Cliff Jones Critical Professional Learning


Principles for Portfolios
Note One

While part of my way through an ESCalate funded research project I presented preliminary findings at a UCET National Conference. I rather diffidently suggested that there could be some general principles emerging and was surprised at the positive reaction. The next stage was to write them and take them for approval to the UCET Executive Committee. From then on the UCET Principles became the basis for the development of other documents that I designed for and on behalf of UCET. 

Note Two

If I had been writing these Principles a little later I would have emphasised the distinction between a Portfolio and a Critical Commentary. I think this is useful because too often have I seen portfolios that are simply collections of materials insufficiently explained, sorted and critiqued. 
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PRINCIPLES FOR PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT PORTFOLIO EVIDENCE

AT MASTERS LEVEL
The last two years (2001/2002) have seen a growing interest in the use of portfolio evidence produced by teachers and offered for evidence within masters frameworks. Interest has developed further because the DfES has produced guidance for teachers on the compilation of portfolios (or Records as they are now called by the DfES). This guidance is clearly designed to support teachers as they thread their way through Threshold, Performance Management and all other government sponsored initiatives that can be connected to National Standards.

The further development of initiatives such as Best Practice Research Scholarships, Sabbaticals and Networked Learning Communities has added to the need to articulate professional learning in a variety of professional contexts. And the announcement of the Government’s CPD Strategy indicates recognition that teachers are in need of support if they are to navigate their way through a sometimes confusing set of potentially supportive professional initiatives.

Meanwhile, Higher Education Institutions offering accredited CPD have been actively engaged in blending the imperatives of the professional lives of teachers with the knowledge and perspectives to be gained by embarking upon masters level programmes. 

The principles set out below have been designed to meet the needs of different stakeholders. But specifically they address the problem of how to reconcile the immediate professional demands of teachers with the requirements of higher education for critical reflection, the use of literature based insights and a sound approach to evidence. They are targeted at masters level because that is the level set for accredited CPD for teachers. They will also, I believe, work at other levels and in other professional contexts with the minimum of alteration.

Members of UCET, the DfES and the NCSL have responded positively to these principles; and it has been suggested that they form a set of criteria that can be referred to by different bodies when bidding for funds or when preparing for inspection. They are not intended to impose a uniform, sterile and safe approach to CPD. They are designed to allow for a variety of systems reflecting different approaches, values and traditions; and they encourage a more professionally confident and wide-ranging perception of the concepts of need and impact. They also provide a template or filter for the transfer of credit obtained from programmes provided by the National College into programmes provided by HE.

Responses to the draft of the principles distributed for consultation included the following (I take responsibility for any errors arising from my paraphrasing):

· Better reflection requires that we allow for different types of criticality rather than for one shared understanding of it.

· We need to examine the notion of reflective teaching (not the same as thinking about teaching).

· Professional curiosity and interest are to be encouraged.

· It might be valuable to include a philosophical perspective that would allow a meta-theoretical and polemical treatment of the perspectives listed below.

· Theoretical perspectives are not confined to the academic world. They operate also in the practical and professional world.

· Stakeholders can be individuals and groups and groups can coalesce around different initiatives and change shape so that the concept of stakeholders is not as straightforward as it might seem.

· Reviewing evidence for impact implies measurement of what is easy to measure. We must remember that the concept of impact has more to it than it might seem.

In the light of these and other responses some changes have been made to the principles. They have, however, been kept to a minimum because all of the feedback was very supportive. The principles are intended to be a guide and will, therefore, be approached intelligently rather than rigidly. I suggest that the points summarised above provide further insights into the business of interrogating professional learning and that colleagues using the principles bear them in mind.

For colleagues interested in reading the background paper (‘The Use of a Professional Development Portfolio within a Masters Framework’) from which the principles were generated it is available by email (cliffvj@btopenworld.com). The paper is a report for ESCalate on a funded Thematic Initiative. It includes an exercise called Relating Professional Needs to Professional Impact. It is used in Liverpool as a precursor to the compilation of our Record of Continuing Professional Development. The findings of this paper are also summarised below. I have also included a list of potential stakeholders and the three perspectives that are used to engage with the principles.  

A number of HEIs are working at providing guidance for teachers and related professionals compiling records and portfolios and they play an important part in Initial Teacher Training. The DfES is presently thinking about how to improve the transition between ITT and CPD. For the moment the mechanism for this involves the Career Entry Profile. Whatever documentation is used in future to ease the transition its purpose will be bound up with national imperatives to recruit and retain. This places accredited CPD at the heart of policy because it provides high quality support, recognition and acknowledgement for teachers at a crucial stage in their professional lives. And the use of portfolios and records by HE also allows us to support teachers as they further progress through the Standards Framework, particularly as they encounter Threshold and Performance Management.

The Key Features of the Findings of an ESCalate Thematic Initiative: ‘The Use of a Professional Development Portfolio within a Masters Framework’
They are:

· satisfying both academic and professional demands is possible and can produce a benefit for teachers and teaching

· criticality operates in both academic and professional fields, although establishing a shared understanding of the concept and its application may not be easy

· awareness and understanding of context helps to support reflection

· plans for professional development may be good things but should be tentative because the conditions of professional life are not always stable and development often changes understanding

· listening to other voices is an aid to reflection

· continuing professional development involves opportunity cost and takes place within what are often conflicting value frameworks, not all of which leave much room for an individual agenda

· the handling of evidence is crucial: it is important to recognise and acknowledge the value of the unexpected and to avoid simply looking for predetermined evidence that targets have been met

· interrogating and reflecting upon personal professional development are skills that may have to be taught

· engagement with literature is better than learning and describing it

· at some point professionals have to take ownership of the process of making sense of their professional lives

· the professional development loop should not quite close: there should be an element of ‘what next?’ and, perhaps, ‘next time I will do it differently’

Nine Potential Stakeholders Who Can Benefit from Agreed Principles Underpinning Professional Development Portfolio Evidence Presented at Masters Level

1. The individual educational professional who may be subject to performance management, threshold and targets in general.

2. Schools and clusters of schools working to development plans, action plans, etc.

3. Local Education Authorities (and EAZs, Beacons, etc.) devising Education Development Plans, responding to government initiatives such as the CPD strategy.

4. Government in conjunction with the Teacher Training Agency attempting to link its priorities with the CPD strategy.

5. The General Teaching Councils encouraging teachers to engage in CPD.

6. The National College for School Leadership concerned to establish a bridge between its programmes and awards and those of Higher Education.

7. OfSTED looking for a language in which to relate CPD to impact (we are all doing this).

8. Higher Education frustrated by a financial regime for accredited CPD which threatens the maintenance of standards and the maintenance of provision.

9. Pupils in schools who will be taught by more confident teachers secure enough in their professionalism to reflect critically upon what they do and what they are part of.

Three Perspectives to be Used in the Interrogation of Professional Development Portfolio Evidence at Masters Level

1. The academic/theoretical perspective which has the capacity to enlighten, challenge and make sense of professional practice and policy in unexpected ways.

2. The regulatory/official/inspection perspective which not only embodies public priorities but also enforces a rigorous approach to the assurance of quality.

3. The practical/professional perspective which starts with the personal position of the teacher, working in context, engaging with and making sense of the demands and opportunities of professional life. A confident use of this perspective can also form the basis for a professional challenge to or questioning of theory.

Note: these perspectives also represent a blend of the kind of literature with which professionals might engage.

The Principles
Professional Development Portfolio Evidence Presented at Masters Level Should be Based upon:

Looking forward:

· analysis of needs relating to personal professional baselines and context

· an outline of intended professional outcomes arising from the analysis

· preliminary action planning making clear the links or otherwise with institutional planning, arrangements for sharing plans, resource implications and an indication of how engagement with CPD from the three perspectives will take place

· description of expected evidence or initial ideas about potential impact, including an appreciation that some evidence may be intangible and some may be under the control of or largely generated by others

Monitoring:

· collection of evidence without disregarding or discarding unexpected items of evidence before they are examined for value and significance

Reviewing:

· reviewing of evidence for impact following a procedure which allows full consideration of unexpected evidence for unintended professional outcomes, takes note of intangible evidence relating to, for example, self-esteem, confidence and motivation, and ensures that each perspective is employed

· outcome claiming making clear the nature and strength of evidence

· follow on action planning arising out of the process just completed
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