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More Than Skills: 
Developing 
Professional CNAs

How values, assumptions, 
interpretation and behavior
combine to create professional 
practice

There isn't one way to 
BE “professional.”

Professionalism is often something we define for other people.
Professional identity asks people to understand who they are within their profession.
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People Shape Professionals.
■ All of us who interact with CNAs have some influence 

over what this profession becomes

■ Developing a professional is complicated

■ We all occupy different parts of their timeline

■ Maybe instead of professionalism we need to develop 
professional identity (that is different for each person 
and not depend on someone else definition)

Influences on Our Professional Identity

Where Did You Learn How To Be A 

“Professional”?
■ Who taught you how to handle uncertainty?

■ Who taught you what to do after you screwed something up?

■ Who taught you whether asking for help made you look competent or 
incompetent?

■ Who taught you what was worth reporting?
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What has changed in the students coming into your 
programs over the last 5–10 years? 

What has changed in the way you have to teach them? 

CNA Expectations
■ Recognize that something is different. 

■ Know which changes matter. 

■ Prioritize competing demands. 

■ Understand when an instruction doesn't quite fit the situation. 

■ Speak up when they're concerned. 

■ Ask questions instead of just completing the task. 

■ Individualize care rather than simply following the routine. 

■ Understand the person behind a “behavior.” 

■ Exercise judgment while also knowing the limits of their role.

Core Values
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Notice
• What gets my attention?

• What actually happened? 
What did I observe?

Interpret
• What does this mean?

• Values, Past experiences, 
Knowledge, Training, 
Culture, Expectations
Assumptions, Bias, 
Context

Respond
• We don't respond to what 

we notice. We respond to 
what we believe it means.

Our Thinking Framework
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Notice
Student entered the 
classroom at 8:10. 

Class began at 8:00

“She's irresponsible.” Respond
Each meaning will 
produce a different 

response

How Our Values Shape This

“Something probably 
happened.”

“She doesn't respect the 
rest of the class.”

“I wonder if she 
understands the 
attendance expectations.”

Notice
Resident self transfers 
multiple times without 

staff assistance

They’re impulsive Respond
Each meaning will 
produce a different 

response

Clinical Application

They’re noncompliant

They forget they need help

They think they can do it 
themselves.

Feedback
What do students seem most prepared for when they leave you? 

Where do they seem least prepared? 

Are there things we're expecting of CNAs in practice that you don't think we're 
adequately preparing them for anywhere along this timeline?
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Our Part of the Timeline
Psychotropic 
stewardship

• trying to refocus conversations about resident back toward 
understanding the person and what may be contributing. 

Change in condition
• facilities are receiving citations where information was 

available but didn't necessarily turn into recognition, 
assessment, communication, or follow-through. 

Person-centered 
care

• continuing to wrestle with how we keep the individual person 
at the center when care is delivered through increasingly 
complicated systems. 

How information is 
given to CNAs • Kardexes, TARs, checklists, documentation expectations, etc. 

“Critical thinking” and “common sense”

Did they fail to NOTICE?
○ Then maybe the issue is recognition.  Did we teach them what matters?
Did they NOTICE but misINTERPRET?

○ Then perhaps it's knowledge, experience, assumptions, baseline 
information, or reasoning.

Did they notice and interpret correctly but fail to RESPOND?

Common Sense & Critical Thinking & Change in Condition
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Feedback
What are you hearing from students after they begin working in facilities?

What do you wish facility leaders understood about how CNAs are being taught today?

Maybe we're expecting 
something from CNAs that 
nobody has actually taken 

responsibility for developing.

You Get Them Early

Help them figure out what matters to them.

Core values.

Ask them: Who do you want to be when you do this work?

Professional identity.

Teach them to separate what I saw from what I think it means.
Teach them that ‘I don't know yet’ isn't failure. 
Teach them to ask: What else could be true?

NIR.
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Broken Escalator - YouTube
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