Putting Values into Practice : 

Community Development for Social Change

The ‘professionalising’ Community Development debate
1. Background

One of the themes of this conference is the debate around ‘professionalising’ Community Development. The debate has been around for a long time but recently has intensified in all the jurisdictions. LLUK, the Lifelong Learning Sector Skills Council, has professionalisation on its agenda. There is now a greater sense of urgency that we, the Community Development field, need to come to some agreement on this issue before ‘somebody else decides for us’.
In England during 2009 England Standards Board produced a discussion paper and posted responses on its website, CDX had discussions at its regional workshops, the FCDL ran a workshop at its AGM, and CDF   included questions in its Community Workers survey. In Ireland, the All Ireland Group, including CWETN from the North and the Community Workers’ Co-operative based in the South, has discussed the issue at length. In Wales, Community Development Cymru, several years ago, held a conference on this theme and The Community Development Action Plan for Wales talks about ‘A professional workforce’. The situation and systems in Scotland have always been very different and continue to be, but we still need to establish a stronger dialogue with CD practitioners in Scotland.
To date there is no overall agreement about whether Community Development should be ‘professionalised’ and what it would mean. In most workshops and consultation responses there have been a range of views. There is, however, a high level of agreement about the issues and challenges that Community Development is facing. 
2. Issues and challenges facing Community Development
It is impossible to document them all in this short paper and below is a summary of some of the key ones.

· Despite the existence of the Community Development national occupational standards , Community Development is not widely understood
· Community Development practice does not have a high profile and its contribution to governments’ policies and initiatives is not recognised 
· CD is not seen as an occupation/practice in its own right, there is a widespread misconception that ‘anyone can do it’ 
· There is a lack of recognition of the complex skills and knowledge required to undertake Community Development practice

· The mainstreaming of CD words (or at least engagement, empowerment, involvement) into policy and programmes rhetoric  means that a lot of very poor practice goes on that is referred to as Community Development but is not based on the values or the processes
· There is a marginalisation of Community Development as an occupation and CD practitioners do not get the recognition, terms and conditions that other workers/professionals do receive or are perceived to receive
· There are no mechanisms for guaranteeing the skills and knowledge of people coming into the occupation; most paid practitioners do not have qualifications in Community Development and accumulated years of experience and expertise are often devalued
· Many CD practitioners struggle to get access to good quality training, Continuous Professional Development, development opportunities etc.

· Many CD courses don’t get the funding, many CD Degree courses are the first to get closed down
· There are fewer and fewer generic Community Development workers; and the wide range of housing, health, environment, regeneration and other workers with a role to work with communities also need access to good quality training and good quality CD management and support 
3. The spectrum of views
The above list is a snapshot and not comprehensive. There are many differences of opinion among CD practitioners about whether ‘professionalisation’ would successfully address the above issues. But, more fundamentally, there are differences of opinion about whether it is possible to ‘professionalise’ CD in a way that doesn’t exclude and discriminate, but instead reflects CD values and processes. 

There is a spectrum / continuum of opinion among CD practitioners, employers, training providers and others. Very crudely, at one end there is the opinion that any attempt to ‘professionalise’ CD will result in elitism, exclusion and maybe even worse CD practice. Towards the other end, the opinion that there should be a register of CD practitioners who hold some recognised ‘qualifications/experience’ and a licence to practise. Most people are probably somewhere along this spectrum rather than at either end.
We need to recognise that the end result of whatever we decide to do, or not do, should meet a criteria based around improving the quality of CD support accessible to communities or CD practice developed by communities themselves. 
Many of the ‘stakeholders’ in this debate objectively have vested interests, including:

· CD practitioners/workers who have legitimate concerns about their own job security, occupational status, terms and conditions

· Training providers who could potentially run the recognised courses

· Endorsing and awarding bodies who would have more courses to deal with
· Employers who could get more status for their organisations and departments

· CD organisations and agencies, whether quangos or membership organisations, whether national, regional or local, who are worried about funding and position 
The above list probably includes most of us. It doesn’t disqualify us from having the right to take part in the debate, but we need to recognise that we do have vested interests, in addition to our commitment to trying to identify the best possible ways forward to support and promote good quality CD learning and practice. 
4. Some basic questions 
What do we mean by ‘professionalisation’?

Is it the solution to all the issues around recognition and status and job security – is this the experience of youth workers, teachers and social workers?

Does it automatically guarantee an improvement in the quality of the practice? 
Would a model based on a degree level benchmark necessarily produce the range and quality of Community Development practitioners that are needed? 
Can we create a model that is not inherently elitist and exclusive?
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We need to situate how we respond to the above challenges, and how we agree a way forward within the conference theme above and the new national occupational standards. The first key value of the new CD NOS is Equality and Anti-discrimination. 
We need to start from what will best serve the needs of communities, especially the most marginalised and excluded, for good quality and appropriate CD practice. Community activists and members of Black and minority ethnic and marginalised communities need the opportunity to develop their skills and knowledge, get it recognised, and have opportunities for paid employment as CD workers.
The mainstream degree based/ benchmarked ‘professionalisation’ model for Community Development will exclude the vast majority of these people from ever getting recognition and equality re paid CD work, and possibly even more significantly will prevent their communities from ever growing their own CD workers who often understand best how the community organises and how to involve and empower people within the processes of the community. 

The skills and knowledge of the individual CD practitioners and their access to training and qualifications and ongoing continuous professional development  are immensely important.  However, it is often the organisational and programme issues that encourage, in fact demand, poor quality so called CD practice. All the top down short term programmes that have decided the outcomes before even setting foot into a community. The tick boxes and number crunching approach, the managers who have no idea what CD is and have no intention of finding out, the lack of training and support and resources and space to do anything like quality CD work. 
We need to win the argument about Community Development, at all levels. We need to get better at evidencing the impact it can have, at the same time as being realistic that it is precisely this that makes it unpopular with many politicians and other people with power. 

It would be ironic if at exactly the same time as inequalities in society are growing faster than ever, poor and marginalised communities are facing especially hard times with unemployment and public services cuts, and at exactly the same the time that we are discussing a collective plan to argue for value based Community Development, that we collectively lose our nerve and take refuge in a mainstream and exclusive model for professionalising Community Development.

We need to have confidence in our CD values and processes and find a creative way of addressing the challenges that Community Development faces. We need to organise together to campaign, argue for, promote good quality value based Community Development learning and practice, as reflected in the 2009 CD national occupational standards and in the All Ireland Quality CD Standards.  
Our collective strategy, our argument for the future, has to have the needs of  communities at its centre, not just as the recipients of the quality CD work, but as active and equal participants in it, with the opportunity to develop and grow into recognised and paid CD practitioners. 
This brief paper has not provided any of the solutions, but hopefully it will have contributed to the debate. Doing nothing is not an option, but let’s create an inclusive and empowering model that reflects the values of Community Development. 
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