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Research Briefing 1

Sharing good practice as a means of improving post-16 education and training

Introduction

Good practice, effective practice, best practice, excellent practice - however it’s termed, learning from the successful experience of others is an accepted approach to improving quality and raising standards.  

Our ability to identify and validate good practice in post-16 education and training has improved significantly in recent years.  It is disappointing, however, that successful identification of good practice in one institution does not necessarily lead to improvements in provision elsewhere.  We may have discovered the right things to do, but we still have some way to go before we carry them out consistently. 

Identifying good practice and telling people about it are important first steps, but we need to develop a better understanding of how to share good practice if we are going to make the most use of its potential to improve quality and raise standards.

The LSC is undertaking a substantial programme of research into aspects of good practice.  The first report from this programme of work will be a guide with case studies on effective strategies for sharing good practice between colleges published in autumn 2002.  A report on sharing good practice in work-based learning will be published early in 2003.  A research report, drawing on work from other parts of the public sector on principles underpinning the effective sharing of good practice, will also be published early in 2003.  

The programme of work will be complemented by the further development of the good practice pages on the LSC’s website.

Key messages

Good practice can be defined as the things which people do in their work which: 

· improve quality and raise standards

· lead to improvements which can be demonstrated and are lasting

· can be used by other people to improve their own work.

Good practice can take many forms and be found in many contexts from the wide range of good ideas shared between colleagues (level 1 at the base of the pyramid) to the exemplary practice associated with a small group of leading providers at the apex.  At whatever level though, good practice must be adequately validated.  Inspection and other performance measures can be used to validate the best practice within the sector, but good ideas might simply be validated by general agreement on their effectiveness between a group of colleagues.  

· Context 

Good practice cannot simply be copied.  It has to be adapted to suit a particular context.  Learners and teachers, institutional ethos and management styles may vary widely from one provider to another. It is, therefore, essential to understand fully the context from which good practice has come, and the context in which it will be applied.

· Good practice as a form of knowledge

Some good practice can be described explicitly in writing and made available to a wide audience through, for example, a website.  Learning materials and quality assurance procedures, for example, can be written down and shared.  Other forms of good practice are less explicit and usually depend on how people do things and how they behave.  Much good practice in teaching and learning is like this.  People sometimes refer to it as tacit good practice. Gaining knowledge and understanding of such good practice is usually only possible by watching it in action and talking to those who have perfected it.  

· How good practice can be shared

Good practice can be shared in a variety of ways although some activities are better suited to giving basic information about good practice, while others are better suited to helping people understand why the good practice works and what they need to do to make it work for them.

People can attend conferences or seminars and hear about good practice.  They can make visits to see good practice in context or they can read about good practice in case studies and other publications.  These activities, however, are not usually enough on their own to bring about improvement and change in working practices.

Gaining a deeper understanding of good practice needs time and, usually, more extensive contact with those who demonstrate it.  Activities such as mentoring, work-shadowing and comparing the way things are done in one place with the way they are done in another, can help staff learn why the good practice is successful and how they can use it in their own work.  Well-run networks for teachers and managers are also an effective means of facilitating the sharing of good practice. 

Many of these activities are complementary and often several approaches, used in combination, can be particularly successful for meeting the needs of a wide audience and sharing good practice associated with difficult processes.

· Identifying needs and sources of good practice

Staff are more likely to adopt good practice if they have been involved in identifying its source.  Teachers are best placed to judge whether the good practice identified is relevant to their own area of work and how it can, where necessary, be adapted to meet the needs of their learners.

College staff claim that people with whom they intend to share good practice derive more benefit from it when time is spent discussing their needs beforehand.  This helps to ensure that the activities which are used to share the practice are appropriate for the purpose intended.

· Leadership and local champions

Leadership is an important element in the successful adoption of good practice in another organisation.  Effective leadership can enthuse and motivate other people to use good practice which has credibility and relevance.  The implementation of good practice often necessitates a willingness to change.  The support of leaders and managers can help staff to overcome some of the barriers to change which exist within any organisation.

Local champions and facilitators can help to identify sources of good practice, confirm its usefulness and help people to adapt it to their own circumstances.  They can also help by demonstrating the good practice in their own work.  In a number of colleges, outstanding teachers are given a specific responsibility to provide this valuable service for their colleagues.

· Assessing the effectiveness of sharing good practice

It is important that the sharing of good practice is evaluated carefully to identify how it has led to the improvement of provision, the raising of standards, and benefits to learners.  Sometimes it is difficult to link improvements to a specific cause but using good practice can result in:

· demonstrable improvements in the quality of teaching and the effectiveness of learning

· new or better ways of doing things (possibly as a result of comparing practice with others)  

· improvements to learners’ achievement, retention and attendance rates

· more positive feedback from learners

· higher grades for observed lessons.

The sharing of good practice is also a valuable form of staff development and can help teachers acquire new competences and achieve further qualifications.

A checklist for planning and evaluating the sharing of good practice

Many colleges have found the following set of questions useful in helping them plan how they will share their good practice effectively.

· What are our aims in sharing good practice?  

· Have we established the needs of those with whom we intend to share our good practice?

· Are the activities we’ve planned for sharing good practice appropriate for those we wish to help and the kind of practice we wish to share?

· What arrangements have we made to ensure that our own existing good practice doesn’t suffer as a result of time spent sharing it?

· What can we do to ensure that those with whom we are working adapt and implement our good practice? 

· What are the barriers which may need to be overcome if good practice is to be implemented effectively?

· How will we know whether our sharing of good practice has been effective and has led to beneficial results?
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