
ne of Professor Eileen Munro’s
main recommendations in her
final report into the child
protection system in England is
that social workers should be

freed from bureaucracy in order to spend more
time with children and families. Her review,
published in May following a year-long inquiry,
calls for a ‘move away from a compliance
culture to a learning culture’, allowing
practitioners to use their expertise in assessing
need and providing the right help.

Key to achieving a learning culture is a re-
emphasis on continuing professional
development (CPD), an often sidelined yet
essential component of a social worker’s career
progression. The review outlines how frontline
social workers should be akin to junior doctors,
who draw on the expertise of more experienced
colleagues. It also proposes that those who
develop skills in direct work with families

should be able to progress in their careers
without moving into management. Moira Gibb,
chair of the Social Work Reform Board
(SWRB), recently told a Community Care Live
event in London that social workers spend just
seven years at the frontline compared with 25
years among doctors.

CPD is also a theme of the Social Work
Reform Board’s work, begun before Munro
began her investigation and currently centred
on the development of Professional Capabilities
and CPD frameworks, which is backed in

Professor Munro’s review. The final frameworks
are set to emerge shortly, according to the
Department for Education.

Professor Munro says the capabilities
framework should ‘explicitly inform social work
qualification training, postgraduate professional
development and performance appraisal’.

In her report, Professor Munro adds: ‘If child
and family social workers are to develop their
capabilities throughout their careers it is
essential they engage productively in
continuing professional development. The
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its CPD recommendations, which complement
many of those being developed by the SWRB,
doubts must remain about the likelihood of
seeing any immediate benefits for practitioners,
however. As Professor Jones points out, in a
climate of spending cuts, training budgets could
be more under threat than set for any
significant investment or positive reform.
“There is a danger that the thing that gets cut
most quickly is training budgets at a time of
financial difficulty. That is understandable, but
if you don’t develop the workforce morale dips
and organisations are more likely to stagnate,”
he warns.

Ms Robb believes that the most important
message from Professor Munro’s report is that
professional judgment must come before
process. “Social work is about forming
relationships and making professional
judgments, not tick-boxes,” she says. “Our CPD
strategies and systems must be focussed on
how to help people strengthen professional
judgment rather than how to fill in a form
better. It’s a real challenge but it’s 
absolutely the right challenge.”

Professor Munro made it clear that many
frontline staff are inexperienced and their basic
training does not encompass essential
knowledge and skills. Managers need to provide
guidance and oversight to “counter such
deficiencies in their frontline staff”, she argued.

According to Professor Jones these skills are
missing because social work courses are “too
eclectic”. He continues: “It is one of the dangers
of trying to squeeze a lot into a short time and
which is why CPD is so important.

“Frontline managers are the most important
people. They determine more than anyone else
the quality of frontline practice,” he adds,
arguing that managers must have ongoing
training to fulfil this role.

Professor Munro makes further
recommendations around the issue of line
management, which would allow practitioners
to remain on the frontline longer, like doctors.
She urges a more varied career path with a
stronger voice for practitioners in management,
recommending the appointment of a principal
child and family social worker in each local
authority. The post-holder would do direct
work but would also advise less experienced
colleagues and relate the views of social workers
to those who make decisions.

Though the report was widely welcomed for

review places a premium on CPD and it hopes,
with the adoption of a stronger teaching and
learning culture within local systems, that local
leaders and staff will share the review’s view on
its importance.’

CPD had been emerging from the sidelines
since the Social Work Taskforce (SWTF)
began its work. The SWTF produced its report
in December 2009 and the recommendations,
which would become the focus of work by the
Social Work Reform Board, highlighted
problems with the current CPD system.

Professor Munro refers to problems
highlighted by the SWTF: a lack of value
placed on CPD in some parts of the
profession, a varying degree of take-up and a
framework that is not sufficiently coherent,
effective or widely understood. A lack of time
and employer support prevents social workers
undertaking courses, she found. A “major
shift” in the delivery of CPD was
recommended.

Professor Munro has also emphasised the
need for social workers to keep up-to-date
with research and has suggested a mechanism
for providing summaries of research – and
what it means in practice – for social workers.

Bridget Robb, development manager at
BASW, says a mechanism for disseminating
research would be “enormously helpful” for
practitioners, although the challenge would be
for research funders to make this expectation
part of the research brief. She adds that a
future College of Social Work could play a
crucial role. “Part of the job of the College is
to make knowledge useful and disseminate it
to practitioners. It could provide a knowledge
hub or centre where social workers can come
to access summarised research.”

She adds that there is currently a gulf
between practitioners and researchers and that
matching theory and practice would maximise
the value of research.

Munro also outlines a strengthened role for
local safeguarding children boards (LSCBs) to
improve multi-agency training and learning.
Ray Jones, professor of social work at Kingston
University and chair of Bristol LSCB, says this
could work by learning lessons locally from
serious case reviews. “SCRs are a way of
reviewing what is working and what isn’t,” he
argues. “Multi-agency training increases
competencies but also, across the piece, it helps
glue them together.”

Ms Robb agrees: “The more people from
different professions working together can learn
together and get to know each other and foster
relationships the better for good collaborative
working at times when things constantly
change.”

In her interim report, published in January,

The manager of the Northern Ireland Association of Social Workers (NIASW – part of
BASW) Carolyn Ewart says there is already a strong culture of PQ learning across the
country, highlighting how the practice teachers course is well regarded and is now offered
at Masters level. PQ learning in Northern Ireland is regulated by the Northern Ireland
Social Care Council as part of its registration requirements. Completion of the first level is
linked to completion of the Assessed Year in Employment and is mandatory for all newly-
qualified social workers. Ms Ewart says the main problem is that agency staff are unable to
access PQ training from their employers, yet they cannot register without the support of
their employer. “There are a growing number of social workers who cannot access
accredited programmes and this needs to be addressed,” she says. 
In Scotland, the Getting it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) initiative, which aims to improve

outcomes for all children and young people, has seen an increase in investment in early
intervention services from education, health and social services. Social workers are
required to complete 15 days post-registration training and learning (PRTL) over three
years as part of their re-registration and five of those days must be spent on CPD linked to
protection of children or adults, says Scottish Association of Social Work (SASW – part of
BASW) manager Ruth Stark.
In Wales, BASW Cymru manager Robin Moulster says while social workers need to

complete 15 days PRTL in order to re-register, the reality is that workloads – the pressure
to “cover the day-to-day stuff – and lack of money to cover their absence when training”,
can act as obstacles to them developing their skills. He adds that the geography of Wales
means accessing training providers may be difficult, especially for those in mid-Wales as
most people live in the north or south, although e-learning is increasingly popular. BASW
Cymru is in the process of developing professional social work groups where social
workers will come together either by geographical or local authority area to meet and
discuss key social work issues.
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