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1 Recommendations

These recommendations are addressed to those responsible for the provision of PDP (under whatever name, including the use of e-portfolios
) particularly where that provision relates to learners who are moving from one educational context to another, where there may be a decreasing level of individually-delivered support for learning.

The first two groups of recommendations are based on practice for which there already exists substantial knowledge and experience, though it is not necessarily yet generally adopted.

Firstly we offer recommendations for general PDP provision.
	· Establish or verify that PDP provision in their context or environment covers the established baseline discussed below.

· Design review structures and instruments (documentation etc.) so that the student has the greatest appropriate sense of involvement in making PDP-related decisions.

· Develop and motivate staff so that they have the skills and attitudes to foster a sense of learner ownership of the decisions.


Secondly, we offer recommendations connected to situations where a reduction of level of support is in prospect.
	· Discuss the fact of change of level of support with learners.

· Design clear, explicit and appropriate assessment criteria for use in feedback about assignments. 

· Communicate these criteria to the learners, and allow for dialogue about their meaning with tutors and/or peers.

· Arrange for learners to assess each other’s assignments, using these criteria.

· Introduce routine self-assessment of assignments (prior to submission).

· Build these criteria into periodic review of overall performance and progression.


The following recommendations we see as potentially desirable, though we do not have positive evidence to prove their value.
	· Include in PDP programme activities which are designed to help the learner understand better how she learns – ideally one which focuses on the individual’s improvement in ability to learn rather than less significant preferences.

· Construct an explicit framework for the skills which are relevant to the educational context, and ensure that this is explicitly related to any available commonly-recognised definitions of the relevant skills.


2 Background

The central concern of the TransPortALL project is with the potential of PDP practice (encompassing planning, review, reflection and recording
) to support learners’ transitions from relatively highly-supported educational environments (HSEEs) to relatively lesser-supported educational environments (LSEEs), where high support is defined as a low staff-student ratio and a cultural expectation of a high level of individual support from tutors. In the context of the project, we are focusing on Wirral Metropolitan College as the HSEE, and the University of Liverpool as the LSEE. The learners at the centre of the study are students on a BSc Honours Psychology 2+2 programme, where the first two years (Years 0 and 1) are based at Wirral covering similar ground as is done in the first year of the normal undergraduate course at Liverpool, after which the students transfer to the University and complete the course alongside the students spending all three years at Liverpool.

However, the recommendations here are aimed at a broader spectrum of learners and situations, and should be applicable to many scenarios where a period of better-supported education is followed by a period of lesser support: for example, the transition from school- or college-based education to self-directed vocational skills development.

3 Baseline provision

3.1 Provision which is already widely established

We would regard a “baseline” provision of PDP as involving at the minimum:

· a learner;

· a tutor/mentor/advisor with appropriate competencies for that role (here referred to as “tutor” for convenience, whatever the title of the role within the institution or other context);

· a system of periodic review linked where appropriate to the institutional timetable.

The purpose of this periodic review is to support the learner’s reflection on their learning, performance and/or achievement, and their planning for personal, educational or career development – that is, it provides the basis for PDP as defined in the UK.

Activities which belong to this baseline provision include periodic reviews of goals and targets; general performance reviews and skills audits; recording of experiences and reflecting on skills gained and demonstrated. ‘Tools’ (proformas, inventories, structured questions) to support these activities are widely available within the practitioner community.

An essential attribute of this review process is the learner’s ownership of the process. A deliberate and explicit attempt to foster a sense of ownership could involve, for example, the student drafting an action plan prior to a review meeting, for further discussion and agreement; student and tutor agreeing agenda items for the review meeting beyond any institutional agenda; student having responsibility for entering data related to his/her progress within any recording system. Clearly the precise detail of this depends to a great extent on the age and stage of the learner. It should also be remembered that fostering a sense of ownership relies at least as much on the attitudes and interpersonal skills of the tutor as it does on details of procedure. Nevertheless the procedures and documentation should facilitate learner ownership.

3.2 Recommendation for extension to baseline provision

One activity we see as central to PDP is to foster the learner’s (or tutor’s and learner’s joint) understanding of the learner as learner. Depending on the learner’s level of intellectual/ ethical development, this may encompass an understanding of institutional requirements and values, and their own stance vis-à-vis those requirements and values.

There are a range of tools available to facilitate the learner’s understanding of herself as learner, varying in sophistication and in the underlying model of learning. We believe that any such tool is likely to push the learner towards greater metacognition and is therefore of value. However, depending on the underlying model, some tools will ‘tell’ the learner things about themselves which are neutral in terms of academic success, thus having no implications for change
. A typical example would be information about preferences. The learner only needs to be aware of these differences and preferences in order to be able to select techniques and modes of learning to which she is best suited. Other tools use a model of learning which implies that some characteristic behaviours and beliefs make a difference to success in learning and that such behaviours and beliefs are susceptible to change in order to improve the effectiveness of learning
. It seems likely that these tools will ultimately prove more useful to the learner than those derived from more ‘neutral’ models.

4 Provision to support transition

4.1 Improving self-assessment ability

In terms of PDP practices specifically designed to support transition from a HSE to a LSE, we see the key requirement to be activities aimed at improving the learner’s ability in self-assessment, in view of the prospect of reduced feedback. In an HSE the learner is getting a lot of assessment feedback, and checks against reality are built into the educational provision. In an LSE learners have to substitute some other form of reality-checking if they are to avoid (for example) losing touch with reality, or being chronically anxious about how they are doing on the course.

The ability to self-assess can be developed in several possible ways, including:

· through the practice of peer assessment;
· by explicitly prompting the learner to self-assess within a tutor-led situation
.

In either case, the aim is to make the process of assessment more explicit and conscious, so that the learner is more easily able to conceive of, envisage, and perform self-assessment. An experienced teacher may be able to make an intuitive judgement of the relative value of a piece of work, but a learner typically cannot do this. The assessment needs to be elaborated into a self-consciously reflective process, a series of activities which involve abstracting aspects of one’s work, and applying a judgement of value to each aspect by comparing it to a standard or model. If this assessment process is carried out self-consciously, the learner can begin to generalise her understanding of ‘good performance’ beyond the single assignment.

Of course it is possible to develop this understanding from tutor-based assessment, but it is often a problem to get the learner to engage with the criteria. Peer discussion of the criteria can support this process, as can the opportunity to assess other students’ assignments. It could be easier to begin the process of abstracting different aspects and applying judgements with work which is unfamiliar; and by seeing and evaluating different responses to the same assignment the learner is helped to internalise the assessment criteria. Peer-assessment also serves to separate the assessment function from the person of the educator or authority figure, thus paving the way for greater facility in self-assessment. This suggests introducing learners first to peer assessment, leading on to self-assessment as the learner gains experience. 

4.2 Clarity in assessment criteria

If the tutor is to help the learner to self-assess, one of the factors will be the clarity with which assessment criteria are defined. This clarity can be divided into three aspects. Firstly, there is the requirement for tutors themselves to be clear about the assessment criteria; secondly, for them to communicate these criteria effectively to the learners; and thirdly, for the learner to be able to conceptualise the skills they are learning.

If the criteria are vague, it is more likely that the tutor will have difficulty explaining just how a reliable assessment is made. It is probably more difficult to instil a reliable “feel” for the value of something than it is to follow a carefully structured set of criteria.

Clarity in criteria also goes along with clarity of definition of the skills and competencies themselves, as well as a clear description of the required standards of the performance or product. In effect, if a skill has not been defined with clarity already, the fact of creating clear assessment criteria serves to clarify what exactly the skill is (as assessed).

4.3 Necessary learner developmental stage

There are a number of relevant and useful models of learning and the learner which can inform PDP practices. We have found Perry’s model particularly useful, dealing as it does with learners struggling to come to terms with a changing conception of knowledge, a struggle which he sees as characteristic of any experience of higher education. Perry distinguishes different stages of intellectual development. His broad categories are: simple dualism; complex dualism; relativism; and commitment in relativism. If the learner is still at Perry’s simple dualist stage the obvious corollary is that the role of assessor falls exclusively to the authority figure, not to the learner herself. To be completely comfortable with peer assessment or self-assessment, the learner really should have reached Perry’s relativist stage. Complex dualism should also be tractable, but not as easy to deal with as relativism. The only way that a simple dualist would be expected to handle self-assessment is through following the clear and unambiguous instructions of the authority figure.

The way in which self-assessment is introduced, presented or taught to learners needs to take into account this developmental stage.

4.4 Representation of skills and competence

If the learner is at Perry’s dualist position, the skills will need to be defined and represented authoritatively. However, if the learner has progressed towards Perry’s relativism, the way is open to allow the skills themselves, along with the criteria for their assessment, to be defined in various ways. In any case, different educational institutions tend to have differing ways of teaching and assessing skills, and of encouraging their practice. Perry dualists will probably want to believe that their own institution has the right definition; the best one. However, Perry relativists would be expected to be open to differing definitions, and this would be encouraged and made more explicit if the skills were represented in a way that allows the teaching and assessment to vary, while still relating the skills to some common conceptual definition. (For more on this approach, see the JISC SPWS
 project).  If learners are introduced to different ways of defining and assessing skills, it may help prepare the way for them to develop their own authentic self-assessment criteria. In order for the learner to get on well at their educational institution these would need to relate closely to the assessment criteria of the institution, but may also have other features and factors that could relate to future chosen career path, or other options.
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� See Grant, Rees Jones and Ward (2004) for an explication of the relationship between PDP and e-portfolios.


�  Practices also associated with the concept of e-portfolios


� An example is the VARK questionnaire ( � HYPERLINK "http://www.vark-learn.com/english/index.asp" ��http://www.vark-learn.com/english/index.asp� ) used within the DfES Progress File materials which helps a learner understand which ‘modality’ (visual, auditory, reading, kinaesthetic) she prefers to use to access and store information.


�  An example is the RoLI (Reflections on Learning Inventory, see e.g. � HYPERLINK "http://www.dur.ac.uk/j.h.f.meyer/inventory.html" ��http://www.dur.ac.uk/j.h.f.meyer/inventory.html� ) which gives the learner a profile of characteristics, some of which are maladaptive for higher education, some positive.


� This is illustrated by, for example, Yancey (1998) who has a concept of “talk-to” preparation. As part of the preparation for handing in an assignment, the student is asked to envisage how the tutor will evaluate the assignment, and also what the student’s reply to that evaluation might be.


�  http://www.jisc.ac.uk/index.cfm?name=deletspws





