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PROFESSIONAL LIFE PLANNING: A SELF-DIRECTED, SYSTEMATIC APPROACH

I read a story recently about A villager who was picked up by a

driver and given a lift. When asked if he could read the highway signy

he replied, "Yep, I can read sOme 4t. can read hog fur; but,I

can't read tdere to." (1)

,Profesgionál,life often enough resembles the literacy capacity of

the villager just quoted. We know "how fur" we've come.because we can

read that part of our career sign, but we don't really know "where to"

we're going. Often enough, we become complacent or so pressured by the

"workload" that we get stuck irproutine and seldom look to see the

difection in which we're headed. We don't even know if the direction in

which we're headed is the one we want or would choose if we stopped to

read the sign "where to" more carefully.

Professional life planning as defined in this paper refers to

taking a self-directed, systematic apiSroach to profess onal renewal.

Professional renewal is not something that happens automatkally; it

must be made to happen. Indeed, the tendency among manylrofessionals

is to become satiafied with the st4,tus quo% to arrive at a kind of

self-esteem without.further self-actualization. To engage in

professional life planning is to take greater control of one's life.

Indeed, such engagement means planning one's life so that professional

development and direction become mre focusaed, like sharpening poor

vision by means of glasses or a new prescription.
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1. Makirii Distinctions

Be.fore going farther it will perhaps be useful to make some

distinctions with respect to professional development.

Various terms are used. Among the most popular are,career

development, staff development; preservice and inservice education,

faculty 'development, human resource development. The latter terms speak

to university faculty and business personnel respectively. Jreservice

education precedes professional attivity. Staff development and

inservice training are generally used interchangeably. Career

development comes closest to the meaning of "professional life planning"

elthougll the fOrel usually suggests development through counselling or

assiseance. ' The term professional life planning is meant to counoW

self-directed professional development:,
410

As several of the above-mentioned terms imply, professional

development is often an administfative strategy on the pArt of

employers, educational institutions or professiorl oanizations to

improve their workers, faculty or members. While such odies provide a

000pressure or encouragement, professional development is a so a personal

matter andirequires Oractical self-direceion.

2. PractiCal Self-Direction '

Practical self-direction appears to be limited, almost by

definition, to personal action, and'yet it has value for staff

development purposes as well. While professional life planning is a

personal matter, it is also a means for staff-development personnel to

stimulate greater interest in education and training choices. In other



wordi, while aimed at the individual the exercise may lead to clarity as

,to what,faculty or staff may desire, or need, in the way of professional.

development. Thus, it' serves the indfVidual and at the same time may

foster staff-development efforts.

But what'does professional
44,

life planning involve? What are the

guidelines toward successful professional life planning? Does it differ

among professionals, for instance: faculty, adminAtrators, teachers,

auxiliary staff?

Four'major .aetionsscOmprise tfle essencg of professional life

planning; theyj'are: self,assessment of professionarstrengths and

weaknesses, planning professional'growth through..spal setting

organizing activities and records in line with goals, and evalvating

periodically one's professional situation and goals. On the4esis of
,

evaluations, then, new.assessments and new plans are made.

The self assessment process is a tricky one. For whardo.we mean
(I

by strengths and weaknesses. ASTD President Leo Hauser in his "Five

Steps to Success" (2) argues that the real questiorcis not what one

wants (or needs) to do better but rasher; what does one do well and how

can that be improved. If you have a "fast ball," he argues, then stick

With it,until yOu have it down perfect. Stick with the good you've got,

in other words. Nevertheless, in many,cases, a weakness can detract or

mar what otherwise would be an'unbeatable strength. Learning someehing

about computers, for example, may save a professional time as well aS0

give a sense of being "in the swim" of contemporary developments. It

may help in particular to widen the range of people with whom one can

communicatesand also, affect t'e way one may twk about data.

5



The planning process.is often frustrating, even difficult. It

requires gerealn re-visioning of'oneself and a shift in attitudes and/

behaviors--foring one to confront one's self-understandi4 and assume

aspilations. Defensive behavior patterns deter growth and change by

bolstering mechanisms that distort reality. Professional goal setting,

in contrast, is a process that encourages systeMStic thinking about14:

one's future and the specific professional pdrposes.

The organizing process derands !that one structure reality by

developing records,and projects, priorities ant activkties in such a way

that they grown in meaning and assist in analysis of one's efforts

thereby contributing to decisionmaking in one'S professional life. It_7

is a way of.developing activities and records so that they reflect the

dimensions of one's professional personality and goals: Sometimes such

organization appears obvious, or is even imposed professionally, but a

review of the structurg,is always useful.
4

Evaluation too-is demanding. For one thing, it means Stopping at
A

Some cut-off point in order to re-group ideas and analyse attainments.

As with educational evaluation generally, a thorough analysis of goals

attainment may only be part of the picture one wants to'capture. Cost

considerations may be a major influence, depending on one's aspirations,

as are the rewards that come with the work. Evaluation calls on

professionals to assess their performiiice over time as well as their

learning, achievement and rewards.



3. Professional Development at Large

okside from continuing professional educatlon, a 'number of

profdssional developmen1 t opportunities are open to the self-direceed

planner. These opportunities fte perhaps obvious, Dut merit repeating

ifonWty indicate that they represent a part of any inclusive

professional life plan. They involve:

tea) joining professional associations
b) attending professional conferences
c) participating in relevant colloquia, seminars, meetings
d) attending quality workshops to enhance progiessional strength

or strengthen a weakness
e) integrating prqfssional information into one's life--

through reading professional journals and newsletters,
listening to cassette tapes related to career int4rests, etc.

Part of taking advantage of continuing professional opportunities

is knowing what 'resources an8 support services are available, such as

statewide and national clearinghouses,-educational.libraries, referral,

ilhformation services, etc. Although, when faced with a lAck of

resources, one alternative is to create one's own,network of

professionals--through correspondence and by phone, drawing on

professional associations or personal contaci within the f,4.eld.r a

Self-Appraisal

Self-appraisal and planning go hand in rnd. What does one need

as a developing professional, as a communiCator; an educational
at,

counsellor, a consultant, instructor, progra developer, adminiArator?

What questions does one need to ask in any one of these domains and what



would be the required and present level of development? An eXcallAt,

guide for professionals in area'of university extension has been

written by Canadian" colleague, Wayne Lamble (3). 4,The issue of

competenciea needed by Aduft Basic Education specialists has been

treated by Donald W. Mocker at the University of Missouri (4). A number

of general4studies on the subject, of adult education competencies

appeared in the late 1970's (5i6,740.

In general, self-appraisaI require

1) constructing a model of required or desired competericies
-,2) assessing one's present level of competence
3)lidentifying strengths and in performance and relating

these to learning opportunities and work organization
4) consulting with trusted others about one's professional

qualities and'learning,needs
5) prioritizing strengths and learning needs

5. Planning

Planning is a process and not a 1is of "todo's;" essentially it

involves the following:

1) specifying one professional goals and objectives
2) identifying professional opportunities, regburges and

strategies (o;- creating them as need be) .

3) setting target dates fOr accomplishment of objectitfes--
i.e. professional-involvement, continuing-professional-,
education, and structural-organization objectivat

apecify evidence of accomplishment In some record, file
or notebook

5) specify how valid the evidehce is, i.e. how has it been
vhlidated, by whom

6) consult with others about your plan
7) in implementing the plan, keep track of the main goals
8) evaluate accomplishments periodically, at least every six

months
9) review and set new goals following every evaluation'and/Or

self-appraisal
(1,

,

While a written plan is not necessary to an organized
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professionaldevelopment effort, it is always useful as a reference and

guide: Especially wheAPthings aren't going well, it is a reminder of

the big picture.

,

6. 'Organizing

4

At the core of a systematic.approach to prbfessional planning is

personal orgahization. Organizing refers to at least three actions:
,

planning, keeping records add net working. Organizing the plan into main

avenues of nction requires a system for directing action into those

A
nues. Organizing the process of regord keeping requires setting up

certain.habitual procedUres for eventual recall, analysis and

evaluation.

4

Different strata of professionals will organize their purposes and

plans in distinct fashion. In general, teachers will direbt 'their

professtonal development toward learning more about teaching (methods,

techniques; materials), educational evaluative approysches,to judging

A

programs, new knowledge about adult learning and development.

C -

Administrators may want to organize themselves according t aspects of

'program development, administration, kaluation, and specif activities

of staff. Faculty will-want fo keep separtote portfolios, files br boxes

on activities related to teaching, scholarship and professional

services.

With respect to record keeping, everyone has stme sort of system

(or suffers from its lack). Almost everyone keeps a calendar or -

rt

appointment book with notes on events, people t(0 meet and Vings to do.

Some keep notebooks of phone calls received and topics discussed for

8-



puTposes of future reference. Others keep diaries dir notebools

(learning-logs) ^of prOfvessional activities and'results.

Organizing also involves developing networks of colleagues for

regular'consultation and exchange of.ideas and information. Networking

is a powerful'means bf keeping professiorrals alive to what's happening

in theAreas of int-direst 'and for mutual support Organizing networks
.

of professional frirs wilh similar interests may include everything

from:

1. schedd meetings or phoffe calls to speak about particular

concerns,

2. regular letters to a group of professioRals ,to discuss specifit

issues, and,
'

3. engaging in Delphi sessions anti other future-casting exercpes,

tb explore innovative ideas with colleagues.

Networking is crucial; for this author it includes exchanging dratt.

e
.articles with colleagues, contacts for critical comments on project

development, and brainstorming about planning and program evaluation.

Finally, a group of colleagues is the base for references when promotion

time or job-change opportunities arise.

Anothei technique for organizing one's professional development-is

to formulate "applied learning project" (ALP) contracts from time tO

timOrwith oneself, another person or group. On one-page, identify the

learning project to be undertaken and the outcomes desired, specifying

what is to be done and when, who is to be volnd and how the ALP will

, be evuated. Include .starting,and com etion dates, and then, set up

the project activity. For examples, the activiti may involve

9' 1 0



participation in certain professional seminars or-meeting with

'colleagues on a regular basis to discuss specific topics with a specific

objective in mind.

7. Evaluating forqtepewal or New Direct,ions

L-

It i8 mOst important 'for self,-directed professionals to review
Yr

their accomplishments from time to time, to ask such questions as:

4W
"Where am I now professionally?"., "Where-do I Want to go

professionally?" and "How can I get the?"
r '

Eyaluating a professional life plan shoufd include a review of
.

one''s self (strengths and weaknesset again), the plan and goks ittained
_

oc unattained, ihe organization ot one's, professional life and what it

'indicates, and the focus of one!s evaluation, i..e..and what one finds of

value (personal achievement, rank, Salary, social impact,4 or whatever).

Evaluating oneself and one',.s goals is-more than'a useul exercise. It t

is imperative for renewal of spirit, within one's profession, for clarity'

of purpose, and for setting new directions, new goals thaccomplement or

\alter one's previous, aLientati

8. Summary

The preent paRper briefly summarizes the meaning, gefteral

parameteq, and major guidelines for devloping a personal progiam of

self-directed professional advancement. While limiting itself to the

professional aspec;s on one's life, it does not mn to suggest that
4

other, personal goals need not be considered gr that they they won't

10
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affect 'one's professional life:. 0? the.contrary, 4 full-fledged plan

will foresee the needs one has tn.other aspeps of living and.

appreciate, indeed, how these contribute t? successful professional life

plannning.'
, . , I

'A systematic approach to onel,s professional'growth is first and

foremost a question of willingness to grow and yeadiness to become

involved. It requires fhe effort to apsess oneself, to plan, to

organize and to tvaluate one's professional life in such a way that

continual renewal, growth and change become natual aspects of one s

life in general and o e s;professional stance.

r.
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