What is a course
organizer?

Introduction

The need for course organizers is obvious only in retrospect. Most other developed
countries do not have a real equivalent, nor do the major hospital specialty training
schemes in the UK. The innovative nature of the post is not diminished by the
observation that it was conceived in haste and born in compromise. Course organizers
emerged at a time of innovation in general practice, following the establishment of
the College of General Practitioners (in 1952), the GP Charter (in 1965), the appear-
ance of the first university departments of general practice, and the appointment in
1972 of the first regional advisers. According to Pereira Gray (1986), the introduction
of course organizers was so rapid that there was no time to plan or negotiate their job
description or remuneration. In effect the course organizer was defined as a trainer
with a group instead of a trainee, and his job was to act as a link between the trainees
and the Regional Adviser (Director.) It was envisaged that he could respond to trainees’
enquiries, plan release courses, negotiate hospital posts, liaise with trainer work-
shops, participate in trainer approval visits and give briefings to the regional advisers.

The course organizer’s role has developed rapidly since then. Course organizers now
have their own association (the Association of Course Organizers (ACO)) which runs
educational courses and conferences, and a journal dealing with vocational training
issues (see Chapter 15). In 1992, the level of remuneration was upgraded from the
trainer’s grant to the second point on the NHS consultant scale.

Course organizers have been described by the Royal College of General Practitioners
as one of the major successes in vocational training (RCGP, 1989). Our social work
colleagues frequently complain that they are being handicapped by the proliferation
of statutory functions. Course organizers, on the other hand, suffer from a lack of
such official guidelines. For GP registrars the trainer is the key educator. The course
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organizer has a supplementary role which does not figure in the vocational training
regulations. Many do not receive a useful job description or contract of appointment.
Course organizers might thus be seen as responsible for everything in vocational
training, as some job descriptions seem to suggest, and accountable for nothing. Their
efforts in assessment, appraisal and liaison are not backed up by any sanction or
powers. This powerless role provides a useful degree of flexibility and minimizes
conflict, but it may also cause frustration and loss of orientation.

The lack of a clearly defined job description does not simplify things. There is no
shortage of people who seem to know what a course organizer should be doing.
Demands, many quite inappropriate, create conflicts of priority. Furthermore, with
no clear-cut curriculum for the day-release course, every perceived shortcoming on
the part of recent trainees is liable to be ascribed to inadequate training. The course
organizer, as the GP teacher with highest visibility, is therefore perceived as the obvi-
ous target for such demands and reproaches.

The diversity of structures is another source of confusion. Every region in the UK
has its own way of doing things. Course organizers perform such a variety of roles
that it is impossible for everyone to be proficient and effective in all of them. The
common factor here is that perceptions of the course organizer are vague, even among
GPs. Course organizers have to take responsibility for this by clarifying what they
can do best, and how to do it. If course organizers do not know who they are and what
they are for, can they be surprised if they are regarded and treated inappropriately?

Existing literature

There is a distinct lack of recent literature concerning the role and function of the
course organizer. This may be due, in part, to the shifting sands of the early nineties
when the whole scene of general practice experienced a period of considerable change.

The role of the course organizer underwent greatest scrutiny during the 1980s.
Following a decade of development and the establishment of the ACO there came a
plateau period and a communications network was in place which facilitated a re-
view of progress. The subject has not been seriously revisited since then on a nation-
wide basis. This period gave rise to four main sources of information about the work
and workload of the course organizer.

¢ Evans (1990) found considerable diversity even within one Region (Trent). He con-
cluded that this diversity encourages variation and innovation but creates problems
with recruitment, standardization and progress.

e Fairclough (1985) was commissioned by the ACO to convene a working party to
produce an outline job description. This resulted in a formidable array of tasks,
amounting to 45 items and statements.



