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Recruitment Issues

West Australia has a booming economy with the lowest unemployment rate in the nation.  Skilled workers are in very short supply in many industries, and unskilled workers who are prepared to travel to mining communities can earn big money.

All disability organisations are facing major challenges in the recruitment of direct care staff.  
Non-government agencies are reporting that they are in the position of having to recruit untrained staff 
· with little or no previous experience in working with people with disabilities

· with minimal educational achievement 
· or whose first language is not  English.
 Typically these staff have good intentions, are enthusiastic and want to do a good job.
However, faced with people with disabilities who have problem behaviours, when ‘common sense’ strategies don’t work, the staff member’s good intentions may not be enough to sustain them.  
In some workplaces, the untrained staff member struggles to cope when:
· there are inadequate staff resources to support residents
· there is no comprehensive workplace induction 

· there is no provision for supervision of staff practices in the workplace 

· there are no written behaviour support plans for residents 

· there are no crisis management plans for residents with challenging behaviours 

· there are no instructions about which support strategies staff can use, and which strategies they should never use

Without relevant skills and support, direct care staff can quickly ‘burn out’ and leave the agency.  Or worse, they can in desperation resort to harsh and punitive measures in an attempt to gain some control over the problem behaviour of residents.
As you can see, training alone will not meet the needs of any agency which aims to maintain a quality service to its residents and to keep both staff and residents safe.  Yet how many disability organisations send staff to training courses and think that’s all they need to do?  
Background of SMARThinking 2006

In WA, non-government disability agencies have recognised the need for a basic training course in challenging behaviours for direct care staff.  In 2001, ACROD, in a joint project with DSC, commissioned me to write the original SMARThinking  to meet this need.  It has a workshop format and has been delivered regularly to agency staff by a Clinical Psychologist facilitator contracted by ACROD. 
There have been different reactions to SMARThinking  workshops. Some agencies have been delighted with the skills it has given its staff and the subsequent improvements in the lifestyles of their residents. 
Other agencies send their staff to the training, but there has been little change for the better observed in their residents with problem behaviours, or in the effectiveness of support strategies used by their staff.

Still other agencies have reported that the workshop is too complicated and is pitched at too high a level for their staff.

It became clear to me that SMARThinking most benefited those agencies which already had a good sound Positive Behaviour Support approach to supporting people with disabilities.
Agencies which did not have a clear service delivery model or a clear philosophy in line with current best practice appeared to gain fewest benefits from SMARThinking in terms of useful outcomes for residents and staff.
There were a number of things wrong with the original SMARThinking:

1. it was too advanced for most direct care staff

2. it was unrealistic about the tasks direct care staff might reasonably be expected to undertake

3. it did not require agencies to meet staff needs for supervision, mentoring and ‘buddying’ in their workplace practice

4. it did not challenge agencies to endorse Positive Behaviour Support as a preferred service delivery model and as current best practice

The SMARThinking 2006 version was developed at the request of a small group of non-government agencies working together to increase their capacity to meet the needs of their residents with challenging behaviours.  It is based on the work of Gary LaVigna and on the principles of Positive Behaviour Support. 
SMARThinking 2006 aims to address the problems identified in the original SMARThinking.
Changes in  SMARThinking 2006 

1. ease of reading  (reading level @ year 7-8)
2. focus on what direct care staff need to know (not what they should, or could know or what might be nice for them to know)

3. logical flow (prevention through to crisis)

4. short reading topics
5. practical exercises

6. direct links to workplace practice

Description of Modules:

Each module consists of 5 – 6 topics.  Each topic is followed by a number of learning activities and a worksheet for the staff member to complete.  The staff member’s supervisor is required to provide consultation, feedback and to ‘sign off’ on satisfactory completion of the learning activities.  The worksheet is a permanent product of staff progress through the modules.
Module 1

Preventing Challenging Behaviours

Topic 1.1
Positive Behaviour Support

Topic 1.2
The Importance of Routine

Topic 1.3
Engagement

Topic 1.4
Communication

Topic 1.5
Lifestyle Improvement

Module 2

Skills Training

Topic 2.1
Observation & Recording

Topic 2.2
Report Writing

Topic 2.3
Picking & Developing Training Goals

Topic 2.4
How to teach skills

Topic 2.5
Reinforcement

Topic 2.6
Maintenance & generalisation

Module 3

Challenging Behaviours

Topic 3.1
What are ‘challenging behaviours?’

Topic 3.2
Why people have challenging behaviours

Topic 3.3
How to record challenging behaviours

Topic 3.4
How to avoid a crisis

Topic 3.5
What to do when there’s a crisis

Agencies have been excited by the ‘self-paced learning’ format which means they can use this learning resource whenever and wherever they like.  They don’t have to wait for a scheduled workshop.  They don’t have to find staff to replace those who are attending a workshop.
However, there is a downside.  It means that the agency has to have available senior staff with skills, knowledge and experience in disability.  This is to make sure learners have access to the feedback and supervision they need to apply what they have learned and to reach competency in the modules.
Sometimes, agencies do not have experienced senior staff.  To assist with this problem, a fourth module was developed.  The aim of this module is to provide practical support strategies for staff who have the responsibility of supervising the practice of direct care staff.

Module 4

This fourth module is called “The SMARThinker’s Operations Manual”.  There are eight topics in this module:

Topic 4.1
Individual Planning

Topic 4.2
Challenging behaviours:  how to do a functional assessment

Topic 4.3
Data Collection

Topic 4.4
Developing a behaviour support plan

Topic 4.5
Routines and how to write them

Topic 4.6
Writing Activity Plans

Topic 4.7
Writing Risk Management Plans

Topic 4.8
Supporting Staff

A major aim of this module is to provide ‘templates’ for supervisory staff so that they can develop practical resources to support both direct care staff and residents.  
Like the previous three modules, this module also follows the same format of Topic content, Learning Activities, and Worksheet.  Supervisory staff are recommended to complete learning activities either under supervision from their manager or through a mentoring arrangement with other agencies.
Summary

SMARThinking 2006 was distributed in April to all non-government agencies providing accommodation support to people with disabilities.  To date, there has been little feedback to indicate how many of these agencies are actually using it.

Currently, I am using SMARThinking 2006 as part of an induction program for Clinical Psychologists who have recently started working in the disability area.  This is proving to be a very interesting and entertaining exercise.
Disability Services Commission (the copyright owner) is looking at using SMARThinking 2006 to train its new Practice Leader Social Trainers and as an induction package for new Supervisors.
ACROD and DSC have made SMARThinking 2006 available on website, so it can be accessed by anyone who is interested – not just ACROD members.  The website address is:  www.ideaswa.net.  SMARThinking 2006 can be found under ‘Training Materials. 

SMARThinking 2006  will be formally launched later this year.  We are currently working on developing support strategies for non-government agencies to make best use of this resource.
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