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Introduction
This note sets out an operational guide for the organisation of Clusters and Peer Learning Activities (PLAs) in the context of the Education and Training 2010 work programme. It is based upon the experiences of previous Clusters and PLAs undertaken on a pilot basis during 2005
. 

This operational guide will be continuously updated and improved as the activities evolve. It will not be appropriate to develop fixed, detailed guidelines for Clusters and PLAs, as the best way of working will change according to the subject area and the specific topics being dealt with at any given time. Any operational guide must, in particular, allow for flexibility in the organisation and planning of activities in order to support a dynamic learning process and to manage the practical aspects of the activities. 
The purpose of this note is to serve as a manual for the preparation of Clusters and PLAs, to provide some ideas for their organisation, and to outline the roles and responsibilities of participants. It provides a common operational framework to ensure a coherent approach to the preparation and a common understanding of the aims of the activities.   

1. The role of Clusters

The word “cluster” is used to mean the grouping of interested countries around a specific theme, on which they have expressed a desire to learn from other interested countries, or to share with others their successful or unsuccessful experiences. These themes correspond to their national policy priorities and key areas of the E&T 2010 work programme. The clusters can include thematic or expert networks using various working methods, most commonly involving the identification and planning of PLAs. 

1.1. The objectives of Clusters
· Each Cluster should develop a set of concrete objectives in relation to specific themes that it intends to address in the short and medium term. 

· Each Cluster selects the most appropriate working methods in light of its objectives. Although clusters can use various working methods
, their prime purpose until now has been to identify and develop specific PLAs. 

· Each cluster identifies and plans its PLAs or other activities in agreement with the Commission and the host countries. It defines the scope of its PLAs, their objectives and planning, and how they can be combined with other working methods. It is essential that cluster members take full ownership of this work.  
· The selection of PLAs should be in line with the priorities of the Education and Training 2010 work programme, following from agreements and results already achieved at the European level. 

· It is the responsibility of each cluster member to communicate clearly the scope, objectives and plans for the PLAs to potential PLA participants from his or her country, and to make sure that any new participants either in the Clusters or the PLA are properly informed and receive all basic documentation on the activity (including this note). 

· The clusters should receive and assess the results of PLAs and should consider the main policy messages and the most appropriate level of dissemination. 

1.2. Participation in clusters

· The national representatives in the clusters should be policy makers whose areas of responsibility broadly relate to the subject of the cluster. 
· The European Social Partners participate in those clusters which are closely related to VET or lifelong learning.  

2. The role and planning of the PLAs

Peer learning is a process of cooperation at European level whereby policy makers and practitioners from one country learn, through direct contact and practical cooperation, from the experiences of their counterparts elsewhere in Europe in implementing reforms in areas of shared interest and concern. PLAs should take place at two broad levels: at a policy level, addressing the critical factors for policy change; and at a more practical level, addressing the opportunities and constraints for policy implementation. 

2.1. Objectives of PLAs

· PLAs should strengthen mutual learning and deepen the exchange of good practice between countries sharing similar concerns in order to develop a common understanding of success factors for the improvement of policy-making and the implementation of reform. 

· PLAs should also contribute to the policy-making at European level through enhanced, practical cooperation, and by encouraging policy makers in participating countries to take full account of existing EU instruments
 in the development of national education and training policies and systems. 

2.2. Organising PLAs 
· PLAs go beyond information gathering and encourage constructive dialogue and reflection between policy-makers, practitioners and other key actors. 
· A certain degree of flexibility in the organisation and planning of the PLAs is appropriate. However, sufficient time needs to be devoted to any PLA; a minimum of 3-4 days is required depending on the specific topic of which no less than two half days should be devoted to discussion and evaluation of results. 
· Preparatory meetings should be organised where appropriate in order to clarify the purpose, scope and structure of the PLA, and to provide the necessary support and advice to the host countries. These meetings should involve particularly interested “peer learning” countries, the Commission’s representatives and consultants. In particular, host countries should discuss their proposed programme with the Commission and with ‘peer learning’ countries before it is finalised.
· PLAs should ideally include the following basic elements: 
· presentation by the host country of opportunities and constraints for policy development and implementation; 

· initial reactions of the “peer learning” countries; 

· site visit (if appropriate); 

· discussion on the key issues, as identified from the initial reactions of the “peer learning” countries; 

· short presentations by “peer learning” countries on alternative policy approaches; 
· identification of key messages, conclusions and questions from the PLA, possible follow-up activities and opportunities for dissemination; and

· evaluation of results and methodology based on a questionnaire. 

2.3. Participation in PLAs

· The participation of relevant policy makers and practitioners increases the impact of PLAs in terms of identification and dissemination of key conclusions which can be fed into implementation at national level and policy-making at European level. 

· Each country participating in a PLA (apart from the host country) can appoint a maximum of two representatives, ideally one at policy level, who will be able to address the critical factors for policy development, and one at a more operational level, who will be able to address the critical factors for implementation. 

· These representatives should have a responsibilities and competences related to the specific topic of the PLA. The knowledge and expertise required by participants should as far as possible be specified in advance. 
· In general the number of countries participating in any given PLA should not exceed 10. 
· The host countries should, where appropriate, invite social partners and other relevant stakeholders at national level to participate in PLAs. 
3. The role of participants in PLAs 

The success of PLAs depends on the joint effort of all parties involved. The organisation of PLAs is resource intensive and requires a substantial commitment by all actors to ensure their success. 
3.1. The role of the host country

· The host country is responsible for: 
· the overall organisation and planning of the PLA in line with the objectives set by the cluster and in agreement with the Commission coordinators and Cluster members; 
· chairing of all meetings, with the support of the Commission; 
· logistics; 
· preparation, in close cooperation with the Commission coordinators and the consultants, of the necessary background documents to support participants’ discussions; 
· facilitating and encouraging open mutual learning and setting up presentations of national policies to invite fair and well-argued critique and identification of both successes and failures; and
· providing comments on the draft summary report. 
3.2. The role of the “peer learning” countries

· Representatives from the “peer learning” countries should: 
· participate, if requested, in planning meetings with host country representatives, Commission coordinators and consultants in order to support the host country and to ensure that the content and organisation of activities are not focused too narrowly on the experience of the host country; 
· prepare a paper on national policy development and implementation on the selected topic; 
· give a brief presentation of the paper; 
· participate in the PLA discussions; 
· provide comments on the summary report; and 
· contribute, where appropriate, to facilitating the PLA in order to enhance the opportunity to discuss other countries’ experiences and policies. 

3.3. The role of the Commission

· The Commission coordinators are responsible for: 
· the overall management and steering of the activities, in accordance with the overall framework for the PLAs and the objectives of the cluster; 

· facilitating Cluster meetings and PLAs;  

· agreeing on the organisation and planning of the PLAs in close co-operation with the Clusters and the host countries; 
· with the support of the consultants and in close cooperation with the host countries, ensuring the availability of the necessary background and meeting documents to support participants’ discussions;  
· ensuring links to other relevant aspects / work of the Education and Training 2010 work programme and to all relevant research, statistics, policy recommendations, references and principles agreed at the European-level; 
· participating in PLA discussions; 

· approving the summary report; and

· ensuring feedback and links between the different levels: the PLAs, the clusters, and the ETCG. 

3.4. The role of the consultants

· The consultants should, under the Commission’s guidance: 
· help organise and plan the PLAs in agreement with the Commission coordinators; 
· in close cooperation with the Commission coordinators and the host countries, prepare the necessary background and meeting documents for participants’ discussions; 
· facilitate meetings and structure discussions; 
· support the steering of the process and ensure the equal involvement of all participants and the efficient use of time and available resources; 
· report on and evaluate the methodological aspects of the PLAs; 

· draw up a short summary report (see annex 2). 

4.  Dissemination and impact of the results

PLAs should lead to the identification and dissemination of key conclusions which can be fed into policy-making and implementation at the national level and European level. It is not necessarily expected that these conclusions will be implemented immediately. 

· An appropriate level of communication and feedback between PLAs, Clusters and the Education and Training 2010 Coordination Group (ETCG) should be ensured. 

· This feedback should enable the key conclusions of the PLAs to be captured and channelled, as appropriate, to national, regional and local actors so that they feed into policy making and implementation, and into policy-making at European level to support the development of the Education and Training 2010 work programme. 

· The clusters should receive and assess the results of PLAs and should consider the main policy messages and the most appropriate level of dissemination. 

· The clusters themselves should regularly report useful results of PLAs to the ETCG, especially those which could have an impact at national level.
· The ETCG should serve as a forum for sharing the results with countries not directly involved in the clusters, for giving advice on how to take forward the results of the PLAs within the clusters concerned and for linking the results of particular PLAs to the work of other clusters and/or to other activities within the work programme. 

· Where the results of the PLAs are of sufficient maturity and usefulness, cluster members and members of the ETCG have responsibility for communicating these results to their constituencies and partners at national, regional and local level. Members will in such cases be invited to report to the cluster/ETCG on progress made in disseminating the results of the PLAs and concrete steps and initiatives taken or anticipated. 
· All relevant documents should be made available in the Knowledge System for Lifelong Learning (http://kslll.trainingvillage.gr) and the related virtual community on Cedefop’s website. This provides additional information on the system and a platform for discussion and exchange in order to facilitate dissemination. 

Annex 1
Education and Training 2010 Coordination Group (ETCG)

Reimbursement rules for Cluster meetings and Peer Learning Activities (PLAs) 
Clusters:

The Commission reimburses the travel expenses for one governmental representative per country. If a country appoints a non-governmental representative, the Commission will reimburse travel and subsistence expenses for this person.  
Peer Learning Activities (PLAs):
The Commission reimburses the travel expenses for one governmental representative and the travel and subsistence expenses for one non-governmental representative per country.
Annex 2
Education and Training 2010 Coordination Group (ETCG)

The consultant’s summary report of the Peer Learning Activities (PLAs) 
The consultants will draw up a short report summing up the following elements of the Peer Learning Activities (PLAs):

· results and main decisions of the PLAs; 

· preliminary conclusions of the activities; 

· proposed themes, key issues and appropriate activities for further cooperation at European level; 

· activities to be launched in the participating countries and suggestions for concrete follow-up;  

· any lessons to be learned of a sufficiently general nature to warrant wider debate at European level; and

· suggestions for further developing and improving the PLA working methods in order to fine-tune it as an effective instrument of European cooperation. 
� 	PLAs have been undertaken on the following four topics: 1) The Portuguese system for supporting less-advantaged students attending private universities (12-16 July in Lisbon); 2) The Norwegian Learning Networks Initiative, a part of the national Programme for Digital Literacy (23-26 September in Oslo); 3) Validation of non-formal learning (26-28 September in Oslo); 4) Continuing professional development of teachers (26-29 September in Dublin).


� 	E.g. seminars and conferences, thematic and expert networks, studies and research, expert groups, support from Cedefop, ETF and Eurydice. Where the clusters decide to use other working methods, the results of these working methods should be dealt with in the same way as results from the PLAs


� 	For example the indicators and benchmarks, the common references (e.g. common quality assurance framework, key competences framework, policy framework on making best use of resources, teachers/trainers framework, etc.) and policy recommendations resulting from the first stage of the E&T 2010 work programme, which should be used as a basis for structuring the PLAs.
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