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INTRODUCTION
I am currently seeking ways into HR, after leaving a career in higher education (see portfolio item A).  CIPD Level 5 was originally an adjunct to another course which I intended pursuing, but proved unsuitable.  Meanwhile, discussion of my cv had also identified affinities for HR, so it seemed logical to continue with this course.  However, while I have plenty of HR-relevant experience, my main development need is to gain experience directly designated HR.
In this context, I began recording work on personal development before the course required it (see portfolio item B).  Conversely, I no longer have documentary evidence of the experiences described for activities 2-3, having been legally required to dispose of all records on leaving the relevant employment.

ACTIVITY 1
Professionalism entails behaviour and expertise that command respect.  In some areas membership of a professional association is also essential; but  not in HR, although the CIPD aims to set high professional standards.  Johns & Perkins (2016) present the ‘thinking performer’ concept which ‘sits at the very heart of professional practice and has been promoted by the CIPD’ (p. 71).  This has stimulated my interest, because I generally feel fully engaged only where there are equally strong mental and practical dimensions.  The same authors’ section on ‘HR professionalism’ stresses ‘ “ four concentric circles“ ‘, where management of ‘one’s own skills, knowledge and behaviours’ is complemented by work in groups or teams, by ‘managing upwards’ (where HR professionals work closely with more senior colleagues), and ‘managing horizontally across the organisation’, to collaborate with other specialisms (ibid. pp. 75-76).  Again this reflects positive aspects of my previous experience, now including another important, collaborative, dimension of engagement.  
Woodhams, et al. (2016) present the CIPD HR Profession Map (CIPD, 2017b) as a guide to ‘what it means to be an HR “professional” ‘ (p. 110).  This documentation aims to assist individuals and organisations in planning and measuring professional and career development, assessing performance, designing roles, and identifying individuals’ appropriate levels of CIPD membership.  Much of the detail focusses on how activities and attributes should develop across four ‘bands of competence’.   There is also a diagram (figure 1, below).
Ten ‘professional areas’ are each specified in terms of knowledge and skills, reflecting the balance of the ‘thinking performer’ model between mental and practical dimensions.  The eight areas positioned on the diagram as segments of a circle may define specialist roles, or be aspects of generalist ones.  Conversely, the two core areas are relevant to all HR professionals, ‘Leading HR’ focussing on providing a service which commands respect, while ‘Insights, strategy & solutions’ emphasises understanding of the organisation and HR’s integration, to add value rather than existing for reasons of routine or compliance.  
[image: ]
Figure 1.  The CIPD HR Profession Map (CIPD, 2017b)

For obvious reasons, I cannot currently identify with any one band (see activity 4).  Conversely, I identify  with all eight ‘behaviours’ positioned in the outer ring (see portfolio item A).  These are personal qualities, each identified in the documentation with actions which manifest it (and negative ones signalling its absence).  They reflect the 'thinking performer’ model, and the combination of mental, practical and cooperative engagement which I am seeking.  However, this raises a question, how far the map reflects reality, since in practice some organisations have more sophisticated HR than others, where the detail of the map  might be considered too theoretical.
Whilst the map represents HR professionals’ contribution to their organisations, they are also considered responsible for their own development.  From either standpoint, professionalism is a dynamic process.  For this reason, continuous professional development (CPD) is considered fundamental, in HR as elsewhere (Woodhams et al., 2016, pp. 113-23).  CPD may draw on informal as well as formal learning experiences (as discussed for example in CIPD, 2015), but if it is to have direction needs a component of planning, and regular review to drive further planning: CPD begins with this module, if not previously.  However, it is not always taken equally seriously (ibid.), and this reinforces the question raised above.
Another component is learning from experience, much of it unplanned, highly individual, and difficult to capture.  To help with this, methods of ‘reflective practice’ have been developed (chiefly in nursing or teaching), and spread elsewhere, including HR.  Bishop & Blake (2007) provide introductory exercises (portfolio item C), while Gallagher (2016, pp. 17-33) sets personal development planning and reflective practice together at the beginning of his manual of essential skills.  Typically, a structured pathway is followed, aiming to make reflection systematic, habitual, and explicit (often using a journal): Bishop & Blake (2007, pp 10-12) suggest adopting, adapting or blending models developed by Gibb and by Rolfe (see also Appendix 1 for diagrammatic and tabular representations).  
Despite differences, both models move from description, through analysis, to planning for action or improved response.  I am considered naturally reflective, and fully recognize this cyclical pattern.  However, I have known my experience and reflection be repeatedly overridden by decisions taken in locations impossible to influence (or sometimes identify).  This models working situations where professionalism cannot flourish, opposite to what one would seek.  So perhaps it bodes well that HR exists in an environment that is neither static nor uniform.  For instance, while the CIPD has long upheld a Code of Professional Conduct (CIPD, 2012), its current ‘Profession for the Future’ strategy is developing a new Professional Standards Framework (CIPD, 2017a).  In this context, there is a perception (though not a consensus) that HR may find a new role as concerns with profit and efficiency are supplemented by current ones with ethical standards, social and environmental responsibility, and individual and community well-being.  Without taking sides, one might see the debate itself as a healthy sign.

ACTIVITY 2
In a recent lecturing role, my department of five academic staff was merged with four others responsible for allied but distinct subjects.  The new department of 40 (plus two office staff inherited from predecessor units) was comparable in size to neighbouring ones.  No other rationale was given for the merger (although it followed some failures to meet performance targets), nor guidance as to how the new department should organise improvements.  
The predecessor units met several criteria defining groups: each had more than two members with complementary goals communicating and interacting face to face, a shared sense of collective identity and of difference from other groups, and a degree of structure (Huczynski & Buchanan, 2013, pp. 327-29).  However, the new department lacked structure and arguably exceeded viable group numbers.  Despite some tradition of collaboration, one predecessor department had successfully dominated the others: continuing mistrust caused difficulties in establishing goals after the merger, and was aggravated by appointment of a line manager from the dominant group who commanded little confidence personally.  Whereas in Tuckman’s model groups may pass through successive stages designated forming, storming, norming, and performing, this one confirmed that a group may ‘cycle back and forth between the different stages’, or ‘get stuck in the middle and remain inefficient and ineffective’ (ibid., p. 346).  There was a complex mix of intra-group and inter-group dynamics.  Lacking their accustomed structure and mechanisms of communication and planning, the groups were destabilized, and tensions within and between them grew.  
In my group, one member had been a reluctant communicator, a poor timekeeper, frequently absent, and uncooperative when present.  This situation deteriorated after the merger, fluctuating in seriousness with the intensity of various schedules of work, since no-one regularly affected held nominal authority: the pre-merger Head’s attempts had had limited success despite involving HR, and could not now be repeated.    
Group members debated referring to the new HoD; but there was reluctance, both in principle and because the individual was believed to be cultivating protection at a higher level.  Over a period, separate negotiations conducted by three different group members (including me) were discussed in terms precisely reflecting the Thomas-Killman model of conflict management (figure 2): whereas different group members tried different ratios of cooperativeness to assertiveness, ranging between accommodating, compromising and collaborating, we found our colleague consistently uncooperative, alternating between competing and avoiding strategies.	[image: TKI Conflict Model]



Figure 2.  The Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (Thomas & Kilmann, 2009-17)

Only then was the HoD involved.  He reported similar results, and sought advice from HR.  Meanwhile, I had a chance encounter with the colleague in question, where I deployed active listening skills previously learned in one-to-one work with students and since formalized in counselling-skills training.  The results suggested very high stress levels associated with unresolved long-term medical issues of which we had been unaware.  This was fed through HoD to HR, and for several weeks a combination of compromising approaches (in high-importance situations) with accommodating ones (in lower-importance situations) was applied.  There followed a period of sick leave, after which HR was involved in clarifying the individual’s commitments on returning to work.
This was a stressful episode: group members pooled techniques to protect their own resilience; but there were impacts on well-being and performance, and stronger support from HR and line management would have improved matters.

ACTIVITY 3
The work described below illustrates several characteristics of a project: planning by stages to bring about changes of defined scope within a defined timescale, to enhance quality measured by defined criteria, while working within defined roles (Newton, 2016, pp. 1-17; Johns & Perkins, 2016, pp. 79-80 ; see also portfolio item D).  It was driven by a business case, expressed in terms of limiting costs and risks already being incurred (although quantifying these would have required access to information that was politically impossible in context, and seemed unnecessary since the measures taken were common sense).


One member represented each subject on the merged department’s Examinations Committee, chaired by me.  Routine work in this area followed an annual cycle, moving from preparation of assessment tasks (in two phases for the two semesters), through marking and recording of marks on a central database (likewise in two phases), to an annual phase where marks were checked in conjunction with external examiners before review at formal Examination Boards, followed by publication of results for the year, and archiving of student work and records.  There was a high proportion of written examinations requiring question papers and generating handwritten scripts, and thus a need to physically manage these.  At the time of the merger, there was considerable variety of practice between subjects, entailing significant risks and costs.  
I therefore persuaded HoD (on the basis of his group’s relative efficiency) that Examinations Committee should hold a brainstorming session aiming to harmonise practice.  The session revealed great confusion, leading to agreement to evaluate the first annual cycle, and plan harmonisation at the beginning of the second, to be implemented from the following January.  During the first year I therefore created a complete process map covering the annual cycle, and identifying areas requiring attention:
a) inconsistencies of practice and divergences from policy (including delays accumulating through the cycle and creating unmanageable time pressures at the end), attracting unfavourable attention from students, external examiners, central administration, and higher levels of management
b) in several instances a) involved inefficient use of time, and thus of resources better applied elsewhere
c) impossible demands made on office staff and external examiners, without regard to relative priority, appropriate timing and sequencing, or distribution between individuals (ie without regard for efficient use of scarce resources)
d) b) and c) were having damaging impacts on morale and well-being
e) the department was having difficulties in harmonising practice elsewhere, underlining the case for demonstrating the benefits of doing so
Early in the second cycle, the Committee (plus one member of office staff, co-opted to create a cross-functional team) considered a new process map, designed to eliminate irregularities, inconsistencies, loss of time, and impractical demands on office staff and external examiners.  No major incompatibilities between these purposes emerged.  However, some queries arose, mostly reflecting long-standing failures to update previous practice.  Some were resolved immediately; in other cases face could be saved by suggesting objective doubt existed which could be investigated after the meeting and clarified subsequently.  This generated a revised version of the new process map, also covering some sub-processes where unforeseen questions had arisen (mostly concerning coordination of teamwork within subject groups).  The revised version was communicated to staff shortly before Christmas, for immediate implementation.  
No new queries of substance arose during this first cycle of implementation.  However, some academic staff continued passing work to office staff and/or external examiners without reference to the recommendations given as to priorities, timing, or careful distribution between individuals.  This appeared to happen partly because one member of office staff was very much less approachable than another (who was consequently swamped); but partly because some of those involved were ill-equipped by experience, training, or empathy to perceive the issues.  There was therefore a continuing need for consultation with individual members of academic staff, much of it undertaken by me.  This was generally effective, and the requirements of the new situation accepted, demonstrating a need for influencing by incremental stages.  
At the end of this cycle, the Committee assessed harmonisation as having been successful, resulting in a smoother-running and more efficient process, and improved stakeholder relations.  In retrospect, it was very much more successful than later projects aiming to harmonise substantial curriculum areas, where objectives were not sufficiently defined at the start, leading to confusion, delays, unintended consequences, and negative impacts on stakeholder relations.   

ACTIVITY 4
4.1.  Introduction
As stated, my main current development need is to obtain direct experience in HR, ideally while this course is on-going and in a format compatible with completing it.  
4.2.  Recent and current networking
My original plan was to pursue voluntary work, internships, or job shadowing as a first step, whether through existing contacts, new ones at SBS, or CIPD events (of which I have so far attended two, one each of SE and SW Wales branches).  
I have also been prompted to begin applying directly for paid positions, and am currently completing an application for a job at her own place of work, drawn to my attention by another student (portfolio items E, F, G).   I have additionally been studying vacancies (not necessarily to apply, but to gather intelligence), and finding that even very low levels often demand profiles of experience which I do not have.  
Another suggestion has been to approach recruitment agencies.  The reaction to my first approach to a specialist one (where I attempted to introduce myself and ask for general advice) was to suggest I should identify more closely the type of post sought, and target salary.  However I feel that might be counterproductive at this stage since it risks closing off potentially useful opportunities.  Advice about my plan for an initial pre-employment phase was that none could be given and no useful contacts suggested.  
One other suggestion has been to identify (from media reports or higher-level job advertisements) organisations which appear to be potentially attractive or interesting employers from the point of view of their HR practice, research them in detail, and then make speculative approaches.  This is interesting (and might tie in with attempting to plan a forward path), but I have not yet been able to develop this approach.
This feels like heavy going, partly because I am finding the course work more demanding than expected,  requiring a good deal of work on past experience I would prefer not to be thinking about.  However, there may be important lessons to be learned – see also 4.5.
4.3. CIPD on-line tool My CPD
The section designed to assess newcomers’ interest in different areas of HR indicates that I might be interested in any (with the possible exception of Performance and Reward).  This restates my input, and closely corresponds to the results which I know some other students in the group have obtained.  The same applies to assessment against the eight behaviours on the HR Profession Map: I score well, but already knew that these encapsulate the qualities I want to bring to a job and find put to use in it.
I am also finding it difficult to make use of assessment against the ten professional areas, but in a different way.  I presume I would need experience at low level before progressing (although I hope I might be able to move forward fairly quickly).  However, I am also confident of having done work which called on similar attributes at a higher level than the most basic, and therefore of matching some higher-level standards, if in a partial and uneven way.  Obviously the transition into HR would demand some adjustment, but I feel reasonably confident of being equipped to enter at a higher level and/or progress more quickly than seems to be the standard expectation.  However, it does not seem possible to calibrate input in a way that reflects this situation and elicits useful responses to it.
Similarly, while being assessed as ‘not currently working in HR’, I nonetheless receive feedback recommending specific actions which are aspects of work in an HR office.  This leads me back to 4.2 (and 4.5).
Recommendations for action, reading and events are interesting and may be helpful, but are of limited practicality (portfolio items H1-2).
4.4.  Other activities
Before enrolling, I had already decided to concurrently undertake a PRINCE2 Foundation Level project management qualification, and continue developing digital skills, focussing on Excel.  The course suggests I was right in thinking of project management and job adverts in prioritizing Excel, although I am not making the progress I had hoped with either.
My feedback from the Honey and Mumford learning styles questionnaire shows some level of  preference for all categories, and the strongest in the one I expected (reflector) (portfolio item I).  These are both positives; jhoweve, this may also be useful nudge to consider re-balancing, to give more weight to activist and pragmatist styles.
4.5.  Reflection on recent and current experience
Both this and the previous assignment have prompted me to review previous experience, in useful ways.  For years I was known for demanding realism and practicality; now I am wondering in a new way if what I meant was business focus.    These exercises have  also made me think that the best focus for my interests might be on smaller, private-sector organisations, open to an understanding of HR as playing a strong part in developing both individuals through L&D and also the organisation itself, through its design and culture (again looping back to past experience of working in organisations where these things contradicted the purpose).  These are emergent ideas which I need to develop further as the programme proceeds, but I am wondering if this might help me identify organisations and roles to research in more detail and approach as envisaged in 4.2.  My PDP (portfolio item J) reflects this work in progress.
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Appendix 1 – Two models of reflective practice
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Figure 2. Gibb’s Reflective Cycle (Bishop & Blake, 2007, p. 10)

	Descriptive level of reflection
	Theory and knowledge - building
level of reflection

	Action-orientated (reflexive)
level of reflection

	What …

	So what

	Now what …


	… is the problem/difficulty/
reason for being stuck/reason
for feeling bad/reason we
don’t get on/etc., etc.?
… was my role in the situation?
… was I trying to achieve?
… actions did I take?
… was the response of others?
… were the consequences
· for myself? for others?
… feelings did it evoke
· in myself? in others?
… was good/bad about the
experience?
	does this tell me/teach
me/imply/mean about
me/others/our relationship/ my
attitudes/others’ attitudes, etc.?
…was going through my mind as I
acted?
…did I base my actions on?
…other knowledge can I bring to
the situation?
· experiential
· personal
· scientific
…could/should I have done to
make it better?
… is my new understanding of the situation?
… broader issues arise from the
situation?
	… do I need to do in order to
make things better/stop being
stuck/resolve the
situation/feel better/get on
better/etc., etc.?
… broader issues need to be
considered if this action is to
be successful?
… might be the consequences
of this action?



Figure 3. Rolfe’s Framework for Reflective Practice (Bishop & Blake, 2007, pp. 11-12)
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