly facilitated by national development funding for the PLQ suite of awards but TLN will not receive ongoing funding to deliver the qualification in the future. This issue highlights the importance of building a sustainable model for future delivery of the award.

Excluding the costed time of the Tayforth PLQ(SS) Development Officer, the actual delivery costs of the pilot totalled £10,000.(This includes the £3,000 cost of assessing voluntary sector candidates) This cost, reportedly, is far exceeded by the ‘in kind’ contributions from Tayforth partners to supporting candidates,  programme delivery & management and coordination .

 

The candidates

Eighteen candidates, twelve women and six men, were selected to undertake the award.  One candidate left the programme during the evaluation.  Fourteen candidates were employed by five local authorities in Tayforth (two local authorities in the area did not select candidates), and four were employed by voluntary agencies (a fifth candidate withdrew due to personal circumstances).  They were an experienced and well qualified group: all but one candidate was a qualified social worker, and many of the pilot group had other qualifications, in Child Protection, Nursing, and Management, for example.  Candidates worked with a range of different service user groups in different settings, and three held management positions.

During interviews and the focus group we asked candidates about why they had embarked on the award.  Most of the candidates we spoke to had previously acted as a link (or workplace) supervisor, working alongside a qualified practice teacher assessing a social work student.  For example one candidate described how link supervision had given him,

“…a good grounding through understanding the role of the full time practice teachers…I respected their industry and commitment.  I had those values deep inside of me and wanted to have an opportunity to use them.”

However, it was also evident that many of these candidates, and some of their managers, also had had a longstanding interest in the learning of a wide range of individuals: 

“…it wasn’t just the practice teacher aspect: it was seen [by the manager] as more sort of learning and development within the organisation...[and] …I also really did enjoy facilitating learning.”

Other motivational factors were about learning about up to date research, finding out how to support adult learners, and, for two voluntary agency candidates, increasing the ability of their organisations, as well as themselves, to facilitate practice learning (and thereby generate income for their agency), through both SVQ assessment and practice teaching of social work students. All ten of the candidates we spoke to in the focus group and interviews said that they had chosen to undertake the award; there was no indication of any pressure being placed on candidates to apply, and for several the programme came at a time when they said they felt very ready to undertake further professional development.

The assessors and internal verifiers

Each candidate was appointed a practice assessor.  Most candidates’ assessors were employed within their agency but some candidates in smaller voluntary agencies without available in house assessors were assessed by local authority practice assessors.  All but two of the assessors were employed by local authorities, one was an independent assessor and the other worked for a voluntary agency. All but two assessors were practice teachers, and three were qualified at SVQ Level 4.  Assessors’ motivations were generally two fold, being both about increasing the supply of practice teachers within their agency, and about promoting a more effective learning culture in the organisation; these goals were seen as overlapping and complementary.  There were two internal verifiers for the award; numbers of verifiers were deliberately limited to keep the standard and consistency of the qualification as “tight” as possible.  

	Key Findings: Starting the Journey

· The TLN and its partners saw the Tayforth PDA as an opportunity to promote and support the practice learning of a very wide range of social services practitioners and so to promote the development of ‘learning organisations’

· Although an important driver for establishment of the award in Tayforth was the need to increase numbers of practice teachers for social work degree students and the range of practice learning opportunities available to students, the Tayforth PDA was seen as being a new and exciting venture that was not only a replacement for the Practice Teaching Award

· The Tayforth PDA was developed in partnership with a wide range of stakeholders: employers, higher education institutions, service users, carers, SQA and SSSC.  This took time, energy and a sustained commitment to promoting a sense of local ownership of the award.

· The cost of the Tayforth PDA was £600 per candidate, but there were also many ‘hidden’ costs incurred by TLN and its partners.

· Candidates had chosen to undertake the award, and were motivated by positive experiences as link supervisors of social work degree students, their own professional development, and an interest in supporting the learning of others.

· Each candidate had a practice assessor.  Assessors were motivated by a wish to promote more effective learning culture in their organisation, partly through increasing numbers of trained practice teachers in their agency.




Findings: Preparing for Tayforth PDA 
Candidates for the pilot programme were selected onto the programme and started Stage 1, the group learning component, in autumn 2008.  This section of the report uses data from the focus group and Tayforth interviews to summarise the experiences of candidates, assessors, learning providers, and others as the pilot programme began.  Where relevant these will be compared with experiences of learning providers in other parts of Scotland.

Finding out about the Tayforth PDA
Candidates found out about the award through their agencies, although there seemed to be considerable differences in the extent to which the award was publicised by different employers, and some agencies only offered the Tayforth PDA to certain employees e.g. qualified social workers.  Information was also available from the TLN website and newsletter.  Most candidates had put themselves forward for the award, although some, particularly in voluntary agencies, had been encouraged to do so by their employer,

“The opportunity came up and my name was put forward – I didn’t knock on the door looking for it.  It was presented as an option and I was interested enough to explore it.”

Application and Selection for the Tayforth PDA
Whilst selection criteria and processes, as well as the application form itself, were devised by the Tayforth PDA Delivery Board, agencies were responsible for choosing suitable candidates for the award.  Local authorities were allocated a specific number of places, but voluntary agencies were guaranteed to be allocated places if their candidates met the selection criteria. When we spoke to candidates we found that they had very different experiences of the application and selection processes.  Some, reportedly, had been involved in a very competitive, interview process with high numbers of applicants which was “like a full on job interview” whilst for others the process was much more informal and “evolutionary” in nature.  Everyone involved with the application process described the application form as lengthy, with some describing this very “onerous”; one candidate and his manager identified the form itself as a potential barrier to accessing the Tayforth PDA.  However, some candidates also highlighted the value of the work they put into the application as “brilliant preparation” for the award itself.  The most positive accounts we heard of the application process were from two candidates who had worked on the application with their line managers, using this process as an opportunity for joint reflection and learning. 

The application process involved candidates seeking supporting references from their employer and a service user with whom they had worked.  We heard very different perspectives about this second requirement.  Most programme providers believed that this was an important acknowledgement of the integral role of service users and carers in supporting learning, one of the PLQ guiding principles (SIESWE, 2006).  However nearly all of the candidates expressed reservations about this requirement, considering it to be, as one case study candidate expressed it, “tokenistic and contrived”.  There appeared to be no disagreement about the importance of service user involvement, but candidate concerns included the potential for service users to feel compelled to provide a positive reference (especially if, for example, they were subject to any kind of legal compulsion e.g. as prisoners), and perceived difficulties for service users in understanding what they were being asked to give a reference for.  In some cases it was only with hindsight that candidates identified the value of this requirement:

“It's making more sense the more the learning is developed in that what matters is the person who is receiving the service: is their service any better  or worse as a result of any learning we've participated in?  So there’s then that focus from the very beginning that says, ‘Right, you want to get involved in practice education, come on, give us someone who you work with that says you have an ability to support their learning’.”

A guiding principle of the PLQ framework is that there should be “clear and effective policies for Credit Transfer and Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL)” within delivery and assessment processes to ensure the flexibility, accessibility and inclusiveness of the qualifications (SSSC, 2007: 4).  Whilst those mechanisms have been developed by TLN and its partners, none of the candidates requested RPL and we heard from several programme providers that they had reservations about its use.  One reason for this was that the Tayforth PDA was a pilot, which was seen as making it difficult to assess at this stage where credit might reasonably be given, but we also heard a concern that use of RPL would have an impact on the coherence of the group learning process, and might take away from the “holistic” nature of the award.  Interviews with providers of other SCQF Level 10 awards in Scotland suggest that the same doubts about RPL have been aired, especially for pilot presentations, although some providers are now considering the best way to offer this in the context of the whole suite of PLQ qualifications.

Preparation and induction

From the start programme providers emphasised to us the need to “sell [the Tayforth PDA] or explain this as something that was new and different”. Whilst the candidates we spoke to were unsure about what to expect from the award, and this could sometimes felt like “going into the unknown”, its newness was mainly seen as a source of excitement and stimulation.   Despite early uncertainty, all the candidates we spoke to described themselves as feeling very well prepared for the award.  Their preparation from TLN included written information, a group induction event in Perth, and, an aspect that was particularly valued, pre-course telephone contact from the Tayforth PDA tutor.  Describing the induction day, one candidate said,

“It was a fantastic experience. I was overwhelmed really with the whole amount of stuff, of books, folders, information. You know, there was the open honesty of, ‘This is a pilot, there will be hiccups along the way and there'll be bits that need ironed out’, which was useful as well. Nobody was saying, ‘This is going to go swimmingly perfect…’.”

We heard more mixed views from line managers, some of whom had not attended the induction event.  One line manager felt well informed but another expressed a concern that s/he was insufficiently informed of the manager’s role and responsibilities in relation to the candidate and their team.  More generally, some candidates did not think that their line managers had sufficient understanding of the nature of the award and its objectives to complete their statement in support of the candidate’s application.  This particularly related to line managers’ understanding of the impact group learning, study days, and learner support would have on candidates’ other duties.  A change in line manager during the programme could aggravate misunderstanding about the candidate’s commitment to the programme and emerging role as practice educator.  

	Key Findings: Preparing for the Tayforth PDA pilot
· Although starting the new award felt like “going into the unknown” candidates, assessors, and providers were enthusiastic and candidates thought that induction processes prepared them very well for the award
· Selection criteria and application processes were devised by programme providers but agencies appeared to implement these in very different ways with both positive and negative impacts on candidates
· Service user involvement in the application process was broadly welcomed but some candidates were concerned that this was done in a “tokenistic” way
· Recognition of Prior Learning policies were developed by TLN but credit transfer was not requested by any of the pilot’s candidates
· Some line managers felt well informed and prepared but some would have welcomed more information about their role and responsibilities



Findings: Delivery of the Tayforth PDA
Stage 1 Tayforth PDA: Group Learning

The views of candidates about the group learning component of the Tayforth PDA during this evaluation were almost overwhelmingly positive. A number of reasons were given for this.  Firstly, being part of a pilot seemed to be important to programme providers as well as to candidates.   As one provider commented,

“It was quite a creative experience for me because it was something new, and that sometimes helps, something you've never done before, people perceive that and there's that sense of,’ I don't quite know what's going to happen or whether it's going to work’. And there's two ways you can respond to that, one is get nervous and anxious and defensive and the other one is to go, ‘Hey, well we're all in this together and it's quite exciting to be going into new territory’ and I think that's the way they went into it.”

Secondly, the candidate group seemed to gel quickly and was perceived as highly motivated, open to learning and interactive by its members and by programme providers. One candidate commented that,

“This significant bonding was sustained throughout the course – it made it feel safe to be different and have our frailties – it gave everyone security and freed us up to give our all.”  

The programme also seemed to achieve a good balance between consistency, provided by the course tutor who had been involved in researching, planning, and delivering the whole programme, and variety, with a range of contributors from University, agency, and other backgrounds with different areas of expertise.  One provider suggested that,

“Having a constant facilitator enabled the group to bond and take risks as well as providing consistency.  But it was also good to have different facilitators with a variety of styles and approaches. They provided opportunities for modelling different ways of facilitating learning.”

The different facilitators brought their own areas of expertise, and sometimes adapted planned activities in consultation with the Tayforth PDA tutor, for example, to put greater emphasis on candidates’ critical reflection in one module.  Course materials were seen as being well written and supportive of candidate, and sometimes assessor, learning  

There was also reported to be a good balance between presentations and interaction, with a very wide range of imaginative experiential activities: case studies, role plays, visual exercises, games, video, computer work etc.  A provider commented on how this helped the group to “bring out their own experience of practice and … their own illustrations”.

For the most part candidates were appreciative of the way the programme was organised, including the use of venues in different geographical areas within the Tayforth area for the four group learning events, although a few candidates had problems locating venues, and some venues were described as problematic for non drivers.

Some aspects of the programme were described as particularly significant for candidates.  Nearly all the candidates we spoke to were extremely positive about the use of the Herrmann Brain Dominance Instrument (HBDI) (Hermann, 1996) which was used very early on the programme to enable candidates to reflect upon their strengths and learning styles as part of the ‘Leadership and the Learning Environment’ Module.  The presentation on this and associated reflective and group activities seem to have a number of important functions, described by one candidate below,

“From the HBDI exercises on the first day it appeared that we all had very similar styles but it was amazing how different the second day showed us that we were.  It graphically demonstrated why learners needed to have things done differently.  It helped the whole group bond –I have never had that experience at a training day before.  It helped us with all 8 days of the training.”

The placement of this particular module at the start of the programme was in itself a significant decision explicitly guided by a desire to,

“..set the tone for the award and get across the sense that the practice educator had a strong leadership role and that was about vision and inclusiveness of the whole course and [candidates’] self knowledge..”  (Programme provider)
This also reflects the intentions of the PLQ framework which sees leadership as being “embedded at all levels of the qualification” (SIESWE, 2006: 10).  

The other learning experience that many candidates particularly highlighted was a session with young people from Barnardos, who played a ‘Snakes and Ladders’ game with participants.  This was described by a supporter of the young people as being “about helping adults, practitioners, professionals step into the shoes of young people for a short period of time, where they would experience the different frustrations and the ups and downs of certain service users’ lives”. This session had previously been trialled with the Tayforth PLQ(SS) Board and in both sessions participant evaluations were very positive, although it was suggested that in future programmes this evening session (timed to fit in with the young people’s timetables) should take place when participants are feeling more energetic e.g. at the end of a first day rather than the second day of a two day module.
Although there were few negative views of the group programme there was a concern expressed that some facilitators tended to assume that all the candidates were qualified social workers, and that this belied one of the strong messages of the programme, that practice learning is “everybody’s business.” It was suggested that facilitators needed to be more thoroughly briefed about the backgrounds of the candidates on the programme.

Stage 1 (Group Learning) of the award was evaluated in a number of ways, through written feedback sheets on each day of the group programme, and the ‘Snakes and Ladders’ session, verbal feedback collected on the whole programme, and through the candidate panel at the Tutor Guide handover event  (see Learning).  The more interactive sessions were generally received most positively, and any negative comments related to longer presentations or small group plenary sessions, especially when these were timetabled for the afternoon of a long training day.  The evaluations will be considered in more detail in relation to candidate learning.

Assessment of Stage 1: Group learning

The group learning programme was assessed by means of four 2,500 word assignments chosen from a list of prescribed topics.  The assignments were marked by the candidates’ practice assessors.  We heard some positive feedback from some candidates and assessors about this assessment strategy, which involved submitting an assignment approximately monthly between November 2008 and 2009, including one candidate who described this as “a brilliant system”, but we also heard a lot of doubts about using academic essays as the sole assessment method for this stage of the programme. This candidate expressed the views of many of the people we talked to,

“I do wonder about the balance between essays and the rest. Yes, I like writing essays but others found it really hard, a lot of people struggled with this.   It should not be the main means of assessment – there are others, such as supervision, reflection etc. I still have not reconciled the place of essay writing on this course.”

Several programme providers suggested that the focus on one assessment method was inconsistent with the PLQ (SS) framework principles which stress flexibility and the use of a wide range of approaches to learning.  One TLN provider saw assessment as the only aspect of group learning that was lacking,

“Candidates do need to write essays in the traditional mould but also need to be encouraged to do much more varied assessment tasks such as aural presentations, co-presented group research, poster presentations…  Learners will respond better to some kinds of assessment than others, and different types work in different contexts so this is all part of the candidate’s learning about different assessment methods and learning styles.  And we definitely do need to help learners generally develop good quality aural abilities…and more inquiry based research methods.”

Candidates too saw a role for essay writing, seeing benefits in developing their writing skills, and gaining a good understanding of the expectations of some of the learners, such as social work students, that they would be working with.  They also, though, suggested that the assessment strategy should “embrace diversity” and proposed a range of more imaginative and creative ways of undertaking assessment, including a greater focus on reflective writing.  Another suggestion was that the award could be assessed solely through a final portfolio of evidence.

An issue that arose during discussions of assessment was the importance of linking essay content to the many learning outcomes of the award.  Many candidates, and some assessors, said that they struggled with this requirement which was found to be “challenging” even for very experienced assessors of social work practice learning. Some candidates found the approach unfamiliar and testing,

“I wanted it to write and I wanted it to flow. I did not even look at any objectives and think, ‘I've got to jump through these hoops’.  I'm doing  my essay the way I want it to come, I'm seeing what I want to see and I've gone back retrospectively and said ‘Okay, that evidence is 1.2 or that evidence is 3.4 or...’ ”
Several candidates reported that they found assignment topics rather vague and required a lot of work to understand what was being asked for.  Again assessor support seemed to be extremely important in helping candidates prepare for assignments and make best use of the feedback provided.  The case studies were revealing in this respect, with strong correlation between the assessor’s confidence and experience in working with learning outcomes through the SQA system, and a positive learning experience in relation to assessment for the candidate.  Assessor confidence did not just come from personal experience: it could significantly be supported through regular contact with the Internal Verifier and other experienced assessors. It was also evident that assessors with less experience had worked hard to “get their heads round” SQA systems and processes, learning a lot in the process, but that this had been very time-consuming for them.

Finally, some questions about consistency of marking were raised by respondents.  It was suggested by one provider that some assessors were marking assignments using a model based on the Practice Teaching Award with an insufficient understanding of the “holistic approach to learning and development in the workplace” required of the practice educator.  An assessor was also concerned about consistency in grading.  At the same time we also heard about very well attended standardisation meetings for assessors, and these were described as “a great source of support” by those that attended.  An internal verifier for the award commented that providers had worked hard to identify the skills for and support both assessors and internal verifiers, and described assessment processes as “very valid, rigorous and robust”.  

Some candidates failed assignments and found this disheartening, although none had withdrawn from the Tayforth PDA as a consequence.  It was acknowledged by programme providers that it could be difficult for candidates to keep motivation going in these circumstances especially if there were work or other pressures in their lives.  We heard some contrasting accounts from candidates who had failed assignments; one candidate felt that s/he had been left “in limbo” after failing one or more assignments, whilst another appeared to be receiving a good deal of structured support, including allocation of a mentor within his agency, to enable him/her to continue with the qualification.  We did not have sufficient information to understand these differences fully but there did seem to be differences in agency responses, and, possibly, a lack of capacity in some smaller voluntary agencies to meet the full range of candidate support needs.  

Stage 2: Facilitating learning in the workplace

The evaluation began as candidates embarked on the second phase of the qualification, working with learners in the workplace.  This was happening in a variety of different ways for different candidates working in different contexts.  Most of the candidates we spoke to were either supervising a social work student on a Practice Learning Opportunity (PLO) or anticipating a student being allocated to them.  However we also found a wide range of other work being done with learners to gather evidence for the award.  Some examples of these were:

· Supervision and assessment of a social pedagogy student from mainland Europe

· Planning, facilitating and evaluating a learning programme for a group of service users 
· Planning and delivering learning for colleagues during a team meeting

· Leading a short life working group within the practice setting to look at organisational change

These experiences will be discussed in more detail in relation to candidate and organisational learning.

Assessment of Stage 2: Facilitating learning in the workplace

During Stage 2 of the programme candidates were working closely with their assessors to facilitate learning and gathering this evidence, including observations of practice by their assessor, for their portfolio. Again, the assessor seemed to have a crucial role in supporting candidates, and helping them to identify learning opportunities for themselves and others, and match their evidence to the award’s learning outcomes.  The assessors we spoke to were generally confident in their role at this stage, highlighting the importance of attributes of fairness, objectivity, openness, honesty, and supportiveness.  They also stressed the importance of negotiating a working agreement with the candidate, their role in “harvesting” feedback about the candidate from a very wide range of individuals, including service users, and a willingness to challenge and stimulate candidates.  Some assessors, especially those with a predominantly practice teaching background and no experience of SQA awards, were still finding the language and nature of the Tayforth PDA quite challenging.  One assessor commented that s/he was still learning what the difference was between a candidate undertaking PTA and a candidate for this award. Assessors themselves also found involvement in the award was providing them with new learning opportunities through increased understanding of the role of the practice educator, and access to stimulating and new learning materials.  This suggested that the award’s sphere of influence was considerably greater than just the impact on the individual candidate.

Supports and barriers for candidates during the programme

Supports
Participants in the evaluation highlighted a number of key supports for candidates as they undertook the award. These are summarised below:

· Involved, knowledgeable, creative and available assessors who linked well with the candidate’s workplace and, crucially, their line manager

· Agency support, both in terms of workload relief and understanding of the role of practice educator that they were preparing for. Line manager and immediate colleague support and understanding were emphasised.

· Release from the workplace for regular study days

· The role of the course tutor and the consistency this provided for individual candidates and the group

· The support of other candidates

An important source of support from other candidates outwith the group learning events came from Action Learning Sets.  The impetus for introducing these regular opportunities for candidates to meet in small groups in this way came from South-east Scotland’s PDA pilot which has recently concluded a successful evaluation of Action Learning Sets in relation to their PLQ delivery.  The learning sets were supported by agencies who took responsibility for identifying premises and facilitating the first meeting.  Most candidates highlighted the value of these sets to them.  Two typical candidate comments were,

“These have been tremendous! Very fluid discussions, flexible, peer driven, supportive of one another and [they] have raised awareness.”  

“A lot of learning has taken place through working with people from different practice backgrounds and experiences.”

The Action Learning Sets were provided with guidance (Tayforth Learning Network, 2009) although some candidates found this “vague” or “confusing” and most groups seemed to have developed their own individual dynamic and focus.  Of the four groups three were continuing beyond Stage 1.  One group had stopped meeting fairly early on in the programme, apparently due to small numbers and intermittent attendance.  There may be a ‘critical mass’ in terms of group size here, as well as an impact of geography in areas where there are fewer candidates.    

Barriers
The greatest barrier candidates referred to was the tricky “balancing act” they had to manage between the award and their work as social workers and social care workers, and this was also reflected in discussions with line managers. One candidate suggested that, 

“… there's a kind of black hole somewhere between the process of thinking this is a good idea and the reality of managing somebody who's doing it.”
A similar concern was also highlighted by all the Scottish providers of the award who reflected on the highly pressurised environments that many PLQ candidates work in.  Tayforth PDA were particularly aware of, and concerned to address their colleagues’ perceptions of their participation in the award,

“I think there's a natural conflict as well, certainly for me, with not wanting my colleagues to suffer because of something that I'm doing. I don't want [team members] to be thinking, ’Well, that's nice for you but... all I seem to be getting is your work’.”
Candidates’ perceptions of the level of support they were getting in their workplace varied greatly from those who felt highly supported to other individuals that thought that they were “being left to manage it ourselves”. 
Other barriers highlighted by candidates and case study participants included:

· Individual health and personal issues 

· Lack of readiness for assessment tasks, especially for candidates who had not undertaken academic writing for many years

· Insufficient assessor support

	Key Findings: Delivery of the Tayforth PDA pilot
· Candidates had very positive views of Group Learning during the award, supported by the excitement of starting a new award, a supportive candidate group, well written course materials, and an effective balance between presentation of new knowledge and interactive learning activities.
· It was important to candidates to have both a consistent facilitator and stimulating sessions from a range of contributors with different backgrounds and areas of expertise

· Many candidates and programme providers thought that there was over-reliance on academic essay writing as an assessment method and that a greater range of assessment methods should be used to evidence different kinds of learning. Some candidates and assessors found writing to assessment criteria based on SQA standards unfamiliar and sometimes problematic
· Assessor support was highly significant to candidates and their progress through the award; assessor time, reliability, knowledge of SVQ awards, and experience of assessment were all appreciated by candidates
· Most candidates gained some of their experience of supporting practice learning in the workplace through assessment of a social work degree student. There was also evidence of a wide range of other work with learners, including colleagues, service users and other students.
· Practice assessors reported new learning from their involvement in the award.
· Most candidates found their participation in Action Learning Sets with other candidates very beneficial. Candidate progress through the programme was also assisted by support from assessors, line managers, colleagues, other candidates, and the course tutor 
· There was “a tricky balancing act” for candidates between achieving the Tayforth PDA and fulfilling their role as social services practitioners.  Some candidates felt insufficiently supported and this could impact on their progression through and achievement of the award.   


Findings: Integrating Learning in the Workplace
Of central interest to TLN and its partners is whether all the time, money and energy put in by the Learning Network, candidates, assessors and practice agencies over the last four years is having a measurable impact on a key objective of the PLQ framework, to support the development of organisations that promote the learning of all their members.  The evidence for such learning is examined below in relation to each of Kirkpatrick’s four levels.  

Level 1: Candidates’ response to the programme
The candidates’ mostly enthusiastic response to Stage 1 (Group Learning) of the programme has already been noted.  Candidate evaluations of the programme modules were consistently ‘excellent’, ‘good’ or ‘above average’, with most group learning days weighted toward the ‘excellent’ end of the six point scale used.  Comments from the final group event were all positive, describing this stage of the programme as “relevant”, “enjoyable”, “worthwhile”, and “truly a learning experience”.  These reactions were also evident from interviews with candidates and the candidate panel held during the Tutor Guide event.  Candidates at Stage 2 (Workplace Learning) had more varied responses as might be expected from the range of settings in which they worked, the varied levels of support they had to complete the programme (discussed in the previous section) and the different learners they were working with.  For the most part, however, they described Stage 1 (Group Learning) as having provided the learning opportunities they required to move on to work with learners in the workplace.  However, one candidate said he would have liked more explicit guidance on how to work with social work students and less focus on wider issues relating to practice learning. This was also highlighted by an assessor who found that a lack of content “around the nuts and bolts of working with a student social worker” required individual assessors to take on additional responsibility for providing this preparation for candidates taking on practice teaching responsibilities.  

Level 2: Changes in learning
New learning that was most commonly reported by candidates, assessors and line managers was at the level of individual candidate learning.  The case studies were particularly helpful in providing a rounded view of such learning from complementary perspectives.  The most frequently reported changes were in relation to increased self-awareness and the ability to critically reflect on practice.  Some reported examples of this kind of learning are provided below:

· A candidate who was a very active practitioner had been enabled by the programme to “slow down and reflect on what s/he was doing and why…and rethink how s/he operates as a practitioner” (Assessor)
· A candidate described their improved understanding of the role of a practice educator, and “why I have done things a particular way in the past”.
· A candidate became aware that the support she has given to team members in the past has been driven by what she knew worked for her and therefore an assumption that this would work for others.  This made her reflect on how she could better support others’ learning.

· The award had made one candidate “really…look at his own work and how to update his knowledge” (practice assessor) and another to recognise the importance of using research to inform practice

· A candidate who was assessing a social work degree student recognised the importance of learning as a shared experience “whether that’s in your unit, office, or department”.
· Taking on more responsibility: “I probably wouldn’t have been as up for it…I guess [I thought] more of the leader/ management type people would do it.”

All candidates we spoke to were able to provide examples of their individual learning from the programme.  These changes were also highlighted by some of the Tayforth PDA course providers, for example:

“I saw them become more confident, individually and as a group, and I saw them developing some identification with the role of practice educator.”

This sense of confidence and renewal was very apparent for most candidates: one candidate described herself as having “a new lease of life”.  However, for some this learning, though clearly significant to individuals, had not so far been translated into any reported changes in the way they behaved in the workplace.  This was particularly true of those whose progress through the programme had been delayed, although some others also described some barriers to moving up to the next level of learning (see Barriers, below).

Level 3: Changes in behaviour
There were also examples of reported changes in behaviour in the workplace.  Some candidates provided some particularly thoughtful and detailed accounts of such changes which seem likely to have been supported by the increased levels of critical reflection and self-awareness described above.  Examples of these changes were wide-ranging and related both to direct facilitation of individual learners (such as social work degree students) and to other aspects of practice education in the workplace.  The evidence of change spanned all eight of the units of the Tayforth PDA; an example drawn from each set of learning outcomes for the award is provided in Table 2.  It was hard to generalise from these examples of changes in behaviour, which seemed to be individual and contextual, depending on each candidate’s perceived learning needs, and the nature of the workplace, both in terms of support and learning opportunities made available.

Table 2: Perceived changes in candidates’ behaviour during the Tayforth PDA
	Tayforth PDA Unit 
	Examples of reported change in behaviour


	Leadership
	Using better understanding of leadership style to provide more effective supervision, facilitation of team meetings, and delegation.

Contribution to discussions relating to organisational change 

Keeping practice learning on the agenda for team meetings

	Create an Environment for Learning
	Finding out what the preferred learning style is of colleagues and other learners
Using greater understanding of personal power to empower a social work student learner

Initiating discussions with senior managers about ways of promoting a learning culture within a voluntary agency

	Establish Effective Working Relationships
	Better understanding of communication style impacting on how candidate communicates with others within and outwith service 
Greater confidence and assertiveness in proposing changes (e.g. to own role, team organisation)

Seeing the need for and using different approaches to learning during staff induction

	Support Practice in a Social Services Practice Context
	Re-focusing on legislation and policy that informs practice, and modelling this to team members

	Facilitate Learning
	Modelling active use of up to date theory and research findings for a social work student

Adapting training courses to take account of Tayforth PDA learning

	The Assessment of Learners
	Involving the whole social work team in assessment of a social work degree student

	Evidence based Practice
	Using research evidence: “It’s still laborious – but I am getting there.”

Using new ICT skills to search for up to date evidence

	Evaluate Learning
	Devising evaluation strategies for learning programmes

Sharing and inviting evaluations of self and social work practice with colleagues and students


Level 4: Changes to organisations and environments

Examples of organisational and environmental change, the highest level in Kirkpatrick’s hierarchy, were much thinner on the ground.  It has to be recognised that this evaluation was undertaken when candidates were in the midst of the award, and it was almost certainly too early to locate meaningful evidence of more profound changes in the ways teams and organisations work, although any of the examples of changes of behaviour summarised in Table 2 clearly have potential to bring about more far reaching changes in social service workplaces.  There was, however, tentative evidence from line managers, candidates and assessors of some changes at team level, especially in relation to more effective working relationships between colleagues.  These were described as being brought about through increased candidate self-awareness and recognition of their wider responsibilities in relation to colleague learning. Further evidence over time would be required to support this claim but a flavour of the potential for practice educators’ quite subtle potential for influence within a team setting is provided in this more detailed practice example provided by one of the candidates (‘Jane’):

“I'm not being a brain box but I'm probably the ‘font of all knowledge’ in my team and if somebody needs to know something it's, ‘Go and ask Jane’.  And it wasn't until I was doing a lot of the adult learning theories and I thought, actually what is ‘going and asking Jane’ doing to other people? So I had a chat with [team colleagues] and said if they were to come to me …and I took a wee bit of time to answer them it was because I was trying to formulate in my head the best way to support them and not just to tell them the answer.  Because, ‘If I just give you the answer  ... you’re never going to look at your own skills or look at your own resources’. It was taken a bit tongue and cheek but they are actually embracing it now.” 

There were also examples of how candidate behaviour, including the way that individuals modelled practice learning, and passed on knowledge to others, brought about some more concrete practice changes:

· Sharing knowledge and understanding with colleagues with the result that that a previously unevaluated learning programme for service users was systematically evaluated.
· A greater sharing of leadership roles, with practice educators negotiating and taking on roles that they formerly viewed as the preserve of team managers or other senior staff, supported by increases in perceived confidence and assertiveness.

· Using learning from the programme to work directly with young people to establish their learning styles, and using this understanding to improve services.
Other, less specific, evidence of organisational and cultural change came from programme providers.  There was a broad recognition that this kind of change took time, but we heard about shifts in language and perception in organisations as individuals within them broadened their understanding of practice learning and its significance.  One provider commented,

“People need to have an opportunity to get their head round a change from the old world to the now world [but] yes, there has definitely been a shift from where we were, for example, a year ago.” 

Supporting the development of learning organisations
One of the objectives of this evaluation is to identify what facilitates the integration of learning in the workplace.  Many participants highlighted the importance of moving from what was referred to as “lip service” or “hearts and flowers thinking” about organisational learning cultures to a more pragmatic and realistic appraisal of what supports and impedes organisations to develop and grow.  Case study and other interview respondents were able to identify a range of key supports as well as a number of potential barriers to organisational change.  In analysing the supports we have drawn on the notion of personal and organisational capabilities for learning proposed by Scotland’s Continuous Learning Framework [CLF]. The Framework sets out what people in the social services need “to be able to do their job well now and in the future, and describes what employers do to support them” (SSSC, 2008:5).  The CLF therefore emphasises both the need for individuals to take personal responsibility for learning and the role of the organisation in creating an environment that enables them to do so.  This interaction between the individual candidate and his or her organisation came through strongly in the interviews, and both sets of capabilities, many of which have already been highlighted in this evaluation, are summarised in Table 3.  There is a considerable degree of overlap between the capabilities identified in this evaluation and those of the CLF, particularly in relation to personal capabilities.  It is important, however, to see this attempt at bringing together these capabilities as the start of ‘a work in progress’ that could be built on and developed with further research.

The range of capabilities highlighted in this evaluation is striking, and emphasises the extent to which the development of learning organisations is about whole systems change.  At the same time it is heartening that candidates, assessors, line managers and other participants were able to identify aspects of all these supports in their own organisations.  Many of these capabilities are essentially about changes in culture, values and attitudes, which, as one participant pointed out, “won’t happen overnight”.  There was, however, in most of the interviews, an optimism that small scale change, through the day to day actions of practice educators, had potential to help to bring about cumulative and gradual change.  One programme provider said,

“In aspirational terms I would like to see a shift from integrating learning on a 1:1 basis to a much wider approach with practice educators potentially coordinating and facilitating learning.  I hope that agencies are able to recognise that practice learning is crucial from induction of new workers right through their progression as practitioners.”
Inevitably there were also barriers to realising these capabilities; as with the programme itself, all participants spoke of competing pressures associated with busy workplaces, competing targets, and under-staffed social service and multidisciplinary teams.  Another frequently mentioned barrier related to others’ lack of understanding of the nature of the role of the practice educator.  A programme provider commented that, 

“…this is something that the candidates themselves are in a difficult position with because they're actually more aware of what the award is about than their colleagues and their agencies…”

Therefore candidates themselves often had to work hard to “sell” the vision of practice learning that the Tayforth PDA was offering, stressing the importance for some of those personal capabilities listed in Table 3, such as self-confidence and determination.  It was apparent during the evaluation that this could be at odds with agency expectations that the prime purpose of the Tayforth PDA was to train practice teachers.  At the same time, many participants in the evaluation stressed the very real pressures for Universities, Learning Networks and agencies to offer sufficient numbers of PLOs and well trained practice teachers to meet current and future demand.  As one programme provider pointed out,

“..the one to one supervision and assessment of social work students is a priority.  It is crucial for us to have practice educators who are working at a higher level [of SCQF 10] and are capable of acting as practice teachers to degree level students.”
Apart from the evident pressures to train practice teachers, one of the case studies which involved a candidate who was supervising a social work student, also highlighted very clearly the benefits to teams and organisations of having new learners, such as social work degree students, in the workplace.  As the team manager commented, 

“This is a very supportive team.  We see students as an asset and we all work in our own ways to support them: the team environment promotes learning and challenge.” 

This highlights the dynamic two way interaction between teams and incoming learners such as students, with potential for all parties to be engaged in very active and collaborative learning.  As one candidate said,

“Practice learning is constantly on the agenda.  It feels like this student is a [Team name] social work student, not just my student.”
Table 3: Capabilities for integration of learning in the workplace

	Capabilities
	Capabilities highlighted by research respondents


	Personal Capabilities: Managing relationships
	A focus on outcomes for service users and carers

	
	Ability to negotiate professional autonomy and accountability

	
	Awareness of difference and diversity/ empathy

	
	Willingness to lead and to support others to lead

	
	Willingness to support others and ask for support

	
	Ability to model good practice

	
	Ability to articulate and promote ‘a vision’

	
	Ability to build trust  and respect for others

	
	Ability to set boundaries

	Personal Capabilities: Managing self
	Personal motivation,  enthusiasm and determination

	
	Creativity and Imagination

	
	Openness to learning: “You don’t need to know it all”

	
	Self-confidence

	
	Self-awareness 

	
	Flexibility

	
	Capacity for critical reflection

	Organisational Capabilities: Policy and regulation
	SSSC registration requirements 

	
	Continuous Learning Framework

	
	Scotland’s 21st Century Social Work Review

	
	Other frameworks for training and learning eg Social Work Degree standards, SVQ standards

	Organisational Capabilities: Whole agencies
	A high profile for learning and development at all levels in the organisation

	
	Individuals that lead and champion practice learning

	
	A broad understanding of the nature of practice learning

	
	Openness to new ideas

	
	Effective supervision policies

	
	Ways to promote colleague support e.g. through peer supervision

	
	A focus on outcomes for service users and carers

	
	An understanding of the benefits to agencies of learning organisations 

	Organisational capabilities: Team Cultures
	An enthusiasm for learning

	
	Seeing new team members, including students, as an asset

	
	Managers that “come out from behind their desks” and can model skilled practice and learning

	
	Ability to create opportunities for learning in the working day e.g. in team meetings

	
	Support for professional autonomy

	
	Access to a wide range of learning opportunities (including multidisciplinary opportunities)


At the same time it was stressed that the practice educator’s role is a continuing one, in which the individual takes an ongoing responsibility for leading change, rather than, as one practice assessor stressed, “just dropping into the role” when they have a student.

A focus by some agencies on the award’s function as a preparation for practice teaching social work students also seemed to have some consequences in terms of access to the award.  For example, some agencies only offered the award to qualified social workers who could go on to be practice teachers.  At the same time it was suggested to us that there were individuals, such as managers of care homes with SVQ Level 4, whose participation in the programme could have benefited the individual and agency.

	Key Findings: Learning

· The evaluation explored four levels of learning: candidate responses, candidate learning, changes in behaviour, and in organisations (Kirkpatrick, 1984)

· At this stage in candidates’ progress through the award most impacts were at the level of candidate response and learning, although there was some evidence of behavioural and, more tentatively, organisational change

· Candidates’ immediate responses to the programme were generally very positive

· The most frequently reported changes in candidate learning related to greater self-awareness and the ability to critically reflect on practice in a range of different contexts involving the facilitation of learning.  These changes were supported in many cases with increased self confidence.

· Most candidates provided some detailed and individual accounts of changes in behaviour related to their perceived learning needs and workplace.   These examples spanned all eight of the Tayforth PDA units, including examples of leadership, facilitation, and evaluation of learning.

· There were fewer examples of organisational change, but there was evidence of both quite subtle and more concrete changes in practice at team level which were attributed by candidates and others to involvement in the Tayforth PDA.

· A range of key capabilities for integration of learning in the workplace were identified including both personal and organisational capabilities.  Many of these capabilities are also found in the SSSC Continuous Learning Framework.


Findings: Setting the Tayforth PDA in a Scottish context

Whilst the focus of this evaluation is on the TLN award, we also interviewed representatives from the four other Scottish programme providers: The Robert Gordon University (RGU), University of Highlands and Islands (UHI), the West of Scotland Learning Network, and the South-East Scotland Learning Network (in partnership with Stevenson College).  The purpose of this was to help set the award in a broader context and to gain an understanding of the commonalities and differences between the programmes.  It was also hoped that this exercise would highlight aspects of good practice and innovation that TLN (and possibly other programmes) could learn from.  This is consistent with one of the original intentions of the PLQ framework, that providers would collaborate, for example to share resources such as learning materials (SIESWE, 2006: 9). The award has different titles in different parts of Scotland and the term PLQ is used here as a generic abbreviation for all the awards. It is important to note that the use of different names to describe the same qualification at SCQF Level 10 frequently presented a significant source of confusion to research participants as well as the researchers both within the Tayforth area and elsewhere in Scotland.

Like TLN and its partners, programme providers have invested substantial time and energy in developmental work to establish the programme.  Many similar themes emerged here:

· The crucial need for ongoing partnership working between universities, agencies, learning networks, and other stakeholders from early development to delivery and evaluation. 

· The importance of the principle of involving service users and carers, but also, in some cases, some concerns about whether this has been effective, and an active interest in finding ways to do this in more meaningful ways.

· The work done to ‘cluster’ the standards of the award (but with some very interesting and different conclusions about how best to do this in different programmes, which may reflect differences in focus for different awards).

· The importance of thorough induction for candidates, assessors and mentors including, in blended learning programmes, support to develop and build ICT skills and confidence.

· The need to create an effective balance between experiential learning, reflection on practice, and direct imparting of knowledge.  

· For many programmes, some shared challenges: promoting inclusion of candidates from small voluntary agencies; building and sustaining numbers of assessors, mentors, and programme facilitators; the unpredictability of candidate numbers from year to year; the need to help agency managers, assessors and others understand the differences between this award and the Practice Teaching Award; the competing pressures of the programme and the workplace for nearly all candidates. 

There were also some key differences between programmes.  Perhaps most evident during interviews was a perceived difference in primary focus in the PLQ at SCQF Level 10 in different parts of Scotland.  The South-East Scotland LN and TLN appear to have strong similarities in their shared intention to offer an award which focuses on practice learning in its broadest sense, whilst the UHI, RGU and West of Scotland Programmes seem to have a more explicit focus on training practice teachers of social work students.  However, inevitably, differences between programmes are more complex and subtle than this distinction suggests. In reality the main initial driver for agencies to put forward candidates for all programmes appears to have been the desire to increase the number of trained practice teachers.  However, as a representative from the SE Scotland Learning Network explained, this emphasis is beginning to change on their programme as they move on to their second presentation, 

“There is a growing recognition of the breadth of the award.  The way people have used evidence in their portfolios suggests they are actually using the materials to work with their teams and a whole range of other ways - but the starting point was the gap in terms of social work practice learning.”

Each programme has distinctive elements, some of which relate to aspects of the context within the award is delivered, such as rurality, and relationships with partner agencies.  This evaluation can only touch the surface of these features, but some examples of local innovation and development that arose in interviews included:

· The blended learning approach used by UHI, and being developed by RGU, and the interest for both programmes on finding ways to support candidates, assessors and mentors to use this learning method effectively

· The ability of University-based programmes, such as RGU’s qualification, to draw on established disability services to support candidates with particular learning needs

· RGU’s use of mentors to support candidates on their programme in its Graduate Certificate PLQ(SS)

· The work of the SE Scotland Learning Network and its partners to help senior managers and others in agencies understand the benefits of “the transforming potential” of the PLQ qualifications

· Creativity in ways of assessing candidate competence.  For example, the West of Scotland PDAPL candidates plan, deliver and evaluate a learning programme, and are assessed on aural and written presentations of this work.  This requirement has resulted in some imaginative and challenging learning for candidates working with, for example, colleagues and service users.  

· SE Scotland’s approach to facilitating the learning of candidates and workplace learners about evidence-based practice through workplace based activities.

· The UHI award brings candidates from social  services and non- social services backgrounds (e.g. health, occupational therapy) together to undertake both the PDA in Practice Learning and PDA in Practice Learning (SS)

· The accumulated experience of delivery of the West of Scotland PDA which is currently in its sixth presentation and has had the opportunity to learn from cumulative feedback from candidates, assessors, agencies and universities.

There were many other innovatory practices discussed in interviews but these examples provide a flavour of the potential for mutual learning that these five remarkably distinctive qualifications at SCQF Level 10 offer. 
	Key Findings: The Scottish Context

· The five Practice Learning programmes in Scotland at SCQF Level 10 are based on the same PLQ standards but are structured and delivered in a range of different ways.

· Some programmes appear to have a more explicit focus on training practice teachers of social work students, and others, like the TLN award, have a broader aim in relation to promoting practice learning of a wide range of social services staff

· The varying terminology used by different programmes, including award titles, is confusing for potential candidates, employers and others seeking to understand the new practice learning awards

· The five programme providers stressed some similar themes, including the Importance of partnership working, effective service user and carer involvement, sustaining numbers of assessors and mentors, and promoting the involvement of voluntary agency candidates. The distinctive nature of the five Scottish awards offers opportunities for sharing of innovative practice, for example in relation to distance learning and mentoring of candidates.



Conclusions and Areas for Development
The purpose of this evaluation is to explore the extent to which candidate learning in the Tayforth PDA programme is being integrated in the workplace, and how this learning at an individual level may contribute to the development of learning organisations in the social services.  There is remarkably little research evidence that relates to the impact of training and learning on practice in social care organisations (Carpenter, 2005), although there is increasing interest in evaluating the outcomes of learning on professional practice.  This evaluation, in its attempt to go beyond immediate responses to training, aims to contribute to this greater focus on outcomes, to consider the impacts of learning on organisations.  In this section of the report we will return to the objectives for the evaluation, summarising the analysed data, and suggesting areas for future development, including some areas of interest for future research.  The proposed areas of development are also summarised in Table 4.
Does the delivery and content of the award meet its aims and objectives?

The delivery and content of the award were assessed against the guiding principles and underpinning standards for the PLQ framework.  Broadly speaking, we found that the principles informed all stages of planning and development of the award, and were reflected very well in its delivery.  Nearly all the research participants demonstrated a good understanding of the purpose of the award, a commitment to its principles, and a confidence that it met its aims and objectives.  The processes involved in meeting the PLQ principles were by no means straightforward, especially in relation to partnership working, particularly crucial to the future delivery of the Tayforth PDA by a broader consortium of stakeholders.  Some key factors that supported this delivery were the goodwill and energy of Tayforth partners, a continuing re-inforcement of the ‘vision’ and potential of the qualification, and funding to support development of the award and the participation of voluntary agencies.  This way of working is also congruent with SQA’s principles in relation to developing and maintaining their qualifications (Scottish Qualifications Authority, 2007).

Areas for development

1.  An area for further work in Tayforth, as, reportedly, in other areas of Scotland, will be the ongoing involvement of service users and carers in both the planning and delivery of the award. TLN has already been active in this respect, exemplified by the involvement of young service users from Barnardos in the programme, but there is more work to do to embed this approach, and ensure that some practices, such as service user references for candidates, are reviewed to ensure their fitness for purpose.  The experience of other PLQ programmes and national bodies representing service users and carers may well be very helpful to this work.

2. Consideration should be given to involving a broader spectrum of individuals with social care and non social service backgrounds in planning and delivery of the award.  This would reflect both the principles of the PLQ framework and changing policy and practice in Scotland in relation to multidisciplinary working.  The Tayforth PDA has been approved by the SSSC for non social service as well as social services workers.  There is therefore also potential to open the door to offering the non social services version of the Tayforth PDA, learning from, for example, UHI’s experience of offering both awards within a single course presentation.

3. The driver for agency participation in the award in this programme was primarily the need to access a qualification for practice teachers supervising social work students.  This emphasis was inevitable given continuing concerns about insufficiency of practice teachers, but did apparently limit the extent to which other learners were able to access the PDA.  Evidence from South East Scotland suggests that agencies may gradually be persuaded of the benefits of practice learning for a wider range of their employees.  Meanwhile there is work the TLN and its partners can do to ‘sell’ a broader understanding of practice learning and, importantly, its benefits to agencies and their staff. It will also be important for programme providers to be inclusive of a wide range of potential candidates in the way that the PDA is advertised, planned and delivered.

4. Although there was a good deal of work done by TLN and partners to standardise application and selection processes the evaluation findings suggests that in practice these were variable between agencies.  This raises questions about the equity of access to the PDA across the Tayforth area that need to be explored and addressed with partners before another presentation of the award.

5. One way in which the Tayforth PDA could be made more accessible and flexible, two of the principles of the PLQ framework, is to consider offering a more modular approach to the award, which could enable participants to undertake both standalone modules, or to combine modules in an incremental way.  This could open up the award to more learners, and potentially recognition for prior learning.  This would enable more individually tailored journeys through the award, meeting what would already appear to be an identified need for some candidates with health problems or difficulties with assignments on the pilot programme.  This suggestion was made by one of the respondents to this evaluation and is already being actively contemplated by the South East Scotland PLQ programmes.

To what extent does the Tayforth PDA course teaching and assessment framework equip practice educators for their role?
The course teaching framework was perceived by nearly all participants in the evaluation to provide an extremely good preparation for their role as practice educators, although any conclusions have to be tentative since candidates were still in the midst of undertaking the award when we undertook the evaluation.  Their learning seemed to particularly relate to gaining an understanding of the role of the practice educator, supported by experiential learning that enabled candidates to apply this knowledge in the workplace.  Finding out about self, and developing capacity for critical reflection were both highlighted by participants as crucial components of their learning.  There were, however, some questions raised during the evaluation about the extent to which the Tayforth PDA is providing sufficient support to candidates who are going to be supervising and assessing social work students.  The course assessment framework relating to Stage 1 assignments generally seemed less well attuned than course teaching to the wide-ranging and flexible role of the practice educator and to be a barrier to some candidates’ progress through the Tayforth PDA.  It was too early to comment fully on the candidates’ development of a portfolio but for most candidates this seemed to be progressing satisfactorily especially they were well supported by assessors with a good understanding of SQA systems. 

Areas for development

1. The evaluation findings suggest that there is a need to review the assessment strategy for Stage 1 of the programme to ensure that it takes account of the needs of a wide range of learners, and provides potential to model a range of forms of assessment as well as written assignments.  There are some suggestions for alternative methods in this report, as well as opportunities to draw on the experience of other Scottish programmes that use a range of assessment methods.

2. Some practice assessors may need particular assistance with understanding and negotiating SQA systems. We are aware that TLN and partners has already recognised this need and is strengthening its current supports, such as standardisation meetings, with a ‘route map’ for assessors and verifiers.  There are clearly some effective and supportive networks within the assessor and verifier community at present and it may be helpful to formalise some of these arrangements, especially for assessors in smaller agencies to, for example, enable more experienced assessors to support those with less experience e.g. through mentoring, online assessor forum.

3. There is a balance to be achieved between the broader stream aspirations of the award in developing learning cultures and the need to ensure that there is sufficiently targeted guidance about supervising learners undertaking specific qualifications.  Discussion is required about the best way to ensure that candidates feel sufficiently prepared for the practicalities and challenges of working with learners undertaking different awards, particularly, given the pressure to train practice teachers, the many candidates who are likely to be supervising and assessing social work students.  This evaluation suggests that this may be particularly important when practice teachers and their assessors are still be adjusting to new social work degree standards.  This kind of targeted guidance may also be required when candidates are preparing to assess other learners, such as SVQ candidates. 

4. During the evaluation we encountered some very current debates about assessment and SCQF levels.  For example, should assessors/ candidates always have a qualification at a higher SCQF level than their candidate/ learner?  And can the standards of an award at SCQF Level 10 only be met by assessing a learner at SCQF Level 9?  It is beyond the scope of this evaluation to debate these matters but there does appear to be a very real need for a focused discussion between providers of the PLQ awards and the SSSC to help clarify these issues of principle since they impact on both access to and assessment of all the PLQ awards.

5. The main delivery method used for this programme was face to face teaching.  Given some of the pressures on provider and candidate time, as well as the desire to reach out to a range of learners, it may be helpful for TLN and its partners to explore use of a blended learning approach using elements of online delivery e.g. for candidate support, assessed activities, direct learning.  It is important to note that choice of methods would need primarily to be guided by pedagogic considerations rather than convenience, and that effective online delivery itself requires investment in terms of time, finances, and training and support of providers and candidates. 

How are partner agencies supporting the emergence of the practice educator’s role?
Candidates were really just embarking on their practice education role in the workplace but there was evidence of a range of kinds of support at a number of different levels from partner agencies, including:

· Involvement in planning and delivering the award

· Selection of candidates and provision of assessors

· Interagency working e.g. larger employers providing practice assessors to small organisations

· Offering PLOs to learners, such as social work and social pedagogy students

· Identifying learning opportunities e.g. new leadership roles

· Supporting the emergence of Action Learning Sets 

· Line management and other supervision, including support of reflective practice and inquiry and modelling of good practice e.g. of leadership

· Key individuals championing ‘practice learning’ in its broadest sense e.g. Learning and Development Officers

For candidates the support of individuals closely associated with practitioner learning such line managers, colleagues, and practice assessors seemed particularly crucial.  The support provided was partly about actions of individuals within the learning environment, but also related to organisational and individual attitudes and values e.g. openness to creativity and experimentation.  This aspect of organisational culture is a key attribute for  learning organisations which require “strong cultures that promote openness, creativity, and experimentation among members [which] encourage members to acquire, process and share information, nurture innovation, and provide the freedom to try new things, to risk failure and to learn from mistakes” (SCIE, 2004).  One of the prime barriers for candidates to this kind of active experimentation in a practice education role seemed to relate to lack of understanding of the award, for example the language used, and the differences between this award and the Practice Teaching Award. Others were those of the competing pressures within very busy workplaces, and what a respondent referred to as “mechanistic work practices” that were not open to new approaches.

Areas for development
1. There is a continuing need for partner agencies to gain a greater understanding of the significance and benefits of the award, as well as a need to understand what will best enable practice educators to fulfil their role in different contexts.  This is also important to encouraging applications to the award and ensuring that line managers have a realistic understanding of the time commitment involved to complete the award.

2. A lot of people – from the TLN, agencies and universities – have been involved in its development and delivery.  However, as with many collaborative arrangements, the major input has been from a few key individuals, both those, like the course tutor, who have been employed to undertake this work, and individuals with a real interest and passion for practice learning who have taken the initiative forward.  There are therefore serious questions about how current partnerships can be built on and expanded, and the complex business of co-ordinating and delivering a coherent qualification can be achieved, bearing in mind the views of participants and providers about the importance to them consistency of facilitation.  Other Scottish PLQ programmes have highlighted similar issues, and, again it would be useful to look in more detail at different partnership models and what is working elsewhere. 

How can the award help partner agencies on their individual journeys towards the ideal of the learning organisation?

The journey toward becoming a ‘learning organisation’ may seem to have an rather ill defined and unattainable destination, not helped by multiple and contested understandings of this concept (Gould, 2004: 5). The definition used for this research refers to an organisation’s learning coming through “its constituent parts, and notably through the learning of individuals who work within it” (Baldwin, 2004: 167).  This understanding of the learning organisation is important to the aspirations for the PLQ framework as a whole since it suggests that individuals, such as the practice educators completing the Tayforth PDA, have the potential agency to bring about larger scale change through their day to day actions as individuals, team members, and employees of organisations.  A useful theoretical framework for helping to understand how this happens in practice is that of activity theory which would support the belief that small scale cycles of innovative learning, situated in different parts of the social services workforce, are capable of contributing to the kind of larger scale ‘expansive’ organisational transformation required to help organisations to learn, develop and change (Engestrom, 1999).  This does not preclude the potential for ‘top down’ change (and indeed it is important to remember that some of the participants of the Tayforth PDA are themselves managers) but does, importantly, provide a rationale for proposing that any individual in an organisation can have influence on the learning of others, and ultimately the organisation.

This evaluation provides some early evidence of the influence of these new practice educators.  The examples of practice used to illustrate Kirkpatrick’s fourth level, of environmental and organisational change’, form a tentative beginning to the ‘small scale cycles’ that Engestrom proposes.  These examples document day to day changes in perspectives, learning, and actions of the candidates, assessors, managers, learners and others involved in Tayforth’s PDA which have potential to create organisational change.  The evidence presented in this report suggests that the Tayforth PDA even at this early stage, is beginning to initiate some small changes through influencing how candidates act, how they relate to their colleagues, how they relate to service user,  how they use knowledge and how they lead change.  

Areas for development
1. Individuals and organisations would benefit from help to understand what a learning organisation ‘looks like’ in practice.  This could come through the development of learning materials and anonymised examples, in different formats, such as video clips or podcasts that help to illustrate development of learning cultures and organisations in a concrete and accessible way (see, for example, The Key Capabilities in Child Care and Protection: SSSC, 2007-08).
2. Learning organisations develop and change over time.  There is a need for a longer term systematic evaluation of how practice education can influence their development in different contexts using agreed outcome measures, such as the SCIE Key Characteristics of Learning Organisations (2004).  More specifically, there would be benefits in building on this evaluation, particularly its case study approach, to track the progress and activities of the individual practice educators and organisations involved in this study over time, subject to appropriate consents and further funding to do so. There is also potential to expand the range of methods used to gain a more in depth understanding of what supports integration of learning, drawing on the experience of, for example, the Evaluation of Social Work Outcome Project (2008).
3. During the evaluation there was ongoing discussion, and sometimes evidence of tensions between the role of the practice teacher and the wider role of practice educator.  There was also some evidence of ‘divergent evolution’ of different PLQ programmes in Scotland and of some polarisation in views about the value of different awards.  There appears to be a need for dialogue between all the Scottish programmes at SCQF Level 10, to reflect on these differences, learn from each other, and find ways to evaluate the quality of different programmes in systematic and agreed ways.  This would involve gaining a better understanding of different ways in which all practice educators, including practice teachers, contribute to the development of workplace learning cultures. 
What facilitates the integration of learning into the workplace?

It comes as no surprise that the integration of learning into the workplace is facilitated by a wide range of capabilities.  The SSSC Continuous Learning Framework (2007) provides a helpful distinction between personal and organisational capabilities and the important interactions between individual and the context in which s/he works.  Nyhan et al. (2003) suggest that each organisation develops and grows in its own distinctive way, and that its learning can only be brought to life by the people who work and learn within it.  Add to this mix the complexities of shifting partnerships between organisations, and it becomes clear that there is no ‘recipe’ or ‘formula’ to guide integration of learning in the workplace.  

This evaluation’s findings stress the importance of viewing practice education from a whole team perspective, and of the involvement of line managers and colleagues from a very early stage in the potential candidate’s journey through the award.  They also highlight the roles of a very wide range of people, including candidates, assessors, and providers, in integrating the principles and practice embodied in the award into their workplaces. 

 A key feature of the Tayforth PDA was the emphasis on group learning and process, both during Stage 1 of the programme and through Action Learning Sets.  That sense of belonging to a ‘community of practice’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991) seemed to sustain many candidates, promoting self-confidence, motivation, and a sense of identification with the role of practice educator. As the programme moves from the pilot to subsequent presentations it seems likely that succeeding candidates will benefit from the collective past experience of involvement in practice education, not just of individual candidates, but also assessors, line managers, colleagues, and those who plan and deliver the award.

Areas for development
1. There is potential for building on the successful Action Learning Set model to provide ongoing opportunities for ongoing contact and support as candidates complete the award and gain the qualification.  This could be done in a range of ways, including formalising the continuance of the Sets into later stages of the Tayforth PDA, and supporting candidates to become active members of their Local Practitioner Forums or other groups that promote learning.

2. The capabilities highlighted in this evaluation are tentative and evolving, but, do suggest the utility of the Continuous Learning Framework as a starting point both for the selection of suitable candidates for the Tayforth PDA and for organisations to plan how they will support them and their assessors.

3. There was limited use of mentoring during the Tayforth PDA although agencies were encouraged to use this support method if they wished. Several evaluation respondents, including the RGU programme co-ordinator, highlighted the value of mentoring as a form of support.  It would be helpful to explore the potential for mentoring candidates for the next award, and consider whether candidates from the pilot and future programmes would be well placed to act as peer mentors or buddies for new candidates.

4. There is potential to use the findings of this evaluation to initiate a dialogue with and between teams and organisations to help increase awareness of the extent of practice learning that is already occurring and to build on this understanding to develop further opportunities for learning.

Table 4: Summary of Proposed Areas of Development for the Tayforth PDA
	Area of Development
	Proposed Action

	Partnership working
	Build on service user and carer involvement in planning, selection, assessment and course delivery

	
	Involve a broader spectrum of individuals in programme planning and delivery, including social care and non social service staff

	
	Find ways to expand breadth of current partnership arrangements to build more sustainable collaborative arrangements drawing on models of partnership working developed for PLQ awards elsewhere in Scotland

	Access to the award
	Promote the involvement of a wider range of candidates, including e.g. social care managers; nursing, education and other professions

	
	Seek to harmonise application and selection procedures to promote equity of access of candidates from a range of different agencies

	
	Consider the potential of a more modular approach to the award, enabling more individual journeys through learning

	Programme delivery
	Examine the potential for inclusion of greater opportunities for distance learning as part of a blended learning approach

	
	Incorporate opportunities to provide targeted guidance for candidates supervising students and other learners from specific learning programmes e.g. social work degree programme

	
	Use the findings of the evaluation to further embed good practice (e.g. use of Action Learning Sets)

	Assessment
	Review the assessment strategy for Stage 1 (Group Learning) of the Programme to ensure that it is sufficiently varied and offers opportunities to a wide range of learners

	
	Build on support of practice assessors, especially those who are less familiar with SQA systems

	Information and understanding
	Continue to find imaginative and accessible ways to explain the benefits of the award and to ‘sell’ the vision of practice learning for all

	
	Ensure that candidate line managers and colleagues are as involved as possible in information sharing and induction processes from the start of award delivery


Table 5: Summary of Proposed Development Areas for Practice Learning
	Area of Development
	Proposed Action

	Assessment and the SCQF 
	Discussion between stakeholders, including SSSC, about the relationship between SCQF levels and assessment arrangements for the PLQ suite of awards

	Terminology
	Clarification of terminology used to describe different awards and PLQ arrangements which currently appear to generate confusion both locally and nationally

	Sharing knowledge
	The need for dialogue between SSSC and the five PLQ SCF Level 10 programmes in Scotland to share local practice and innovation and to find ways to measure quality.

	Using the evaluation findings
	The findings offer opportunities to illustrate what a ‘learning organisation ‘looks like’ in practice through concrete and accessible examples of facilitating learning.

	Further research 
	There is a need for a longer term systematic evaluation of how practice education can influence the development of learning organisations over time.


Looking into the future
TLN and its partners are now preparing to move on to the next presentation of the Tayforth PDA, learning from their experiences with the pilot award.  The next programme will necessarily differ considerably from the pilot: the funding for a course tutor to co-ordinate the programme will not continue, so the programme will be offered through a partnership of stakeholders, including local social services agencies and universities, supported by TLN.  This will present a new set of challenges for TLN’s partners, as delivery shifts towards joint ownership and, as one programme provider commented to us, this will require a different kind of “mind set” for all concerned.  There has already been considerable activity to support this move to joint ownership, typified by the production of the Tayforth PDA Tutor Guide and linked resources, and a joint event involving partners and current candidates to formally ‘hand over’ this responsibility to agency and university partners.  

We asked all the evaluation respondents to tell us about their ambitions for the award, and a flavour of these responses is summarised in Table 6.  These quotes give an indication of the sustained local enthusiasm at many different levels for the development of learners, learning teams, and learning organisations, reflecting the importance of leadership in learning, and the ability to  “communicate a compelling vision of the learning organisation” (SCIE, 2004).  However, clearly there are challenges ahead for Tayforth Learning Network and its partners in realising that vision, including:

· Ensuring that the award is ‘fit for purpose’, able to straddle both its broader aspirations and to meet the specific needs of its partners for practice teachers and other assessors of awards that are crucial to developing the workforce of tomorrow and themselves contribute to the development of learning organisations through involving students in the workplace.

· Building on the goodwill developed over the last four years of planning for and delivering the Tayforth PDA to ensure sustainability for the award, including the important capacity to co-ordinate and maintain consistency and the standards achieved in the pilot.

· Actively reaching out to help agencies and universities understand the benefits of the PLQ awards, and their place within current practice and policy, underpinned by the aspirations 21st Century Review of Social Work (Scottish Executive, 2006) and its ongoing change programme.

· The need to work closely with other programme providers to develop the PLQ framework, learning from experience and good practice in other parts of Scotland, avoiding duplication of effort, and seeking clarity about how best to use and link the qualifications at different SCQF levels

· Developing effective evaluation and quality assurance frameworks and processes both locally and nationally.
· Developing qualifications within a time of rapid organisational change and a testing financial climate.  These factors are potential threats in terms of partnership working, delivering the award, and attracting new candidates, but also be seen as potential opportunities to promote the vision of learning organisations that can learn and respond rapidly to changing circumstances.

Table 6: Participants’ ambitions for practice learning and learning organisations

	“There is something about the subtle, skilled leadership of my manager that has created an environment here that makes people want to come and to remain positive about the experience when they get here.  I would like to be a leader that oversees that kind of positive learning climate.” (Tayforth PDA Candidate)

“Practice educators can have a huge impact on resulting practice by setting firm foundations for good practice.  They also have an explicit role in the cultivation of a learning culture.” (Practice Assessor)

“If the practice educator becomes much more of a central type of role within social services, agencies and organisations where you get much greater integration of the professional agendas, organisational needs, strategic needs…to do with the bigger picture and that sense of being able to adapt and innovate within organisations…if the practice education qualification was that, that would be great!” (Programme Provider)

“Support from the whole team is important whether you are a student or qualified – it should include readily available support and advice, ideas from more experienced workers about how to work with somebody: you need to feel able to ask.” (Social Work degree student)
“The role of the practice educator and working for an organisation that fully embraces a ‘learning culture’ would need to be seen as beneficial to service users, individuals, teams and the organisation itself.”  (Tayforth PDA Candidate)

Facilitating practice learning is “something we should all be doing from day to day” (Tayforth PDA Candidate)


References
Baldwin, M. (2004) ‘Conclusions: Optimism and the art of the possible’, in (eds.) Gould, N. and Baldwin, M. Social Work, Critical Reflection, and the Learning Organisation, Aldershot: Ashgate

Carpenter, J. (2005) Evaluating outcomes in Social Work Education, Social Care Institute for Excellence/ Scottish Institute for Excellence in Social Work Education 

Engestrom, Y. (1999) Learning by Expanding: Ten years after,
http://lchc.ucsd.edu/MCA/Paper/Engestrom/expanding/intro.htm  [Accessed 16.1.08]

Gould, N. (2004) ‘Introduction: The Learning Organisation and Reflective Practice – the Emergence of a Concept’, in (eds.) Gould, N. and Baldwin, M. Social Work, Critical Reflection, and the Learning Organisation, Aldershot: Ashgate

Gordon, J., McGeoch, M. and Stewart, A. (2009) Planning for Learning in the West of Scotland: A Report for Scottish Social Services Learning Network West. Paisley: Scottish Social Services Learning Network West http://www.learningnetworks.org.uk/regions/west/practicelearning/plreportwos.pdf
[Accessed 22.7.09]

Hermann, N. (1996) The Whole Brain Business Book: Unlocking the power of the whole brain thinking in organisations and individuals.  New York: McGraw Hill Book Co.

Nyhan, B., Cressey, P., Tomassini, M., Kelleher, M. and Poell, R. (2003) Facing up to the Learning Organisation Challenge; Key issues from a European perspective, Vol 1.  Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the European Communitieshttp://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICDocs/data/ericdocs2sql/content_storage_01/0000019b/80/1b/30/58.pdf  [Accessed 22.7.09]

Iles,V. and Sutherland, K. (2001) Managing Change in the NHS, London: NHS Service Delivery and Organisation Research and Development. 

Institute for Research and Innovation in Social Services (IRISS) (January 2009) Scottish Social Services Learning Network – Tayforth and the institute for Research and Innovation in Social Services: A Project Brief, IRISS

Kirkpatrick, D. L. (1994) Evaluating Training Programmes: The Four Levels, San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers
Lave, J. and Wenger, E., (1991) Situated learning: Legitimate Peripheral

Participation, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press
Lewis, J. (2003) ‘Design Issues’, in J. Ritchie and J. Lewis (Eds.) Qualitative Research Practice, London: Sage
Pawson, R. and Tilley, N. (1997) Realistic Evaluation, London: Sage Publications

Scottish Executive (2004) Confidence in Practice Learning, Edinburgh, Scottish Executive.

http://www.sssc.uk.com/NR/rdonlyres/936E13C1-83A4-45E8-A1D7-1DA94D823965/0/Confidenceinpracticelearning.pdf [Accessed 3.2.09]

Scottish Executive (2005) Life Long Learning for Life Changing work: National Strategy for the Social Services Workforce in Scotland – A Plan for Action 2005-2010, Edinburgh: Scottish Executive

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2005/11/07104403/44072 [Accessed 3.2.09]

Scottish Executive (2006) Changing Lives: Report of the 21st Century Social Work Review, Edinburgh: Scottish Executive

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/91931/0021949.pdf [Accessed 3.2.09]

Scottish Institute for Excellence in Social Work Education (November 2006) Practice Learning Qualifications and Practice Learning Qualifications (Social Services): Submission to SSSC December 2005 (Revised November 2006) 
http://www.scottishpracticelearning.com/images/stories/documents/PLQSS/plq_submission_-_rev_nov06.pdf  [Accessed 3.2.09]
Scottish Qualifications Authority (2007) Health and Social Care http://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/4895.html  [Accessed 17.7.09]

Scottish Social Services Council (2005) Codes of Practice for Social Services workers and employers, Dundee: SSSC http://www.sssc.uk.com/NR/rdonlyres/761AD208-BF96-4C71-8EFF-CD61092FB626/0/CodesofPractice21405.pdf
Scottish Social Services Council (2007) Practice Learning Qualifications (Social Services):  Guidelines for Credit Transfer and Recognition of Prior Informal Learning, Dundee SSSC http://www.sssc.uk.com/NR/rdonlyres/5017430E-9030-4166-99F8-4FBF19664DF0/0/RPLCTguidelinesPLQ_SS_finaldraft20070910.pdf [Accessed 20.7.09]

Scottish Social Services Council (2007-08) Key Capabilities in Child Care and Protection Scottish http://www.iriss.org.uk/keycapabilities [Accessed 20.7.09]

Scottish Social Services Council (2008) The Framework for Continuous Learning in Social Work, Dundee: SSSC http://www.sssc.uk.com/NR/rdonlyres/20BECBCE-C2D4-49D2-B050-D0D3931229E5/0/CLFPDF.pdf [Accessed 4.2.09]
Social Policy and Social Work (SWAP) (2008) Evaluation of Social Work Outcomes (OSWE), Higher Education Academy http://www.swap.ac.uk/projects/partnerships.html#oswe [Accessed 22.7.09]
Senge, P. M. (1990) The Fifth Discipline. The art and practice of the learning organization, London: Random House

Social Care Institute for Excellence (2004) Key Characteristics of Learning Organisations http://www.scie.org.uk/publications/learningorgs/key/index.asp
[Accessed 4.2.09]

Social Research Association (2003) Ethical Guidelines, SRA http://www.the-sra.org.uk/documents/pdfs/ethics03.pdf  [Accessed 31.1.09]
Tayforth Learning Network (2009) Guidance for Action Learning Sets http://www.learningnetworks.org.uk/regions/tayforth/ActionLearningSets.pdf [Accessed 20.7.09]

Appendix 1: Glossary of Terms
The definitions below apply to the use of these terms in this report. They may have different meanings in other contexts. 

Action Learning Set – small group of individuals who support one another in learning and development in an area in which they have an interest and wish to increase their expertise.
Agency - a body providing services for a particular purpose and/or group of people; used synonymously with ‘organisation’. 

Assessment Centre – an organisation or part of an organisation responsible for the assessment and/or verification of work-based awards / qualifications e.g. SVQs, or of placements for qualifications undertaken elsewhere e.g. Degree in Social Work, HNC.  In this instance Perth and Kinross Social Work Services SVQ Assessment Centre has the lead role for the Tayforth PDA on behalf of the partners in the Learning Network 

Award - a group of Units or Modules, which together make up a recognised qualification e.g. SVQ2, SVQ3 etc. 
Candidate – the person undertaking the Professional Development Award (Practice Learning) Social Services (SCQF 10)
Case Study – development of detailed knowledge about a single ‘case’ or of a small number of related ‘cases’
Collaboration - working cooperatively on issues and plans of mutual concern 

Continuous Learning Framework  - describes what people need in order to do their job effectively now and in the future in terms of: qualifications and training; knowledge, skills, values and understanding; personal capabilities; organisational capabilities [http://www.iriss.org.uk/clf] 

Employer - a person or organisation that employs workers; the organisation can be represented by different people playing the role of ‘the employer’ for different purposes 

Evaluation – the process of making judgements about the extent to which outcomes have been achieved 
Evidence Based Practice – looks back at the work already completed and forward to working with the learner / service user.  Use of evidence of this as a basis for practice
HEI – Higher Education Institute 
HBDI – Hermann Brain Dominance Instrument [http://www.hbdi.com/]
IRISS - Institute for Research and Innovation in Social Services [http://www.iriss.org.uk/]
Internal Verifier – the person who quality assures the delivery of the qualification by supporting assessors and ensuring that all candidates are assessed to the same standard. 
Learning Network - four regional Learning Networks are funded by the Scottish Government to support the learning and development of staff working in Social Services in Scotland [www.learningnetworks.org.uk] 
Learning Organisation - are characterised by their capacity to facilitate the learning of their members through a process of continuous transformation, supported by high quality practices in relation to their organisational culture, structure, information systems, human resources practices, and leadership (Iles and Sutherland, 2001).  

Learning Provider - An organisation or part of an organisation that provides learning, training and/or assessment/verification to support the learning and development of the workforce 

Manager - an individual who has responsibility to ensure that the work of others is undertaken to a satisfactory level and/or that the functions of the organisation are fulfilled 
Mentor – the person who provides additional support and guidance to the candidate in the process of supporting the learning of others
National Care Standards - the benchmarks for the level of service individuals who use care services in Scotland can expect from the service provider [www.scotland.gov.uk ]
National Occupational Standards - the benchmarks for the level of performance that can be expected from individual workers; they are the basis of SVQs [www.sssc.uk.com] 

PDA – Professional Development Award accredited by the SQA
PLO – Practice Learning Opportunity; social work degree students in Scotland are required to undertake 200 days of assessed practice learning in social services and/or other workplaces.

PLQ – Practice Learning Qualification 
PLQ (SS) – Practice Learning Qualification (Social Services)
Practice Educator – an individual who has “the skills, knowledge and understanding to develop and evaluate learning opportunities, and be responsible for formal assessment across a wide range of settings” (SIESWE, 2006).  

Practice Assessor – an individual who has responsibility for assessing both written assignments and the workplace practice of candidates as they progress through the Tayforth PDA or other PLQ(SS) award
Practice Teacher – an individual with responsibility for assessing the practice of social work degree students undertaking work-based practice learning opportunities

PTA – Practice Teaching Award, a previous qualification that enabled social workers and others to become ‘Practice Teachers’ 
RAG – Research Advisory Group
Registration - the action of registering with a professional body; for the Social Services workforce this is usually SSSC; the aim is to raise standards through requiring workers to satisfy the criteria for registration 
RGU – The Robert Gordon University
RPL – Recognition of Prior Learning

SCIE – Social Care Institute for Excellence [http://www.scie.org.uk/]
Service user – an individual who uses social services 
SIESWE - Scottish Institute for Excellence in Social Work Education (now named IRISS)
SCQF - Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework; this describes programmes of learning that lead to qualifications in terms of different levels and credit ratings, so that qualifications can be compared 
SQA – Scottish Qualification Authority, the main awarding body for non-degree qualifications in Scotland
Scottish Social Services Council - performs the functions of registration/regulation of the workforce and acts as Sector Skills Council for Social Services in Scotland
SVQ - Scottish Vocational Qualification, which is assessed in the workplace and awarded by SQA or other awarding body upon satisfactory completion of required Units 
Tayforth PDA – The Professional Development Award (Practice Learning) (Social Services) delivered by Tayforth Learning Network
TLN (Tayforth Learning Network) - one of four regional Scottish Social Services Learning Networks serving the geographical area covered by the following local authorities: Angus, Perth and Kinross, Stirling, Falkirk, Fife, Dundee, Clackmannanshire 

UHI – University of the Highlands and Islands Millennium Institute
Appendix 2: Methods, Data Analysis and Ethics
The evaluation’s methods, analysis, and ethics are summarised below.  The research instruments, including the consent form, information sheet, and topic guides are also available from Tayforth Learning Network.
Desk Research

We undertook a documentary analysis of a wide range of sources of information about the award from 2006 onwards.  These sources included application processes, course materials, plans, assignments, assessment proformas, financial information and written evaluations.  This element of the evaluation helped to develop an understanding of the processes involved in setting up, co-ordinating, and delivering the programme as well as candidates’ immediate reactions to the Tayforth PDA.  
Focus Group and Tutor Guide event

A focus group was held in April 2009 to gain an early understanding of the differences and commonalities of candidate experiences, both in relation to the taught component of the programme, and to integrating any learning in the workplace, including the barriers and supports to applying their learning to ‘live’ practice education.  All eighteen candidates were invited to the focus group, and five attended, two men and three women.  The focus group discussion was recorded, with participants’ permission, using a digital voice recorder.

This data provided both an important source of data in its own right and helped to inform the methods used later in the study, including the development of topic guides for interviews with candidates and other stakeholders.  The focus groups explored a number of areas of interest including candidate motivations, experience of Stages 1 and 2 of the programme, and supports and barriers to the integration of their learning as practice educators in the workplace.
An event was also held in April to enable the Course Tutor to ‘hand over’ the Tutor Guide to University and Agency partners who will be responsible for delivering the Tayforth PDA in the future.  The event included an opportunity for the audience to ask a panel of three candidates about their experiences of and aspirations for practice learning through the award.  A researcher attended this meeting and the panel’s views were used as a source of data for the evaluation.

Three case studies

The experience of three candidates was explored in more detail using a case study approach.   Each case study involved not only a Tayforth PDA candidate but other key individuals in the workplace that were involved in his practice learning experience (all three case study candidates were male).  A case study method is helpful when no single perspective is able to provide a full account of a research issue, and helps to create an understanding that is “holistic, comprehensive, and contextualised” (Lewis, 2003: 52).  In this evaluation we aimed to gain a wider understanding of influences on learning and the integration of knowledge in a range of different contexts through the multiple perspectives of different individuals involved in learning in each workplace.

The three case study organisations, two local authorities and one voluntary agency, were selected in consultation with the Research Advisory Group (RAG) and TLN.  Selection of case study area was guided by the wish to include both statutory and independent sector employing agencies from different parts of the geographic area that the TLN serves.

Case Study Interviews

	Case Study
	Candidate
	Line Manager
	Practice Assessor
	Learner
	Agency Representative
	No. interviews

	1
	√
	√
	√
	
	√
	4

	2
	√
	√
	√
	√
	
	4

	3
	√
	
	√
	
	
	2

	Total
	3
	2
	3
	1
	1
	10


In each case a single candidate from the organisation was selected in consultation with agency managers, and both they and their line manager were approached to seek consent for inclusion in the study.  We interviewed the three candidates themselves and, in consultation with them, identified other individuals closely associated with each candidate’s work-based learning.  These included their line managers, practice assessors, learners (such as students), and learning and development representatives from the agency.  Ten individuals were identified and agreed to take part in an interview.  Five interviews were face to face and five were conducted by telephone (see Table above).  All interviews were recorded using either a digital recorder or by taking hand written notes.  A generic topic guide was used for all interviews and areas of relevance selected from this for each interview. 

Interviews with candidates taking different routes through the qualification

Four of the eighteen candidates postponed their progress through the Tayforth PDA for a range of different reasons, including health problems and the requirement to resubmit assignments, and one of these candidates ultimately withdrew from the award.  Two of these candidates, both in voluntary agencies, were interviewed by telephone, with the agreement of their employer, using the generic topic guide to discuss their experiences of taking this rather different journey through the Tayforth PDA. The local authority assessor of one of the candidates was also interviewed.
Interviews with programme providers

The Tayforth PDA has been delivered through a partnership between TLN, University, and agency staff. Six key individuals involved in the planning and delivery of the programme were approached and interviewed using the generic topic guide (see Appendix 3).  Those selected for interview included individuals with major roles in planning and delivery and comprised two TLN staff and four further respondents: from a voluntary agency (1), University (1) and a local authority (2).  A number of the case study participants had a role in the development of the Practice Learning Qualifications in Scotland and/or the Tayforth PDA and were able to contribute additional insights about the processes and early outcomes of the award to date.

Interviews with Scottish providers of the practice learning qualifications

We were also concerned to set the development and delivery of TLN’s pilot award in the context of the development of the SCQF Level 10 award in other parts of Scotland.  We therefore approached and conducted interviews with representatives from the steering groups from the four other Level 10 programmes in Scotland.  The purpose of these interviews was to gain a broader understanding of issues impacting on integration of learning for practice educators in different parts of Scotland and to highlight commonalities and differences in the programmes, which are all based on the standards of the PLQ(SS) at Stage 3.  One interview was conducted as a telephone conference with five members of the programme’s steering group, and the other three were with programme leaders (one face to face and two telephone interviews).  A semi-structured topic guide was used for each interview and interviews were recorded using a digital recorder.
Analysis

The data from the interviews, desk research, and focus group was systematically analysed to draw out the key information and themes.  Most of the analysis was qualitative, involving the coding, sorting and interpretation of the gathered data to generate findings to meet the objectives for the evaluation.  Whilst this process aimed to establish comparisons and similarities of experience between different stakeholders, and organisations, the analysis also tried to minimise fragmentation, particularly of case study data, to help gain a better understanding of the contexts of different workplaces  by combining and, where relevant, bringing together data from practice learning stakeholders with different roles and perspectives.

Ethics

The research was conducted in accordance with the Ethical Guidelines of the Social Research Association (2003).  All those who were approached to take part in interviews or the focus group were provided with information about the project. Research participants completed a written consent form, or, in telephone interviews, discussed and provided verbal agreement to their involvement in the evaluation.  This included an undertaking by researchers not to identify participants in any reporting of the research.  We have taken care not to provide identifying details about research participants, and, where necessary have changed minor details relating to participants (e.g. gender) to ensure that their anonymity is preserved.  All data collected through the evaluation was stored and transmitted in compliance with the Data Protection Act 1998.  Both researchers are registered with the SSSC as Social Workers, and are bound by its Code of Practice (SSSC, 2005).  
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