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Background information for the MRCGP

The nature and direction of continuing professional development in primary care was considered in the Chief Medical Officer's report “A Review of Continuing Professional Development In General Practice” (1998).

This advocated changes within a wider context of a more proactive approach to the planning and delivery of continuing professional development for individuals.

The principal recommendation was that practice professional development plans (PPDPs) and personal development plans (PDPs) replace the postgraduate education allowance (PGEA), a system based on credits earned by annually attending 30 hours of educational activity, usually through going to conferences and lectures, and often on an ad-hoc basis without having to identify relevant educational needs - aka bums on seats.

Little effective learning was documented as a result of these activities. Further criticisms of this system recognised the disenfranchisement of many non-principals, who of course represent a growing percentage of the workforce, a tendency to be uni-professional in focus and a basis on individual rather than team-based learning.

At a local level, this system developed independently of other initiatives such as audit, resulting in missed opportunities for improving health care.

PLP

A personal development plan is a portfolio approach to learning that addresses and records how learning activities are recognised and dealt with. 

A PDP can combine the needs of your practice with your own needs and aspirations, and, recorded in a documentary form, provides evidence of learning and development.

As it is recorded, it can be revisited and modified and can reflect learning through a career. In addition to its personal benefits, it can contribute to appraisal and revalidation requirements. The aims of such learning are to improve care and ourselves as professionals.

What is a learning needs assessment?

This daunting term merely means finding out what you do not know.

A distinction can be drawn between things that you are aware of not knowing (which we may call wants), where motivation to address them is easier, and things that you are unaware of not knowing (which we may call needs), which are not apparent without a strategy to reveal them.

Here, motivation may be low or absent, particularly if the subject is uncomfortable or of no personal concern. Interestingly, rather than being items of knowledge, these often fall into the area of skills and attitudes that relate to professionalism and teamworking.

How to write a personal development plan

By definition, a PDP is intrinsically personal. You might like to start with a CV, documenting who you are and where you have come from. Reflect on and describe your practice, both as part of an organisation and your own behaviour. This offers the opportunity for you metaphorically to talk about your role and explore the beliefs and values you hold.

Included can be a record of practice activities. Often, these are going on anyway and including them does not make a lot of additional work.

The source of evidence should be indicated; some will be direct, that is, created by you, such as reflective accounts and audits, and some will be indirect, that is, about you, such as performance statistics and correspondence.

You can include evidence of how you keep up to date. What events have you attended? What do you read? What research papers have influenced your practice? Where has evidence from the literature failed to help with an individual patient, and what did you do then and why?

You can include evidence that demonstrates your consulting skills, which are fundamental to your ability to perform as a doctor. This could be in the form of a patient feedback questionnaire or a videotape with reflections thereon.

Basically, you want to show that you are a capable and competent doctor who demonstrates the ability to continue to adapt and learn through changes and unexpected events that you meet in practice.

Obviously, learning is central to professional development. A reflective approach to this is outlined below:

· Identify what you seek to learn (this will change over time, which is normal. Changes can be documented to record your development); 

· Decide how you can achieve this, for example, researching literature, going to a lecture, discussion in a group;

· Document your conclusions;

· Reflect on the experience and whether or how it will affect your practice as a consequence; 

· Identify further learning or issues that have arisen as a result of your endeavours.

Paper or electronic?

In recent years, developments in technology have led to developments with electronic formats.

A good template can be found at www.gplearning.co.uk
In a larger scale application, the potential has been utilised by the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of Canada in an electronic portfolio-based method of periodic recertification, the Maintenance of Competence Programme (MOCOMP), where the process is handled via e-mail.

In summary, a personal development plan recognises your individuality and autonomy, relates to real experiences, accommodates various styles of learning, uses the context of your own professional practice and provides a model for life-long learning throughout your career.

It takes an effort to get started - as does any new activity, but with the approaches outlined above - once you are up and running, it will help you take in your stride the hurdles of appraisal and revalidation.

How to reveal educational needs


Ask a friend!


Appraisal


Reflection on practice


Audit


Examination syllabus


Reading and discussions


Significant event auditing (RCGP, 1993)


PUNs and DENs (Eve, 1999) (patients' unmet needs doctors' educational needs)


Performance data and targets


Epidemiological considerations


Task analysis


Outside professional/expert groups


Political initiatives


Complaints








Documenting the process















































Decide how you can address this need





Identify a learning need





Address the need, identify what you have learnt





Put your learning into practice, reflect on changes. What further issues arise?





Factors that encourage success


Ownership


Suffecient time


Funding for cover during team meetings


Percieved usefulness


Realistic and not too involved


Clear pupose


Linkage to appraisal and revalidation








