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CPD in Practice - how is it valuable? A personal reflection.

David Robinson has been working as a Business Development Manager at the Open University for 3 years.  He has been very involved in developing the OU’s relationships with PBs and in particular CPD.  Here he outlines his own CPD journey.

It seems to me that, by and large, most professionals do not consciously choose which CPD episodes to do to enhance their knowledge and learning but choose primarily to fulfill appraisals at work or ‘something that will tick a box’ to meet Professional Body CPD requirements. I fell into that category when it came to choosing my CPD.  The definition1 of continuing professional development (CPD) as “a framework of learning and development which contributes to continued effectiveness as a professional” reflects the view of many Professional Bodies (PBs) and Learning and Development professionals that CPD covers a range of diverse activities depending on an individual’s own professional requirements2 .or preferences.

In my case my original focus was to do activities as CPD that would enable me to achieve my business objectives, meet my identified appraisal needs and perhaps, further my career. However I began to wonder whether I could use my CPD more effectively if I had a framework to help me make sense of my complex working environment and all the disparate elements of CPD that I had done. “When practitioners become aware of their own preferences and prejudices across modes, they can begin to reflect on a wider range of questions and to develop a wider range of responses.”3 I wondered how this could be of value to all professionals. That’s when I learned that the Open University was piloting a new six month course- CPD in Practice.  This course has showed me how to map and analyse my CPD as part of a framework, enabling me to make sense of my learning and identify how my CPD can be more effectively used to enhance professionalism and career development.  I discovered two areas of CPD which had the most impact for me in my work - accredited study and conference attendance.

Accredited Study as part of my CPD

Initially I believed that I did not need further qualifications (already having a PhD); I preferred to ‘just get the job done’ and find better ways of doing that. My rationale therefore for registering for an OU accredited academic course which would require “study” was more about developing an understanding of how the OU’s learning model of supported open learning worked, than  seeking a further qualification. Registering on CPD in Practice, I was hoping that I would learn something useful and find the course enjoyable without having to do ‘too much study’. This attitude, I learned, was consistent with my approach to learning at (mostly) a surface level because my intention was primarily “to cope with the course requirements without any real reflecting on purpose or strategy”4. This approach, to some extent, reflects the time pressures I was under to just get the ‘course done’.

Conference attendance as CPD

Attending CPD related conferences provided me with good networking opportunities and enabled me to build the foundations of knowledge about CPD and Professional Bodies. Like study, my approach to conferences was mostly surface in that I was often attending rather than presenting., I realised that I was probably not consciously reflecting on what I took from the conferences; it was again enough to ‘get the job done’. Through the course, I learned that this is called “an immediate reflection orientation”3 because of my emphasis on “pleasant survival” and “accepting the status quo without considerations of theoretical foundations”. Perry5 on his scale of 1-9 in the student learning journey (where 1 is just starting and 9 is a ‘master’) would perhaps have placed me at level 4 because I was still attempting to make sense of the material and reviewing my commitment to it and a growing analytical justification for the learning.  

Conclusion: Enhancing the value of CPD

How much does CPD matter for Professional Body members?  Of course there is the need to maintain and update one’s professional practice; it’s not just a need to tick a Professional Bodies’ CPD box. From my experience in learning the true value of my CPD, I would contend that alongside these criteria is the need to understand one’s learning from one’s personal CPD choices and what impact these are having personally and organisationally. Focused study of one’s CPD perhaps using a course like CPD in Practice will deepen an understanding of learning and the true value of CPD, how it further develops one’s skills and how it is being applied.  Relating one’s CPD to current academic thinking on an approach to learning will give a stronger understanding of how the knowledge gained can be used in the workplace and stimulates the learning journey, more critical reflection and a greater impact professional practice. 

CPD in Practice (U810) is a 30 point Masters level course available from the Open University.  For more details visit www.open.ac.uk or click here for a course description.
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