Towards a framework of professional teaching standards: Response to National Consultation

Introduction

The University Vocational Awards Council (UVAC) is the UK organisation of some 47 Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and 30 Further Education Colleges (FECs) committed to influencing, promoting and supporting the development of vocational education and training in both higher and further education. UVAC’s work is supported by corporate members including UCAS, LSC National office, UFI, SSCs. UVAC has a particular commitment to promoting quality vocational learning and it is from this perspective that it wishes to contribute to the National Consultation. Individual member institutions will wish to represent their own views to the Consultation and UVAC wishes therefore to confine its comments to more general observations on the proposals.

UVAC’s Response

UVAC is broadly supportive of the proposals to develop a framework of professional teaching standards, building on the approach adopted by ILTHE (Annex A para 4 of the Consultation proposal). Its response to the questions posed in the Consultation should be made in the context of this support.

A
Are the principles set out in paragraph 11 appropriate and sufficient to enable the 
development of an effective professional standards framework?

1
The principles as set out in paragraph 11 are appropriate and sufficient but much will depend on how these principles are interpreted and applied.

2
It is important that the exclusivity and determination of standards from above which is sometimes associated with Professionalism as articulated in paragraph 3 of the Consultation proposal is tempered by an accessibility to innovation and notions of good practice in teaching and learning drawn as appropriate from all educational sectors.

3
Teaching excellence is not acquired simply from coherence to a set of professional standards though these may define the basic higher level competencies to which academic staff aspire. Teaching excellence also involves a commitment to the practice of teaching, a progressive mastery of skills and techniques, a period of effective apprenticeship learning from more experienced academics, a capacity for self-criticism and self-reflection and a commitment to a process of continuous improvement and innovation. Teaching is a craft that is learned as well as the achievement of a set of standards that are set. An effective framework for professional teaching standards must therefore be as sensitive to the expectations of the academic community as it is to the administration of a set of professional teaching standards.
B
How might the Higher Education Academy best work with institutions and other stakeholders in order to develop standards that would be of most benefit to the sector?

1
The success of the Academy in developing a professional standards framework rests ultimately on the extent to which it enjoys the support of HE institutions, the professional and pedagogical confidence of practitioners within these institutions and an acknowledgement of the value of its work by the wider community of stakeholders.

2
It is sensible that the Academy seeks to build upon the foundations of the work of ILTHE, LTSN and on the previous functions of the National Coordination Team for the Teaching Quality Enhancement Fund. It is clearly advantageous to consolidate the functions of these bodies within the Academy.

3
The Academy should however recognise the limitations of the developments so far. 90% of institutions in the UK with over 50 staff may have accredited programmes for membership but the subscription to these programmes within institutions is variable and in some cases quite modest. The Academy’s engagement with the HE community and its practitioners is therefore essential to the success of its development brief. The register of accredited practitioners is a valuable resource to maintain and increase the momentum of CPD but the Academy needs to establish a continuing dialogue with all HE institutions as the professional standards development proceeds. Paragraph 29 of the Consultation document indicates that a series of consultation events and exercises are planned to support the frameworks development. Following analysis of the results of this consultation, the working relationship between the Academy, institutions and stakeholders should be an early topic for further discussion in these planned events.
C
Comment on the range of staff and levels of activity proposed in the framework
1
Both models are useful diagrammatic representations of the complementarities of activity informing HE teaching and a framework of career progression respectively. The framework model is the more interesting because it is potentially more dynamic.

2
It is worth recalling that initiatives to link incremental progression, awards and promotion to teaching success reflect a previous neglect of such a career path compared with research and management career progression. Dearing (Appendix C) makes this quite clear. He draws attention to the imbalance between the importance attached to subject research and the recognition accorded teaching and supporting student learning, as an equally valid activity in its own right.
3
The framework model appears to show the possible routes to recognition, progression, promotion and rewards associated with teaching success. Threshold standards informing new staff development seem unexceptionable, but as academic staff move to a higher level of responsibility, which may lie increasingly in teaching, research or management or in a combination of two or even three of these responsibilities, for teachers are also ‘scholars’ and researchers, managers and administrators (para 4), the model does not make clear whether it encompasses all of these functions or teaching alone. Whatever the intention the need for performance criteria which measure career progress equitably across these functional responsibilities is readily apparent.

4
Paragraph 19 offers some reassurance ‘a standards framework would reflect appropriate expectations (of staff roles) in related academic areas … including specialist roles linked to innovative modes of delivery’. Again ‘the framework needs to recognise that teaching is one component of academic practice which builds upon (is related to?) other activities and other expertise’. Are these other activities and other expertise to be assessed through teaching or separately and congruently? Some further elaboration of the framework model is clearly needed. 

D
Comment on an approach to accreditation of institutional courses based on a framework of professional standards with links to associated professional qualifications
1
We strongly support the HE Academy’s initiatives in working to extend recognition and accreditation arrangements initiated by ILTHE to a further range of professional bodies. We regard the moves to a closer alignment between redefined FENTO standards and a framework of standards for HE as critically important to the closer relationship between sectors which will sure arise from the current DfES, QCA, LSC initiative to reform FE and Adult Education provision. Similarly we consider the longer term partnership prospects with LLLSSC to be positive and beneficial developments for the sector.

E
The question succinctly summaries the predicament of the creation of a professional standards framework incorporating CPD expectations, which is not an added burden for individuals and institutions. UVAC believes that this is an issue for institutions in the first instance but also an important issue for further consideration when the proposal for a standards framework is more clearly worked through.

F
Further comments
1
In the consultation paper, the predominant reference in the discussion of the enhancement of teaching quality is the subject or disciplinary base which constitutes the focus of teaching or research or scholarship (see paras 5, 13, 19, 20). Although a broad approach is acknowledged – ‘forms and modes of learning have grown more varied and the teacher student relationship has become more complex’ (para 5); different perspectives are implied through an increased emphasis on student learning (para 13) and reference to ‘specialist roles linked to innovative models of delivery’ (para 19) – the emphasis remains subject orientated.
2
However, technological developments are opening a gap between the pedagogical process as presently conceived and the reality of it. There is a need, in the view of one authority ‘to reconceptualise the learning process in the light of the technological revolution we are living through and reformat our institutions accordingly’.
 The reformatting results in a distributed university in which distance learning and work based learning become an integral part of the mainstream activity. The impact of technology is not only changing the way students learn but also the way in which academic staff teach and assess, their relationship with most students and their pedagogical and professional development needs.

3
Is the proposed framework for professional standards sufficiently robust in conception and operation to encompass these changes? From the consultation document, the answer is unclear. The issue, UVAC suggests, is one which must form part of an agenda for discussion as the development of the framework progresses. 
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