In August 2004 I was accepted onto a course entitled ‘MA in Education’ run by Greenwich University in partnership with Essex LEA.  The motivation for undertaking this course was to enable me to find a way to undertake CPD outside of the normal run of school based INSET which, having been based in the same school for several years, I felt I had mostly been through before. 

I had never been desperate to undertake further qualification or get more letters after my name. What I felt I needed for my CPD was something substantial that I could commit to that would stretch me and open my mind to new ways of thinking.  As my school would be funding it, I knew that this would make me work at the course.  Being a 2 year programme (as opposed to the 1 year option that other colleges were undertaking) I felt that the workload would be manageable on top of my normal duties.
To be perfectly honest, I had little idea as to what I was going to learn or get out of the course, what the modules were, or what the workload would be. There was an initial meeting with David Cobb, the lecturer from Greenwich that would lead us through the course.  He outlined the format of the first year: 3 units consisting of APL, APEL and a taught unit of ten 2 hour seminars on issues based around leadership and school improvement. The second year will consist of two units:  a taught unit on educational research methodology and then an independent research project that I have to undertake.
All of the sessions run from 4.30pm to 6.30 pm on Wednesday evenings at the Curriculum Development Centre at Gt. Baddow.  This made it easy for me to attend without leaving school early and it was easy to get to for the dozen or so other teachers on the course.  
There was considerable surprise amongst the student cohort at the first seminar when we introduced ourselves.  There was another Advanced Skills Teacher, a Head of Year, a Head of Science, several Primary School teachers, a few NQTs and a Nursery School teacher.  The difference in background, experience and interests of the cohort appeared to be too diverse; however, it turned out to be the real strength of the course because just about every frontline aspect of the education system from nursery to teacher training and H.E. was represented.  The seminars operated via open critically reflective discussion and I found it really interesting to hear about the issues surrounding the primary sector in particular, as well as contrasting my views of issues in my own school with secondary colleagues in other schools. 
The 10 seminars were taught units covering topics such as, Theories of School Effectiveness, Management and Leadership, Social Inclusion and so forth.  It transpired that that the standard form of assessment for this unit was the selection of a school improvement issue, some initial research on the topic, a short presentation on your findings and a written outline of your investigation and thinking.  The activity was designed to introduce less experienced teachers to a rudimentary research activity and make them think about educational improvement issues that they might want to pursue further in the second year.  It was determined that this would be of little benefit to the two ASTs and we were told that, to pass the unit, we would be expected to research a given issue and deliver one of the masters sessions instead of the Greenwich lecturers (who would assess our performance instead). 
I was allocated the issue of Performance Management in schools.  Whilst this appeared to be relatively straightforward, in comparison to Data Analysis (that my colleague was allocated) I soon realised that it would not be as easy as I had imagined.  Bringing myself up to speed with the legal requirements of the school Performance Management system was easy as there are many sources, including the Act of Parliament itself.  I recalled the introduction of Performance Management in schools and how we were not to refer to it as an ‘appraisal’ system, much less mention performance related pay (the Act itself turned out to be entitled, ”Education School Teacher Appraisal (England) Regulations 2001”).  I was also spoilt for choice on opinions for and against performance related pay in schools.  My problem was finding objective research that showed whether performance related pay really led to school improvement.  Eventually I found several studies conducted in the US where PRP has existed in a variety of forms for many years, plus some research by Bristol University on the introduction of threshold allowances in the UK.  The APL (Accreditation of Prior Learning) unit proved very easy for me.  I simply provided a photocopy of my AST accreditation and 1,000 words describing my role.  In other words, you convert a qualification of some kind into MA credits. Other students were surprised to find that even passing their NQT year entitled them to a certain level of APL credit.  Generally speaking other students needed to do some kind of ‘top up’ work to meet APL, but there seemed to be a wide range of options and opportunity to negotiate this.

APEL (Accreditation of Prior Experiential learning) was a lot harder to get my head around.  Put simply, someone in my position with several years experience in varied roles within school has acquired a level of expertise that can be recognised as being at Masters level.  The hard part was reflecting on over a decade of experiences and distilling from it precisely what the skills and body of knowledge that has been acquired over this period is.  This had to be done in an extended report using a formal ‘experiential learning theory’ model.  

I had to research theorists such as Kolb, Lewin, Dewey, and Piaget to form an understanding of experiential learning theory.  The first section of my 10,000 word APEL application consisted of a critical appraisal of learning theory and how I planned to apply it to my own learning.  Once I had justified the validity of my methodology I needed to review the many experiences that I had had over the years, followed by reflections on what I had actually learnt from these experiences until I could actually define the skills and knowledge that I had developed.
In one sense this was interesting, but done simply to claim the MA credits for something I had already done.  Whilst this was interesting, I can honestly say that, whilst I already viewed myself as an experienced ICT specialist, I couldn’t have previously described what that meant or precisely what I knew.  More importantly, claiming APEL exposed me to an academic approach that was very different to anything I have experienced before.  In terms of my role as Lead Subject Mentor for the Mid Essex SCITT, I feel that my understanding of educational theory has improved greatly and I can hopefully use this to help student teachers with an aspect of their assignments that they find particularly problematic. 
And so the first year is over.  In a few weeks we start again.  This year we will study education research methodology in preparation for our individual research projects.  The research project can be on any aspect of school improvement that I want to investigate but must benefit either my school or schools that I work with in my outreach capacity. Revisit this site in 12 months and you can find out what happened!
