NES General Practice 

Returners to General Practice – policy paper
Definition:  A returner is defined as a doctor who has certification of completion of GP training by the competent authority and current GMC registration and, in addition, has not been working in clinical General Practice for the preceding two years or greater.  

Background

GPs require career breaks for a variety of reasons.  Supporting re-entry of such doctors back into General Practice is a stated priority for NHSScotland.  

Funding for returner training is the responsibility of the SHA’s in England and NES in Scotland, although such funding is contained within global budgets and no longer ring-fenced.  Guidance for doctors considering returning to the GP workforce is available from the GPC(1). 

Under the National Minimum Wage Regulations 1999, GP returners should receive a salary.  It is stated that there is “strong possibility” that it is illegal for a practice / employer not to pay a salary to a retuning GP even if the GP is willing to work voluntarily.

There is however no requirement in legislation for a GP to undergo a period of returner training, and a doctor wishing to work as a GP in the UK only requires to be on the GMC’s new GP register and the Performers List in the Health Board area that they wish to work. 

Doctors applying to join the Performers list are required to produce their certification from the competent authority, GMC registration and two clinical referees.  There is no routine process at Health Board level to check for continuity of clinical experience by the applicant. 

Employers have a duty of care to the public to ensure that doctors working in their service are fit to do so, and individual GPs have a duty to ensure that they are not working beyond their competence and that their skills are kept up to date(2).

Current Returner Guidance

As stated above guidance to doctors is available from the GPC.  Guidance to employers / Deaneries is provided in a joint BMA COGPED letter to SHA’s in England(3).  However since the disbandment of the National GP Returners Scheme there is no official guidance for Deaneries on appointment and assessment of GP returners.  Other sources of guidance available are now out of date(4).   

COPED guidance suggests that following Deanery interview and consideration of the returning doctor’s educational needs that a minimum period of 6 months full time training will be required.  This should be based in a training practice with educational supervision by a GP trainer.  

Assessment of returners

The London Deanery and NIMDTA have published details of their selection and assessment processes for GP returners(5;6).  London proposes a selection process involving interview, MCQ paper and a simulated surgery.  End point assessments are an NHS log book and a simulated surgery at exit.  They are considering in addition the RCGP AKT for exit assessment.  The Northern Ireland Deanery uses interview, the RCGP PEP, and formative assessment by trainers.  Assessment of consultation skills is currently by the NSAB video and returners are expected to complete the RCGP AKT.  

Returners to NHSScotland 
Although not part of explicit policy, Scottish Government wishes to facilitate GPs retuning to General Practice(7).  Funding of returners is via the central NES GP budget, and availability of funds will fluctuate with other competing pressures such as remedial training.  

GP returners are fully qualified GPs and there is no legal requirement for summative examinations.  However assessment is integral to learning and a suitable GP returner GP assessment package based on best evidence is proposed.

The following proposals are agreed by the NES GP Director / Assistant Director group:

· A doctor seeking GP returner training should contact the appropriate Deanery and be offered an interview with the GP Director.

· Following interview, the GP Director applies for funding from the NES GP central budget

· A six month full time placement or equivalent part time should be offered to all suitable candidates.

· Selection assessments would only be required in exceptional circumstances

· The GP returner will be placed in a training practice and have a GP trainer appointed as Educational supervisor.

· Assessments should be formative and assessment tools used should ensure coverage of the GP curriculum and be based on best evidence(8;9)
· Formative assessments during the training period should utilise standard WPBA tools such as Case Based Discussion, PSQ, MSF and the Educational Supervisors report.  
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