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Management Development Project  2005

Development of the Psychology Service in Bath and North East Somerset

Recent Government legislation requires Local Education Authorities (LEA’s) and their support services to be more strategic in order to help stakeholders, mainly schools build their capacity to meet the needs of all children. Educational Psychologists (EPs) are now required to be able to demonstrate Best Value and be far more accountable in ways that they might not have been previously.  

In this management development project I will outline what I did as a very new manager to develop the Psychology Service so that team members are more consistent in their practice, move towards using a consultation framework of service delivery and are able to deliver a service which meets the needs of our stakeholders as described in the Government’s Strategy for SEN Removing Barriers to Achievement 2004 and the Change for Children Agenda.  (Every Child Matters and the Children Act 2004). 

I used the Professional Development Analysis to highlight what I needed to   develop to become an effective manager and constantly reflected on my practice and the effect I had on members of the team.

Background

In May 2004 the central support services were restructured and a new Inclusion Manager SEN Support Services was appointed.  The restructure resulted in the Principal Psychologist post being deleted and the Inclusion Manager SEN Support Services  who is an educational psychologist  becoming the Head of the Psychology service as well as being the Head of the other support services. 

As a recently appointed senior educational psychologist I was asked to take over the operational management of the Psychology Service 0.5 of my time. I inherited a service which had no clear vision, systems or policies in place and a team which was a group of very individual,  intelligent, autonomous people who had never really been managed and liked acting in their own ‘professional way’. The previous manager of the service, the Principal Educational Psychologist had allowed individuals to work in their own idiosyncratic ways. Egan (1993) refers to culture as the largest organisational control system which defines how crazy or idiosyncratic people can be. The culture had been one of autonomy with most members of the team who had been there for years reporting they did not need to be managed and were therefore resistant to change. 

The LEA had highlighted the need for the team to be managed in order to provide a general level of consistency in EPS service delivery. There was an increased demand for quality and a higher level of customer service and satisfaction.

The audit commission survey from schools rated the service in the bottom 25% for satisfaction. Schools reported that the service they received was wholly dependent on the individual educational psychologist (EP) who was allocated to the school. They did not really know what the EP role was and they were unclear how time was allocated to them. They saw EPs as gate keepers to resources and were apparently unaware that EPs could offer them a variety of services.

In the project I have used the Action Research Process and Solution Focus techniques to effect change within the service in terms of working practice and professional development of members of the team. 

Action Research is an approach whereby an issue is identified and then investigated over time with the aim of improving practice. (Kemmis 1982). It involves critical reflection of our work and has a practical and problem solving emphasis. The service needed to be more open and transparent about their working practices with our major stakeholders. My job was to identify what needed to be done with the team in order to develop the service so that our major stakeholders were clear about the EPs role, were satisfied with the quality of involvement from the EPs and were aware of the range of services the EPs could offer. It would be an ongoing process of improvement which would require regular review in order to evaluate progress. 

The Solution Focus approach comes from Solution Focus Therapy and is a creative way of thinking for working with problems and challenging situations. The emphasis is on looking for solutions as a basis for facilitating change. It derives from a perspective which prefers to focus on what works and a person’s goals rather than just the past and its problems. (de Shazer 1985)

I kept a learning diary and reviewed activities in the light of feedback from the EPs, my line manager the Inclusion Manager SEN Support Services and the Assistant Director, Head of Inclusion Support Services. I have used the Action Research cycle of planning, acting, observing, reflecting (Lewin 1946) and solution focus techniques (Iveson and Ratner 1999) with the team to plan what was needed, generate solutions with regard to the move towards using a Consultation Framework for service delivery and review progress.

Consultation (Wagner) was recommended by the DfEE in 2000 as an effective way of working with schools. (Educational Psychology Services England 2000).  Most EP services in England use this model now and schools appear to value it.   Lewin recommends a useful process to go through to enable a group of people reluctant to change to move on.  I reduced the forces which maintained their present behaviour by using Lewin’s model of change.   This involves a process of unfreezing, movement and refreezing.   The unfreezing process reduces those forces which maintain behaviour in its present form, recognises the need for change and improvement to occur. Using team meetings to start the unfreezing stage I explained the need for change and improvement to occur by discussing the drivers for change. These are recent Government Legislation, the statistics from the Audit Commission from Bath and North East Somerset schools and the recommendations of the new Inclusion Manager for SEN Support Services   for greater consistency within the team. He wanted a move towards the EPs becoming more strategic and to use the consultation model of service delivery.  To enable them to move on and to adapt to the change in management style, I involved all of them in decision making so that the working practice and policies were owned by all of us.   I created a collaborative atmosphere to build up the team, provided opportunities for reflection and used influence not power to move us forward. 

Mullins (2005) talks about enhancing quality both through the adoption of formal standards and through changes in organisational culture. I introduced more structured team meetings of two hours, where there was always an agenda prepared with care beforehand, opportunities for the EPs to add to the agenda within a time scale, timings put on discussion items, minutes taken at the meeting. This was something new for the EPs who had been used to unstructured meetings previously which were often missed because they did not have agendas beforehand and they were too long.

We developed a vision of where we wanted to be and held lively discussions around the need for consistency, customer satisfaction and the Change for Children Agenda. Although some of the EPs liked being autonomous they eventually realised that they could no longer work in  the traditional way of being the ‘expert’, doing one off assessments and writing long  time consuming reports which were often not that useful to school or parents. We carried out a Strengths, Weakness, Opportunities and Threats (SWOTs) analysis of adopting the Consultation Model and identified significant steps that needed to be taken to move the team on. Some of this was that individual team members needed training in Consultation Procedures and Solution Focus techniques as well as basic time management skills on how to use consultation when in schools.  We also needed to ensure that the consultation records for use with the EPS and schools were user friendly and were not too bureaucratic, as part of the Removing Barriers to Achievement recommendations is less bureaucracy for schools. I tried to stabilise the change (refreezing) by ensuring that they were supported by me through regular supervision and also peer supervision and that the Consultation Process and all the procedures relating to it were regularly discussed at team meetings and agreed by all of us.

One of our new EPs who was very experienced in solution focus techniques gave the team some training in consultation and solution focus techniques and every meeting we tried to use a solution focus technique where we discussed where they were in terms of consultation and what they needed to move the process on. I emphasised the need to communicate regularly so that there was a feeling of full participation.   We used the rating scale of Solution Focus techniques to rate how the individual EP felt about their confidence in using Consultation and what they needed from me and  each other to move them up a point in the scale.  

In the spirit of full participation members of the team contributed their varied concerns, ideas and suggestions on how the EPS may move forward to improve the quality and customer satisfaction of the service.  We discussed sharing good examples of strategies, good examples of consultation records and how we could help each other. 

Part of the development of the service was to produce a variety of internal documents about working practices regarding standards for writing consultation records, statutory reports (quality assurance), case management, flexi time, working at home, safety etc as well as documentation to inform schools abut the EP role and the move towards the model of consultation service delivery. I wrote most of the documents as drafts and then consulted with the team on a regular basis before finalising them.  The team discussed these at team meetings and made comments either at the meetings or by e-mail. By doing this they felt that their views were valued and many of the documents were amended as a result of their comments. Their active involvement in formulating a variety of documents gave them greater ownership of the service.

The documents produced were an EPS manual which outlines our daily working procedures, an information booklet for schools describing the EPs role and the Consultation Framework for Service delivery, pupil and parent information leaflets, quality control checklists for writing reports for statutory assessments and instant evaluation feedback sheets for schools and parents after each EP visit.

In February senior management decided to do a review of the EPS. The team felt demotivated by this proposal because they felt they were constantly being criticised by senior management despite their efforts to change. I used all my people skills to explain it was in order to prepare for the Change for Children Agenda and find out what the stakeholders wanted and also to give us an opportunity to market the service. We worked on a portfolio of what the service could offer and how it could contribute to helping children attain the 5 Every Child Matters (ECM) outcomes. (Every Child Matters 2003).  The team were able to recognise their strengths and expertise in a variety of areas.  To celebrate achievements we devised a good book to record positive comments from stakeholders. All team members actively contributed to the review process by reflecting on what we needed to do as a service to improve service delivery.  The team discussed with me how I should present the service to the stakeholders attending the review meetings. They were given my presentation beforehand and made comments to ensure that I reflected accurately what the service could offer.  

Nelson and Economy (2003) write that the main concern of today’s managers needs to be shaping a more supportive work environment that enables each employee to feel valued and be more productive. I think that by establishing an environment of trust and openness where team members are able to express their concerns about the future changes and generate solutions they feel they have an investment in the service.

I have achieved my objectives of producing documentation for our working procedures and information for our stakeholders through consultation, participation and commitment from the team. EPs are on the whole adhering to the procedures and using the model of Consultation for service delivery. Feedback from stakeholder and senior management is beginning to come in and there appears to be some change in the behaviour of team. The team is more cohesive, willing to take risks and more open to support and challenge.

The EPS review has highlighted further changes which we are working on in preparation for the new term. These are a new time allocation system for stakeholders based on an open formula which takes account of the recommendations for flexibility, early intervention and multi agency work and more project and cluster work.

Professional Development Analysis (PDA)

As a very new manager with no induction I felt apprehensive trying to manage the team in the conditions I found myself in. I was appointed a senior EP in July 2002 but continued to have casework as there was no EP to replace me. The Principal EP did not delegate any specific tasks to me in my new post as the senior other than the management of Portage which I had always done.  I was unclear about my role. I was then asked in May 2003 to take on the role of strategic manager of SEN 0.5 of my time pending the restructure of the support services. My job then was made up of 0.5 SEN strategic manager, 0.5 senior EP of which 0.3 of this time was seconded to the early years team to work with area sencos on training and supervision. This meant I was hardly with the Psychology service. When the new manager for Inclusion Support Services SEN started in May 2004 I went back to working with the Psychology Service 0.7 of my time with 0.3 seconded to early years.  

The Professional Development Analysis ( PDA) can help one manage personal skills, resources and your own contribution to your personal and professional development.

I have used the personal development analysis, the Education Management Competence Framework and the 360 degree review to identify my professional development needs and analyse my present practice. They have   helped me to analyse what I needed to do to develop my management capabilities and leadership skills.  At first I found the role of manager confusing as I no longer had specific tangible tasks like casework to do. This new role seemed to be very amorphous which I found quite difficult .Mullins ((2005) talks about significant activities managers have in common. These are agenda setting and network building. The agenda setting involves setting out objectives, plans, strategies, ideas, decisions to be made and priorities for action etc.  I feel I can do some of these but I am not always confident about my abilities. The LEA has started a mentoring system for new managers and I signed up for this so that I can have a mentor as well as a line manager. I intend to meet with her on a bi monthly basis for support. She has helped me to see that in the short time I have been a manager I have achieved a move towards positive change within the service. She also encouraged me to speak to my line manager about asking for regular feedback on my performance as I had not received much feedback and was unsure how I was doing. I spoke to my manager about this and he is now aware of my need for feedback whilst I am still new to the role of manager and have a need to know where to focus my energy.

Networking is something I am  good at which was identified in my 360 review   but sometimes when I am engaged in this activity it does not feel like work and I was often feeling uncomfortable about this and wondering if it was a productive use of my time. My mentor, the course and the PDA has helped me to realise that a major feature of networking is to establish and maintain contacts that can assist in successful achievement of agenda items.

Feedback from colleagues on the 360 review highlighted that I have the ability to identify the development needs of the team and support their individual learning and development. I have identified the needs of the service for systems and procedures and agreed with the team what systems and procedures would best meet the needs of the service and our stakeholders. 

Through the EPS review I have conducted consultation processes with parents, partners and stakeholders from statutory, voluntary and other agencies. I have worked collaboratively with them and the team to develop a vision and strategy for the direction of the service.

My  identified areas for improvement were to become  more  ‘politically intelligent’ ( defined by the Head of Inclusion Support Service) as learning to be  less open, more reflective and aware before I say something which might effect the team negatively) and to learn to delegate more. In my new role as a manager I quickly realised that I could not be one of the “boys” (the team were all men) and that I had to keep my distance and not always be as open and honest as I previously had. I moved physically from the EPS area to an area where the other managers were situated in the open plan office. I reflected on any information I was given from senior management, particularly about the EPS review and made decisions on what I should tell the team as some of this was sensitive.  By doing this  have learnt to  filter information which I have from senior management, which I knew if I passed on to the team would cause anxiety and now I only pass on information on a need to know basis.

The ability to delegate was another area identified in my 360 review. Mullins (2005) talks about managers need to relinquish close control in favour of greater empowerment of employees. This gives members of staff a sense of personal power and control over their work and responsibly for making their own decisions.   Delegation benefits both workers and managers alike when you do it correctly. It however can be scary at first but as Nelson and Economy report like anything else, the more you do it the less scary it gets. (Nelson and Economy 2003)

. 

I now delegate work to members of the team and realise that by giving them more responsibility it motivates them and gives them a sense of commitment as well as an opportunity for development. 

Next Steps

I recognise that there is still a lot to do, particularly with regard to ensuring that team members are confident in using Consultation as a model of service delivery. I have asked one of the new EPs who is very experienced in Consultation to lead discussions at team meetings and model best practice. I also want her to help me market Consultation to our stakeholders by accompanying me on planned road shows for stakeholders so that they fully understand what consultation means and the benefits of using such a model of service delivery. We as a team will plan together how we present this to stakeholders.

In September there will be two new main grade EPs joining the service and I have prepared an induction pack for them with all the appropriate paperwork so that they will start on day one knowing the systems, procedures and required standards. I am hoping that they will actively participate in further development of the service. I have created a new post of a specialist early years EP which will be filled as a job share by two existing EPs, one returning from maternity leave and the other taking up the permanent post after being temporary this year. Another member of the team has been appointed to a specialist mental health post.  

I am confident that the role of manager is one that I can do and that I have effected change in the past few months. I feel I can give direction, set the vision and bring out the best in people (Pryke). We now have EPs who are specialists as well as generic EPs which meets the recommendations of the DfEE Role of Educational Psychology Services 2000.

I am optimistic that the team will change and will be able to meet the needs of our stakeholders and be instrumental in supporting the Change for Children Agenda.  
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