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1. INTRODUCTION 

Background  

1.1 The Northern Ireland Post Qualifying Education and Training Partnership (Partnership) for 

social work was established in 1990 to manage and deliver post qualifying social work 

education in Northern Ireland as part of a United Kingdom wide framework (UK PQ 

Framework).    Full approval was granted in January 1993 by the Central Council for 

Education and Training in Social Work (CCETSW) which was the predecessor body to the 

Northern Ireland Social Care Council (NISCC). The first awards under the UK PQ 

Framework were issued in 1994.  

1.2 The Partnership has continued through a process of ongoing development to respond to 

government policy, changes in social work education and the needs of social workers and 

their employers. Social workers have been required to register with NISCC since 2003 and 

there are now almost 5000 registrants. The Personal Social Services Development and 

Training Strategy 2006 - 20161 !"#!$ %"&'(%")"*#!$ +,%$ #-"$ ./-("0")"*# $ ,+$ %"1"0.*#$

&'.1(+(/.#(,*!$ +,%$ !,/(.1$ 2,%3"%!$1(*3"4$ #,$ /,*#(*'(*5$ %"5(!#%.#(,*$ 2(#-$ 6,'*/(17$ 8-(!$9#%.#"5:$

%"&'(%"!$!,/(.1$2,%3 %"5(!#%.*#!$#,$;"$2,%3(*5$#,2.%4!$#%.(*(*5$,%$&'.1(+(/.#(,*!$. <<%,<%(.#"$#,$

#-"(%$=,;$%,1"$.*4$linked to a post qualifying framework. Indeed, the renewal of registration is 

dependent upon the achievement of the Post Registration Training and Learning 

Requirements2 (PRTL). Delivery of much of the available post qualifying education and 

training is undertaken through the activities of the Partnership.$

 

1.3 The Degree in Social Work replaced the Diploma in Social Work in 2004 as the recognised 

professional qualification and the threshold for entry to the profession. Some 300 places are 

available for social work students each year in Northern Ireland. Undergraduate study is only 

the beginning of a continuum of professional learning and development which is supported in 

Northern Ireland by an assessed year in employment (AYE) for new graduates and an 

extensive post qualifying education and training framework.  

1.4 The implementation of the Reform of Public Administration (RPA) and increased public and 

political scrutiny continue to impact on the management and delivery of social care services, 

including the workforce, across all sectors.  

                                            
1 DHSSPS, September 2006 
2 NISCC, Registration Rules, February 2009 



The Northern Ireland Post Qualifying Framework  

1.5 The latest development in post qualifying education and training in Northern Ireland was the 

introduction of the Northern Ireland Post Qualifying Framework (NI PQ Framework) in April 

2007. This, together with the re-approval of the Partnership by NISCC (which is also the 

awarding body for the professional awards) to determine and manage the arrangements for 

the delivery of the NI PQ Framework and the subsequent incorporation of the Partnership 

with NISCC in April 2009, are designed to be a robust response to the demands outlined in 

paragraphs 1.2 to 1.4 inclusive.  

1.6 The NI PQ Framework aims to be: 
 

• Comprehensive and relevant to all qualified social work staff at all levels in Northern 

Ireland; 

• Accessible and offering a broad range of opportunities for professional and academic 

progression; 

• Flexible in its arrangements for the assessment of professional and academic 

achievement; 

• Efficient in its arrangements for accreditation to enable social workers to have many 

varied routes to recognition and development that reflects the diversity of roles and 

specialisms; 

• Enabling to employing organisations seeking to value and make use of professional 

qualifications and in-house development; and 

• Aligned with career opportunities and the needs of professionals and service users. 

1.7 It replaces the UK PQ Framework which means changes in the content, structure, routes 

and assessment of post qualifying education and training. Notably the NI PQ Framework is 

assessed at post graduate M level as a consequence of the new qualifying level for social 

work which is at Honours Degree level (see paragraph 1.3). 

1.8 Registration for the UK PQ Framework has ceased and enrolment in the NI PQ Framework 

is now managed by the PQ Partnership.  

1.9 The majority of programmes that had been accredited in the UK PQ Framework have 

transferred to new arrangements within accredited provision in the NI PQ Framework. 

 



Transition Arran gements  

1.10 Arrangements are in place to ensure a seamless transition from the UK PQ Framework to 

the NI PQ Framework (see Appendix 1 for a relevant timeline). Candidates registered for 

either the Post Qualifying Award (PQSW) or the Advanced Award (AASW) as part of the UK 

PQ Framework have been encouraged to complete these awards which will continue to be 

recognised as Professional Awards. The final submission point for assessment in the UK PQ 

Framework was in March 2010 and there will be no further awards issued after September 

2010.  

1.11   The transition arrangements also allow AASW candidates to apply to transfer up to 3 AA 

Requirements to the NI PQ Framework for both the Specialist and Leadership /Strategic 

awards. 

1.12 Dual systems have been in place since April 2007 to allow for completion in the UK PQ 

Framework up to September 2010. In order to maximise the achievement of awards, 

employers have had to concentrate their resources to support both frameworks.  The 

resources in place to support those candidates who wish to complete by the Individual 

Assessment Route in the UK PQ Framework should transfer after September 2010 to 

support the comparable route in the NI PQ Framework. 

2. PURPOSE, SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY 

Purpose  

 

2.1 As noted in paragraph 1.1, post qualifying education and training in Northern Ireland has 

been delivered through the Partnership since 1990 and data on registrations (now called 

enrolments) and achievement is available from then. This project was commissioned to 

report on the enrolment and achievement overall at this level in Northern Ireland at 31 

December 2009, and to gather baseline information from which to develop further the means 

of collecting consumer feedback.  

 

2.2 While there are still many candidates progressing through the UK PQ Framework until 

September 2010 (see paragraph 1.10), enrolment and assessment for the NI PQ Framework 

are now well established.  It is timely to start to gather baseline information.  

 

 



 

 

Scope  

 

2.3 The PQ database has the capability to generate a wide range of statistical reports. For the 

purposes of this project, selective information has been gathered and analysed in respect of 

all candidates enrolled at 31 December 2009 across both frameworks and includes 

achievement.  

 

2.4 In addition, the project has surveyed candidates and employers and reports on how well the 

NI PQ Framework is perceived by them to be accessible, flexible and responsive to their 

needs.  

 

Methodology  

 

2.5 There are 3 aspects to this project. Firstly, statistical reports from the PQ database were 

analysed. These related to all enrolments (registrations for those engaged with the UK PQ 

Framework) and achievement from the period 1 January 1990 to 31 December 2009 across 

both frameworks. 

 

2.6 Secondly, a stratified random sample of 299 candidates enrolled in the NI PQ Framework 

was selected from the database. A structured written questionnaire was designed to elicit 

relevant information and this was distributed through the database so that responses would 

be completed and returned electronically. There were only two weeks allowed for completion 

and return, and this period coincided with the end of the leave year so there was a low 

response rate (54; 18%).  

 

2.7 Thirdly, the views of training managers from a representative range of employing 

organisations were sought using a semi-structured written questionnaire.  Some 10 

organisations responded.  

 

2.8 The findings which follow are presented in the order as outlined in paragraphs 2.5 through to 

2.7. A number of themes which have been identified from the findings are highlighted in the 

concluding section (6) and will provide the Partnership with an agenda for further review 

when the new framework has had time to bed in.   



3. OVERVIEW OF ENROLMENTS AND ACHIEVEMENT 

 

3.1 The data which follow represent the enrolment statistics for the NI PQ Framework at 31 

December 2009 and achievement statistics across the UK and NI PQ frameworks from 1 

January 1990 to 31 December 2009.  

 

Candidate Enrolments : UK and NI PQ Frameworks  

 

3.2 Enrolment in the NI PQ Framework commenced on 1 April 2007 and all candidates 

previously registered for the PQSW and AASW awards were so enrolled (see Appendix 1 for 

timeline). Registration for the UK awards ceased from 31 March 2007. On 31 December 

2009, there were 3492 candidates enrolled with the PQ Partnership for a range of awards 

(see Table 9) and 492 specifically for the NI PQ Framework. It is noteworthy that almost 

5000 social workers are now registered with NISCC (see paragraph 1.2) and therefore are 

potential candidates for the NI PQ Framework.   

 

3.3 The tables which follow show the breakdown of these two sets of data according to the 

candidateÕs employment sector, employer group, work setting and job role. Additional 

information may be found in tables set out in Appendix 2. The descriptors are defined by the 

PQ PartnershipÕs database and are set out in alphabetical order. The number of candidates 

represented as ÔundefinedÕ is significant (25%) and is a consequence of either the previous 

registration information being incomplete or the requirement to provide the information not 

being mandatory. The database is capable of recording more specific data in respect of NI 

PQ Framework enrolments so that there are fewer in the undefined categories.  

 

Employment 

 

3.4 The majority of candidates (64% overall and 86% for the NI PQ Framework) are employed in 

the statutory sector (Table 1).  The profile which is demonstrated through the statistics 

(Tables 1 to 5) indicates that the majority of candidates are practitioners in fieldwork settings 

in HSC Trusts.  

 

 

 

 



Table 1: Employment Sector 

Employment Sector  Count by Candidate  

 

All  NI PQ Framework  

Other 1 0 

Private/Independent 20 3 

Statutory 2250 421 

Undefined 878 1 

Voluntary 343 67 

 3492 492 

 

3.5 Table 2 shows that, for all candidates, after the Ôundefined groupÕ, the Belfast HSC Trust has 

the most candidates enrolled (15% of the total). This is followed by the Northern and 

Southern HSC Trusts (12% and 11% respectively). The voluntary sector employs 10% of the 

total. For those enrolled in the NI PQ Framework, the Northern HSC Trust has the largest 

number of enrolments (20%), just ahead of the Belfast HSC Trust with 19% of the total. They 

are closely followed by the Southern HSC Trust and the voluntary sector (14% each) with the 

South Eastern HSC Trust comprising 12% of the total.  

 

3.6 It is interesting to note that the most candidate responses were received from the Northern 

HSC Trust (see Table 13) and it may be inferred that this HSC Trust has engaged more 

actively (for whatever reasons) with the new framework at this early point.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2: Employer Group 



  

 

 

3.7 There 

is more 

detailed data 

for ÔWork 

SettingÕ 

(Table 3). 

More than 

half of all the 

candidates 

enrolled 

(51%) and 

57% of NI PQ 

Framework 

candidates 

are employed 

in fieldwork 

settings. 

 

 

 

 

Table 3: Work Setting 

 

Work  Setting  

Count by Candidate  

 

All  NI PQ Framework  

Community Development 100 8 

Court 13 3 

Day Care 34 4 

Fieldwork 1777 280 

Further/Higher Education 8 0 

Hospital/Acute Services 235 34 

Other 124 2 

 

Employer Group  

 

Count by Candidate  

 

All  NI PQ Framework  

Criminal Justice 69 16 

Belfast HSC Trust 516 96 

Education & Library Board 

(Northern Ireland) 

74 5 

Northern HSC Trust 436 98 

Northern Ireland Guardian ad 

Litem Agency 

19 2 

Other 29 2 

Private Sector 20 3 

Probation Board for Northern 

Ireland  

111 30 

South Eastern HSC Trust 316 60 

Southern HSC Trust 369 67 

Teaching 13 1 

Undefined 878 1 

Voluntary Sector 342 67 

Western HSC Trust 300 44 

 3492 492 



Prison/Secure Accommodation 13 5 

Regulation of Services 4 0 

Regulation of Training 2 1 

Residential/Supported Living 416 57 

Specialist Centre/Project/Agency 334 53 

Strategic Planning/Commissioning 11 0 

Training and Development 111 26 

Undefined 310 1 

 3492 492 

 

3.8 Table 4 shows that the majority of enrolled candidates are in practitioner grades (70% for all 

candidates and 77% for those enrolled in the NI PQ Framework).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4: Job Role 

 

Job Role  

Count by Candidate  

 

All  NI PQ 

Framework  

Consultant Grade 5 1 

Director/Chief Executive 20 2 

Practitioner Grade 2380 346 

Practitioner Grade - Principal 5 2 

Practitioner Grade - Senior 54 30 

Senior Management/Department Head 98 17 

Senior Social Worker/Team Leader/Area 

Manager 

641 85 

Trainer/Tutor Grade 22 5 

Undefined 267 4 

 3492 492 

 



 

Candidate Profile 

 

3.9 The profile demonstrated by the following data should be compared with current workforce 

data to identity any variations form the overall profile of the social work workforce generally.  

 

3.10 Table 5 shows that the majority of candidates are female (79% of all and 76% of those in the 

NI PQ Framework).   

 

 

 

 

 

  

Table 5: Gender 

 

Gender  

Count by Candidate  

 

All  NI PQ Framework  

Female 2768 372 

Male 701 106 

Undefined 23 14 

 3492 492 

 

3.11 There is a variation in the age profile between all candidates and those enrolled in the NI PQ 

Framework ((Table 6). While half (50%) of all candidates are aged 45 years or over, there is 

a more or less equal distribution across the age bands from 25 years upwards in the profile 

of those enrolled in the new framework. This may be explained by the entry threshold having 

been raised from 2004 to graduate level (see paragraph 1.3) and a change in culture, both 

for social workers and their employers, which is more accepting of the need for continuing 

professional development and achievement.  

 

 

 

 

 



Table 6: Age Group Bandings 

 

Age Group Banding  

Count by Candidate  

 

All  NI PQ Framework  

20 to 24 7 7 

25 to 34 598 169 

34 to 44 1116 163 

45 or Over 1761 151 

Undefined 10 2 

 3492 492 

 

 

3.12 The profile in respect of Section 753 data in respect of race and religion is similar to that 

across both   frameworks (Tables 7 and 8). Other Section 75 data are shown in the relevant 

tables in Appendix 2.  

 

Table 7: Racial Origin 

 

Racial Origin  

Count by Candidate  

 

All  NI PQ Framework  

Black 7 2 

Other  18 4 

Undefined 35 15 

White 3432 471 

 3492 492 

 

Table 8: Religion 

 

Religion  

Count by Candidate  

 

All  NI PQ Framework  

Catholic Tradition 1873 251 

None 13 3 

Other 174 20 

                                            
3 Section 75, Northern Ireland Act, 1998 
 



Protestant Tradition 1348 201 

Undefined 84 17 

 3492 492 

 

 

3.13 The disability profile and available data in respect of dependents are represented in the 

relevant tables in Appendix 2.  

 

 

 

Achievement  

 

3.14 It should be noted that the following data in respect of the profiles for awards exceed the 

total number of candidates as represented in the preceding tables. This is because 

candidates may be enrolled for more than one Award. The possible routes to an award are: 

 

• Accredited Programme/Module;      

• Individual Assessment; and 

• Combination of Accredited Programme and Individual Assessment. 

 

Enrolments for Awards 

 

3.15 Table 9 shows the total enrolments for the full range of awards at 31 December 2009 across 

both frameworks. 

 

Table 9: All Awards 

Award Name  Count by Award  

UK Advanced Award 552 

UK Post Qualifying Award 2953 

UK Post Qualifying 1 3068 

NI Leadership/Strategic 

Award 

68 

NI Specialist Award 283 

NI Specific Award 169 

 7093 



 

 

Achievements: UK Awards 

 

3.16 In respect of the achievements across the UK PQ Framework, Table 10 shows the number 

of awards held, those awaiting the award and those still working towards achievement at 31 

December 2009. Those defined as Ôawaiting awardÕ have reached the required level of 

attainment but the award has not yet been issued. The Ôaward in progressÕ status includes 

those candidates with some and no achievement at 31 December 2009. These data will be 

affected both by the outcome of the April 2010 Assessment Board and the ending of the 

transition arrangements (see paragraphs 1.10 and 1.11). It might be useful to track the 

progress of these candidates at the end of this period to monitor their transfer to and 

progress in the NI PQ Framework, if any. The significant number of those enrolled who have 

attained the Post Qualifying 1 award holders (2215) is linked to the requirements under the 

AYE requirements (see paragraph 1.3). 

 

Table 10: UK Awards 

 

 

Status  

Count by Award  

 

UK Advanced 

Award  

UK Post 

Qualifying 

Award  

UK Post 

Qualifying 1 

Award  

Award Holder 191 930 2188 

Awaiting Award 6 39 27 

Award in Progress 199 1166 413 

Withdrawn from Award 156 818 440 

 552 2953 3068 

 

 

Achievements: NI PQ Framework 

 

3.17 Table 11 shows the achievement across the new framework at 31 December 2009. As noted 

in paragraph 3.16, these data will be affected by the outcome of the April 2010 Assessment 

Board. Some candidates will be able to transfer requirements from the AASW to the 

Specialist and Leadership/Strategic Awards (see paragraph 1.11). 



 

Table 11: NI PQ Framework Awards 

 

 

Status  

Count by Award  

 

NI 

Leadership/Strategic 

Award  

NI 

Specialist 

Award  

NI 

Specific 

Award  

Award Holder 0 31 11 

Awaiting Award 3 7 6 

Award in Progress 65 245 152 

 68 283 169 

 

 

 

Routes to Achievement 

 

3.18 As noted in paragraph 3.14, there are 3 routes to achievement. While it is not possible to 

identify those candidates who used the combination routes, the following data are useful. 

Within the UK PQ Framework, 1431 candidates engaged through the portfolio assessment 

route and 1909 candidates through programmes (and some of these candidates will have 

engaged through both). 

 

3.19   For those candidates who have already achieved Requirements towards the NI PQ 

Framework, 14 candidates have done so through the Individual Assessment Route (IAR) 

and 203 candidates through programmes. Of the remaining candidates with no achievement 

to date within the NI PQ Framework, 254 are currently on programmes. 

 
 



4. CANDIDATE RESPONSES 
 

4.1 The project surveyed a stratified random sample of candidates enrolled in the NI PQ 

Framework to ascertain how the new framework is perceived by them to be accessible, 

flexible and responsive to their needs. A sample of 299 candidates enrolled in the NI PQ 

Framework was identified (see paragraph 2.6). A written questionnaire was emailed to each 

and, despite prompts, only 54 responded (18%). The responses gathered, however, provide 

a useful baseline of information on which to build and the issues identified will enable the 

Partnership to consider areas which require further development or refinement even at such 

an early stage in the life of the new framework. 

 

Profile of Respondents  
 

4.2 The following tables show the profiles of the respondents in respect of gender, employer 

group and employment setting respectively. One candidate provided responses to the 

majority of the questions but remained anonymous and therefore gender is not known. As 

shown in paragraph 3.10, the gender of the respondents is comparable to those enrolled in 

the Northern Ireland PQ Framework (76% are female).  

 

        Table 12: Gender 

Female 41 

Male 12 

Anonymous 1 

Total number of respondents  54 

 

4.3 The employer groups of the respondents are presented in Table 13 in descending order 

according to the number of responses received. One response (in addition to the anonymous 

response) did not provide information about the employer group. The most responses were 

received from candidates employed by the Northern HSC Trust (see paragraph 3.6).  

  

 

              Table 13: Employer Group 

Northern HSC Trust 13 

Southern HSC Trust 10 

PBNI 7 

Extern 4 



NSPCC 4 

Barnardos 3 

South Eastern HSC Trust 2 

Western HSC Trust 2 

Belfast HSC Trust 1 

NIO 1 

SELB 1 

Bryson Group 1 

PCW 1 

BELB 1 

CHNI 1 

NIGALA 1 

No information 1 

Total number of 

respondents  

54 

 

4.4 The employment settings of the respondents are presented in Table 14 in descending order 

by the number of responses received. There was one anonymous response from a 

candidate who worked in the Northern HSC Trust but for whom there was no information on 

setting. The majority of respondents (57%) are employed in fieldwork settings which is the 

same as for the total number enrolled in the NI PQ Framework (see paragraph 3.7).  

 

 

       Table 14: Employment Setting 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fieldwork 31 

Specialist Centre/Project/Agency 9 

Training and Development 6 

Residential/Supported Living 3 

Community Development 1 

Prison/Secure Accommodation 1 

Hospital/Acute Services 1 

Anonymous 1 

Other 1 

Total number of respondents  54 



 

Findings  

 

4.5 The questionnaire required written responses to 9 substantive questions, some of which had 

supplements. A copy of the questionnaire may be read in Appendix 3. The findings which 

follow relate to the questions in the order in which they appear on the questionnaire.  

 

 Sources of Information 

 

4.6 Candidates were asked to select from a given list all the sources from which they accessed 

information on the NI PQ Framework. Table 15 shows the responses. Most candidates 

accessed information from the PQ lead or trainer in their own agency.  It is therefore 

essential to successful engagement that PQ leads and trainers have up to date information 

about the NI PQ Framework and remain active in the support which they offer to candidates.  

While the PartnershipÕs website was the second most popular source, the incidence in 

respect of the agencyÕs own provision, that is, the PQ lead or trainer and in-house events 

was higher for these candidates than Partnership provision (website and event). No 

candidate selected more than 3 sources of information.  

 

           Table 15: Sources of Information 

Sources of Information  

Number 

from 54  

% of 

54 

Their agencyÕs PQ lead or trainer 43 80 % 

The NIPQETP website 26 48 % 

An in-house event 18 33 % 

A NIPQETP event 8 15 % 

Other source 3 5 % 

 

4.7 Other sources which were specified were the PQ lead for the voluntary sector (2 responses) 

and one candidate noted direct contact with Partnership staff. These responses are 

presented in the chart below (Figure 1). 

 

  

 

 



  Figure 1: Sources of Information 

Website
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NIPQ	
  event
11.32%
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  event	
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other	
  
5.66%

 

 

 

Reasons for Enrolling 

 

4.8 There were two parts to the second question. In respect of reasons for enrolling in the NI PQ 

Framework, candidates were asked to select, firstly, all those that applied from a given list 

and, secondly, which of these are being met by the NI PQ Framework. 

 

4.9 Table 16 shows the reasons for enrolling in order of selection starting with the highest 

incidence which was professional development and progression (52). Job satisfaction had 

the lowest incidence (24). In terms of these being realised through the NI PQ Framework, 

academic progression came closest to being fully realised (30 from 33). These findings are 

encouraging for creating a learning culture in which formalised professional development is 

integral to the job role.  

 

 

Table 16: Reasons for Enrolling and Reasons Being Met 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The reasons for enrolling are also shown in Figure 2. 

 

   Figure 2: Reasons for Enrolling 

 Reasons for enrolling  

Reasons being 

met  

 

For professional development 

and progression 

 

 

 

 

52 96% 

 

 

 

44 82 % 

To meet NISCCÕs PRTL 

requirements 

 

 

 

36 67 % 

 

 

30 56 % 

To meet employer 

expectation/requirement 

 

 

 

34 63 % 

 

 

28 52 % 

For academic progression 

 

 

33 61% 

 

30 56 % 

Personal ambition 

 

 

31 57 % 

 

21 39 % 

To increase job prospects 

 

 

27 50 % 

 

13 24 % 

To enhance job satisfaction 

 

 

24 44 % 

 

18 33 % 
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The percentages in respect of these being met are shown in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3: Reasons Being Met 
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4.10 For ÔotherÕ reasons, candidates noted the following: 

 

!  Improve practice: 

!  Better delivery of services; 

!  Encourage service user feedback; 

!  Promote reading, reflection, and familiarity with up to date research; and 

!  Previous credits to be transferred from advanced award to specialist award. 

 

Engagement in the NI PQ Framework 

 

4.11 Candidates were asked how they had engaged in the NI PQ Framework to date. The 

possible routes are: 

a. Accredited Programme/Module;      

b. Individual Assessment; and 

c. Combination of Accredited Programme and Individual Assessment. 



The responses are represented numerically in Table 17. 

 

     Table 17: Routes  

Route  

Number 

from 54  % of 54 

 

Accredited Programme/Module 

 

 

 

40 74% 

 

Individual Assessment 

 

 

 

10 19% 

Combination of Accredited Programme and 

Individual Assessment 

 

 

 

 

6 11% 

 

As would be expected at this stage of the implementation of new arrangements and because 

accredited programmes converted to the NI PQ Framework on given dates early in the life of 

the new framework, this route had the highest incidence. 

 

4.12   The routes are also shown in Figure 4. 

 

 Figure 4: Routes to Achievement 

Accreditted
74%

Individual
19%

Combination
11%

 

Achievement 

 



4.13 Candidates were asked if they had achievement or part achievement already and 80% 

responded in the affirmative (Table 18).  From the 10 who had no achievement to date, 50% 

(5) had a clear plan of how they will achieve. 

 

         Table 18: Achievement 

Achievement or part achieve ment 

already  

Number 

from 5 4 % of 54 

Yes 

 

 

43 80% 

No 

 

 

10 18% 

Did not answer question 

 

 

1 2% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Academic Recognition 

 

4.14 Candidates were asked if academic recognition is important to them.  Despite this not being 

the most popular reason for enrolling (see paragraph 4.9), the majority (48) responded in the 

affirmative (Table 19).  

 

             Table 19: Academic Recognition 

Importance of academic 

recognition  

Number 

from 5 4 % of 54 

 

Yes 

 

48 89% 

 

No 

 

6 11% 

 

These responses are also represented in Figure 5 below.  



 

 Figure 5: Academic Recognition 
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Learning Plan 

 

4.15 Despite the fact that having a Learning Plan is part of the NISCCÕs current PRTL 

Requirements, just over half (29) of the candidates responded that have a written Learning 

Plan in relation to their continuous professional development (Table 20). Some 23 from 

these 29 (79%) indicated that this Learning Plan was updated annually.  

 

 

               Table 20: Written Learning Plan 

Yes 

 

29 54% 

 

No 

 

25 46% 

 

 

4.16 Candidates were asked if their Learning Plan included charting their engagement with the NI 

PQ Framework. From the 29 who responded that they had a written Learning Plan, 20 (69%) 

confirmed that this included engagement with the NI PQ Framework. It is evident from these 

findings that more use should be made of the Learning Plan as a tool for engaging in the NI 

PQ Framework. 

 

Support 

 

4.17 In respect of the support offered while engaging in PQ activity, candidates were asked to 

select from a given list all means of support that were available to them. These findings are 



represented in Table 21 and Figure 6 below and reflect a low score for each of the means 

suggested. These responses should be read in conjunction with the obstacles identified by 

the employers in paragraphs 5.14 and 5.15.   

 

Table 21: Means of Support 
 
Access to guidance/reference material 30 56% 
Support as part of normal supervision arrangements 29 54% 
Mentoring/Tutoring 26 48% 
A learning agreement with your employer 25 46% 

Supervision specifically for PQ activity 18 33% 
Peer group support 18 33% 
Formal group support 17 31% 
Workload easement 12 22% 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 6: Means of Support 
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4.18 There were 2 more parts to this question. Candidates were asked to note any other means 

of support which was available to this for PQ activity. The following responses were given: 

 

!  Academic institution; 

!  Peers; 

!  Fellow students,; 



!  Colleagues; and 

!  One off supervision for an assignment. 

 

4.19 Candidates were also asked to note any other means of support which they would find 

useful. The responses included: 

 

!  Time to study (2); and 

!  Workload easement (4).  

 

One candidate wrote: 

 ÔWhilst I have confirmed that workload easement was provided, this was the case during 

the year in which I completed my Practice Teacher's Award.  However, given that I have 

attained this, I am not being offered sufficient time to complete the task of Practice 

Teacher, thereby students are suffering.  This situation is not personal to me i.e. all PTs 

within my agency have similar time allocated.  However I feel that if the agency is 

supportive of continuing professional development, staff should be allocated time to 

utilise their learning and work effectively. Thus both Agency and service users will 

benefit.Õ 

 

Aims of the NI PQ Framework 

 

4.20 Candidates were asked to identify to what extent they agreed that the NI PQ Framework is 

achieving the aims which are set out in Table 22.  It should be noted that one candidate did 

not answer this question so the totals are from 53 responses.  

 
Table 22: Aims of NI PQ Framework 

 The NI PQ Framework aims to be:  Fully  Partly  
Not at 
all  

 

a. Comprehensive and relevant to 

all qualified social work staff at all 

levels in Northern Ireland. 30 57% 22 41% 1 2% 

 

b. Accessible and offering a broad 

range of opportunities for 

professional and academic 

progression. 26 49% 26 49% 1 2% 

 
c. Flexible in its arrangements for 

30 57% 22 41% 1 2% 



the assessment of professional and 

academic achievement. 

 

d. Aligned with career opportunities 

and the needs of professionals and 

service users. 
23 43% 27 51% 3 6% 

 
Overall 
 

4.21 It should be acknowledged that the NI PQ Framework is still a very new concept and will take 

some time to become embedded in post qualifying activity for social workers. The responses 

from the candidates which have been presented in this section highlight concerns about 

recognition, support and the time and effort to achieve. While considered to be important to 

the candidates themselves, academic recognition is not the primary reason for enrolling and 

this is developed further by the employers in paragraphs 5.8 and 5.9. Work remains to be 

done to raise awareness in respect of the new framework and many social workers who are 

committed to formal continuing professional development have been intent on completing 

within the UK PQ Framework for the April 2010 assessment point and have not taken much 

interest in the intricacies of the new framework. These points are also made by the employers 

in their responses which are set out in the next section.  



 

5. EMPLOYER RESPONSES!

 

Respondents  

 

5.1 For the purposes of this project, a representative range of employer groups, through their 

training managers, was invited to complete a semi structured written questionnaire. 

Responses were received from the following employers. 

 

!  Belfast HSC Trust; 

!  CO3; 

!  Education and Library Boards; 

!  Extern; 

!  NIGALA; 

!  NSPCC; 

!  Northern HSC Trust; 

!  PBNI; 

!  Southern HSC Trust; and 

!  South Eastern HSC Trust. 

 

Findings  

 

5.2 As noted in paragraph 4.21 in respect of the candidates, the NI PQ Framework is still very 

new and employers have had to support dual systems to allow for maximising completion in 

the UK PQ Framework up to September 2010. The responses from the employers reflect this 

transitional situation.  

 

5.2  Eleven (11) substantive questions, together with some supplementary questions, were 

posed to the training managers. Qualitative responses were elicited from these which make 

a very useful contribution to the overall information gathered from the exercise. The 

questionnaire and a composite of all responses may be read at Appendix 4. Anonymity has 

been protected as far as possible and the code number does not represent the order as set 

out in paragraph 5.1. The findings which follow are indicative of the range of the responses 

received from the employers. 

 



Aims of the NI PQ Framework 

 

5.3 Employers were asked to comment on the extent to which they thought that the aims as set 

out in paragraph 1.6 are generally being met. While the majority of respondents thought that 

these were generally being met to an extent, there were some reservations. Some 

employers thought that the new structures allowed for greater alignment between job role 

and professional development while others thought that there ought to be more flexibility and 

less complexity. One employer thought that there was a lack of accredited courses for staff 

working in adult services. 

 

5.4 When asked to suggest how responsiveness and flexibility might be improved, respondents 

provided a list which included: 

 

!  Simplify the requirements in plain English; 

!  More resources towards supporting access; 

!  Continue to develop/accredit programmes for staff working in areas such as Early 

Years/Hospital Social Work/Physical Disability and for those in Senior Manager 

Positions;  

!  The addition of independent modules arising from In House training events would 

improve the capacity and potential for staff to participate more fully in PQ activity; and 

!  IAR could do with a wider range of assessment points so that staff can submit work 

relatively frequently. 

 

5.5 The issues raised by the employers in their responses to these questions in respect of the 

aims of the NI PQ Framework reflect the stage of development of the framework and a 

further review after it has had a chance to work through a number of assessment cycles will 

demonstrate how well, or otherwise, the aims are being met and if they are the right aims to 

be pursued. 

   

 

 Key Priorities for Employers  

 

5.6 When asked to identify the key priorities for employers in supporting staff through the NI PQ 

Framework, respondents recognised that, in times of diminishing resources, post qualifying 



attainment will need to link more explicitly to improved practice, enhanced service delivery, 

career advancement and registration requirements. The following comment is indicative: 

 

ÒTo ensure the workforce [is] fit for purpose and [complies] with governance arrangementsÓ.  

 

 Evaluating the Impact of the Northern Ireland PQ Framework 

 

5.7 The employers were asked to highlight any mechanism which their organisation has in place 

for evaluating the impact of the NI PQ Framework on service delivery and staff development 

and if there is evidence of impact so far. While some employers have no formal mechanisms 

in place and feel that it is too early for such evaluation, others highlighted a range of means 

already in place which would be used. These include: 

 

!  Staff Supervision; 

!  Appraisal; 

!  Service user feedback forms; 

!  Feedback from line managers; 

!  Personal Development Plans linked to service delivery; and 

!  Audits of case work. 

 

 Academic Recognition 

 

5.8 In respect of the importance of academic recognition for their staff, the employers were 

divided evenly between those who considered it important and those who deemed it 

secondary to professional achievement. The following 2 comments highlight the different 

opinions. 

 

 (i) ÒWithin [agency] it is very important.  We are conscious that [staff] are seen as specialist 

principal practitioners and graded as such and therefore we want our staff to have academic 

qualifications that backs up their experienceÓ; and  

 

 (ii) ÒMost taught programmes carry both professional and academic credits and are employer 

funded.  Obviously the Individual Assessment Route is not.  There are anomalies present.  

Professional credits, increasingly linked to Departmental targets, are of paramount concernÓ. 

 



5.9 The employersÕ responses are interesting given those from the candidates. As indicated in 

paragraph 4.14, academic recognition was considered important by the majority (89%) of the 

respondents although it was not given the highest score for the question in relation to 

reasons for enrolling (paragraph 4.9). Nevertheless, it would appear to be a retrograde step 

for this group if academic credits were not also available to them. The funding of academic 

achievement appears to be a concern to the employers.  

 

 Knowledge of NI PQ Framework 

 

5.10 With respect to the general level of knowledge of the NI PQ Framework among their staff, 

the majority (7) of the respondents indicated that this was either basic or good with the 

remaining 3 stating that it was very good. The following comment is a useful summary. 

 

ÒStaff are becoming more familiar with the NI framework Ð but this has been slow and is 

varied. The UK framework has only just had its last submission this month and many staff 

have been preoccupied with completing UK awards. Most of the interest in the NI framework 

has been in taught programmes (although this year we have had our first submissions 

through the Individual Assessment Route)Ó. 

 

As noted in paragraph 4.6, the candidates scored their own organisation highly as sources of 

information.  

 

 Reasons for Enrolling (Employers’ Views) 

 

5.11 The employers were asked to indicate from a list which reasons for enrolling they considered 

applied to their staff.  Table 23 summarises their responses starting with the highest 

incidence and in descending order.  

 

 Table 23: Reasons for Enrolling (Employers’ Views) 

 

Reason for Enrolling  Number of 

Responses  

N=10 

% of Responses  

For professional development and 

progression 

 

10 100% 



To meet NISCCÕs PRTL requirements 

 

8 80% 

To increase  job prospects 

 

8 80% 

Personal ambition 

 

8 80% 

For academic progression 

 

5 50% 

To meet employer expectation/ 

Requirement 

 

4 40% 

To enhance job satisfaction 

 

3 30% 

 

!

5.12 Paragraph 4.9 shows the reasons for enrolling as scored by the candidate respondents. The 

reason Ôfor professional developmentÕ scored very high by both employers and candidates 

(100% and 96% respectively) and Ôto enhance job satisfactionÕ was scored the lowest by 

both (30% and 44% respectively). Despite not being linked to career progression, post 

qualifying achievement would appear to be considered important by both employers and 

candidates in fulfilling the registration requirements of NISCC.  

5.13 The employers were asked to indicate any other motivating factors which had not been 

included in the list. The following responses are worth noting. 

(i). ÒA current opportunity that may disappear in the future due to funding restrictionsÓ; 

  (ii). ÒTo provide a better service - to improve user livesÓ; and 

  (iii). ÒTo enhance scale on Agenda for Change (within the statutory sector)Ó.  

  Obstacles for Staff  

5.14 When asked to note the obstacles for staff engaging in the NI PQ Framework, ÔtimeÕ (in one 

form or another) appeared in all 10 sets of responses. Such recognition is a strong message 

for policy makers, regulators and those involved in the delivery of post qualifying education 

and training. The issue of time is also reflected in the candidatesÕ responses (see paragraph 

4.19).  



5.15 The following list includes other obstacles as identified by a range of the employers and 

highlights the need for effective support for candidates (see paragraph 4.17). 

!  Employer, line manager and peer ambivalence; 

!  Workload; 

!  Not valued in job market; 

!  Lack of recognition for achievement; 

!  Complexity of the system; 

!  Cost of academic programmes; 

!  Portfolio fear factor; and 

!  Lack of confidence in re-engaging in academia. 

 

Engagement of Staff 

 

5.16 The employers were asked to indicate if there are any particular groups of staff who are 

more difficult to engage. The following list reflects the range of responses and provides the 

Partnership with future targets. 

 

!  UK PQ Framework award holders; 

!  Older and/or more experienced staff; 

!  Those who have a Masters Degree alongside their professional qualification;   

!  Non graduates; 

!  Managers; 

!  Staff in childrenÕs services because of work and time pressures; and 

!  Staff interested in courses, training or qualifications outside those delivered through 

the Partnership.  

 

Encouraging Engagement 

 
5.17 A range of suggestions was given by the employers when asked to indicate what needs to 

be done to encourage engagement. These are summarised below.  

 

!  More tangible recognition and reward; 

!  Obligation by aligning achievement to roles, registration and career progression; 

!  Translate the requirements; 

!  Simplify the pathways; 



!  Resource staff to undertake academic programmes; 

!  Support employers to free up staff to engage in PQ and increase study days; and 

!  More Awareness raising sessions. 

 

 

 

Challenges for Employers 

 

5.18 The employers were asked about the challenges to providing support. The responses were 

similar and are consistent with the nature of previous responses to this questionnaire.  These 

are summarised below.  

 

!  Releasing staff and continuing  to provide service; 

!  Insufficient study time to complete PQ requirements; 

!  PQ not regarded as a priority; 

!  Capacity, including financial  resources to support increasing numbers of PQ 

candidates on academic and professional programmes and through the IAR;  

!  The ability of some staff to engage in M level work; and 

!  Staff and management ambivalence. 

 

5.19 Responses to a question about other challenges for the organisation in engaging with the NI 

PQ Framework were received from 4 employers and reflect both ends of a continuum. One 

employer said that there were no other challenges: 

 

 ÒI find the PQ really helpfulÓ. 

 

 Another employer was concerned about being able to identify what part of the framework 

might be relevant to the training requirements of staff. Two employers summed up the 

challenges as relating to the impact of organisational changes and financial constraints on 

staff development. The 2 statements which follow are noteworthy to conclude this section. 

 

 (i). ÒPromoting PQ within an organisation that has been experiencing unprecedented change 

against a background of reducing resourcesÓ; and 

 



 (ii). The effects of RPA and the next Comprehensive Spending Review Òmight challenge P.Q. 

or it could act as an incentiveÓ.   

 
 Overall 
 
5.20 The issues raised by this group of trainers representing the employers are consistent with 

those expressed by the candidates themselves and reflect the lack of stability as a 

consequence of recent organisational changes and the current financial climate affecting 

service provision. The Partnership will therefore have to take account of this context in 

determining and delivering post qualifying education and training in the future. This 

information which has been gathered from the employers provides a very useful baseline on 

which the Partnership can build.    

 



6. CONCLUSIONS 
 

6.1 The NI PQ Framework has been in place only since April 2007 and it is still too early to have 

evidence of its impact on service delivery. However, it is timely to begin to gather data and 

perceptions about how it is working, or not, for its candidates and their employers, and to 

identify any cause for concern. Further refinement and development of the framework will 

result from the robust monitoring arrangements which are already in place and NISCC will 

review the NI PQ Framework in due course as part of its regulatory responsibilities (see 

paragraphs 1.1 and 1.5). This project is the beginning of the review process.  

 

6.2 As noted in paragraph 2.1, the purpose of this project is to report on the enrolment and 

achievement overall at this level in Northern Ireland at 31 December 2009, and to gather 

baseline information from which to develop further the means of collecting consumer 

feedback. The data on enrolment and achievement provides a useful baseline from which to 

track progression and identify patterns. Despite the low response rate from candidates 

(18%), the findings from the survey and from employers are valuable to the PartnershipÕs 

ongoing monitoring process. 

 

6.3 There are a number of areas for further consideration for the Partnership which emerge from 

the overall findings and these are summarised below.  

 

i. The Partnership should be alert to the potential for increase in the volume of 

enrolments (from 3492 at 31 December 2009) given that the number of registered 

social workers has increased to almost 5000 (paragraph 3.2).  

 

ii. The enrolment data and candidate profiles which have been collated from the PQ 

database and are presented in tables 1 to 8 inclusive (and in Appendix 2) should be 

monitored against current workforce information and any trends identified and acted 

upon if necessary (paragraphs 3.4 to 3.13 inclusive). 

 

iii. The data on achievement are impressive but the Partnership will not want to be 

complacent and will continue to monitor achievement on an ongoing basis. However, 

the ending of the transition arrangements as set out in paragraphs 1.10 to 1.12 

inclusive in September 2010 will be a point where candidates may be lost between 

the two systems. It will be important to track candidates from the UK PQ Framework 



to ensure that they begin to progress towards awards in the NI PQ Framework 

(paragraph 3.16). 

 

iv. There is potential for more enrolment as noted in i. above and therefore raising 

awareness about the NI PQ Framework is important. The responses from the 

candidates and employers suggest that information for candidates needs to be 

accurate, accessible and simple and organisations themselves play a vital part in its 

dissemination (paragraphs 4.6 and 5.10).  

 

v. Enrolment in the NI PQ Framework remains voluntary and those candidates who 

responded to the survey clearly did so for reasons of professional development and 

progression. As the work environment changes, external factors (including the 

availability of adequate resources) will influence the further development of formal 

post qualifying education and training. The tension between the importance of 

providing for the NI PQ Framework to ensure that the workforce remains fit for 

purpose and the impact of these external factors on the workforce itself as well as 

resources was highlighted by the employers in their responses. The range of 

responses to the provision of support for candidates already engaged in the NI PQ 

Framework exemplifies this tension.  The Partnership will need to ensure that it 

remains in a position to respond to the needs of the workforce and service delivery 

(paragraphs 1.4, 4.9, 4.17, 5.6, and 5.11 to 5.15 inclusive).  

 

 

vi. The availability of resources may impact on the provision for academic achievement 

but these findings indicate that there is sufficient support for academic recognition for 

its retention (paragraphs 4.14, 5.8 and 5.9). 

 

vii. A written learning plan is a requirement for PRTL but the responses from the 

candidates indicated that this is not widely used as a learning tool. It may be that the 

NI PQ Framework may be able to utilise such a tool more fully as it is refined and 

further developed (paragraphs 1.6, 4.15 and 4.16). 

 

viii. The surveys suggest that the NI PQ Framework is meeting its aims so far. As noted in 

paragraph 6.1, it is too early to suggest reform but the aims themselves and how they 



might best be met should be kept under review (paragraphs 4.20 and 5.3 to 5.5 

inclusive).  

 

6.4 This report has set out valuable data gathered from the PQ database as well as the 

perceptions of candidates and employers which have been gathered from survey responses. 

The findings will provide the Partnership with an agenda for further review. The author 

wishes to thank both the respondents and the Partnership staff for their assistance in 

facilitating this project.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 1  
Timeline for Transition Arrangements 
 
31 March 2007 Registration for PQSW and AASW will cease.  

The only exception to this will be for recently qualified Dip 
SW holders subject to the PQ1 policy. (I) 

1 April 2007 Enrolment with NISCC for PQ1. 

  
31 March 2008 Enrolment for PQ1 will cease.(II)  

27 Sept 2008 GSCC will cease issuing awards. 

From 1 October 2008 NISCC will award PQSW and AASW to those completing 
in the UK PQ Framework.  

30 Sept 2010 NISCC will cease awarding PQSW and AASW. 

1 April 2007 Registrations for the Mental Health Award (MHA), Child 
Care Award (CCA) and Practice Teaching Award (PTA)will 
cease 

27 Sept 2008 GSCC will cease issuing the MHA, CCA and PTA. 

From 1 October 2008 NISCC will award MHA, CCA and PTA to those 
completing under the CCETSW ÔAssuring QualityÕ 
arrangements. 

30 Sept 2010 NISCC will cease awarding the MHA, CCA and PTA. 

Training in these areas of work (MHA, CCA and PTA) will continue and will be catered for in 
the new NI PQ Framework. 

1 April 2007 Enrolment of candidates for the new PQ Framework will 
commence. 

(I)   Circular SSI (Training) 1/2002 

(II)   The NISCC will have arrangements in place to extend this deadline in exceptional circumstances as laid out in the 
Rules for the Approval of Post Qualifying Education and Training in Social Work in Northern Ireland 2006 Section 11 (2). 



Appendix  2 
 
 
Additional Tables 
 

 
Work  Focus  Count by Candidate  

 
All  NI PQ Framework  

Acute Services/Hospital Social 
Work 

84 20 

Addiction 20 13 
Adolescent Care 166 20 
Adoption/Fostering 106 18 
CAMHS 24 10 
Children/Families 1065 136 
Community Groups/Individuals 6 2 
Education Welfare 58 5 
Homelessness 17 8 
Criminal/Youth/Restorative Justice 245 55 
Learning Disability 245 33 
Management 18 2 
Mental Health Ð Adult/Older 
People/Dementia 

304 58 

Mental Health Ð Young People 4 0 
Older People/Care Management 202 23 
Other 245 12 
Out of Hours 6 3 
Physical Health/Disability/Sensory 
Impairment 

239 
 

22 

Research 1 0 
Residential Child Care 111 27 
Training/Education/Regulation 
Training or Service 

57 23 

Undefined 269 2 
 3492 492 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Ethnicity  Count by Candidate  
 

All  NI PQ Framework  
African 1 1 
Australian 1 0 
Caribbean 1 0 
Chinese 2 0 
European (Other) 120 18 
European (UK) 1367 0 
Indian 7 2 
Mixed Ethnic Group 3 2 
Other 24 2 
Pakistani 1 0 
Undefined 30 16 
White 1935 460 
 3492 492 

 
 

 
Nationality  Count by Candidate  

 
All  NI PQ Framework  

American 6 1 
Asian/Asian British 1 0 
Australian 1 0 
Black/Black British 1 1 
British 749 184 
British/Irish 337 37 
Canadian 2 1 
German 4 1 
Indian 3 2 
Irish 581 144 
Other 35 16 
Scottish 5 3 
Undefined 1766 102 
Welsh 1 0 
 3492 492 

 
 
 
 

Disability Type  Count by Candidate  
 

All  NI PQ Framework  
Blind/Sight Impaired 5 0 
Deaf/Hearing Impaired 9 1 
Disability not Stated 3 3 
Dyslexic 28 5 
Multiple Disabilities 3 2 
No Disability 1303 437 
Other Disability 14 1 



Undefined 2088 39 
Unseen Disability 30 3 
Wheelchair User/Mobility 
Difficulties 

9 1 

 3492 492 
 
 
 

Dependents  Count by Ca ndidate  
 

All  NI PQ Framework  
Adult/s 34 10 
Adult/s/Children 24 4 
Children 642 180 
Disabled child 4 1 
None 313 243 
Not Stated 250 18 
Undefined 2225 36 
 3492 492 

 



Appendix 3  
 

Northern Ireland Post Qualifying Education and Training Partnership  
 

NI PQ Framework  
 

Candidate Survey 2010  
 
The NI PQ Framework became operational on the 1st of April 2007 and the Northern Ireland Post 
Qualifying Education and Training Partnership (NIPQETP) now wishes to gather information on how 
well candidates perceive the NI PQ Framework to be accessible, flexible and responsive to their 
needs and that of their employers.  
 
We recognise how busy you are but your views will be very useful in helping us to quality assure the 
arrangements. Please take the time to answer the 9 questions which follow and return to ÉÉÉ.  by 
ÉÉ  
 
Your responses will be treated in confidence but we do need to have your name for our records.  
 
 
NAME: ___________________________________ 
 
 

1. Have you accessed information on the NI PQ Framework from any of the following sources? 
Please tick all that apply.  

 
 

"  the NIPQETP website     

 

"  a NIPQETP event 

 

"  an in-house event in your agency 

 

"  your agencyÕs PQ lead or trainer 

 

"  other source 

 
(a)  Please note other source(s) in the box below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



2.    There are two parts to this question.  
 

(a) What were your reasons for enrolling with the NIPQETP? Please tick all that apply in the first 
column.   
 
(b) Is the NI PQ Framework meeting these? Please tick in the second column all those that are 
being met.  

         (a)  (b) 
         

•       For professional development and progression 

 

•  For academic progression 

 

•  To enhance job satisfaction 

 

•  To meet employer expectation/requirement 

 

•  To meet NISCCÕs PRTL requirements 

 

•       To increase my job prospects 

 

•  Personal ambition 

 
 
 

 Please specify other reasons in the box below and if these are being met. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
3. How have you engaged in the Northern Ireland PQ Framework to date? Please tick all that apply. 

 

"  Accredited Programme/Module       

 



"  Individual Submission 

 

"  Combination of Accredited Programme and Individual Submission 

 
 
 
4. Do you have achievement or part achievement already?  
 

Yes                             No 
 

 (a) If not, do you have a clear plan of how you will achieve? 
 
 Yes                             No 
 
 
 
 
5. Is academic recognition important to you? 
 
 Yes                             No 
 
 
 
6.   Do you have a written Learning Plan in relation to your continuous professional    development? 
 
 Yes   No 
 

(a) If so, is this updated annually? 
 

Yes   No 
  
 
 
 
7. Does your Learning Plan include charting your engagement with the NI PQ Framework? 

 
      Yes                              No 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
8. In engaging with the NI PQ Framework, what support is on offer to you? Please tick all that apply. 
         
 

"  A learning agreement with your employer   
 

"  Supervision specifically for PQ activity 
 

"  Support as part of normal supervision arrangements  
 

"  Mentoring/Tutoring  
 



"  Formal group support  
 

"  Peer group support  
 

"  Access to guidance/reference material 
 

"  Workload easement 
 
 

(a)  Please note in the box below any other means of support currently available to you. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(b)  Please note in the box below any other means of support which would be useful to you.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9.  To what extent do you agree that the NI PQ Framework is achieving the aims set out below? 

Please tick one box for each aim.  
 
   

 The NI PQ Framework aims to be: 
        Fully Partly    Not at all 
 

Comprehensive and relevant to all qualified 

social work staff at all levels in Northern 

Ireland. 

 

Accessible and offering a broad range of 

opportunities for professional and academic 

progression. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



 

Flexible in its arrangements for the assessment 

of professional and academic achievement. 

 

Aligned with career opportunities and the 

needs of professionals and service users. 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Appendix 4  
 

1. The NI PQ Framework aims to be: 
 

• Comprehensive and relevant to all qualified social work staff at all levels in Northern Ireland. 

• Accessible and offering a broad range of opportunities for professional and academic 

progression. 

• Flexible in its arrangements for the assessment of professional and academic achievement. 
 
• Efficient in its arrangements for accreditation to enable social workers to have many varied 

routes to recognition and development that reflects the diversity of roles and specialisms. 
 
• Enabling to employing organisations seeking to value and make use of professional 

qualifications and in-house development.  
 

• Aligned with career opportunities and the needs of professionals and service users. 
 
(a) Please comment on the extent to which you think that these aims are generally being met. 
 
1 
 

Beginning to be met. Hindered by the complexity of the requirements and the framework 
and the routes (especially academic) to achievement.  
Employers are largely detached from the resource realities of the framework and routes. 
The majority of in-house development is multi-disciplinary and not at M-level 
 

2 The new framework is flexible in that it allows staff to transfer reqs from specialist to 
L&S. The new assessment methods are more accessible for staff. Direct Observation 
and Verbal presentation in particular prove popular. APEL/APCL has great potential for 
staff to have prior experience or other training accredited Ð however this route is not 
being used as much as it could. PQ is becoming more aligned with career opps (e.g. 
Senior PracÕs having to have specialist reqs in some areas & Principal PracÕs required 
to have Advanced Award) However in most cases PQ is not a requirement for career 
progression.  Increase number of accredited programmes and opportunities to train with 
MD colleagues useful. 
 

3 I think that these aims have been met to an extent Ð there is more flexibility in the new 
Framework and there is more opportunity for staff to align their training to PQ. 

4 It is a little difficult for [agency] to comment on the above in terms of experience of the 
new framework as due to the small numbers of staff within the Agency staff are only 
coming through the new framework this year.  However in general terms we feel that the 
aims are being met.   

5 Aims are generally met, however there is a lack of PQ accredited courses for adult 
services and there could be more flexibility in the choice of IAR submissions. 

6 I think the NI framework will take time getting used to but it does offer a clear and better 
structured way of progressing post qualifying training for social workers. I think it is 
particularly important that it is designed to be aligned to career opportunities and 
specialisms. However, there are some areas of work including [setting] where no 
ÔspecialistÕ courses exist as yet. 

7 The above aims are generally being met as evidenced by the numbers of staff from 
[agency] participating across a range of PQ courses. 

8 In general terms the aims are laudable and fit with providing educational and 
developmental opportunities for the social work profession.  The issues in recruitment to 
P.Q. and achievement are more to do with the pressurised environment social workers 
find themselves in - in addition for the N.I.P.Q. framework it is still Òearly daysÓ.   



9 Not sure as I do not have enough information.  However, I think that a key aim is 
missing, i.e. to provide employers with a competent workforce.  This (or something like 
it) should be the central aim, with others flowing there from.  The second last bullet point 
is too passive and does not address this issue. 
 
One other thought (ref first bullet point) the Framework cannot be comprehensive all the 
time.  It should prioritise where employers needs are greatest, where competence is 
weakest, where there are skills shortages etc. 

10 I think these aims are broadly speaking being met but I will set out some issues we face 
in sections 2 and 7. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(b) Please indicate suggestions for improving the responsiveness and flexibility of the NI PQ 
Framework to meet the needs of your staff.  
 
 
1 Simplify the requirements in plain English; 

More resources towards supporting access. 
2 Continue to develop/accredit programmes for staff working in areas such as Early 

Years/Hospital Social Work/Physical Disability and for those in Senior Manager Positions  
 

3  
4 Our experience of the PQ is that they have been very responsive and flexible and Helen 

McVicker has been particularly helpful in this regard. 
5 Content structure and assessment of PQ courses could be more widely disseminated, 

e.g. UU nursing modules.   
QUBÕs courses do not allow modular choice. 

6 I think it is responsive and flexible enough now to meet our staff needs 
7 The addition of independent modules arising from In House training events would 

improve the capacity and potential for staff to participate more fully in PQ activity 
8 Again, in general terms the framework is flexible.  The range of assessment routes do 

enable choices for candidates and can be less labour intensive for both candidates and 
assessors 

9  
10 IAR could do with a wider range of assessment points so that staff can submit work 

relatively frequently. 
 
 
2. What do you think are the key priorities for employers in supporting staff through the NI PQ 
Framework? 
 
1 Resourcing staff to undertake it. The routes and programmes are expensive in terms of 

fees and time. 
Linking PQ attainment to career advancement and social work roles. 
Senior managers understanding it. 
Motivating staff to participate due to demands of work, the amount of work required for 
awards, previous PQ attainment (ÒI already have PQ/MastersÓ) and lack of study time. 



2 EmployersÕ priority will always be programmes that are most relevant to staff practice Ð 
that will enhance service delivery.  
 

3 Work Load Relief 
Study Leave 
More understanding of PQ a all levels of Organisations 
Financial incentive 
PQ directly linked to promotional opportunities 

4 From [agency] perspective, we want to ensure that our staffÕs PQ and academic 
qualifications match the experience and status of the post and role 
 

5 To meet NISCC registration and re-registration requirements. 
 
To ensure the workforce are fit for purpose and comply with governance arrangements. 

6 Ensuring learning from PQ is built into supervision and support in day to day practice. 
 
Ensuring management continue to support and commit to continuous professional 
development. 
 
Ensuring resources are available for staff to undertake PQ in a meaningful way Ð 
particularly at a time when most organisations are experiencing budget constraints. 
 
Ensuring theory and learning is transferred and reflected in practice. 

7 From a statutory perspective the need to maintain ASWs is a priority, as is the need to 
have staff trained to the best of their ability in areas relevant to their role and function in 
the organisation. So modules that specifically address this are useful. 
Another key priority for employers - meeting the requirements of PSS training strategy 
for achievement at PQ level 
 

8 Easement (even with the best will in the world this is often difficult).  Support of 
assessors/mentors is certainly available but it does put great pressure on Training 
Teams.  This work and the development, assessment and managerial work associated 
with P.Q. is generally unrecognised. 

9 Generally, having staff competent to deliver on the current statutory or contractual 
requirements. 
 
The NISCC work of last year on re-assessing the role of the social worker would be a 
useful starting point. 
 
I would like to see more cross fertilisation between the workforce planning in relation to 
social work staff and other H&SC disciplines.   There seems to be insufficient inter 
connections here.  For example, social work does not seem to be gearing itself up 
sufficiently to address the skills required to contribute to the developments in 
psychological therapies (as per Skills for Health for example) or in the NI context to 
address the therapeutic and related needs associated with the Troubles (as per the 
OFMDFM Victims & Survivors Strategy) 

10 • Finance 
• Balancing and co-ordinating operational demands with staff development needs and 

priorities 
• Ensuring mentors and line managers are truly au fait with how best to offer support 
• Ensuring PQ support is flexible to allow it to fit with agency policy/strategy for staff 

development  
 

 
 



 
3. Please highlight any mechanism which your organisation has in place for evaluating the impact of 
the NI PQ Framework on service delivery and staff development and if there is evidence of impact so 
far.  
 
1 Too early to tell. 
2 No formal mechanism Ð other than through Staff Supervision/Appraisal/KSF. This is 

an area for development.    
3 Through the use of Service user feedback forms 
4 There is no formal mechanism and given the small numbers involved this is unlikely 

to be formalised.  However informal feedback from staff who have completed 
accredited courses in recent years has been very positive both in terms of 
knowledge and skills to do the job and morale in terms of personal and professional 
development. 

5 Feedback from line managers and participants.   
Personal Development Plans linked to service delivery and monitored through 
supervision. 

6 Professional Supervision and Support. 
 
Responses from staff and completion rates re: PQ. 
 
Audits of case work. 

7 [Agency] would host celebration of achievement days for SW staff and these days 
would often be a platform for new research, learning and service improvements to 
be recognised. Also corporately [agency] has, in the past, hosted award events to 
identify exemplar pieces of work done both in Teams and Individually which has 
made an impact or difference to service users 

8 A member of the Training and Development Unit did a study of the innovative I.P.D. 
programme which demonstrated the effectiveness of the blended learning approach 
-  
e-learning and more traditional face-to-face individual/small group support.  The 
outcomes provided evidence of how candidates improved practice and the positive 
feedback received from line managers was encouraging. 

9 Not relevant at this time 
10 Not at this stage yet 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. How important to employers is academic recognition for their staff? 
 
1 Not important unless it is a requirements of a contract or service agreement. 
2 Less important than the professional award.  
3 Considerable importance is placed on this 
4 Within [agency] it is very important.  We are conscious that [staff] are seen as 

specialist principal practitioners and graded as such and therefore we want our staff to 
have academic qualifications that backs up their experience.  

5 Not a priority 
6 Very important Ð[employer group] will not currently employ staff who are not 

professional trained social workers. 



7 It would be fair to say in [organisation] that academic recognition is a secondary 
consideration to the value in role specific development and training for staff. 

8 This is a difficult issue - because the playing field is not even.  Most taught 
programmes carry both professional and academic credits and are employer funded.  
Obviously the Individual Assessment Route is not.  There are anomalies present.  
Professional credits, increasingly linked to Departmental targets, are of paramount 
concern.  

9 Academic accreditation of courses is important for us.  It helps us judge whether to 
access a programme.  Additionally, if there is professional accreditation, this is also 
welcomed. 

10 Very. However in current financial climate this becomes secondary and aspirational as 
in difficult economic times often this budget is cut. the budget has to stretch to include 
other staff doing other qualifications.  

 
 
 
 
5. Please indicate the general level of knowledge of the NI PQ Framework among your staff. 
 
1 Basic knowledge of the framework is good. The language in the requirements and 

complexity of routes are confusing. 
2 Staff are becoming more familiar with the NI framework Ð but this has been slow 

and is varied. The UK framework has only just had its last submission this month 
and many staff have been preoccupied with completing UK awards. Most of the 
interest in the NI framework has been in taught programmes (although this year 
we have had our first submissions through the Individual Assessment Route). 
 
We provide information sessions and publish information in the training directory. 
Staff also contact the PQ lead trainer for advice individually.  

3 Very good Ð re new Staff and fairly general awareness among more established 
staff. Much more awareness now that assessments re carried out at Middle 
manager grade. 

4 High Ð we had Helen McVicker and Janet Moffat come along to speak about the 
framework and the APL type approaches which are just now starting to bear fruit.  

5 Good awareness of PQ framework, however given levels of change in the 
organisation due to RPA not a priority at present 

6 High Ð staff are actively encouraged to take up PQ training opportunities and are 
supported in this in all [organisations within employer group] 

7 There would be a fair level of knowledge of the PQ framework in the [organisation]. 
However it is not always understood or recognised that the new framework is at 
Masters level. 

8 This is increasing as more staff participate in programmes or the I.A.R.  This 
[organisation] organises 2 P.Q. Workshops per year to inform staff of P.Q. 
opportunities.  Academic providers are invited to speak at workshops to 
advertise/explain provision e.g. U.U. Nursing in February 2010, Q.U.B. in April 
2010.  As staff complete A.Y.E. and are offered opportunities to participate in Initial 
Professional Development modules more P.Q. interest is evident. 

9 For those who need to know reasonably good 
10 Mixed. Whilst we have endeavoured to keep staff up to date with changes to the 

framework many staff have been focussing ob completing their PQ1-6 over the 
past year or more. Some have grasped the new system immediately. Some will 
postpone finding out more about it until compelled to by circumstances. 
We have organised internal information sessions for staff, we encourage staff to 
attend sessions run by VOCALS/Extern. 



 
6. Candidates have been asked in their questionnaire to give reasons for enrolling in the NI PQ 
Framework. They were provided with the following list and asked to tick all that applied and note any 
other reasons. Within your organisation, which of the following do you think apply generally to your 
staff overall.  

 

 
(a) Please indicate any other motivating factors which have not been included in this list. 
 

1 A current opportunity that may disappear in the future due to funding restrictions 
2 To increase professional knowledge/expertise. 
3  
4  
5  
6  
7  
8 Please note I have ticked what I think might be the most popular reasons - I think all 

those outlined above are relevant and important.  In addition, a more altruistic one 
might be ÒTo provide a better service - to improve user livesÓ.  

9 To enhance scale on Agenda for Change (within the statutory sector) 
10  
 
 
 
7. In your opinion, what are the obstacles for staff engaging in the NI PQ Framework? 
 
1 Time  

Employer and line manager ambivalence 
Workload 
Not valued in job market 
Lack of recognition for achievement 
Complexity of the system 
Cost of academic programmes 
Peer ambivalence 

2 The biggest challenge for staff in completing PQ is TIME! A culture has developed 
where it has become the norm not to provide easement and so staff undertake 
programmes alongside busy work-loads, doing the work in their own personal time. 
Staff are now undertaking Masters level programmes and it needs to be recognised 

 For 
professional 
development 
and 
progression 

For 
academic 
progression 

To 
enhance 
job 
satisfaction 

To meet 
employer 
expectation/ 
requirement 

To meet 
NISCCÕs 
PRTL 
requirements 

To 
increase 
my job 
prospects 

Personal 
ambition 

1 !     !  !  !  
2 !     !   !  
3 !    !   !  !  
4 !  !  !  !   !  !  
5 !  !  !  !  !  !  !  
6 !  !  !  !  !  !  !  
7 !  !    !  !  !  
8 !     !  !   
9 !     !  !  !  
10 !  !    !    



that this means increased effort hours and can not be managed without appropriate 
easement.  
 
Some staff will struggle to write at Masters level standard and even with support will 
find it difficult to achieve the required standard 

3 Work Load management 
No financial inducement 

4 Time!  Additionally some staff perhaps see it as an irrelevance to them and like to 
stay under the radar 

5 Workload demands and consequently lack of financial rewards 
6 Time 

 
ÔPortfolio Fear FactorÕ 
 
Lack of confidence in re-engaging in academia again 

7 Study leave is problematic......too few days allocated to the achievement of each 
module. 
Lack of funding for study time 

8 Workload pressures; inadequate time; lack of easement; even if attempted; personal 
life requirements.  

9 Time.  I think the hours required to fulfil the PQ objectives should be looked at again.  
As an organisation that writes and accredits courses we know something of what it 
takes to meet course requirements.  Our view is that the indicated hours are much 
too high, unnecessary and unrealistic.  They put people off or force people to include 
activities that are doubtfully relevant.   

10 • Some believe/think PQ is a waste of time for them, an unnecessary chore and 
they would rather invest available study time and financial support in 
training/conferences they see as relevant to their area of interest and expertise. 

• Some see themselves as too busy to engage in serious study which has no 
perceived impact on job performance. 

• Staff see no reward for their effort Ð not linked to pay, promotion, progression in 
any direct, clearly visible ways.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

8. Please indicate if there are particular groups of staff who are more difficult to engage in the NI 
PQ Framework. 

 
1 Those who have UKPQ Awards 

Older/more experienced staff 
Those who have Masters and DipSW/CQSW from QUB 
Those without degrees 
Managers 

2 In my experience it is very often child care staff that need to defer/withdraw from 
programmes because of work-load pressures. Senior Managers. 
Staff in Hospital / Early years Teams donÕt always see programmes as relevant to 
them.   

3 More established/long term staff 
4 As for question 7. 
5 Inconsistent line manager supports.   

Complex and convoluted nature of the PQ framework Inconsistent line manager 



supports.   
Complex and convoluted nature of the PQ framework 

6 Those who have been in the service a long time and have in some instances 
reached management level 

7 ChildrenÕs services due to unrelenting pressures therein 
8 It is difficult to generalise - perhaps senior managers but perhaps it is no surprise - 

they are very busy people.   Also first line managerÕs i.e. senior social worker/team 
leader roles - they are the most pressurised staff in the [organisation] and find it 
difficult to attend training days and complete submissions.  

9  
10 • Very long serving staff 

• Managers 
• Staff interested in courses/training/qualifications outside of PQ 

 
 
 
9. Please indicate any suggestions as to what needs to be done to encourage engagement? 
 
1 Recognition 

Obligation Ð link to roles and registration 
Translate the requirements 
Simplify the pathways 
Resource staff to undertake academic programmes 
Support employers to free up staff to engage in PQ 

2 Leadership from Senior Management in Operational Teams to stress that PQ is 
valued and a necessary part of sw practice. 
 
Align PQ to career/salary progression 
 
Align PQ to NISSC registration  
 
Provide staff who do engage with appropriate easement. 
 
NI Framework (IAR) study days could be increased. 

3 More Awareness raising sessions 
 

4  
5 More tangible rewards built into the PQ framework. 
6 It should in my view be compulsory for AYE staff to have at least undertaken PQ Ð 

Specific Award within 2 years of completion of AYE. I also think that it is important 
that managers are required to have a management qualification at degree level at 
least before being able to take up a management post. 

7 Better funding for study leave 
Career pathway for staff once PQ achieved 

8 We try to be supportive, encouraging and realistic.  I think that as time progresses 
and people experience success or see the success of others then interest will 
increase.  

9 See [previous response to] 7 above 
10 • Link to pay progression 

• Staff need to see obvious ÔpayoffsÕ for their efforts at the practice levels 
 
 
 
 



10. What are the challenges to providing support for candidates in your organisation? 
 
1 Workload (candidates and trainers) 

Staff and management ambivalence 
Resources 
Impact of freeing up staff to participate on colleagues and the service 
The ability of some staff to engage in M level work 
The range of academic programmes all requiring teaching, candidate support 
and assessment inputs from a limited staff development resource. 
Fees 

2 Releasing staff and continuing  to provide service 
3 Just do it 
4 Support is in place Ð financial, study leave, mentoring etc.  The challenge is 

more around getting a few staff to trail blaze APL type submissions which we 
feel are ideal for staff of the experience of [staff] 

5 Candidates not being released from work.   
Insufficient study time to complete PQ requirements. 
PQ not regarded as a priority. 
Capacity to support increasing numbers of PQ candidates within the Trust. 

6 Currently we have a good system for supporting our staff Ð I think it is better 
where line managers understand and support the PQ system. One of our 
challenges is to make sure the PQ system is promoted within our staff group. 

7 Workload pressures 
Funding 
Motivation for doing course in first place 
Personal circumstances 

8 See previous responses at 2 and 7. 
9 Time. 
10 Line managers are not sure about the standard required for submissions, 

especially now that it has risen to M level. 
 
 
11. Are there any other challenges for your organisation in engaging with the NI PQ Framework? 
 
1  
2  
3  
4 No Ð I find the PQ really helpful. 
5 Promoting PQ within an organisation that has been experiencing 

unprecedented change against a background of reducing resources. 
6  
7  
8 As R.P.A. unfolds and the impact of C.S.R. constraints effect the[organisation], 

social workers work in an increasing multi-disciplinary team environment.  This 
might challenge P.Q. or it could act as an incentive.  The pace and amount of 
work tends to inhibit us all especially those with busy personal lives. 

9 Finding easily what part of the framework might be relevant to the training 
requirements of the staff.   

10  
 
 

 


