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Social housing (the provision and management of not for profit housing) is a relatively young profession that has already experienced considerable evolution and reorientation. Indeed, it has been questioned whether it is, or ever has been, a distinct profession (Walker 2000).  Nevertheless, social housing has a professional body and a professional qualification. As an integral element of the wider sustainable communities agenda, the social housing sector is characterised by blurred boundaries and is the focus of an ever-changing policy environment (see for example, Mullins and Murie 2006). Subsequently, social housing organisations are continually evolving in an extremely dynamic context, with implications for their structure, identity and functions (Malpass 2005). 

In this constantly changing environment such organisations need to be learning organisations, able to predict and lead rather than merely react. A key element of this is the nature of staff development activities ie how employees are supported and their skills and expertise developed. In order to respond to change and provide an effective housing service, staff are a vital resource in housing organisations. This paper will explore the role of the higher education sector in addressing the needs of such organisations. The educational approach which characterises a degree or postgraduate qualification, and the development of long-term, broader lifelong learning and reflective practitioner skills within it, potentially offers considerable opportunities for staff working in the dynamic social housing environment. However, such an approach could also create tensions for employers who may require more short-term, tangible outputs in a reactive environment, for example, prioritising the acquisition of new information via shorter, less resource intensive training provision. While both training and educational approaches have distinct costs and benefits for individuals and organisations, what should the balance be? Strategic management and leadership skills are vital to learning organisations, but may be displaced by the perceived need for immediate knowledge transfer in response to external pressures; but is mere knowledge transfer sufficient to create a true learning organisation? 
In order to address such tensions and exploit the potential benefits, it is important to understand employers’ perceptions. As the key funders and decision makers in relation to housing education, what are their priorities; how are they currently meeting needs; how do they view the role of higher education? These questions provide the focus of this paper. It draws upon qualitative research carried out in 2004 which examined the perceptions of senior managers responsible for staff development at a strategic level within housing organisations in the northern region of the UK. Firstly, the paper outlines the changing context of social housing organisations, highlighting the shifting demands on social housing professionals. It goes on to look at the nature of housing education. In the light of the above, the qualitative findings from interviews with senior housing professionals are discussed, examining the implications for effectively supporting the staff development needs of learning organisations.
Social Housing: A Time of Change

From the early 1980s there have been a series of major changes across the public sector in the UK with significant implications for public sector organisations, such as social housing providers. The newly elected Conservative Government in 1979 saw early public sector reform as a response to their view that the public sector was inefficient in its monopolistic provision of services. This ideological commitment led to the privatisation of public services, the introduction of market led initiatives such as competition and the disaggregation of services and functions (Hood 1991). The resulting plurality of provision and the separation of the enabling role from that of delivery made it essential that managers within the public sector were able to manage in an increasingly complex environment.
Within this changing context private sector management techniques were increasingly applied in an effort to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of public service delivery; a business ethos and performance driven environment were central to organisational development (Stewart and Walsh 1992; Walker 2000).  Additionally, a new consumerist approach within the public sector placed customer care at the centre of the quality agenda. Moreover, economic conditions, coupled with a political will, meant that there was a commitment to reduce public expenditure (Lawton and Rose 1994). The pressure to do more with less led to greater financial accountability for public sector managers. The range of skills required of those working in the public sector began to grow with the increase in the contracting out of services; managers were now accountable for services often delivered in partnership and the need for managers to set performance targets and monitor performance grew. The New Labour Government emphasised this further with the introduction of Best Value in 1997, which required the demonstration of continuous improvement in public service delivery. Public sector organisations are now the focus of intense audit and inspection activity, and responding effectively to such assessments has to be a key target for all organisations. Performance at inspection may lead to government intervention if performance is poor but increased funding and freedom for excellent performers.

Social housing has been at the vanguard of public sector reform, epitomised by the privatisation of a considerable proportion of local authority owned housing through a statutory sales policy introduced in 1980 (see for example Forrest and Murie, 1988). Local authorities are no longer monopoly providers of social housing but have been joined by Registered Social Landlords (RSLs), non-profit making organisations that sit between the public and private sectors, heavily regulated and inspected but expected to operate as businesses, taking risks and raising money on the private finance markets.  All social housing providers are expected to meet exacting performance standards of quality, choice, service and efficiency.

In addition, the macro environment has seen major changes within housing markets with significant implications for social housing organisations. Structural shifts in the British economy and the decline of heavy industries such as shipbuilding and mining and a corresponding increase in service industries have had disparate regional effects.  Social landlords in different regions in the 1990s found themselves coping with widely different problems – highlighting the need for flexible, responsive and dynamic housing professionals.  For example, in the booming housing market of the south east affordability became critical, the shrinking social rented stock was unable to fill the gap and homelessness soared.  In the poorer regions (of which the north east was one) low demand was endemic, some estates were effectively abandoned and social landlords were faced with a decreasing asset and revenue base that they were trying to manage in an area of economic decline.  This was exacerbated by issues of crime and anti-social behaviour prevalent in areas of economic and social deprivation. (ODPM 2003, 2004).

Alongside the social, economic and housing market changes, Government policy has been a key driver of change within social housing. Since 1997, the UK government’s commitment to tackling social exclusion (SEU, 1998) and achieving sustainable communities (ODPM 2003; 2005) has resulted in a wide range of regeneration initiatives within which social housing providers have a pivotal role. The complexity of social exclusion requires joined up working (Audit Commission 1998, Davies 2002), subsequently, partnership working is essential. The regeneration emphasis, combined with the previously mentioned public sector reforms that are characterised by constantly evolving performance management, audit and inspection regimes, and policy mechanisms that deliberately encourage changing organisational structures, eg stock transfers from local authorities to RSLs or ALMOS (arms length management organisations), has resulted in an almost constant stream of policies and initiatives that social housing organisations need to respond to.

In the light of the above changes, recent articles have emphasised transformation and divergence within social housing (Mullins 2006, Hickman and Robinson 2006). Organisations have to address new structures and modes of governance, a market-orientation and customer focus, pressures to improve performance, attract funding, work in partnership and the need to respond to volatile and differentiated housing markets. The sector epitomises the changing requirements of organisations operating within the new public sector and the need for housing professionals to develop existing and additional skills. Those who lead the sector are now required to be adept at recognising opportunities, adopting appropriate strategies and implementing innovative solutions (Broussaine 2000). Given the range of agencies involved in implementing policy, skills of networking, negotiation, project management, and political awareness have now been added to those of performance management and accountability (PIU 2001).
The literature on management and organisations provides a possible solution, for organisations operating in such an environment of accelerating change - that of the ‘learning organisation’ (see for example Senge, 1992). There are many aspects to the creation of a learning organisation of which one - the training and development of staff - is the focus of this paper; “an essential ingredient of the learning organisation is the way that the organisation seeks to improve the capacity of individuals to recognise and take advantage of learning opportunities” (Rowley, 1998:17). As the remit and ethos of social housing organisations has evolved over the last twenty years, the demands on housing staff are continually changing. How best can housing education support the development of responsive and dynamic housing professionals at this crucial time?

Professional Housing Education: A Changing Context

Whilst being acknowledged as a relatively new profession (Walker 2000), housing is also perceived as being considerably weaker than other comparable professions (Ackroyd in Walker 2000). The notion of professionalism suggests that specific knowledge and skills are required to carry out a role that is unique to that profession. It can be argued that housing management has taken much of its knowledge from other professional areas leading to a lack of a cohesive, professional identity. The historical evolution of the profession – moving from a welfare-oriented approach to a more property management and administration approach (CIH, 2006a) - illustrates potential tensions in terms of the nature of the profession. 

The Institute of Housing was created in 1965 as the professional body for people working in social housing. One element of this new professionalism was the Professional Qualification. Initially, this was controlled and examined by the Institute, however a move towards accrediting Higher Education courses as an alternative in the late 1980s provided a significant change in professional housing education. At the same time this opened up housing education to different influences and interpretations and the potential for both opportunities and tensions.

During the 1980s and 1990s the education syllabus of the professional body was very prescriptive with a detailed curriculum largely based on the acquisition of relevant knowledge from different academic/professional areas. More recently the Chartered Institute of Housing (CIH), as it became in 1984, has sought to modernise its professional qualification through regular reviews of its curriculum with the focus shifting to the achievement of learning outcomes appropriate to the profession without being overly prescriptive. This in part reflected the increasingly complex and dynamic environments in which housing professionals operate but also acknowledged the requirements for academic quality within the higher education sector. To this end the housing subject benchmark statement produced in 2002 (CIH 2006a) reflected the intellectual and academic requirements of higher education as well as the complex needs of the profession. Through the benchmark statement they sought to express the principles of professional housing education.

‘The study of housing requires the rigorous linking of theoretical analysis with empirical enquiry. It considers the key concepts and theoretical approaches that have been developed and are developing within housing studies. Students will appreciate the interaction and inter-dependence between theory and the operation and impact of housing policies’ (CIH 2006 b)

A subsequent review of the professional qualification in 2005 has seen a move away from these higher-level competencies and a return to more task based competency training, core knowledge acquisition and the development of professionally relevant skills. (CIH 2006c). This has led to tensions between the needs of the professional body and the requirements of higher education. 

While professional housing education has been a part of university provision for a relatively short period of time, its introduction coincided with a growing vocational emphasis within universities. This is just one aspect of the massification of higher education systems, as discussed by Tynjala et al (2003). Increased provision and increased diversity has seen the emergence of the ‘pragmatic university’ (Tynjala et al 2003: 148) characterised by a stronger relationship between universities, industry and society. These authors identify a narrowing of the gap between higher education and work, demonstrated by the increasing emphasis on pedagogical approaches that focus on real life situations and problem solving (Tynjala et al 2003). Watson (2000:4) suggests that a traditional view of professional education as somehow lesser within higher education is being challenged: ‘there are now within the context of lifelong learning encouraging signs that the key battles are being won’. The increased emphasis on lifelong learning and employability issues within the higher education sector has heightened the importance of transferable and intellectual, as well as subject specific, skills. Crucially, this was integrated within the quality assurance framework, which requires universities to provide explicit information about what their courses provide, in terms of both content and skills (See http://www.qaa.ac.uk for more information). 

Transferable skills are essential if qualifications are to effectively equip students for today’s world. Duckett (2002) reviews the concept of the ‘learning society’ which has emerged in the context of globalisation and within this he highlights the importance of ‘learning how to learn’ (p.62). In relation to this paper it could be argued that the evolving emphasis on transferable and intellectual skills offers significant benefits to housing organisations operating in the dynamic context outlined earlier. Analysis, evaluation, research and self-reflection are all skills that would enable staff to respond to changing situations. These are skills that form an essential part of studying for a qualification in higher education, ie it is not just about knowing the subject, it is about lifelong learning. For students of professionally accredited courses, critical evaluation of policy, and their own as well as others’ practice, is not only essential to effective academic study but also to the development of reflective practitioners in the context of learning organisations. Ball (2000:203) suggests that ‘the skills and attributes of autonomy and lifelong learning become vital for the survival and continuing personal and professional development of the individual’.
Given the trends of change within housing and higher education outlined above, the mutual benefits are potentially more advantageous than ever. Housing organisations need to be learning organisations. Universities are in a strong position in terms of helping students ‘learn how to learn’ (Duckett 2002), as well as provide subject expertise. Are opportunities being exploited? Is there a shared understanding of what each has to offer amongst the key partners responsible for supporting housing staff development?
The Research

The research was conducted by a team of senior lecturers who teach on professionally accredited Housing courses within a university establishment. The majority of students study on a day release basis and are funded by their employers. The rationale for the research grew out of concerns about declining student numbers, in spite of the housing field seemingly epitomising the potential for a university to contribute to the development of well informed, flexible, appropriately skilled professionals. Therefore research was carried out to explore employers’ perceptions; how do they see the role of higher education within their staff development strategies. The funding of the research project by the Enterprise and Employability Fund, Northumbria University reinforced the importance of understanding the perspective of employers in the context of vocational education.

Given the objectives of gaining an understanding of the employers’ views, a qualititative research approach was adopted – focusing on face-to-face interviews. Ten case study housing organisations in the Northern region of the UK – the catchment area for organisations sponsoring day release students - were identified to ensure a range of circumstances (eg location, size and type of organisation) were included. In-depth interviews were carried out with the Chief Executive or senior manager responsible for staff training and development at a strategic level. The qualitative data gathered provides the basis for the subsequent findings and discussion.

Professional Housing Education and Training: Employers’ Perspective

It was clear from the interviewees that housing organisations are becoming increasingly diverse and operating in a more fragmented environment, as highlighted previously in this paper. The organisations concerned seemed to be experiencing continual change and the introduction of new structures was a common feature; of the 10 organisations represented, seven were new or had been radically changed in the last year. This was a major factor influencing training and development as most activity was focussed on the requirements of the new organisation ie. culture change, new forms of governance:
‘..making this transition from true public sector into quasi public/private with an RSL.  Raises a whole set of issues about your skill sets and what it is you are trying to develop and be more flexible and adaptable’ (Chief Executive 2004)

Internal change demanded considerable development in terms of the changing ethos and activities of staff. Moreover, respondents emphasised the influence of external drivers in shaping the priorities of the organisation – in particular the impact of new government policy and inspection was highlighted. As discussed previously, the rewards and penalties associated with the external audit process seemed to dominate the agenda in many organisations: 

 ‘people …are frightened of inspection and that is the driver’ (Chief Executive 2004 )

‘The key objectives we have this year are to deliver at least a two star inspection’ (Chief Executive 2004)

Other key features of the shifts being experienced in the case study organisations were changing - or additional - functions and different working practices. The broader focus of social housing within the context of regeneration and the subsequent emphasis on partnership working as well as more business-like management were highlighted by respondents: 

‘We have never known such a time of change and that demands new actions from us…finance…some of the senior management don’t really understand finance properly…partnership working… business management...project management…risk management’ (Chief Executive 2004)

The respondents identified missing (or under-developed) skills amongst their staff in the current context. In the changing environment, there appeared to be a new emphasis on transferable and higher level intellectual skills rather than subject specific skills: ‘No longer can someone be trained to be a Housing Manager it’s much more a case that you are a manager of a fairly large business’ (Chief Executive 2004). Generic skills relating to processes such as partnership working and strategic management were seen as vital – and not necessarily something that was reflected sufficiently in professional body qualifications:

‘’How do you manage these complex organisations?’  I don’t think the Institute (CIH) gets anywhere near’ (Chief Executive 2004)
In terms of meeting the complex needs outlined above, a range of different training and education opportunities were mentioned by respondents. Staff appraisal systems and training needs were used to align the needs of the organisation and the individual in the dynamic learning organisation context. However, it seemed evident that these were not always fully developed. There did appear to be a general tendency to emphasise ‘training’ over and above educational approaches amongst the respondents, although, at the same time, limited outcomes were acknowledged. In many instances, organisations chose to run in house training programmes. The benefits identified by respondents were that these were cheaper to run, relatively easy to provide with a higher degree of control over the content and they could be provided quickly to respond to an emerging need. They were seen as being very relevant where there were technological or procedural changes – something that was not unusual in the dynamic policy context outlined earlier. This externally driven agenda also led to the use of external trainers who responded promptly to provide training courses relating to new legislation or changing policy priorities. Inevitably, such an approach was more about knowledge transfer than skills development – especially higher-level intellectual skills. Respondents recognised the rather short-term gains from such training, but it was seen as essential for the current practice of the organisation. Pragmatically, the nature and speed of change that the sector had recently experienced lent itself to the dominance of training over broader skills development. For example, the need to be up to date with changing legislation or a new initiative meant that internal training sessions were often a priority. Given limited budgets, this was perhaps at the cost of a longer term strategic response, ie facilitating a broader understanding of how and why the legislation emerged and its implications, and developing the skills of staff to respond to ongoing changes.
In relation to longer-term, broader, professional qualifications, some employer respondents queried their value within such a dynamic context:
To be honest qualifications are just so less important to us we don’t even ask for a qualification at housing manager level….It is not just about housing management any more, its more than housing management, its all of the environmental stuff, its regeneration, so staff are having to learn fairly quickly and have a wide and broader role, because fifteen, twenty years ago you just managed the properties, that simply isn’t the case and will never be in the future. It is a dynamic role that has to continue moving ahead. (Operations Director 2004)

This quote reflects a perception of qualifications being about a particular knowledge base rather than skills development. Yet, contemporary debate about the built environment professions has emphasised transferable skills such as leadership and partnership working (Egan Review, 2004); additionally, the developments in higher education discussed previously have highlighted skills development. This may be an area where there is a need for a better shared understanding of what is entailed within professional degree qualifications – something the respondents themselves identified

There were some positive views as to what accredited university courses had to offer employers. Advantages included: mixing students from different organisations, an external focus, multiple perspectives and networking. Higher level, longer term, outcomes were acknowledged:

Somebody who had been on a University course….is now quite a different person as the result of going on that course even though they were quite experienced in their work (Acting Regional Director 2004)
The benefits of personal development and the broader perspective that were acknowledged amongst employer respondents reinforced earlier research amongst ‘professional’ housing students - many of whom commented on the benefit of their university study not only in terms of feeding into what they do, but enabling them to put this into a ‘bigger picture’ and question what they had perhaps taken for granted, and ‘see things from a different angle’. (Kirk, 2002)

I get more knowledge, a greater sense of competence in doing my job. Also I think meeting other people from different authorities is a big bonus…..Otherwise I think I would have rather an insular view on housing….the course stretches my brain.  (Housing Student, quoted in Kirk, 2002)

The student research also highlighted the integration of theory and practice as one of the major benefits of studying a university course. The complex interrelationship between these aspects when both studying, and working in housing means that participants need to recognise the relevance and benefits of both, rather than prioritising one above the other.  “Becoming a professional is not a process of substituting experience for theory but a process of fusing theory and experience” (Bromme and Tillema, 1995 cited in Tynjala et al 2003: 154). The practice-theory relationship was highlighted in the Housing benchmark statement, referred to earlier. Higher education is in a strong position to explore this interrelationship, in terms of the breadth, and length, of study that is often involved. Pedagogically, Kolb’s model of experiential learning (Kolb, 1984) is particularly effective with part-time students who simultaneously work and study in a particular area. The cycle of experience, reflection, conceptualising and experimenting provides a deeper learning. The development of reflective learning skills amongst staff is something that is extremely valuable to the learning organisation; crucially, ‘learning how to learn’ (Duckett, 2002) is an outcome that is ongoing over time and throughout changing circumstances. 

However, it was less clear whether the employer respondents in 2004 recognised these benefits – or were in a position to respond to them. In relation to housing education, minimal reference was made to the development of higher-level skills and developing the capacity to reflect on practice – although these are a key element of the course specification. In some cases such benefits were acknowledged:

I think the people who have had the benefit of housing education are better to work with because they are more adaptable. Also the transferable skills they pick up are useful in any situation whatever job they are doing. (Acting Regional Director 2004)

However, practical and financial issues were identified as a major barrier to sponsoring more staff on housing education courses. Concerns were identified about traditional modes of delivery, eg organisational pressures resulting from staff absence due to day release studying. Again the tensions between the immediate environment of housing organisations and a longer-term educational approach to staff development are illustrated. While it was acknowledged that there was funding for training (interestingly, organisations generally referred to their staff development budgets as training budgets), this was seen to be too little and subject to multiple pressures between short courses and a longer-term commitment to staff development. In addition, there were issues about the annual nature of the budgetary process and the consequent reluctance to commit to long-term funding:

There are long-term training needs that people have, which it is very difficult to access funding for. I think the longer it goes on, you can send people on one off courses (but) the long term career development focus is lost. (Housing Services and Health Partnerships Manager 2004)

We have just spent it (the budget) on sending people on (short) courses because we need the information and skills now. (Housing Services and Health Partnerships Manager 2004)

Housing employers clearly recognised the importance of developing their staff. This related to both the acquisition of skills and knowledge by new staff, and the need for longstanding staff to evolve their approach to enable them to cope with the new environment they were now working in. Employers recognised the needs but were unclear about how best to address them and uncertain that their current approach to staff development was working successfully. There was little evaluation in relation to the outcomes achieved from different staff development activities, for example short term gains from awareness of new policy compared to longer term gains from lifelong learning skills. Again, this highlights potential tensions between a training approach and a broader educational one. It could be argued that by reacting to the dynamic context rather than embracing it, organisations are missing out on the potential benefits of a longer-term strategy of enabling staff to be lifelong learners, capable of responding effectively to a constantly changing context. This is a central objective of today’s higher education sector. However, unless this is known and understood by the profession, its value may not be recognised. In the social housing context, the relationship between the professional body, higher education providers and employers could be seen to be weakening at a time when there could be considerable benefits from a strengthened working relationship.

It was evident that there was potential for considerable improvement in terms of  shared knowledge between the three key partners in relation to housing education provision. Tynjala et al (2003:160) ask “do university teachers’ and students’ conceptions of professional expertise in their domain differ from those held by professionals in authentic working life?” The importance of knowledge transfer between education providers and employers and the pivotal role for the professional body is clear. In order to exploit the mutual benefits there needs to be a shared understanding of different perspectives. The employer respondents in this research did not feel well informed about university provision – there was poor dissemination within organisations and limited awareness of course development. In order to maximise the benefits for employing organisations, higher education providers need to work on improving their understanding of the ways such organisations are responding to the contexts they are working in. As well as working closely with employers, higher education providers need to continually evolve their relationship with professional bodies. In a dynamic environment the profession can never stand still. The CIH was moving consistently and successfully towards achieving professional status, for eg with the acquisition of chartered status. However, when the profession was transformed as a result of significant external drivers, adjusting to the speed of that change was never going to be straightforward.

From a higher education perspective, it is important to engage with employers and explore ways of improving the cost-benefit ratio. For example, the employers in this research were keen to consider alternative forms of delivery such as distance learning. Work based learning is evolving rapidly within the higher education sector and potentially provides learning solutions. Higher education has to continually evolve to respond to the changing needs but also there needs to be effort put into developing a relationship with employers so that they effectively understand what is on offer. Recent research into work-based learning carried out by the Higher Education Academy (Nixon et al, 2006) highlights the importance of achieving a shared understanding:

The challenge here is not just about ensuring that the nature and extent of the Higher Education offer meets the needs of the employers, but involves motivating employers and individual employees to see the value and engage in higher level skills development.
(Nixon et al, 2006: 7 (emphasis added))

Pedagogical debate about surface versus deeper learning (see for example Ramsden, 1992) should not merely be the concern of higher education – this needs to be shared with employers to ensure that the different outcomes and benefits are understood.

Conclusion

In a dynamic context, organisations need to be learning organisations, but crucially there is a need to acknowledge and consider the different types of learning. Inevitably, up to date knowledge is vital to organisations’ immediate survival, but at the same time, investment in the higher-level transferable and intellectual skills of staff can have significant and long-term benefits in terms of having flexible and responsive employees. Unfortunately, the short term reactionism that has been imposed by a pressured external environment appears to dilute the potential to exploit the longer term benefits that would be of most value in the long run. Within this context, it is important that education providers, professional bodies and employers work closely together to respond to the challenge to make sure mutual benefits are maximised.
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