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Cath Roff
director of adults and health at Leeds 
City Council and lead trustee for equality, 
diversity and inclusion at ADASS

F or several years now the 
Association of Directors of  
Adult Social Services (ADASS) 

has been offering a highly successful 
professional development programme – 
Accelerate – aimed at supporting social 
care leaders to navigate transformation 
and complex change.

SpringBoard, our new scheme designed 
for principal social workers (PSWs), is both 
an exciting new venture and a significant 
investment in continuity within the sector. 
We hope it will nurture the development of 
participants towards being the next 
generation of leaders.

It goes without saying that 2021’s first 
cohort have participated in less than ideal 
circumstances, with the pandemic both 
continuing to exert extra strain on councils 
and their partners, and ensuring that the 
programme had to be delivered on a wholly 
virtual basis.

While some have – perhaps inevitably – 
commented that holding future editions of 
the programme at least partly in-person 
would be beneficial, it is to participants’ 
immense credit that they have successfully 
completed it remotely despite the 
competing pressures all are facing.

Trainer Will McKelvie, of Quantum 
Coaching and Consultancy, consistently 
reported that PSWs taking part in 
SpringBoard made excellent use of their 
course materials and were incredibly 
reflective – as would be expected of social 
workers at their level.

Here’s hoping that by the time the 2022 
cohort get started in the spring, the Covid 
situation may allow for a hybrid format 
combining remote learning and the kind of 
face-to-face sessions that can really enable 
the potential networking benefits of 
SpringBoard to come to the fore.

By that time I also expect some other 
tweaks to the course to have been made. 
While this year’s cohort offered 
overwhelmingly positive feedback about 
SpringBoard, any new programme will have 
room for improvement and we’ll be 
reviewing participants’ comments and 

suggestions to make sure the 2022 edition 
is even better.

I’d like to pay tribute to the hard work 
and commitment of ADASS colleagues 
Claire Barcham, Marie Rogers and 
Catherine Cunningham  for their crucial 
work in developing SpringBoard and 
enabling its first run to be such a success. 
Special thanks also of course to Will,  
to our partners at Tunstall for their 
contribution, and to Jane Shears and  
Ruth Allen at BASW for working with us  
to deliver a bespoke, social work-focused 
360-degree review available to all 
SpringBoard participants as preparation  
for the programme.

Gavin Bashar
managing director UK & Ireland, Tunstall 
Healthcare

T unstall is delighted to support the 
ADASS SpringBoard programme, 
which has been designed to help 

identify and develop the next generation of 
care leaders and innovators, providing 
them with specialist support to improve 
their impact and influencing skills.

Our aim is to enable this group of adult 
principal social workers (PSWs) to build a 
solid foundation of tools and techniques to 
empower them to unlock their full 
leadership potential, and feel confident in 

contributing towards service transformation 
throughout their careers.

As the social care landscape evolves, 
during and post-Covid, it is vital we support 
progression in achieving the best possible 
outcomes for local communities and 
individuals, by equipping key professionals 
with the knowledge and experience they 
need to deliver these essential services.

The first year of SpringBoard has proven 
to be a resounding success, with a very 
high level of engagement and attainment by 
attendees, and positive feedback from 
delegates about the ways the course will 
help them in their current and future roles. I 
have no doubt that the second cohort of 
students will find SpringBoard equally 

beneficial. Effective change relies on 
leadership, and we are committed to 
working with our partners to invest in the 
future of our care system, and those who 
will be instrumental to its evolution.

It is to participants’ immense credit 
that they have successfully 
completed the first SpringBoard 
programme remotely despite the 
pressures all are facing

SpringBoard’s first year has 
proven to be a resounding 
success, with a high level of 
engagement and attainment by 
attendees, and positive feedback 
from delegates



Amanda Allcock
strategic manager for younger adults  
and principal social worker
Stoke on Trent City Council

Richard Cattell
principal social worker and head of professional practice
Brighton and Hove City Council

Vanna Changlee
principal social worker
London Borough of Waltham Forest

Amardeep Grewal
service delivery manager and principal social worker
Telford and Wrekin Council

Simon Homes
principal social worker
Isle of Wight Council and  
vice-chair of national PSW Network

Gemma Laister
principal social worker
Hull City Council

Seanna Lassetter
principal social worker
Walsall Metropolitan Borough Council

Marie Lynch
divisional manager for care management and 
assessment services and principal social worker
Halton Borough Council

Kelly McAleese
principal social worker
Rutland County Council

Vanessa Ward
principal social worker
Derbyshire County Council

Helen Wilsdon
principal social worker
Sheffield City Council

About the SpringBoard 
programme
SpringBoard has been 
specifically designed for 
principal social workers 
(PSWs). The scheme, 
which ran for the first time 
in 2021, helps participants 
build a solid foundation  
of essential leadership 
skills, developing their 
ability to forge effective 
professional relationships. 
It offers a unique 
opportunity to discover a 
range of tools and 
techniques designed to 
enable individuals to 
unlock their full potential. 
This programme consists 
of blended learning, with 
online coaching, group 
webinars, Q&A sessions 
and distance learning. 
Participants are also 
required to undertake a 
range of assignments to 
successfully complete the 
programme, which 
comprises three modules 
phased over four-week 
periods, with breaks in 
between each segment.

THE THREE 
SPRINGBOARD 
MODULES ARE:
l  Emotional Intelligence 

and The Growth Mindset 
– learn and develop key 
skills to build confidence, 
emotional intelligence 
and mindset, including 
understanding personal 
drivers, motivators  
and stressors, and 
identifying the 
importance of resilience 
for long-term success.

l  Personal Impact and 
Influencing Others – 
develop skills to improve 
personal impact when 
influencing others, 
including around 
presenting to groups or 
one-on-one, delivering 
negative news, and 
creating agreement  
and momentum.

l  Assertiveness and 
Challenging Positively – 
develop and enhance 
skills to be more 
assertive and to 
challenge positively, 
including tips for 
working with different 
personality types, 
learning how to  
create urgency and 
building techniques  
for managing crises.

The second SpringBoard 
programme is scheduled  
to run between April and 
June 2022. It is open to 
PSWs who are ADASS 
members, who have at 
least two years’ experience 
as a PSW and who are 
considering the next step 
in their career. 

In line with our policy 
commitment to equality 
and diversity, we wish to 
encourage and support 
applicants from under-
represented groups  
and will work with  
ADASS regional chairs  
and other colleagues to 
attract applicants from 
these groups.

Meet the 2021 cohort
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Simon Homes
principal social worker, Isle of Wight 
Council and vice-chair of national PSW 
Network

This is a profession where  
you shouldn’t stand still – you 
should be developing all the 

time,” says Simon Homes. He’s been the 
adults’ PSW on the Isle of Wight since late 
2018, having also worked under the same 
job title within the island’s children’s 
services earlier in the decade. 

“I’m always looking upwards, sideways 
and outwards to see what my next move 
might be – assistant director-level roles or 
national roles – and was thinking that this 
would help as a stepping-stone into that 
place,” Simon continues. “For me it is about 
what it says on the tin – a SpringBoard.”

While being disarmingly open about his 
ambitions associated with participating, 

Simon adds that he took a number of key 
lessons from the course, notably through 
being able to reflect on his interactions 
with others. 

“[I learned that] I need to work a bit more 
in terms of enabling, pausing a bit and 
letting others make the decisions,” he says. 
“That’s quite a challenge – sometimes you 
have to take charge – but I think there’s 
more I can do in terms of me not moving 
straight to solution all the time.” 

The course has also proved valuable in 
helping maintain a sharp focus in relation to 
the work of the practice development team 
he manages, Simon goes on. 

“The team is quite broad in its context 
and aims – so I consciously have to revisit 
the vision, the parameters,” he explains. 
“When a new assignment comes in, it’s 
usually quite blurry, so I have to work with 
my team to get everyone into a position 
where they can see the journey – setting a 
vision, goals, action plan and milestones, 

those project-management techniques, 
have been really helpful.”

Returning to the subject of his original 
motivations for applying for SpringBoard, 
Simon says he would not hesitate to 
recommend it to other PSWs.

“That piece around self-awareness, in 
the leadership of social work, has never 
been more vital – you need to revisit your 
own skill set, in order to avoid becoming 
stagnant,” he says. “In a time where social 
care is in the forefront of people’s minds, we 
need PSWs to be on their game and 
leading – and having the tools to do that.”

Kelly McAleese
principal social worker, Rutland County 
Council

I have no immediate aspirations 
to be a director,” reflects Kelly 
McAleese. “What I wanted out  

of SpringBoard was to learn more about 
leadership, whether what I was doing  
was effective, and what other methods 
were out there.

“Social work is a very niche area of 
management – when you talk about 
managing people, some of the business 
models of standard leadership do work,” 
she continues. “But I think you need to have 
that slight tweak, to recognise the specific 
challenges of the sector.”

Kelly has been the adults’ PSW at 
Rutland, famously England’s smallest 

county, since March 2017. Her job splits 
“about half and half” between delivering 
clinical supervision and support for staff, 
and conducting reviews and audits and 
creating policy.

But, Kelly adds, a crucial facet of the 
PSW role that rarely makes it into job 
descriptions is its scope for influencing 
others. It’s an area she says SpringBoard 
has “absolutely helped me with”, in terms of 
approaching tricky conversations.

“It’s about how I manage them, and 
make it easier for the other party – it’s not 
necessarily even a big change. For 
example, I’ve got a colleague that doesn’t 
need all the backstory – even though I love 
giving it – they just want the key messages,” 
she chuckles. 

While Kelly notes that the course offered 
her “plenty to take away” in terms of new 
techniques to add to her management 

toolkit, she also remarks that it gave her 
confidence by highlighting other things that 
she was already doing well.

“Actually there was a lot in there where I 
thought, ‘Oh, I kind of do that already, and I 
just need to build on it a bit more,’” she 
says. “It’s great to have that balance – for 
me, it’s nice to know that you’ve not been 
flying blind in the job.”

SPRING 2022ADASS | TUNSTALL

SpringBoard

4

‘You need to revisit your own skill  
set to avoid becoming stagnant’

Approaching tricky conversations

When you talk about managing 
people, some of the standard  
models translate to social work – 
but you need to have a slight 
tweak, to recognise sector-
specific challenges

You should be developing all the 
time – I’m always looking upwards, 
sideways and outwards to see 
what my next move might be



Richard Cattell
principal social worker and head of 
professional practice, Brighton and Hove 
City Council

One of the main challenges  
of being a principal social worker 
is having one foot in practice  

and the other in strategy,” says Richard 
Cattell. “There’s no other role quite like it  
in local authorities.”

The unique PSW job description – 
which also varies between employers – 
comes with “design flaws”, continues 
Richard, a seasoned PSW who has been 
in the job at Brighton and Hove City 
Council for more than eight years.

“You can end up either being – or at 
least trying to be – all things to all people, 
or focusing on a small part of the role and 
missing some of the other key parts,” he 
explains. “The SpringBoard programme 

enabled me to reevaluate where I was and 
what I was prioritising, and how I could stop 
the drift towards being everywhere, all at 
once – it’s tough trying to focus your role, 
while maintaining leadership credibility.”

Richard, who says he’s just  
beginning to think about possible next 
career steps, says any move upward 
would be motivated by a desire to see 
social work values represented at the top 
level, in an environment where that’s not 
always the case. 

“Part of me thinks I would like to be 
there, so I could make sure those skills and 
knowledge can inform an organisation’s 
running and development,” he says. “The 
course has already enabled me to feel 
more confident in asserting the values of 
social work [in conversation with others] 
alongside all the other priorities that senior 
leaders need to be taking account of.”

Richard says he was drawn to applying 
for SpringBoard based on there not having 

been anything directly comparable 
available to PSWs in the past.

“The thing I liked more than  
anything was its heavy emphasis on 
relational leadership – basically working 
alongside people and how you negotiate 
differences, and differing priorities,”  
he says. Besides discussions with  
senior leaders, he says the toolkit 
SpringBoard provides has helped him 
when supporting social workers dealing 
with difficult practice situations. 

“There was an interesting example 
where I was approached by a frontline 
social worker and a team manager with a 
tough case, involving a local government 
ombudsman complaint and some tricky 
family dynamics,” he says. “I found myself 
applying [problem-solving models] to a 
real-life social work situation, which was 
fascinating, and their response was, ‘This 
is brilliant, I feel really comfortable going 
back to that family now.’”

Vanna Changlee
principal social worker, London Borough  
of Waltham Forest

S everal key points attracted Vanna 
Changlee to the SpringBoard 
course, the Waltham Forest PSW 

– whose role spans both children’s and 
adults’ services – explains. 

“It was one of the only times I’d seen 
something particularly geared to PSWs – 
most things tend to be for assistant 
directors,” she recalls. 

“I was at the stage where I was thinking 
about where to go next  – where do PSWs 
go, to an AD role, or do we just retire?” 
Vanna jokes. More seriously, she adds that 
she also welcomed the programme’s focus 
on attracting applicants from Black and 
minority ethnic backgrounds. 

While Vanna says there is room for the 
course to improve in terms of fulfilling the 
latter aim, she adds that she welcomed the 
opportunity to meet – albeit virtually – with 
PSWs from around the country.

“That was really helpful – some of  
the things that came up were very similar,” 
she says. “No matter where you are, we’re 
all facing comparable  challenges and 
issues – not feeling that you’re alone with it 
is important.”

Like several other PSWs who joined 
SpringBoard, Vanna notes that learning 
from the programme has been invaluable 
in terms of navigating meetings with senior 
figures of various personality styles. But, 
she continues, “I was also able to take [the 
learning] back to my team.”

“I got them to think about who they 
interact with, and whether there are 
different things they need to do in order to 

get the responses they want from people, 
and to have better working relationships,” 
she says.

“The course really brought to fore the 
behaviours we experience in our working 
life – the coaching and guidance was 
exceptional,” Vanna adds. “[Trainer] Will’s 
anecdotes brought things to life, and him 
using some of the techniques on us during 
the modules was quite funny.”
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‘I was able to take the  
learning back to my team’

Asserting social work values

The SpringBoard course really 
brought to fore the behaviours  
we experience in our working  
life – the coaching and guidance 
was exceptional
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Gemma Laister
principal social worker, Hull City Council

More than anything, I learned 
about myself,” says Gemma 
Laister, Hull’s adults’ PSW  

when asked what she’s taken from the 
SpringBoard course. “The breadth of 
what’s involved is really wide, but when  
I got to the end of module three, I could 
really see how it all interlinked, from what 
I’d learned six months ago in module one.”

Asked for examples of personal insight, 
Gemma laughs. “It sounds minor, but it’s 
huge: I always thought I was a really good 
listener,” she says. “The course taught me 
I wasn’t actively listening like I should, 
because of the distractions of the job, and 
being more in the virtual world now“

Every time I’m in a one-to-one meeting, I 
now turn my emails off, so that notifications 

don’t pop in,” she continues. “Small things 
like that can have a big impact on the 
people you work with and I’m now more 
present, I hope – it’s funny how it can take 
something like this for you to reflect on such 
a simple thing.”

In common with several of the 
SpringBoard cohort, Gemma also 
comments on how the programme has had 
a revolutionary effect on her approach to 
presenting – which in her case came at an 
opportune moment as she was launching a 
new supervision policy across her service. 

“As a group of PSWs we were, at  
first, like, ‘Oh, we do this all the time’ –  
but I’ve completely changed my  
techniques in terms of how I plan and 
deliver a presentation,” she says.  
“The course really made me think about: 
what do the audience need to hear?  
How do I need to deliver this, and why is it 
important to them?”

Gemma adds that she would strongly 
recommend the course to newer PSWs – 
she’s been in post for two years – looking 
to make an impact. 

“I really wanted to learn more about 
change, and people’s motivators, and how 
we can positively lead – so the opening 
module was fascinating,” she says. “Our 
senior management team have as a result 
now decided we’re going to do more work 
around that as a group – that’s a massive 
impact in itself.”

Vanessa Ward, 
principal social worker, Derbyshire County 
Council

V anessa Ward admits she’s 
sometimes found herself sitting in 
training courses wondering how 

applicable the content was going to end up 
being to her role. 

“But this one was so focused on things 
that really interest me – so it first piqued my 
interest, and then gave me a lot of practical 
steps to use,” she says. “Social work and 
leadership are about people and 
relationships – so SpringBoard really lent 
itself to my value base, and has enabled 
me to actively pick a tool off the shelf, in any 
meeting or interaction where I’ve been 

thinking someone is not really engaging 
with me.”

Unlike some PSWs, Vanessa – who  
has been in post with Derbyshire County 
Council for six years – does not directly 
manage any staff. 

“That’s really positive – it frees me up to 
do floating activity and I can move, within the 
transformation service where my role sits, 
and be wherever I need to be,” she explains. 
“But it can also make it quite difficult to 
implement things because I can’t just tell my 
team to do them – I have to negotiate with 
operational management structures, and try 
to encourage and influence.”

As an example, Vanessa begins by 
mentioning phone calls where she has to 
make requests on people who are already 
too busy, and how she will now plan ahead 

to consider how they could be supported in 
order to draw a positive response. 

“With some of the more difficult 
relationships that I’ve got, I’ve been able to 
recognise some of the reasons why,” she 
goes on. “I’ve used [techniques from the 
course or elements of them] in a wide range 
of situations: working with service users and 
carers, working within the wider system, in 
meetings, audits and one-to-ones – almost 
every interaction.”

Techniques to inform  
almost every interaction

‘Small things can have a big 
impact on people you work with’

SpringBoard has enabled me to 
pick a tool off the shelf in any 
interaction where I’ve been 
thinking someone is not engaging

I’ve completely changed my 
techniques in terms of how I plan 
and deliver a presentation – the 
course really made me think: what 
do the audience need to hear?



All of the SpringBoard 
participants who fed back to 
ADASS or were interviewed 
for this report gave positive 
assessments of the 
programme. But as with any 
course running for the first 
time there were elements 
that were less universally 
popular, or where it was 
identified that improvements 
could be made. Looking 
ahead to the second year of 
the programme, there will be 
a number of areas ADASS 
and our partners will be 
looking at to ensure our 
2022 cohort have an even 
better experience. 

BAPTISM OF FIRE
Most of the SpringBoard cohort came into 
the course expecting to be challenged – 
with many commenting that it surpassed 
their expectations, in a good way. But 
during the feedback session held by 
ADASS and Tunstall, some also 
commented that they found the initial panel 
interview that formed part of the application 
process unexpectedly gruelling.

“It was quite daunting to go into a digital 
room – with so many people asking so 
many questions, it felt like a job interview,” 
said Derbyshire’s Vanessa Ward. “That did, 
however, raise my expectations a bit more 
that I was going to get onto something 
special if I got through it.”

A VIRTUAL NETWORK
As with so many activities since March 
2020, the SpringBoard programme was 
pushed into an entirely online format as a 
result of the coronavirus pandemic. 

This was not an entirely unwelcome 
development, with some delegates noting 
that they had been under unprecedented 
levels of pressure over the past year and so 
were grateful to be able to simply click into 
the course from their home or office. 

Despite this though, a number of 
participants said they felt that not having 
any face-to-face time with their peers, 
particularly in terms of an ice-breaking 
session, acted as an inevitable brake on 
building bonds. Some pointed out that is an 
especially important factor on a course that 
involves making yourself vulnerable 
through sharing tough work situations.

“On reflection, the way the course was 
delivered was quite functional,” said 
Richard Cattell, Brighton and Hove 
Council’s PSW. “It could have been nice to 
have some more time where it was less 
structured, and we could have had some 
more informal space together as a group – 

but that in itself is a real challenge when it’s 
online, taking turns.”

Covid permitting, it’s to be hoped that the 
next SpringBoard will be held in a hybrid 
form, with in-person meet-ups sandwiching 
remote working sessions. 

COMPETITIVE EDGE
While not an integral part of the 
SpringBoard programme, a virtual 
leaderboard that tracked participants’ 
progress, including assignments completed 
and time spent on the course platform, 
proved divisive. 

Some said they viewed this as a fun 
feature that stoked their competitive edge, 
while others found it an uncomfortable 
experience – and others felt pulled between 
the two positions. 

“I was horrified that there was a 
leaderboard – I thought, oh my God, what 
on earth is this?” said Helen Wilsdon, 
Sheffield City Council’s PSW, during the 
feedback session. “But actually, as we 
started to work through the course and 
people started to gain points and badges 
and certificates, it was massively 
encouraging for me to know where I was, 
and I found it a motivator.” 

360 VISION
An optional extra for the initial SpringBoard 
cohort was to undertake a 360-degree 
feedback exercise before starting the 
programme, in order to increase their 
personal insight and help them prepare. Six 
participants took up the offer.

“I was particularly attracted to the 360 
offer, because I think we’re limited in 
opportunities to get feedback in that way,” 
said Vanessa Ward. “I chose people that I 
have had challenging conversations with – 
because you get to this point in your career 
and you feel sometimes that some people 
say what you want to hear – and was really 
humbled that they took the time to respond, 
so it was really valuable to me.”

But members of the cohort also 
commented that the questions could have 
been better aligned to their job roles, with 
some adding that the 360 – which was 
delivered in partnership with BASW could 
have been more integrated into the course 
as a whole. 
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Looking forward

It could have been nice to have 
some more time where it was less 
structured, and we could have had 
some more informal space 
together as a group
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