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Getting ahead

As governments, taskforces, task groups and more enlightened employers
consider how to advance the status and performance of social workers,
social care journalist Sally Gillen dips her toe in the training pool to see
what professional development initiatives are already emerging to enable
social workers across the UK to develop their skills 

Asurvey of more than 500 social workers
by the General Social Care Council
(GSCC), published in September,

shows that the government’s drive to promote
a cultural shift towards learning and develop-
ment within social work may be a struggle.
More than 60% of those surveyed said their
employer showed little concern about their
need to do 90 hours post registration training
and learning (PRTL), despite it being a 
requirement of re-registration with the GSCC
– as it is with other regulators across the UK. 

BASW’s State of Social Work survey earlier
in 2010 offered conflicting evidence on the
trend, with 70% of the 552 respondents claim-
ing to be happy with training provision but just
29% having secured more than 30 hours of
continuous professional development over the
previous 12 months – leaving them down, to
varying degrees, on the average of 30 hours a
year needed to meet their PRTL needs.

It isn’t an outlandish summation to con-
clude that social workers have a low threshold
for the training levels they deem acceptable
when days out of the office to pursue longer-
term professional benefits do little to satisfy
short term work stresses. Indeed the same
BASW survey found social workers pointing to
more social work staff and lighter caseloads as
the two developments that would most im-
prove their lives. In a world of competing 
priorities, training rarely tops the list.

The GSCC’s annual report, published in
March, showed that few social workers were
taking up post qualifying awards. Raising 
Standards: Social Work Education in England
2008-2009 showed just 7.6%, or one in 13 
social workers, had registered on a PQ course.
Rachel Dasler, a career pathways officer at
Hammersmith and Fulham Council in London,
says funding for PQ courses can be a problem
and, while there are some excellent courses,

there can be a mismatch between what univer-
sities offer and what employers need. Cash-
strapped councils are unlikely to fund someone
to do a course of little or no benefit to the day-
to-day job. But despite the variable quality of
courses, there is widespread support for the
idea of CPD, including the PQ framework.

“Post qualifying awards should be manda-
tory and part of the career structure. It should
be a requirement for social workers themselves
and for their employing agency, which should
pay for it,” argues Ray Jones, professor of social
work at Kingston University. “If we relate this
to other professions, we have been left behind.
The degree does not totally prepare people to
become social workers,” he says, adding: “They
are making really critical judgements and deci-
sions. It’s not unreasonable to expect four or
five years education and actually anything less
is not recognising the competence and the in-
tellectual capacity needed to do the job.”

He says that cost is the main concern, 
especially in a climate of cuts. “The Social
Work Taskforce was keen on this but it didn’t
make an argument for PQ training because

they themselves were anxious about putting
something in that may have been rejected.”

But while it may have stopped short of rec-
ommending compulsory post qualification
training, the Social Work Taskforce did recom-
mend a new national framework for continuing
professional development (CPD) and the So-
cial Work Reform Board (SWRB) is now work-
ing on plans to launch it for consultation later
this year and phase it in from 2011. According
to the SWRB, the new framework, which will
incorporate the PQ courses already accredited
by the GSCC, is designed to “encourage a shift
in culture which raises expectations of an enti-
tlement to ongoing learning and development”
among social workers. 

In Northern Ireland, PQ awards are at mas-
ters rather than degree level and can be under-
taken via an approved programme or individual
assessment route. The latter allows the student
to complete a portfolio, assignments and pre-
sentations. There are three awards and between
January 2006 and August 2010 1,144 social
workers who completed one, with half doing so
through the approved programme and the
other half through an individual route. 

One of the advantages of the system is it al-
lows social workers to combine elements of
three awards so their qualification is tailored to
their job. “Social workers can mix and match
modules. Someone may be based in practice
but may require some leadership elements in
order to do their job without needing to do a
full-blown leadership award,” explains profes-
sional manager Marian O’Rourke.  

Interesting examples of social work training
and development are not confined to PQ
frameworks, however, with new initiatives fast
springing up across the UK. The Care Council
for Wales is reviewing its PQ framework of
qualifications but a number of new courses, 
including the Team Manager Development
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and Westminster). One of the streams focuses
on the social work career pathway, a major
theme of the Social Work Reform Board’s
work. Hammersmith and Fulham’s Rachel
Dasler says the career pathway, which is made
up of three programmes (advanced child pro-
tection, specialist domestic violence and
parental mental health) was developed after re-
search showed experienced social workers were
finding they had effectively exhausted the 
available training options. 

The courses are designed to develop those
social workers who want to remain on the
frontline and to help the councils tackle the
perennial twin issues of recruitment and 
retention, a particular problem in London and
other major cities. Managers agreed that those 
nominated to do the courses from the eight
local authorities could be released for 15 days to
attend training sessions and to shadow other
professionals, which for those doing the 
domestic violence programme included 
spending time at a domestic violence court. 

In April, social workers began the training
and early feedback is positive. “They have
greater confidence and they have been able to
disseminate their learning. They also enjoy the
opportunity to train with peers from other
London councils,” says Ms Dasler. The cost to
each local authority is around £1,000 per so-
cial worker, which covers the cost of them
being on 15 release days – the training itself has
been paid for with Children’s Workforce Devel-
opment Council (CWDC) cash. Dasler says
that joint training potentially offers significant
cost benefits for employers because rather than
each authority running its own course they are 
instead sharing resources. As such she reckons
the model offers a guide to how other neigh-
bouring councils could save money by 
partnering together: “It’s really good value for
the training they get. These are social workers
based in hard-pressed teams that are often not
fully staffed. We’ve had really high attendance,
showing how much people value the
programme.”

Weblinks:
University of Edinburgh:
www.socialwork.ed.ac.uk/events/social_work_s
eminar_series
Tavistock & Portman:
www.tavistockandportman.ac.uk/mentalwell-
being
Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework:
www.scqf.org.uk
Wales Team Manager Development Programme:
www.ssiacymru.org.uk /index.cfm?arti-
cleid=3777
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credit rating each course and enabling them to
count towards wider qualifications. Credited
schemes include one in South Lanarkshire,
which has developed a manager induction 
programme, and in Perth and Kinross where a
foundation course in child protection has 
received SCQF accreditation.

The University of Edinburgh has just initi-
ated a series of social work seminars that are
free to attend and count towards PRTL hours
for re-registration with the Scottish Social
Services Council, offering an informal ap-
proach to learning. ‘Promoting the social 
inclusion of people with learning disabilities –
an impossible dream?’ and ‘Is Decision-Mak-
ing in Social Work a Systems Problem?’ are the
subjects of courses in October and November.

A number of PQ Innovation projects have
been working successfully in England. Tavis-
tock & Portman, an NHS mental health trust
in London, for instance, provides a one year
course introducing core aspects of child, 
adolescent and family mental health. ‘Child,
Adolescent and Family Mental Well-being:
Multidisciplinary Practice’ is, as the name 
suggests, pitched at a wide range of 
professionals, including social workers. 

A particularly innovative training model for
social workers alone, however, is a project 
developed by the West London Alliance, made
up of eight London local authorities (Brent,
Ealing, Hammersmith & Fulham, Harrow,
Hillingdon, Hounslow, Kensington and Chelsea

Programme, have already been developed. The
first of its kind in the UK, the course covers
areas including how to develop critical thinking
skills to make better management decisions,
improving practice quality and managing the
performance of individuals in teams. Devel-
oped by Oxford Brookes University and com-
missioned by the Social Services Improvement
Agency the course is comprised of three mod-
ules and takes about a year to complete. 

Team manager 
It was developed after a series of UK-wide seri-
ous case reviews and government audits identi-
fied the team manager as playing a pivotal role
in cases. The first course began in north Wales
in May; another began in Cardiff last month
and there are plans to offer it in west Wales
too. By ensuring the Association of Directors
of Social Services (ADSS) Cymru and the Care
Council for Wales were consulted on its devel-
opment there is an element of ‘buy-in’ from
the regulator and employers alike. Local au-
thorities, who are signed up to an agreement
that allows those doing the course to be re-
leased to attend lectures, can also sponsor sen-
ior practitioners to undertake the training.

Scotland too has a number of innovative
training initiatives underway, via academic in-
stitutions and employers. The Continuous
Learning Framework and the Scottish Credit
and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) help fa-
cilitate a wide range of training programmes by
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