CONTINUOUS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

INTRODUCTION

CPD should be interesting and meaningful for me, worth the time and energy I will spend on it, realistic and achievable. I see CPD in an organisational context and one that recently has seen some dramatic changes that challenge my professional identity as a social worker and an educator. I also tend to view CPD from a ‘being mode of learning’ as opposed to a having mode (1). Erich Fromm says of those who approach learning from a being mode;


“They have been occupied with the topic and it interests them.


 Instead of being passive receptacles of words and ideas, they

 listen, they hear, and most important, they receive and they 

 respond in an active, productive way. What they 

 listen to stimulates their own thinking processes.” (2)

I opted for this module because I want to make sense of what is going on in my work situation and take positive steps to free myself from advancing torpor that threatens to envelope me.

So I begin by exploring the ongoing change in the social work profession and its impact on social work education. The local authority is now a facilitator for the provision of services while social work education has seen an increasing shift to achievement of workplace competence. Managerial rationalisation and ‘fitness for purpose’ rule.  What of the process of learning? For me managing change has come to mean managing to learn. I briefly reflect on the pain, muddle and confusion inherent to the learning experience and the difficulties of containing this anxiety and learning from it even in the absence of a support-of-learning environment. One has to act, preferably new action. New action that is focused to be most effective. I conclude that my continuous professional development will be best served by action that acknowledges my energy, creativity and professional identity while supporting effective learning in the organisation.

THE GOOD OLD DAYS

There was a time when the emphasis in Social Work was on the individual and this was reflected in Social Workers’ comfort with policies, values and a work setting steeped in individualism (3).  Change has seen a challenge to some of the main characteristics of Social Work practice, 


“Today personal relationships between field staff and users no 


 longer have a priority position within statutory welfare services.

 … local authority social work has become ‘dreary, mechanistic,

 systematic, technocratic’…. Increased managerialism has led

 to ’more formalised and tenuous relationships between worker 

 and service user’” ( )

Recent years have seen a paradigm shift to ‘communal’ in community care, to family in ‘The Children Act’ and primary carer(s) and interested parties in ‘Adults with Incapacity’.  The rule now is that any Social Work Intervention (preferably minimal) should in the first instance work to support existing networks.  The role of the Local Authority is to co-operate and work jointly with other service providers, e.g. health, housing, and voluntary.  Local Authority social work is now a facilitating agency rather than a provider of services.

What has changed in Social Work education is the greater emphasis on workplace learning, competence and assessment.  Set in a work environment steeped in the new persuasive managerial terminology, fitness for purpose, specify, measurable, best value and continuous improvement.  We now have service standards, occupational standards (SVQ) and professional standards (DipSW).  Also the increased interest in developing ways of working and learning inter-professionally and with service users, carers and communities   (4).  Indeed Nigel Parton sees Social Work as essentially a practice which ‘lies at the intercese’ of various other disciplines (5).

However there are even more worrying developments such as, the dramatic drop in applications to Social Work courses.  Even Edinburgh University is poised to scrap its Social Work Degree (6).  This along with difficulties in recruiting enough Social Workers to posts has seen a move to increase the use of ‘skill mix’; i.e. mixing qualified professional S.W.S and skilled Social Care Workers in one team.  The evidence is that ‘Social Care’ is the broad domain, with professional social work seen as part of Social Care, and a minority part at that (7); only 23% of Glasgow’s Social Work employees are professionally qualified Social Workers (8), nationally this is 14% (9). Each new crisis sees a demand for more resources to Social Work training but this is now viewed as at a cost to the majority of Social Work employees.  Refugee is being sought in the numbers game of SVQ.  SVQs evidence competent practice not learning input and/or learning process.  While studies do support the value of SVQ in raising awareness of good practice and values (10) questions remain about their ability to facilitate learning in the truest sense of education (11).  It is difficult to avoid a sense of ‘dumbing down’  Social Work and/or professional identity and the process of learning associated with that professional identity.

The workforce planning demands of modernising Social Services has compounded this demise of professional Social Work.  The emphasis here is on worker competence and quality services.  That is, the performance of all Social Care Staff to a standard of competence, not just professional Social Workers. What in effect is happening is the raising of the lower run of the ladder rather than a general raising of standards. Increasingly the trend will be for each role to have its own occupational standards, and probably it's own qualification.  This may fly in the face of moves for greater joined-up working with health and housing in adult services, and with education for child care services.  However, joint practitioner qualifying awards are very likely in the near future.

EXPERIENCING CHANGE

The CPD course opening exercise ‘me and my work’, I found difficult to begin, I froze unable to think.  During the group feedback exercise I realised that I hadn’t, unlike many others, included teaching as a ‘thing I like most’.  Nor had I recorded helping people as something I like.  Reflecting on this later I noted that the ‘something I dislike’ could be summed up under environment or organisation.  Later again when exploring with colleague ‘significant experiences’ in professional development I was reminded of how I had enjoyed and was invigorated by a supportive-of-learning environment where learning was very much a caring experience (12).

Wilfred Bion offers some understanding of what may be going on here (13).  Bion suggests that this ability to reflect requires first for the subject (container of confused thoughts) to have experienced a receptive environment (someone who helped contain and organise the thoughts).  That is, an environment that encouraged and facilitated thoughtfulness and ‘reverie’, primarily by helping the subject to ventilate, think out loud, and through this process re-package the ideas into understandable concepts (14).  Marilyn Pietroni says that Bion’s idea of containment and its categories (commensal, symbiotic, and parasitic) are useful when examining the relationship between worker/learner, organisation/educator and task/education programme.

Commensal containment describes what my interviewees and I referred to as ‘significant’ or motivating experiences.  In the main these were characterised by a team approach to shared learning in an environment where learning was taken seriously.  Commensal refers to a relationship where the enterprise/learning project is shared to the advantage of all concerned, individual(s), project and organisation.  At the other extreme is parasitic containment when anti-task behaviour is dominant leading to mutual recrimination and chaos.  The middle ground is characteristic of symbiotic containment where learner, educator and organisation depend on each other to their mutual advantage while colluding with the neglect of key aspects of the task.  For Peitroni a crucial feature of continuing (Social Work) education has to be,

“ …, a thoughtfulness that is strong enough to offset the pressures towards peer group conformity and the limitations it places on independent individual thought that are often a feature of working life …” (15)

Pietroni’s fine words obscure how difficult it is to ‘stay sane in insane places’   (16).  It is these very pressures and contradictions that are characteristic of our age.  Take for example the constant restructuring and the absence of purposeful direction.  There is a loss of containment.  However, the work of Donald Schon and Chris Argyris may offer some hope.  My reflective account above might be described by Schon as ‘thinking on our feet’ or ‘reflection-in-action’ and entails building new understanding to inform one’s action in the situation that is unfolding.

“the practitioner allows himself to experience surprise, puzzlement, or confusion in a situation which he finds uncertain or unique.  He reflects on the phenomenon before him, and on the prior understandings which have been implicit in his behaviour.  He carries out an experiment which serves to generate both a new understanding of the phenomenon and a change in the situation” (17).

Chris Argyris observed that people have mental maps or strategies for responding to situations, that is, plan, implement and review action.  When something goes wrong one can choose to use strategies within the usual ‘governing variables’ (such as, goal, values, costs, benefits, rules, etc).  An alternative is to critically question these governing variables and make adjustments, re-frame, alter perspective, re-evaluate goals, values and consequences.  This Schon and Argyris described as double–loop learning or theory in action.

These concepts of container contained and reflection in-action facilitate and encourage continuous learning.  They encourage examination of discrepancies, the by-products of constant change.  These systems allow identification and examination of individual and professional meaning, organisational purpose and the quality of work.  Thus encouraging professional development by raising awareness of the primary working task and changing roles and responsibilities.

MANAGING CHANGE

Gareth Morgan says that we often give a lot of thought to creating new understanding, however, we give less energy to action (18).  It is the recognition of the importance of new action according to Morgan that has to influence self-development.  And new action that focuses on live issues such as those ruminated upon above.  Morgan like Charles Hardy(19) recognises the constraints imposed by organisation structure.  Morgan, quoting the research of W, Edward Denning, confirms that 85% of a person's influence is constrained by organisational structure.  Therefore if one has only 15% influence over a situation then it is crucial that one knows exactly where that influence is most effective.

Charles Hardy talks about finding a balance between what we have to do and what we could do or could be if we are not to be automatons and possibly realise what Karl Marx referred to as our ‘self conscious creative being’.  Hardy call this ‘The Doughnut Principle’, in effect an inverse or inside out doughnut (20).  That is, the dough in the middle and hole on the outside.  The core of the doughnut contains all the things that have to be done if one is not to fail.  This would certainly contain Denning’s 85% structural constraint, unalterable bureaucracy, meetings for meeting shake, collision with anti-task activity, etc.  The space beyond the core is ‘our opportunity to make a difference’, to go beyond stipulated duties and responsibilities and realise our full potential.  The issue for me is to decide what activity(s) offers a development opportunity that is realisable with attentive and effective use of that 15%.

Continuous Professional Development has to be considered in the context of organisational needs, service objectives, occupational standards, professional and personal aspirations.  Glasgow City Council Employee Development and Review Scheme is primarily concerned to ensure continuously improving services by such objectives as:

1. Ensuring that the employee clearly understands what is expected of them, i.e. key tasks and performance standards.

2. Linking employee development activities to policies and service objectives.

3. Identifying the required skills and knowledge for effective performance.

4. Providing a forum for identification of career and personal development needs.

The EDR process also provides the opportunity for the likes of myself to suggest where one can make a positive contribution to the achievement of the aims and objective of the Training and Development service. Yet I have suggested that a bureaucratic and ‘neurotic Organisation’ (21) characteristic of ‘the Peter Principle’ (22) does not hold out much hope for meeting ones’ development needs. One has to think more strategically. It becomes clear that CPD is a personal matter.

CONCLUSION and CPD PLAN

As a member of the training and development team my job includes assisting in identifying the gaps between requirements of the job (in terms of knowledge, skills and attitudes) and the deficiencies in these requirements in the managers and workers while opening up the prospect for change.  The nature of some of these changes I have already elaborated upon.  What should be evident is a lack of clarity as to purpose and direction of the organisation.  Yet this, as Morgan says, is nothing new.  What may be new is the idea of expending less effort on what cannot be changed while finding a focus where one’s influence is greatest. While I feel that I have been attentive to the objectives of continuous improvement (in the wake of my involvement in a Best Value Review) it is more akin to Sisyphus's relentless agony pushing his rock uphill only to loose momentum as the opposition gains in weight.  

As a response to a number of restructuring new roles and relationships  emerge with the opportunity for Training and Development to take a more strategic role (23). One such opportunity I sought to develop was the role of internal consultant, one who works to promote organisational learning and change.  This includes a process of working with managers and workers to identify and investigate problems concerned with policies, organisation, procedures and methods, recommending appropriate actions and helping to implement those recommendations.  I was motivated by having undertaken this role with older people services, including links to SVQ accreditation.  Similarly with addiction services when drawing up competency based training and a development audit.  Unfortunately both these services failed to sustain links to relevant professional development and/or service objectives and I was refused support to undertake relevant training.  That is, the 85% concept rules!

With the establishment of SSSC social care staff and social workers will be required to evidence continuous development (24).  Already those professionally qualified social workers wishing to undertake the Mental Health Officer Award will first have to gain the Post Qualifying Award, part one.  This requires evidenced-based demonstration of continuous professional development in the area of assessment, planning, intervention and evaluation.  The 15% concept comes into play for a number of reasons. Primarily demand far outstretches Training and Development resources and the organisation knows it has to make more efficient use of resources.  The solution seems obvious, on-line learning and support.  Furthermore, Vissier and Glastonburg suggest that where as previously there may not have been much to choose from now technologies offer alternative that resonate with students of today (25).  Personally, I see this an opportunity to re-introduce the learning process back into social care training and possibly more exciting is the chance of giving existence to hidden talents, Leon Bloy puts it like this.

“Man has places in his heart which do not yet exist, and into them enters suffering in order that they may have existence”

    (26)

The suffering referred to here is of course that resulting from change, as described above, and the process of learning given existence as a result.
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