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Introduction 
Personal Development (PD) is a fundamental component of the Level 8, B.A in Social Care 

programme at Limerick Institute of Technology (LIT). The impending registration of social 

care workers prompted, for my PhD study, an exploration of the concept of PD within the field 

of social care work (SCW). This paper explores the commonalities between LIT’s PD modules 

and SCW. Firstly, defining PD and Social Care Work (SCW) followed by a brief overview of 

the PD modules and finally comparing the skills required by a SCW with the components of 

PD will be provided. 

 

Personal Development 

PD has basically been at the heart of education since the time of the Greek philosophers and is 

a “process concerned with specific aspects of the individual...(Irving & Williams, 1999:517).  

Hughes and Youngson (2009:26), for example, define PD as the continual striving for self 

and other awareness, knowledge, understanding and acceptance.  Rogers also notes that PD is 

about growth which encompasses change within one self, yet with this growth and change 

people can feel exposed or vulnerable and resist this process.  Whrther learner of Service User, 

when there is a perceived threat to self or the person feels exposed and vulnerable, the person 

may be blocked from participating (Rogers, 2003). 

PD whilst still being defined and for the purpose of this research- it is not therapy but fits more 

with contemplative education. PD is developing self in partnership with fellow learners for the 

benefit of self and service users. 

 

Social Care Work 

Social Care work involves intimate therapeutic professional work with vulnerable people- 

disability, homelessness, addiction, mental health, family and young people in a variety of 

settings. The agreed definition of Social Care work is the  

professional provision of care, protection, support, welfare and advocacy for vulnerable or 

dependent clients, individually or in group programmes of care, which are based on needs, 

identified in consultation with the client and delivered through day-to-day shared life 
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experiences.  All interventions are based on established best practice and in-depth knowledge 

of life-span development.  

(Joint Committee on Social Care Professionals, 2004 & Irish Association of Social Care 

Educators). 

 

The service users (clients) encountered by SCW’s typically have been referred due to their 

complex needs and having experienced distressing circumstances, the task for the SCW is to 

assist service users to identify their needs and to ensure that those needs are met.   

 

Personal Development modules  

Limited number of studies have been completed referring to PD within Social Care 

Programmes.  It was difficult to obtain secondary data and journal articles, the ones available 

were linked to the professions of counsellors, nurses or social workers.  Cottrell (2003) and 

Lucas, et al (2004) suggest that PD may not benefit all learners, yet, another study from Slight 

& Bloxham (2005) highlighted some improvements from taking part in PD,  in particular, 

employability of the learner in their last year of college.   

Furthermore, this research highlighted the PD module as beneficial to the learner when making 

informed choices about their elective modules and also when seeking work experience. A 

segment of the PD framework brought together both practical intelligence and cognitive skills.  

Reasoning and creative thought with the development of knowledge for intellectual and 

professional growth were just some of the skills outlined (Slight & Bloxham, 2005). Dryden 

and Feltham (1994) appeal for purposeful PD programmes in training programmes (cited in 

Payne, 1999, p. 62).  Below is the layout of the Social Care programme PD module: 

Module YR1 Semester 1 YR1 Semester 2 YR 2 Semester 3 YR 3Semester 6 Award Stage 

PD for Social 

Care Practice 

PD for Social 

Care Practice: 

Beginning 

Experiential 

Group Work  

 

(5 credits) 

PD for Social 

Care Practice: 

Exploring 

Personal 

Identity 

 

(5 credits)  

PD for Social 

Care Practice: 

Understanding 

Families 

  

 

(5 credits) 

PD for Social 

Care Practice: 

Assertiveness 

  

 

 

(5 credits) 

PD for Social 

Care Practice: 

Advanced 

Group work 

Skills for 

Practice  

(10 credits) 

 

Figure 1- Module layout 
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PD groups consist of 10-12 learner members plus a staff facilitator with an 80% mandatory 

attendance at PD group work attendance is required for one hour per week during the academic 

year, in addition to a weekly two hour lecture. The overall aim of this module is to introduce 

learners to the process of engaging with and reflecting upon their personal growth and 

development, with the opportunity to explore both the personal and professional self. The 

learner is assisted to explore and apply theory from the lecture during experiential group work. 

Beginning Experiential Group Work in Year 1, Semester 1 and 2 incorporates developing an 

increased self- awareness regarding one's internal processes and how they impact upon self and 

others. Simultaneously learners’ are introduced to the process of reflective writing and 

maintaining a reflective journal as an aid to increasing self-awareness. Contemplative 

pedagogies are also introduced to learners which include meditative practices and mindfulness. 

During Year 2 semester 3, learners are encouraged to become more aware of the effects that 

family relationships and patterns have in developing self-esteem and personal efficacy. 

Throughout Semester 4 and 5 our learners undertake their practice placement. 

Learners’ are provided in Year 3, semester 6 with an understanding of how assertiveness is 

influenced within the family and requires learners to reflect on their own experiences of 

assertiveness and non-assertiveness. Furthermore, the learner is provided with the opportunity 

to learn the skills of assertiveness and to review and evaluate the implementation of these skills 

in their everyday lives. 

A deeper understanding of self as an individual and as a social care professional is facilitated 

in Year 4, with a focus on the use of self when engaging with Service Users. Topics covered 

in this module include personal reflection skills, group dynamics, group facilitation skills, 

various experiences of loss from life events and working with diversity in human sexuality 

across the lifespan. 

 

Commonalities between PD and SCW 

Clancy (1995) in a large-scale survey, found that the majority of personal development courses 

in Ireland are run either by religious personnel or by people with a primary interest in 

counselling and / or psychology. The history of SCW can be found in the foundation of 

religious charities in the 19th century and the rapid expansion of religious communities. 

Charities for children and women were being established from the late 1700s (Skehill, 1999a). 
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The first Catholic residential institution for children, Teresa Mulally’s orphanage in Dublin, 

was established in 1771 (Corish, 1984). 

 Professional boundaries are the cornerstone of SCW and dealing with boundaries is a constant 

process of awareness (Payne, 2005).  Not only is this critical for effective SCW but also for 

learners’ attending PD groups.  Beginning Experiential Group Work in Year 1, Semester 1 and 

2 incorporates developing an increased self- awareness regarding one's internal processes and 

how they impact upon self and others. 

Reflective writing in SCW leads to evaluation and improvement of practice. Reflective writing 

is the physical written result of the learners’reflection (Keeling, Chapman & Williams, 2013). 

Similarly, throughout Year 1 learners keep a journal outlining their reflections on PD group 

and noting any areas of growth or change.  Baker et.al. (2013) believe you need to be able to 

understand self in order to understand others.   

Relationship building is key to SCW practice with individuals or groups and responding to 

needs whether they are social, physical, behavioural or emotional together with the service 

user, in a planned way to help them live their lives to the best of their abilities.  Lalor and Share 

(2007) identify “self” as the main tool for SCW.  The facilitation of significant learning rests 

upon certain attitudinal qualities which exist in the  working relationship between the facilitator 

and the learner during PD (Rogers, 1969). 

According to Stuart (1999 cited in Share & Lalor,2009), for there to be a meaningful 

relationship in SCW there has to be a connection, a SCW has to have a positive healthy way of 

working effectively with the service users, fostering the development of a sense of self-worth 

and strong sense of identity. This work begins in Year 1 Semester 2 during PD group 

facilitation wherby the facilitator works at fostering the development of a sense of self-worth 

and strong sense of identity within the learners’. 

Hurley and Tracey (1993) recognise relationships to be formed as long as the atmosphere is a 

positive one and if an issue arises it is dealt with in a positive and effective way.  The helping 

relationship should be, according to Egan, 2010, a coalition where SCW and Service User are 

co-workers' or work in partnership. (Egan, 2010:40).  This is the model implemented in PD 

groups. 

Both SCW and PD learner understand self-awareness to be a process of striving to know your 

feelings, attitudes, and beliefs, learning about the effect you have on others (Lyons, cited in 
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Lalor and Share, 2009 & Burnard (1992:16).  Learners’ are facilitated throughout Year 2 

semester 3 to connect their own personal experiences of family to those that they may encounter 

in their work with people they support in their SCW. 

  

Assertive communication allows others to know what we think and how we feel. Alberti and 

Emmons (1995) studies found that individuals unable to demonstrate assertive communication 

grew up doubting themselves and look to others for guidance to meet their needs (Davis, M. et 

al, 2008).  SCW’s will find it difficult to assist service users to identify their needs and to ensure 

that those needs are met if they as professionals are unable to demonstrate assertive behaviour. 

As well as developing skills to help service users, it is necessary to realise the importance of 

these skills for ones own professional development and during Year 3, semester 6 learners’ are 

facilitated to explore, develop and improve their assertiveness skills. It is imperative SCW’s 

are capable of asserting their own views and perspectives and personal and professional needs.” 

(Trevithick, 2012).  

Self as an individual and as a SCW requires a deeper understanding in relation to life events is 

facilitated throughout Year 4, with a focus on the use of self when engaging with Service Users. 

In this profession, the toolbox is the SCW and to engage their tools effectively, SCW’s have a 

duty to be continously engaged in self awareness and development of  self.  In order for this to 

occur, practitioners must firstly be self-aware and in relationship with self and others, be 

assertive, be aware of boundaries and be capable of deep reflection. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper explored the commonalities between LIT’s PD modules and SCW.  As previously 

stated the overall aim of the PD module is to introduce learners to the process of engaging with 

and reflecting upon their personal growth and development, with the opportunity to explore 

both the personal and professional self.  

SCW’s must firstly be self-aware and in relationship with self and others, be assertive, be aware 

of boundaries and be capable of deep reflection. LIT’s PD module facilitates the PD learner to 

gain these skills at their own pace often mirroring the work of the SCW.  By engaging with 

new ideas and research findings new practices can be developed and curriculum evaluated and 

changed if deemed necessary.  
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