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What was done?

The research evaluated a staff development project in the south west region of the Open University.  The project aimed to support Associate Lecturers who were preparing applications for professional recognition to the Higher Education Academy (either Associate HEA or Fellow HEA).
The research explored the relationship between professional recognition, professional identity and identification with communities of practice.  There was a particular focus on the Associate grade of accreditation (AHEA), which is equivalent to the then Professional Standards Framework (PSF) Level 1.   

How was it done? 

Three specific activities were undertaken:

a) a literature review to re-contextualise the  project beyond the institutional framework of the Open University;

b) analysis of interviews with participants in the accreditation project

c) dissemination of results through a conference poster.
30 volunteer ALs from different disciplines were recruited to the project.  Over a three month period they were offered on-line resources, peer support and mentoring as they developed HEA applications (AHEA and FHEA).  Participants were interviewed using semi-structured questionnaires, once at the outset of the project, and again once they had been awarded recognition.  

Why was it done?
Professional recognition is of increasing importance in the external environment due to the proposal in the Browne Review that:

It will be a condition of receipt of income from the Student Finance Plan for the costs of learning that institutions require all new academics with teaching responsibilities to undertake a teaching training qualification accredited by the HE Academy, and that the option to gain such a qualification is made available to all staff – including researchers and postgraduate students – with teaching responsibilities. Anonymised information about the proportion of teaching-active staff with such a qualification should be made available at subject level by each institution.  (Independent Review of Higher Education Funding & Student Finance, 2010)

The majority of tuition within the Open University is delivered by part-time Associate Lecturers (ALs), many of who are vocational practitioners as their primary employment.  The research evaluated a project to develop online resources to support these colleagues as they developed applications for professional recognition from the Higher Education Academy.   The research investigated whether the recognition process or recognised status enhances colleagues’ professional identity as academics or teachers.  The findings have implications for AL involvement in communities of practice within the university, especially for those ALs who teach vocational subjects and whose primary professional identity is as a practitioner, rather than an academic.  

The concept of ‘communities of practice’ is increasing used to frame analyses of educational development (e.g. Brooks, 2010), as well as professional development in other spheres (Wenger 1998; Wenger, McDermot & Snyder 2002).  The geographical isolation of many ALs is compounded by institutional structures in the University which can act as barriers between ALs and the academic departments whose courses they teach.  Building communities of practice in these circumstances is challenging.  This project explored not just these barriers but also ways of overcoming them.

The project was undertaken in the context of the review of the Professional Standards Framework that took place during 2011.  
What effect did it have?
The project itself was highly successful.  The key findings of the evaluation are:

· 32 ALs enrolled in the project, of whom 21 completed and submitted recognition applications

· all submitted applications were successful, 9 for AHEA and 12 for FHEA

· the main barrier to completing the application was time; the average time estimated for a successful  FHEA application was 16 hours

· the £50 recognition fee proved a barrier to a minority of applicants

· For successful applicants there was evidence of changes in professional identity towards a more academic/teaching role descriptors.  This was most marked for ALs whose primary profession was not teaching-related.
· most participants, including non-completers, claimed that their practice had developed as a result of participation in the project, for example being more reflective, using more group-work in tutorials, and becoming more aware of student-centred approaches

· the support materials developed for the project were rated positively by participants

· peer support forums were rated positively overall, although some of these worked more effectively than others

· the mentoring inputs, for example commenting on drafts, were rated positively

How are people hearing about it?
Within the OU the project has been internally evaluated for the AL Staff Development Unit.  It has also been presented at several staff development events.

The findings were presented as a poster at the SEDA conference in November 2011.  A journal article based on the project is in preparation.
What has been learnt?
Impact on professional identity: The interview data show that successful engagement with the recognition process had a measurable impact on the professional identity of participants.  
For those interviewees who completed the recognition there seemed to be an increased identification with academic role descriptors (‘tutor’; ‘teacher’; ‘academic’; ‘scholar’; ‘professional educator’; and ‘reflective practitioner’).  This was most marked for those whose initial identifications were vocationally orientated (rather than academically orientated) and whose initial role identification scores were therefore significantly lower than the rest of the group.  

It is of interest that the impact seemed to be equally discernable whether participants were working towards accreditation at Level 1 (AHEA) or Level 2 (FHEA) of the PSF.   The Level 1 recognition (now AFHEA in the revised PSF) may therefore be a particularly suitable vehicle to engage vocational practitioners in teaching-related communities of practice.
Impact on practice:  When asked if their practice had developed (or was likely to develop in the future) as a result of the recognition process, 10 responded with an unqualified ‘yes’, 4 a qualified ‘yes’ or ‘maybe’, and 3 said ‘no’.   Examples given of changes in practice included: greater awareness of student-centred approaches (5); greater use of reflection on practice (4); changes in tutorial practices (5); increased confidence (4); changes in correspondence tuition (1).  

Communities of practice:  There is evidence that the recognition process affirmed the way in which ALs perceived themselves in relation to colleagues and led to greater professional confidence.  This suggests that professional recognition has the potential to contribute to developing communities of practice amongst part-time tutors working at a distance.

Where might it lead?
The evaluation of this project shows that the materials used were largely successful and could provide the basis of either accreditation- or individual application based routes.  The project has also demonstrated the inherent benefits of professional recognition, in terms of the professional practice and professional identity of participants.  The large number of unsolicited requests for access to the website since the project finished  has demonstrated significant demand amongst ALs for support for individual recognition.  
What next?

ALs, like other academic staff, can gain recognition by the HEA in three ways:

· through individual application based on experience  (as in this project)

· through completion of HEA accredited CPD

· through completion of HEA accredited credit bearing provision 

For staff currently in post, the proposal to publish the proportion of staff with a qualification would be a strong incentive to universities to encourage academic staff to gain recognition.  This could be either via accredited CPD or through supported individual recognition, or through the development of both options, with staff offered a choice of routes.  The OU is currently considering how to move forward on this matter in the light of this study and other factors.
The recent revision of the UK PSF has not resulted in major changes to the recognition criteria for AHEA or FHEA and so does not affect the applicability of these findings.
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