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foreword
This publication is one of a series of four ‘Sustaining Practice Learning’ reports
commissioned by the Learning Resource Network on behalf of Skills for Care and the
Children’s Workforce Development Council (CWDC)
Building on the activities of the Practice Learning Taskforce and Learning Resource
Network, this work is now led by the Social Work Development Partnership between Skills for
Care and CWDC.
Just as the context of social work has changed rapidly since the introduction of the degree
in social work, so have the people involved in this important work. These publications are a
way to share what has been achieved and communicate the key features of success. The
learning that has been gained will continue to shape and influence the future direction of
social work development, particularly in relation to the quantity, quality and diversity of
practice learning opportunities and the continuing professional development of social
workers.
The reports are commended to you as an opportunity to share and record the findings of
projects undertaken during 2006–2008 by a range of stakeholders concerned with
developing and sustaining the supply of practice learning opportunities. They investigate
and capture what has worked well in a selection of local authorities, national social care
organisations and in non-traditional settings that have created and sustained quality
placements for social work students.
The research in the four Sustaining Practice Learning reports can inform the debate about
best practice in practice learning, but it does not claim to be the definitive statement of that
best practice. There is currently, and with good reason, a particular emphasis on the
required placements with statutory agencies, and these are addressed in the first of the four
reports. But, as is clearly stated there, that report’s results are from just 18 of the 150 local
authorities with social services responsibility in England. It is to be hoped that other
instructive issues, and useful solutions, are to be found among other authorities.
The fact of current concern being particularly focused on more and better statutory practice
learning opportunities does not detract from the excellent work that has been done to
develop other, ‘non-traditional’, opportunities too, and these are addressed in the second,
third and fourth reports (including the present volume). These progress reports and case
studies are not prescriptive, but are intended to inspire and support practice learning
opportunities in varied settings in voluntary and private sector organisations, with learning of
value for social work undertaken either in those bodies, or in partnership with them.
This report is presented to the sector with the authority of the Social Work Development
Partnership, on whose behalf it is published by Skills for Care. The research and writing
were entirely contracted out to Sheffield Hallam University, where the work was undertaken
by Mark Doel, Pete Nelson, Elaine Flynn and Caroline Mulrooney. Their efforts, and those of
Allison Coleman of the National Organisation of Practice Teachers, and the contributions of
all the respondents to the research, are greatly appreciated.

introductory note
This research report clearly identifies the variation of arrangements in relation to
determining appropriate roles, titles and training for those involved in practice education.
Over the last three or four years many regions have sought to develop good practice
guidelines or standards in a drive to promote consistency and provide clarification; some
examples can be found on www.practicelearning.org.uk.
However, at consultation events held in 2007, employers and HEIs overwhelmingly
supported the development of national standards for practice learning. A quality assurance
benchmark statement and guidance on the monitoring of practice learning opportunities is
being promoted across the country in the academic year 2008/09. This followed a
successful pilot in the North West region. The revised version dated February 2009, which
can be downloaded from www.practicelearning.org.uk, contains a glossary of roles and
definitions.
A project group led by GSCC is currently developing standards for practice educators,
including training and qualification requirements, which we intend will be finalised during
the 2008/9 academic year.
National Social Work Development Team
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executive summary
This research was conducted with sixteen
sites or projects in which social work
practice learning was innovative yet
sustained over a period of at least two years.
Most, but not all, of the sites were 'nontraditional' in that there were no social work
qualified staff working in the site. Research
was conducted by questionnaires and
telephone interviews (see Appendices 1-3).
The sites were selected with the help of
Skills for Care national and regional practice
learning leads. They included sites in
educational, health, criminal justice, service
user-led, black and minority and other nontraditional settings across England which
had been developed with the support of the
Skills for Care Learning Resource Network.
They were chosen because they were sites
that were considered to be positive
exemplars of sustained, quality practice
learning. It is not suggested, therefore, that
they are typical or representative overall.
The research aimed to identify the factors
that had led to successful provision of social
work practice learning over time.
The findings from the research are
presented as six main themes:
1 ‘Added value’ of social work students
Social work students were viewed very
positively and seen to 'add value' to the
practice learning site in these ways:
• personal qualities, such as innovation
and energy
• more time to spend with people who
used the site's services
• developing new services or information,
often through project work
• bringing a social work perspective to the
site, helping 'regular' staff to reconsider
their practice
•

bringing new and current knowledge (for
example of legislation)

•

improving the site's image and, therefore,
its recruitment potential.

These are all very positive, but social work
students need to be aware of the expectations and hopes that might lie before them.
2 How students learn in these sites
The research threw light on the ways in which
students learned about social work practice
in these non-traditional sites. Adequate
preparation, for both the individual student
and also the site, is a strong factor. Wholeday pre-placement visits by prospective
students are recommended so that anxieties
on all sides can be addressed. There needs
to be confidence all round in the site's ability
to provide appropriate learning opportunities
and the National Occupational Standards
were named directly by 69% of the
respondents as very significant in helping
'translate' the experiences available to
students into social work learning outcomes.
However, this translation was not easy and
benefited from guidance by someone
experienced in practice learning.
A wide range of activities were reported to
support the student's learning, and these
were not dissimilar to the kind of activities
one would expect to see from traditional and
statutory sites for social work practice
learning. There was perhaps a greater
incidence of project-based work in the sites
in this study.
3 Infrastructure
The success of these sites for practice
learning depended as much on the systems
and networks that sustained them as on the
direct experience of students in the site itself.
Unlike earlier research (Doel et al, 2007) which
found a patchwork quilt of models for practice
learning, the current research indicates a
more consistent picture emerging. Although
there were variations on the theme, the model
of on-site practice supervisors providing dayto-day oversight of the student's practice
learning, supported by experienced off-site
practice educators, was strongly in evidence.
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Training for practice supervisors and practice
educators is very patchy in terms of its
duration and whether it is credit-rated or
assessed. The lack of consistency or
regulation is potentially damaging to the
quality of practice learning and makes it
difficult for those who undertake training in
this area to build credit and to move from
practice supervisor into practice educator
roles. Equally confusing is the plethora of
terms used for the different roles, preventing
comparisons and inhibiting the future of social
work practice learning. See Appendix 4 for an
example of suggested standard terms.

from high performing local authorities (Doel,
2005) which reported considerable 'trade'
between agency and academy, this was
less evident in this study. This probably
reflects the fact that these sites are relatively
new and other kinds of contact with the
practice education community (such as
teaching in class, joint appointments, mutual
research, etc.) take time to mature. Only
19% of the sites in this current study had
formal service level agreements. University
tutors were quite low profile in this study and
considerable differences were noted in the
responsiveness of different tutors.

Staff dedicated to the work of finding,
developing and supporting these new sites for
practice learning have played a crucial role.
Their work, for example, in 'translating' the
National Occupational Standards into activities
that practice supervisors can understand, has
been the catalyst to enable many sites to
develop the confidence and the expertise to
offer placements. The funding that appointed
these workers, and which continues to support
practice learning through the daily placement
fee (DPF), is seen as very important in
sustaining the quantity and quality of practice
learning opportunities.

5

Groups play a significant part in providing
peer support and learning for students, and
groups for practice supervisors have potential,
though are not (yet?) very well developed.
Potential sites for social work practice learning
need to consider how students can be linked
in to support groups and what social work
practice education networks are available to
the site. There are also implications for the
demands that facilitated groups make on the
practice educator, who may or may not be
skilled in this area.
4

Trading patterns

Non-traditional sites for practice learning are
making a significant contribution in the
numbers of placements provided (56%
reported offering six or more a year), with
evidence of expansion. Unlike the findings
2

Not all plain sailing

Although the tenor of responses was
positive, many sites noted early difficulties,
usually arising from scepticism that the site
could provide appropriate learning
opportunities. We have already noted the
role that the National Occupational
Standards played in providing a common
language to bridge these concerns, as well
as the significance of solid preparation,
training and support.
6

Change over time

The sites in this study persisted beyond
initial setbacks and achieved changes in the
mindsets of all those involved. The belief in
the 'added value' of students was something
that came with time and experience, and the
confidence of the university, the practice
educators and the students in the site's
capacity also had to be earned over time.
Three-quarters of the sites in this study
offered placements to students across the
whole timespan of their studies, contrary to
expectations that they would be largely early
placements.
The role of individual development workers
and practice learning coordinators was
critical in launching these sites, but the
factors that sustain them are complex, as
outlined in this summary and detailed in the
rest of this document.
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introduction
aims of the research
This is the third component of a research
project to consider how social work practice
education is sustained. This component
aimed to gather information from practice
learning sites in non-traditional areas that
had sustained their momentum over at least
two years. We wished to discover what
factors were considered to be significant in
sustaining social work practice learning,
especially in those sites and projects that
are not social work settings and where
practice supervisors are not social workers.

research methods
Ethical approval for the research was
granted through an appropriate research
ethics committee. The places offering
opportunities for practice learning (which we
will refer to as sites or projects) were
selected with the help of national and
regional Skills for Care practice learning
leads, with a view to coverage of different
kinds of work and, as far as possible, a
geographical spread across England.
Included in the sample were education
settings, criminal justice, health, user-led
projects, black and minority ethnic and other
non-traditional sites. These are initiatives
where social work is not the main player, a
situation which is becoming the norm for
qualified social workers, following the
disaggregation of social services in
England.
Two methods were used to find out how
practice learning was organised and
sustained in these sites: emailed
questionnaires and selected telephone
interviews. Where respondents indicated
their consent, there was some follow-up
email contact to clarify or elaborate certain
points in the questionnaire return. In total, 26
sites were contacted by email and 16
responded (62%). It was agreed to target
25% of the sites for telephone interviews; 7
sites were approached and 5 interviews

from four different sites were successfully
completed (see appendix 1 for an overview
of the sites contacted and the responses).
The questionnaire and the telephone
interview protocols are included as
appendices 2 and 3.
The respondents to the questionnaire were
people who had direct responsibilities and
knowledge of the site (either as a manager
or learning coordinator). They frequently
included comments from others in the site,
as well as attaching supporting
documentation such as evaluation reports.
The telephone interviews were conducted
with a range of other stakeholders. The
findings from questionnaires and interviews
were largely qualitative and the themes were
analysed by sort and category; these are
reported in the Findings section.

the settings
The research set out to consider the way in
which social work practice education had
been sustained in six different categories of
setting:
• black and minority ethnic
• criminal justice
• education
• health
• service user-led projects
• other non-traditional sites.
There were responses from 16 of the 26
practice sites that were contacted (see
appendix 1 for the full list). Initially there was
concern that this would not provide
sufficiently large subgroups to make any
meaningful comparisons between the
categories of settings. However, in analysing
the responses, it became apparent that the
emerging themes were generic and they
applied across the board, irrespective of
particular setting. For example, the critical
part played by the National Occupational
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Standards, which we will explain in detail
later, was evident right across the practice
sites.
(Missing numbers indicate sites that did not respond).

01

Prison and police project

Placements developed in prisons and the
police service in one region, now being
extended beyond the region. This project
was formally evaluated at each stage.
03

Health care

A project that provides opportunities for
practice learning in a variety of health care
settings through a county. This project was
initially funded by Skills for Care (for two
years) and has now been mainstreamed.
The development worker observed many
different teams within the health trust to
develop them as sites for social work
practice learning.
04

Family care (two questionnaire
responses)

An independent fostering agency for
children with emotional and behavioural
difficulties operating across the whole of the
UK and Ireland. In the region in question
there are seven area teams, each of which
now receive social work students. Practice
learning is coordinated by a learning and
development manager and all the students
across the region meet as a group.
05

Rural hosting

Students from urban-based universities
undertaking their practice learning in one of
two rural counties in the statutory, voluntary
and independent sectors, in return for a
package of support and incentives provided
by the rural local authority. This project is
being formally evaluated.
06

(freelance and local authority employed)
holding the practice teaching award or
undertaking a newly planned practice
teacher's award. Practice supervisors are
generally special educational needs
coordinators and extended schools
coordinators. There is a support group for
the practice supervisors. The plan is to
extend the project from the current three
schools.
07

Estranged children and families

A private company working with children
and families who are estranged from one
another. The organisation works across a
number of authorities and offers practice
learning to students from four universities.
The students have set up their own support
group across all the universities. The
managing director of the company has
overall responsibility for practice learning
and qualified social workers provide
practice education.
08

Community living (mental health)

This is a small voluntary organisation
working with black African/Caribbean
people aged 17 years with mental health
difficulties. Referrals come largely from
community mental health teams and other
statutory organisations in the locale. The
agency provides about ten placements a
year which are supported by two practice
educators.
13 Independent living (learning disability)
Project-based practice learning, working
with particular service users with learning
disabilities to build up community
participation. There are two placements
running concurrently twice a year and this
will be expanded to three. Professional
social work input provided by off-site
practice educators.

Schools

School-based placements which use a mix
of on-site and off-site practice educators
4
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Interprofessional learning in children's
centres

Although interprofessional learning is a
feature of virtually all the sites in the
research, this one specifically focuses on
this aspect. All assistant managers and level
3 children's centre workers undertake
introductory training in practice teaching,
whatever their professional background. Ten
children's centres (across a city and a
county) have become sites for practice
learning for social work and nursing
students. The project is being formally
evaluated.
16

HIV/AIDS project

A small service-user led charity with funding
from the health service. It offers social and
psychological support to those infected by,
and affected by, HIV/ AIDS. Social work
input for students is provided by the project
manager (a qualified nurse mentor as well
as social work practice assessor) and by
periods assigned to specialist social
workers.
17 Service users support (mental health)
This is a service user -led service for people
with mental health problems. The students'
learning is based around project work (for
example, a recent one was increasing the
involvement of black and minority ethnic
communities in service user involvement).
20 Asylum seekers / mental health project
This is a community action project providing
placements for 12 students a year. The
project works with asylum seekers, refugees
and also with people with mental health
problems and each student has choices
about their pathways in the placement.
21

Practice supervision is provided by care
managers, and the training manager of the
organisation offers practice education.
22

Prisons project

Students from two universities experience
placements in the prisons, with one prison
taking up to four students. The practice
supervisors are all allocated mentors to help
them with their new role. Students work with
prisoners on housing and finance issues,
and personal and family relationships.
23

School mentors

This project was developed by the Learning
Resource Network and provides 10 to 12
students with placements with school
mentors. A parallel 'early years' project did
not survive because students felt there were
insufficient learning opportunities and there
was not adequate support to help practice
supervisors to develop this.
24

Consortium of voluntary sector
agencies

This is an independently constituted
voluntary sector organisation with a
membership of 80 other voluntary and
independent sector social care and service
user-led organisations. The consortium is a
member of 'The Practice Learning Alliance'
which has drawn up an agreement with the
two local universities for the delivery of
practice learning. The consortium offers
more than 110 placements a year in a wide
variety of settings.
Direct quotations in the findings are
attributed to specific sites or projects, using
the number codes above.

Service users and carers in
domiciliary and daycare settings

This project works with a wide variety of
service users - adults, children, palliative
care - in domiciliary and day care settings.
How new projects and initiatives in social work practice learning successfully mature
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the findings
The questionnaires and telephone interviews
provided rich data for the investigation of
social work practice learning in innovative
non-social work sites. Below we present the
significant findings from this data. We have
used extensive quotations from the
questionnaires and interviews because
these speak so directly to the themes.

1 ‘added value’ of social
work students
What becomes quickly apparent from the
evidence from this research is the
contribution that social work students make
to the sites where they are placed. None of
the sites that were contacted mentioned any
significant or structural problems in relation
to social work students. This had not been
the case from the beginning and some
noted the great changes they had
experienced as they became more familiar
with the work and the purpose of the
placements. We will return to this theme
later.
Personal qualities
Overwhelmingly, the respondents took time
to record the 'added value' that they felt that
the students brought to the practice site and
one of the recurring themes related to the
particular qualities of the students, such as
energy and commitment.
'The teams within the organisation, who have
provided practice learning opportunities for
social work students, have found they bring
innovative ideas, are creative and
resourceful ... The service users benefit from
their input, their time, their enthusiasm and
dedication.' [03, §5.5.]

More time and new work
As well as these valued qualities, students
were also appreciated for the extra time they
were able to bring to their work with the
site's service users.
6

'They have time to spend with service users,
gathering relevant information, discussing
their individual needs and expectations' [03,
§5.5.]
Moreover, students could often develop a
service or a piece of work that was
additional to that available. This often finds
expression through work on projects that
would not otherwise have been possible.
'The student can get fully involved in
particular issues or needs of a service user;
they can dedicate more time than regular
workers. They can also do work/activities
with the service user that we are not funded
for (e.g. social events). The student can also
act as an independent advocate for service
users in disputes with social services' [13,
§5.5].
'Students give us an opportunity to do those
bits of project work that we have always
wanted to do. These projects inform the
development and improvement of our
services – focusing on accessibility, new
approaches and service need
analysis.' [06, §5.5].
The social work perspective
In some cases the value of the students is
their ability to bring a social work
perspective to a practice site which has no
formal social work presence and the benefits
from exposure to this perspective. One
service user-led organisation specifically
noted that the students brought 'an
understanding of the work and ethos of
social workers and the differentials of our
roles', [17, §5.5]; so they are being expected
to bring their 'social workness' with them. It
was also noted that they brought updated
knowledge of the legislation [07, §5.5]. This
is all fine if the students feel able to do this; if
not, the different expectations might be
difficult to reconcile.
We also need to consider the possible
impact in those agencies where the student
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work might be considered better than the
'regular' standard, as is implicit in this
response:
[The social work students] 'are much more
thorough and therefore provide a detailed
assessment.' [07, §5.6]
Nor is the student just passing trade. Part of
the added value is the impact students have
on the continuing life of the practice site by
virtue of the way in which they can help the
'regulars' (be they workers or service users)
to re-consider their practice and their
experience. It is interesting to reflect how the
comment below, written by some-one
without a social work qualification, is also
often made by experienced social workers in
the practice teacher role.
'I would say to any organisation considering
the provision of [social work] practice
placements to embrace the opportunity, as
this is a learning experience for even those
that think they know it all.' [16, §8.3].
The respondents did not suggest anything
problematic in the added value that students
bring. In general, they consider that the
equation is one of benefit all round.
However, it does suggest that students need
to be aware of these possible expectations,
and to make sure that the relationship does
not become exploitative (it must be stressed
that there was no evidence of this being the
case).
Organisational image and recruitment
One other dimension to this idea of added
value is the benefit to the agency's image
and its presentation to the world.
'We have decided to build up our use of
student placements, as we see that it
provides considerable ‘added value’ to the
service we are able to offer. It also helps us
with recruitment as students may come back
to work with us on our bank [of workers]
whilst still studying, may talk about the

placement thus publicising our organisation
to their peers' [13, §8.2].
Links between practice and recruitment and
retention are not new and have been noted
in more traditional sites for practice learning
(Parker et al, 2006). Successful practice
learning can draw in students as future staff
and present the agency as one which is
committed to continuing professional
development.
'We have had success in recruiting to social
work posts from the students placed - four
from 2006- 2008' [04a, §8.2].
What kind of 'value added' the service users
experienced is difficult to quantify, though it
can be inferred from the comments about
the diligent, enthusiastic work of students
with service users and carers. The following
observation, drawn from an independent
evaluation of the project, gives strong
qualitative evidence of the potential impact
that an individual student can have:
'The student worked with a particular
prisoner, who had serious behaviour
issues. He didn’t talk to staff, was very
guarded, the student started to engage
him, barriers started to come down. The
staff were really sceptical, they didn’t
believe the changes, he began talking
to the staff on the wing, he talked to the
probation officer for the first time in his
several year span of being in and out of
prison. His attitude improved and he
was motivated, he was really positive
about the social worker and stated this
had helped him to see things differently
and want to improve himself….What
better feedback is there than
that?' (Miller 2007, p24).
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2 how students learn in
these sites
The study suggested three major strategies
for helping student learning. The first is the
way in which students are prepared for their
practice learning. The second is the range of
activities for students to take part in; and the
third is the central role of the National
Occupational Standards.
Preparation
Preparation emerges as important not just
for the individual student but also for the
practice site, especially since these sites are
still relatively new to social work and to
social work practice learning. Not
surprisingly, teaching and learning materials
figured strongly as important to preparing
sites in this way. 69% of respondents made
specific reference to induction packs and
training materials as part of their preparation
and 25% referred to training and briefings
provided in-house. 31% referred to the
importance of resources such as desk,
computer and library services.

[We prepare] 'agencies to think through how
they will support the development of a
professional social work identity in a “non
social work” setting [and] we encourage
agencies to see a placement as a “whole
team” experience' [24, §5.2].
Student activities
What kinds of activity do students perform in
these sites to help them to become more
aware of 'what social work is'? The
responses covered a very wide range and
the list below is collated from those
respondents who were specific in naming
activities undertaken by students, as
opposed to listing settings such as
'housing', 'hospice', etc. or intended
outcomes like, 'students are helped to
become more reflective'. The numbers in
brackets indicate how many respondents
(from the 16 questionnaires received) made
a reference to an activity in that category;
since activities were listed by respondents
without any prompts it is safe to say that this
represents the very minimum incidence of
their frequency.

'To support student learning an
Interprofessional Practice Learning
handbook has been devised, in
collaboration with members of the
operational group. The contents include
learning opportunities available in children’s
centres mapped against the National
Occupational Standards for Social Work and
a series of worksheets and reflective
activities to guide learning and stimulate
thinking' [13, §5.4].

• Direct work with people who use the
service [9; implicit in all]

Advance publicity (at university open days)
was recommended and, of course,
preparatory meetings for potential students
with team members and service users.
Indeed, longer, all-day pre-placement visits
were advocated by one site (see later for
details). This service development manager
describes the broader preparation provided
to practice learning sites without social
workers:

• Project work, new initiatives, event
organising, research work [5]

8

• Assessment, planning, intervention,
reviews [7]
• Teamwork, meeting work [7]
• Written work - recording, reports, strategy
documents, minuting [6]
• Work with other professions, networks
and agencies [6]

• Groupwork [4]
• Supervisory role with service users [3]
• Taking part in agency-based training
workshops [3]
• Observation, shadowing, buddying [3].
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It is difficult to estimate how this list might
differ from a list that had been compiled
from traditional practice sites, but there
seem to be more similarities than
differences. However, there seems to be a
greater incidence of activities involving
project work, such as increasing the
inclusion of black and minority ethnic
communities in service user involvement [17,
§1].
National Occupational Standards
How do practice sites with no qualified
social work staff begin to understand what
social work is, never mind helping students
to develop their learning of it? This challenge
has been helped considerably by the
explicit statements in the National
Occupational Standards (NOS) for social
work. NOS is a notion that many other
people, especially in other professions, are
familiar with, so they can transfer this
general understanding to the specifics of
social work NOS, as this respondent makes
clear.
'The practice curriculum is set via a
consideration of the learning needs of both
students and agencies/schools with a
distinct, conscious effort to reflect the
common ground between the National
Occupational Standards for Social Work and
[for] Teaching' [06, §5.2].
Even if the practice supervisor is not familiar
with National Occupational Standards from
another profession, the standards provide a
description of values, knowledge and skills
that appear to be presented at a sufficiently
generic level for people to understand
readily. This is particularly so when the
social work programme has provided
illustrative material which brings the
individual standards to life. It is not only the
practice site that finds this helpful, of
course - students do, too.
'Students rely on the [practice] supervisor's
understanding of the NOS and how these

link to their role within the team relating this
to social work' [03, §5.6].
'Everything [the students] do is referenced
to the units and key roles' [20, §5.6].
One respondent referred to this as
'undertaking a piece of translation work' [24,
T] so that the student can make the
necessary links between what social work is,
what they need and want to learn about in
this placement and how what the site has to
offer can relate to all of this.
In all, 11 of the 16 respondents made
mention of the National Occupational
Standards at some point in the
questionnaire, though it is not once included
as a prompt, and were able to find
opportunities that helped students to
achieve the NOS. The impact of having NOS
was noted positively in all cases; they seem
to provide a key to helping students and
practice supervisors to understand what the
'social work' is in a practice site which is not
specifically social work.
'Positive feedback on the section [of the
handbook for students] relating to the
National Occupational Standards for Social
Work has been consistent' [15, §5.4].

3

infrastructure

Although individual champions can start the
ball rolling, if projects are to sustain
themselves they need to become embedded
into regular working practices. There is a
tension here, perhaps even a paradox, that
new projects and sites need a combination
of energetic innovation and systematic
bedding in. We might bring these latter
factors together and consider them to be the
infrastructure that supports the project or
site. The level and extent of the infrastructure
evident in the responses to this study vary
from just the single site to 'providing an
infrastructure for 110 placements per
year' [24, T].
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Models of support and supervision
A central aspect of the infrastructure is the
model that has developed to support and
supervise the students and their practice
supervisors. A model that seems to be
increasingly common involves on-site
practice supervisors providing day-to-day,
hands-on oversight of the student's learning
and practice, with off-site practice educators
(a qualified social worker with training in
practice teaching) providing individual
supervision, group supervision or a
combination of the two. The practice
educator might be an independent
(freelance) or provided via the local authority
or university.
‘The practice supervisors managed the
practice learning opportunities on a dayto-day basis, and an independent off-site
practice assessor [practice educator],
employed by the university specifically
for this project took the formal
responsibility for the practice learning
opportunity and the student’s
assessment. Students received
fortnightly supervision from their practice
supervisors and three weekly supervision
from the practice assessors
[educators] ... All students also received
group supervision.’ (Miller 2007, p10)
Five respondents specifically mentioned 'offsite practice teachers or assessors' though it
is likely that a larger number relied on this
model. Four mentioned in-house practice
teachers/assessors (but in at least one
example, it was apparent that, though the
term practice assessor was used, they were
not social workers). University tutors were
mentioned as having responsibilities for
teaching and assessing by three
respondents.

for a first year placement [04a, §2.2]. In
another agency where there are no qualified
social workers, project managers are
responsible for induction, supervision and
other support needs and students learn by
working with a specific team on a particular
project [13, §1]. Yet another site with no
qualified staff ensured that students were
assigned for periods with a specialist social
worker in what was described as a 'hub and
spoke' placement model [16, §2.2]. In
suggestions for improvement to the rural
hosting project model, it was noted that
'qualified social work contact [should be]
attached to all placements, even if offsite' [Hek, undated].
What seems critical are clear lines of
communication, especially between the
practice supervisor and the practice
educator [15, T].
Training
The careful nurturing of new sites by staff
dedicated to this role is contrasted against a
very confusing patchwork of training
opportunities to prepare and develop staff
for their roles. There are pleas for greater
clarity and better quality control so that it is
not so hit and miss and so that proper
comparisons can be made from one training
to another.
'To overcome the concerns that new teams
may have regarding the availability of
opportunities for social work students we
provide workshops or one to one training
sessions discussing the specific
requirements of the degree
programme' [03, §4.1 addendum].
'Clarity over current expectations on practice
assessor qualifications would be
valued' [04a, §9].

One agency that did use qualified social
workers in its area teams to supervise and
assess students had developed a policy
whereby a non-social work qualified
manager had acted as a practice supervisor
10
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Practice supervisors
Eight respondents gave information about
nine training opportunities (a-i) for practice
supervisors. Only one of these was
assessed and carried any credit, suggesting
that there is much work to be done to bring
these courses into a ladder of training
opportunities which carry credit that can
build and transfer.
Training course

a

b

c

d

e

f

g

2

5

No. of days
in-house/
external
assessed

5

2

3

3

2

ext

ext

in

in

in

yes

no

no

no

no

-

credits

yes

no

no

no

no

-

h

i

providing details of one or more courses. In
contrast to those courses offered to practice
supervisors, the courses for practice
educators were much more likely to be
provided externally, to be assessed and to
carry credits.
No. of days:

5/
PTA
-

5

1

in

in

ext ext ext ext ext

assessed

-

no

no

no yes yes yes yes

credits

-

no

no

no yes yes yes yes

2

5

5

in-house/external

3

5

5

2

4.5

in

in

No. of days:

no

no

no

in-house/external

ext

int

-

-

-

assessed

no

no yes yes no

no

credits

no

no

no

ext ext

A full 50% of the respondents did not
complete the information requested in the
grid concerning the training provided for
work-based supervisors (practice
supervisors), suggesting that this was either
not taking place or that the respondent was
unaware of it. In either case, this is a
worrying finding. These figures do not tell us
what impact the training has. Miller's (2007,
p17) study found that the two-day
preparatory training for work-based
supervisors in prison settings had the effect
of increasing participants' anxieties, so this
training input was increased to five days,
allowing more opportunity to confront
anxieties and achieve some resolution of
them.
A practice supervisor who was contacted by
telephone was particularly appreciative of
the training she had received for her role.
'The workshops provided by the practice
learning team were absolutely great,
particularly in knowing what the universities
want and expected' [15,T].
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1yr

5

2

int ext

in

int ext both in

no yes no

5

5

5

4.5

no yes no
-

yes no

Seven other courses were named by four
(25%) respondents:
•

Conflict management (1 day)

•

Social work theories for practice teaching (1
day)

•

Developing and supporting practice teaching
and assessing (1/2 day)

•

Social work and advice studies (1 day)

•

Enabling others (3.5 days)

•

Concepts of work-based learning and
assessment in support of the social work
degree (2 days)

•

Prospective Freelance 'Long-Arm' Practice
Assessors (4 days).

The state of flux in post-qualifying
arrangements probably explains some of the
absences in these charts. One new practice
teaching course was noted and there was
just one mention of an Enabling Others
module.

Practice educators
The training opportunities for those people
who provide off-site practice education
(often called practice teachers or practice
assessors) was more comprehensively
reported by respondents, with all but two

'The Enabling Others unit of the current PQ
Specialist Award ... is principally undertaken
by social work qualified staff but current
steps are being made to enable access by
voluntary, independent and private sector
staff' [06, §2.2].
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Induction courses for students are now the
norm as illustrated in this voluntary sector
consortium:
[We offer] 'an induction, and specific
targeted workshops i.e. 'getting the most out
of a voluntary sector placement' - this was
designed to address the specific issue we
had identified which was students not
recognising the spectrum of learning
opportunities that would meet the NOS
within a non-traditional setting. In addition
we run theoretical workshops (solution
focussed, anti oppressive practice(AOP)
which also identify and highlight the
expertise within the area' [24, T].
If students are to be involved in training
courses provided by the practice site it
needs to be clear on what basis this is being
offered. In one site, described by the
student as a company, students were being
asked to pay for some training – 'I said no
and they came back and said they had
looked at it and we would not have to
pay' [07, T].

competencies if offered a placement with
their specific team' [03. §5.6,§1].
Most of the respondents in the study
reported staff whose time was dedicated to
the finding, development and support of
practice learning opportunities.
The value of support from Skills for Care was
noted by 15 of the 16 respondents and was
evident in many sites and projects.
'We were very fully supported by a Skills for
Care worker to understand the process and
responsibilities of having a student
placement. Her input helped us to consider
what we could offer and what we would
need to ensure was in place to avoid it
breaking down – it is unlikely without her
input we would have taken a student
placement. Now we have some continual
courtesy calls to ensure we are happy with
everything, checking to see how it's going
and that our links with colleges are OK' [13,
§4.2].
Groups

Dedicated workers
Success depends on staff who are
dedicated in both senses of the word; they
have a strong commitment to practice
education, and they have time that is
dedicated to the role of finding, developing
and sustaining these sites. So, in relation to
the significance of the National Occupational
Standards mentioned earlier, the dedicated
development worker is available to help
'translate' these standards, make them real
and tangible to the individual work-based
supervisors and their teams who will have to
work with them. Suddenly, what might have
seemed a daunting task becomes
manageable because of the work of the
specialist practice educator.
Together we [the development worker and a
prospective practice learning site] discuss
the requirements of the NOS and highlight
how a student could achieve these
12

'There was a formal group for students once
a week and this was seen as very useful in
providing informal support. The student time
was our time” (07, T student.)
The respondents provided evidence of many
different kinds of group and groupwork:
•

Groupwork as a method of learning for
students [e.g. 03, §5.4]

•

Groupwork as a method for service user
and carer involvement in practice
learning [e.g. 08, §5.4]

•

Support groups for practice educators
and/or practice supervisors [e.g. 04a,
§8.2].

•

Groups for students [e.g. 06, §5.6]. This
might be peer support or facilitated by a
practice learning coordinator or practice
educator.
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•

Students placed in sites in a group, i.e.
three or more students on placement at
the same time [e.g. 07, T].

•

Teamwork, which involves groupwork,
was also frequently mentioned as a
method by which students learn.

Miller (2007, p22) notes the comment of a
practice educator (teacher) that 'group
supervision was more useful as a support
mechanism for the students, not as a
teaching mechanism'. This might reflect the
differing groupwork abilities of those
charged with facilitating these groups.
Funding
Funding is generally considered very
significant. This is not just the daily
placement fee (DPF) but also funds received
from the Learning Resource Network of
Skills for Care, often to provide development
workers who have found and nurtured new
sites for practice learning.
[Funding is] 'very significant as an
independent agency whose only income is
via children’s placements. It enables us to
offer placements and motivates practice
assessors who are paid a daily fee from
it' [04a, §7.1].
'The daily placement fee is essential to both
the local authority and voluntary agency
placement provision' [06, § 7.1].
'Skills for Care provided full time funding of a
practice learning development worker post
from April to August 2007 to oversee the
continued development of the practice
learning opportunities and to complete an
evaluation of the project. Skills for Care are
currently funding a consultant to continue
development across the region' [01, §4.2].
One respondent described how the local
authority invests the daily fee into the
management of all practice learning and
teaching activities to promote access to

training for practice teachers and workbased supervisors, the provision of support
groups for students and assessors and the
provision of equipment and resources for
practice teaching activity [06]. This is
perhaps even more important within
voluntary agencies, with the income
enabling agencies to grow, to develop
service provision and to promote a learning
culture. One site noted that they received
only half the fee because the rest was used
to pay for the practice educator ('long-arm
supervisor') [13, §7.1].
Only one respondent was critical of the
funding 'as insignificant compared to the
amount of work involved in supporting
students in their learning' [08, §7.1].
Conversely, another specifically saw the
funding as not central, but 'just a welcome
addition' [17, §7.1]. Overall, however, funding
was considered significant to the success of
the practice learning and welcomed, though it
is unclear how widespread knowledge of the
funding is. For example, in a telephone
interview, the practice supervisor was not
aware that practice educators were
remunerated or of the existence of the daily
placement fee [15, T].
The removal of the performance indicator for
practice learning was likely to mean that the
local authority would no longer fund training for
one agency's practice supervisors [04a, §1].
Terminology
The responses in this study demonstrate a
continuing and unhelpful confusion of terms
in the field of social work practice education.
This has worsened since attempts were
made to replace 'practice teacher' with
'practice assessor', a term which does not
fully or adequately describe the role and
task of the person in this position, and a term
already in use for people who performed this
role in post-qualifying programmes. It is
helpful when a standard set of terms are
adopted, such as those set out in appendix
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4, which are an example of standards
agreed regionally in the West Midlands.
This research confirms the need to accept a
set of nationally agreed terms and a
standard, so that we can use the language
more precisely, and avoid the dangerously
loose use of the term 'practice assessor'
where it is not certain quite what is meant.
For example, 'In most cases practice
assessors are not social workers' [15, §2.1];
'I have four qualified practice assessors'
[07, §1].
It is not clear whether these are qualified in
terms of social work or qualified in terms of
practice teaching (and what that
qualification might actually mean), nor is it
apparent whether the person using the term
'practice assessors' means they are practice
supervisors or they are practice educators in
the very precise way in which these terms
are defined in appendix 4. Such is the
sloppiness with which all of these terms are
used that it is becoming quite damaging to
any prospects of making careful
comparisons.

4

trading patterns

Earlier research formulated a notion of trade
in practice education as an indicator of
successful development (Doel, 2005, p32)
and we have used this to consider the
findings from the current study.
agency

academy

This idea of trade is used to gauge the traffic
that flows not just from academy (universities
and colleges) to agency, but back from
agency to academy; and not just in the form
of students moving into placements, but a
richer partnership involving all kinds of
trade. In terms of volume, the sites and
projects in this study provided a
considerable number of new opportunities:
14

Number of student placements provided per
year:
1-2:

4 respondents

3-5:

3 respondents

6-10:

3 respondents

11-20:

5 respondents

21+

1 respondent*

*This is a consortium and not all of these sites are new ones

In terms of richer partnerships, what other
kinds of contact were evident between the
academy and the agency—for example,
agency-based seminars, reciprocal
appointments, joint research projects?
'The workshops offered by [the] university
are very informative and useful to assisting
you in working with and supervising students
and helping with the portfolio' [05, §4.1].
What is the nature and volume of traffic
flowing back from agency to academy, such
as curriculum development, classroom
teaching, involvement in assessment panels
and monitoring of the programme?
This research did not ask specifically about
this kind of trade and it is reasonable to
assume that practice sites that are relatively
new to social work education might take
some time before these partnerships
become richer, both in terms of the volume
and the nature of the trade. Even so, there
were a few examples of strategic trade
agreements, such as the following:
'We have an agreement with one local
authority who have funded a practice
assessor place in return for our offering 3
placements over 3 years' [04a, §1].
Partnerships varied in the kinds of
responsibilities given or allowed to sites for
practice learning, and the way the new
arrangements have turned the terms of trade
in favour of the academy is clear in this
observation:
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[Who is responsible for teaching and
assessing students] 'is largely dependent on
the university seeking the placement; for
example, [X] university will use long-arm [offsite] assessors whilst [Y] university will allow
me to undertake this role' [16, §2.1].
Relationships with universities and tutors
varied considerably, with a general
acceptance that the level of contact, support
and information differs quite widely from one
university to another. There was some
indication that the new arrangements have
been experienced as altering the balance of
power in favour of the universities.
Only three respondents reported having
formal service level agreements. Ten
reported that they did not have such a
formal agreement, with a further three
unclear or not answering this question. In
general, partnerships and support from
others, such as Skills for Care and the
universities were reported favourably,
though there were a few exceptions. One
respondent noted that some of the practice
learning sites had reported that they did not
feel the universities valued their work and
they felt taken for granted [23, §4.1].
Trade with service users and carers
This study has helped to extend this notion
of trade to service users and carers. We
have already seen the large part that they
play in facilitating the students' learning
through direct contact and service provision;
in what other ways do they contribute?
Specific feedback from service users in
respect of student learning and practice was
noted by 75% of the respondents (and a
third of these noted written feedback). One
site interviewed service users about their
experiences of the student [01]. Service
users were involved in interviewing students
for the placement [08], they were involved in
student induction [13], direct observation of
students [04a], acted as mentors to students
[16], took part in joint project work with
students [06] and were involved in training

of practice supervisors [24]. There is clear
evidence that service users and carers are
involved in the student's education is very
active ways and not just as 'recipients' of the
service. We know from other research
(Evaluation of Social Work Degree in
England Team, 2008) that trade with service
users and carers is extensive and growing;
this trend is confirmed by our findings.

5

not all plain sailing

The general tenor of the responses is
positive about the experience of developing
and offering social work practice education,
especially in terms of the value that students
added. Nevertheless, there were indications
of some concerns.
The success of these initiatives depended
on changes in mindset and, though there
was evidence from the respondents that
these changes occurred, there were also
observations that this did not happen at
once and that it required persistent trial and
error. Also, the mindset is as much that of
the student and the university tutors as it is
of those providing the practice education:
'The collaboration between the universities
and practice sites is now working well.
[However,] initially there was great
apprehension from some university
representatives regarding the effectiveness
of the placements we were offering, with two
of our first six students being pulled out after
just a week .... The barriers we found did not
just come from the universities. Students
were concerned that they were not in
statutory settings and would not achieve any
competencies, and health teams too had the
same concerns' [03, §4.1].
We could focus on the fact that two students
were pulled out of their placements so
precipitously (as a result of the off-site
practice teacher's lack of confidence that
sufficient learning opportunities could be
found), but perhaps the more telling
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message is not to be discouraged by early
set-backs and to learn from them. As a
result, this project initiated much longer
initial visits by students (at least a half-day
and preferably a full day) so that everyone
involved can spend sufficient time
discussing the student's learning
requirements and the site's opportunities to
respond to these. The project went on to be
highly successful, not just in developing new
sites for social work practice learning but
also in changing mindsets about what was
possible.
Student anxieties were reported in Miller’s
(2007) study, too:
'Students were particularly concerned
about working within the police and
prison services for a final year practice
learning opportunity, where the practice
supervisors were not social work
qualified' (p.20).
We also had a glimpse of a project where
the initial hopes for a practice learning site
were not successful, because the necessary
ingredients were not present:
'The Early Years [project] was not so
successful as the students did not think
there was enough learning and the [practice
supervisors] need more support to be more
creative, [and this support] was not
available.' [23, §1].
Some responses indicated the kinds of
changes that the academy need to make in
order to promote the likelihood of successful
new sites. In one case this related to the
poor quality of practice supervisor training,
but the respondent noted that this problem
had been addressed [17, §4.1]. Coordination between programmes is important
to avoid the additional difficulties that arise
when neighbouring programmes develop
their own documentation and guidance
independent of one another.
'Working with several universities can be
confusing (eg different guidance as to report
16

writing/ different lengths of placement
etc).' [21, §4.1].
There is considerable interest in the findings
of studies such as this current one, so that
sites can learn from one another, and one
respondent was explicit in the request for
advice.
'We currently place social work students with
[practice supervisors] in these area teams.
We are considering ways to enable other
managers and social work qualified staff not
based in our area teams to be [practice
educators] and would welcome advice as to
how to achieve this.' [04a, §2.2]
Of course, students have lots of different
priorities and the type of placement offered
might fall well behind its geographical
location in their expressed choices. 'I didn’t
want to go—not because of the work but
because of the travel distance' said the
student in the telephone interview [07, T].
She was won over by the welcome she
received and the support of her tutor.
However, we must not assume that students
are always a support for one another:
'There were a number of students on
placement at the same time all in one room
which was noisy and full of young people
talking about their nights out. I was older
than the majority of the students and they
called me aunty.' [07, T]

6

change over time

Mindsets
We have already made reference to the
impact that students have had on the sites
where they have been placed and the way
they have helped colleagues, practice
supervisors and service users in these
settings to be reflective.
On a personal note having students on
placement certainly makes me look at how I
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work with service users and having students
helps improve my practice.' [16, §8.3].
The realisation of the value that students add
was not necessarily apparent from the
beginning; indeed, many respondents noted
the changes that had occurred over time.
Indeed, the act of completing the
questionnaire helped some to reflect on
these changes and to note how far and how
quickly they had travelled.
'Social work students have over a very short
period of time become very much part of the
fabric and culture of the organisation [a
charity]' [16, §5.5].

Students
We noted earlier how students themselves
can be uncertain what this kind of practice
learning site has to offer them, and that it is
good for students to have a day preplacement to get to know of the
opportunities better. Miller (2007, p20)
quotes a student in the police and prisons
project who undertook this same journey
from uncertainty to awareness:
'Initially it wasn’t easy that the supervisors
weren’t social work qualified, our
language and terminology caused
problems, but after a few sessions where
we had to go into things deeper and
explain things more, it helped our
understanding, it actually helped us in
the end to link social work theory to our
practice' (Miller, 2007, p20).
'Students now contact us directly about the
placement learning opportunities we
offer' [03, §1].

this study) have a particularly challenging
journey to make. We have seen how the
National Occupational Standards can be
used as a vehicle to assist the journey but,
ultimately, it is a question of mindset. The
journey is especially long when it starts at a
position of relative hostility to the social work
profession, as Miller (2007, p14) describes.
'Practice supervisors within the prison
service had a fairly negative view of the
social work profession, prior to
supervising the students, which was
generally based upon negative media
reporting.'
Miller's research suggests that, even in this
most challenging of environments, 'within a
few months (8–10 weeks) all practice
supervisors felt more positive about
supervising the students and also had a
deeper understanding of the social work
profession and the role and responsibilities
of social workers' (Miller, 2007, p16).
'Teams now contact me to find out more
about providing placements for
students' [03, §1].

Practice educators
We saw earlier how important it is to have
the support of qualified social workers with
training in practice education. When the site
does not have the confidence of the off-site
practice educator, it might even lead to the
situation in which students are removed from
their placements precipitously (as noted
earlier). Practice educators need to feel that
their role is valued and not superceded by
practice supervisors, and they need to
develop a familiarity with the practice sites
where the students are placed.

Practice supervisors
Perhaps the biggest challenge is for the
people charged with supervising the
students in the day-to-day contact at the
practice site. Those practice supervisors
(sometimes called work-based supervisors)
who are not social workers (all of the ones in

Tutors
Tutors had a fairly low profile in the
questionnaire responses. It is not evident
what conclusions might be drawn from this.
When there was mention it was largely to
note the great differences between them, in
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terms of responsiveness (which could be
more a matter of individual tutors than the
whole institution) and lack of cooperation
regarding the documentation devised for
practice learning. Universities need to keep
in mind that sites may well be liaising with a
number of courses.
'We have students from as many as 6
universities with us at any one time' [03,
§5.1].
Timing of placements
There are different schools of thought as to
whether opportunities for practice learning in
sites without social workers are better earlier
or later in the students' learning. The
dominant model is to undertake statutory
work in a practice site related to the
student's specialist choice of work as the
last placement.
However, there is an equally valid argument
that points to the value of learning about
'conventional' social work first, as a
springboard to more experimental, off-piste

18

environments for more experienced and
skilled students. A final year student is likely
to be confident about what social work is
and, therefore, perhaps to make even better
use of placements where there are not
qualified social workers.
One respondent articulated concerns about
the lack of suitably complex learning
opportunities:
'Placements are provided at each level;
however work within children’s centres is not
always at a sufficiently complex level to meet
learning requirements on a final
placement' [15, §5.3].
The research findings do not point
conclusively in either direction. What they do
indicate, though, is that the large majority of
the practice sites in the study (75%) receive
student across all years of their study. Only
two (12.5%) specified just late or final and
the same number only early or middle; in
one of these latter projects (prisons) almost
all the placements happened in the
unassessed second (of three) placements.
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recommendations
The following recommendations arise
directly out of the research findings. They
have been codified into an Evaluation Tool
that sites and projects for social work
practice learning can use to monitor quality
and achievement (see appendix 5).
1 Knowing where the ‘social work’ is
The students are social work students, so in
practice learning sites without qualified
social workers, students need to be helped
to make connections with their learning in
this site and the practice of social work. The
following recommendations will help to do
this.
2 Being open about expectations
This research has exposed a wide range of
hopes and expectations about students and
the 'added value' they will bring; from
personal qualities such as enthusiasm and
innovation, to the extra time they can spend
with service users, to starting new projects
and bringing current knowledge and a
broad sense of 'social workness' to the
practice site. Practice sites need to be open
about their hopes for the student's presence;
whole-day preparatory contacts in which
students have the opportunity to shadow
workers and service users can help bring
these expectations to the fore.
3 ‘Translating’ the National Occupational
Standards (NOS)
Non-traditional practice sites in particular
need a thorough understanding of the
National Occupational Standards and which
ones they help students to meet and how.
Practice supervisors should know how to
translate the NOS to their particular setting.
4 Communicating between supervisor,
educator and tutor
Students need to feel confident that all the
people involved in their practice education
network are aware of each other's respective
roles and responsibilities and that these are

coordinated. Communications may be via
meetings, though these are not necessarily
the only or the best way to ensure
communication. Whatever means are used,
these key people must be seen to be
working together. Equally important,
students in non-traditional sites need regular
qualified social work contact, provided by
scheduled meetings with off-site practice
educators who are trained in practice
teaching.
5 Combining individual and group support
and training
Increasingly, students are experiencing peer
group support to assist their learning. This
should sit side by side with individual
supervision, so that the one does not
supplant the other. The research has
revealed the rich variety of groups that play
their part in social work practice education;
peer support and learning for students, but
also the potential for group support for
practice supervisors, too.
6

Timing the placement

Three-quarters of the sites in this research
offered placements across all years of
student learning and the remaining quarter
were evenly split between those that offered
early or late. All sites, non-traditional ones in
particular, need to consider what they have
to offer students at different points in their
learning, and whether there is likely to be a
preference between early and late in the
student's career.
7 Persisting through setbacks
Some sites in this research described the
experience of early setbacks. These could
have stopped plans in their tracks if there
had not been a persistence and a
willingness to learn from the setbacks. It is
well to be prepared for teething problems
and consider how best to learn from them.
Mentoring by development workers or others
with experience of social work practice
learning helps new sites to take root; local
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networks to link with other sites that have
successfully made the transition from novice
to established sites can help to provide the
necessary know-how and confidence.
8

Increasing ‘trade’

This research and previous studies have
suggested that social work practice learning
is more than the sum of its student
placements. 'Rich' partnerships show trade
in many directions (between agency and
academy and service users) and in great
depth, in terms of the varieties of mutual
contacts. Listing the practice site's current
trade helps it take stock; listing its
aspirations will help it to become part of the
larger practice education community.
9 Monitoring and evaluating the
experience
The ways in which the provision of practice
learning is monitored and evaluated varies.
Each system needs to ask itself whether it is
adequately measuring the following, and just
as important, how the data is aggregated
and what action is taken as a result of the
analysis of the findings?
• How are the views of students collected,
analysed and acted on, in terms of their
experience of this site for practice
learning?
• How are the views of service users
collected, analysed and acted on, in
terms of the value that they think the
student brings, or not?
• How are the experiences and training
needs of practice supervisors and
educators discovered and acted upon?
Individual practice sites should work
together with the social work education
programme to press for adaptations to
existing pro-formas where these changes
are considered necessary to provide a fuller
picture. Only in this way can the practice site
20

know its strengths as a site for social work
practice learning and the areas for
improvement.

beyond the practice site
So far these recommendations have focused
mainly on the practice site itself, though they
have inevitably involved others in the
practice education network. The following
three recommendations primarily involve
larger systems, though practice sites can
and should bring their influence to bear on
them.
10 Standardising training to support
practice education
The research reveals a hotch-potch of
training opportunities for practice
supervisors - some no doubt very good, but
it is almost impossible to make comparisons
because of the lack of commonly agreed
standards and assessments. The situation is
not much clearer for the training of practice
educators, though there is evidence that
training at this level is more likely to carry
credit (and, therefore, assessment and some
opportunities for moderation across
programmes). We need much more clarity
and coordination of training opportunities,
more credit accumulation and standardised
assessment, so that the practice education
community can have confidence in the
quality and quantity of training provided at
all the different levels.
11 Harmonising arrangements and
terminologies
Practice learning sites might work with up to
six different universities and this usually
means getting to grips with six different sets
of procedures, placement documents and
terminologies. Many of the smaller sites do
not have the infrastructure to absorb this
additional administrative load, so it is
imperative that neighbouring programmes
work together to harmonise these systems
for the benefit of all. A start could be made
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by achieving greater conceptual clarity and
tighter language when referring to the
different roles in social work practice
education; this requires the adoption of an
agreed set of terms along the lines of those
presented in appendix 4.
12 Protecting the infrastructure
The research confirms the significance of
current funding arrangements in social work
practice education, both to the start-up of
non-traditional sites and to sustaining them.
The daily placement fee and other sources
of funding (usually this was through Skills for
Care’s Learning Resource Network) are not
taken for granted by non-traditional sites.
There is a strong recommendation that the
arrangements continue in recognition of the
considerable contribution they are making to
the quantity and quality of practice learning
opportunities.

Many practice sites have developed their
own checklists for good practice education,
such as Miller's (2007, p25) for practice
learning in prison and probation settings,
SYNEM's (undated) checklist for practice
learning in the voluntary and independent
sectors, and a checklist for a rural hosting
scheme (Hek, undated, pp11-12). All of
these pointers generalise well to other kinds
of site and project.
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appendix 1: who was contacted and who responded
Completed questionnaire / interview

Follow-up OK?

or Failed to respond/take part
01 Prison and police

Supplementary
materials?

Stakeholder
contacted by
telephone

Yes

Yes

03 Health care

Yes

Yes

04a/b Family care (2 responses)

Yes

No

05 Rural hosting

No

Yes

06 Schools

Yes

in Q.

Work-based
supervisor in
school

07 Estranged children / families

Yes

No

Student

08 Community living (mental health)

No

No

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

02 Schools site

Foster carer

09 Disability site
10 Young person’s residential site
11 A national equalities project
12 Older people sites
13 Indep't Living (learning disabilities)
14 After-school project
15a Interprofessional learning
15b Interprofessional learning in children’s centres

Child centre
manager
Workforce
development
manager

16 HIV / AIDS

Yes

No

17 Users’ support (mental health)

Yes

No

20 Asylum seekers & mental health

Yes

No

21 Range of service users/carers

Yes

No

22 Prisons project

Yes

Yes

23 School mentors

Yes

No

24 Voluntary sector consortium

Yes

Yes

Service user mentor

18 Learning disabilities site
19 Criminal justice project

25 BME buddying project
26 Learning disabilities self-help
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Support worker

Work-based
supervisor in vol
org

appendix 2: the questionnaire
Sustaining Social Work Practice Learning Questionnaire 2008
Background
In 2005 the Practice Learning Taskforce
commissioned a series of studies to
increase our knowledge of what helps
support and sustain social work practice
learning in local authorities. One of the
studies was reported in the 'New
Approaches to Practice Learning' report
which is still available from: www.
practicelearning.org.uk
We know that there are now very many
projects and initiatives in the field of practice
learning. However, there is no systematic
evaluation of these initiatives over-all and,
therefore, a lost opportunity to spread the
learning. Skills for Care and the Children's
Workforce Development Council (CWDC)
have commissioned this research to help us
identify some of the factors contributing to
effective practice learning.
Your practice learning site has been
selected as part of our survey because you
have been recommended as a good
example of effective practice learning, with
at least two years' experience of providing
opportunities for social work students. You
are part of a small sample of 25 practice
sites and projects from across the country,
so we would be especially grateful if you
could respond.

We know how busy you are likely to be, so
we have made the survey as succinct as
possible and estimate that it should take
approximately 20 minutes to complete.
There is plenty of opportunity for you to add
further comments if you would like to take a
little more time to share your experiences.
All responses will be treated with the
strictest confidence and no individual
person or project will be named in the
findings and research reports without
permission.
Contact details
I am your main contact for this research.
Please do feel free to contact me or other
members of the project team at any time
with any queries you may have. [Contact
details were then provided].
Name of the practice site or project:
Your name:
Your job title:
Contact details: (tel. no. and email)
Would you be willing to take part in a
follow-up telephone interview?
The purpose of the follow-up would be to
provide further information and/or to gain
permission to approach other stakeholders
at the practice learning site (such as
students, head teachers at schools, etc.)
[A Yes / No option was given]

Section 1: The practice site or project
1

Please describe as succinctly as possible how you provide practice learning at your
practice site or project
Issues you might like to consider:
Have there been any notable changes in recent years? Have you developed a
particular model? How is practice learning coordinated and who delivers it? Is there a
service level agreement? Is it a formal or informal arrangement?
Questionnaire continues overleaf
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questionnaire continued

Section 2: Practice teachers/assessors
2.1 Who is responsible for teaching and
assessing students?
2.2 How are people who are not social
workers at the practice site involved in
teaching and assessing students?
2.3 What training is provided for those who
are involved in teaching social work
students?
Name of course/training

Number Who provides? Is it
Are there any
of days (in-house or assessed? academic
other)
credits?

Practice Teacher/Assessor
Work-Based Supervisor
Other (please specify

Any comments:

5.4 What kinds of activities do students
undertake in your practice setting(s)?
5.5 What do social work students add to the
experience of people who use your
services?
5.6 In what ways do the students relate their
activities and learning to social work? Do
they find any difficulties in doing this?
What supports are in place for them to
make links to social work?
Section 6: Partnership and liaison with
adult social care and children's trusts
6.1 Have the new arrangements in adult and
children's services affected the way you
provide practice learning within your
setting? [Yes / no / Not applicable options were
given]

Section 3: Service user and carer
involvement

6.2 If yes, please state how:

3

Section 7: Funding of practice learning

In what ways are service users and
carers being involved in practice
learning in your practice setting?

Section 4: Partnerships with the
universities/colleges/others
4.1 How are universities/colleges and the
practice site working together?

7.1 How significant is the Daily Placement
Fee practice learning funding to you?
Do you have a service level agreement?
7.2 Have you accessed other funding to
support practice learning?
How important has this been?

For example, what has worked well, what
have been the barriers? How have these
been overcome to provide what is now a
valued practice learning opportunity?

Section 8: Evaluation

4.2 Have you had any support from Skills for
Care or CWDC ?

8.2 Could you send a copy of the evaluation
report or tell us the main findings?

If yes, has this been effective, could it
have be improved?

8.3 What messages/lessons would you give
to others on the basis of your
experiences of providing social work
practice learning?

Section 5: Student role

8.1 How have you evaluated the student
experience and the effectiveness of this
site for social work practice learning?

5.1 How many social work student
placements do you provide during one
year?

Section 9: Any other comments concerning
new approaches to practice learning:

5.2 How does the site/sites prepare for
students?

Please email the completed questionnaire by
[date provided].

5.3 Do you provide early placements for the
social work students or final
placements - or both?

Thank you for completing this questionnaire.
Your time is greatly appreciated.
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appendix 3: the telephone protocol
Sustaining Practice Learning for Social Work Students
A study into the factors that help to develop and sustain practice learning opportunities for
social work students in 'non-social work' settings.
(A) Protocol for telephone interviews with
people providing practice learning

(B) Protocol for telephone interview with
students

1 How do you contribute to the social work
student's practice learning experience?

1 What were your first thoughts when this
placement became an option / when you
heard about this placement?

What do you do specifically - a particular
example of a piece of work/interaction
with a social work student.
2 What works well in terms of your role in
the student's learning? What does not
work well? How might your contribution
develop?
What ways might the practice learning
experience you provide be developed?
3 What preparation did you receive for
undertaking this role?
What worked well? What did not work
well? And how could it be improved?
4 In what ways do you think this specific
practice learning experience is relevant
for social work students?
How do students make the links between
what they experience in your setting and
social work?
5 How was the assessment of the student
undertaken?
What was your role in the assessment?
Were you happy about your involvement
in the assessment?
6 How did you work with others involved in
the student's practice and assessment
(the Practice Teacher or Assessor; other
Work-Based Supervisors; the university
tutor; any others?)?
7 If you had a concern about a social work
student in your setting what would you
do?
8 Any other comments?
Interviewer's reflections following telephone
interview:

2 What has worked well with this placement
setting? What has not worked well?
3 If a student in the year below you was
considering this placement next year
what advice would you give them?
What kind of student is most likely to
benefit from this kind of placement and
why?
4 What would improve this placement?
5 What preparation did you receive for this
placement?
And how well prepared did you feel?
6 In what ways do you think this specific
practice learning experience is relevant
for social work students?
How did you make the links between
what you experienced in your setting and
social work?
7 Did you have access to group support
and learning (with other students)? If so,
what worked well about this and what
might be improved?
8 How was your assessment undertaken?
Who did what and how was this
experienced? What worked well, what
could be improved?
9 If you had a concern about the quality of
practice or practice learning in this
setting what would you do?
10 Any other comments?
Interviewer's reflections following telephone
interview:

How new projects and initiatives in social work practice learning successfully mature

25

appendix 4: terminology and standards
Example of practice educator terminology and standards, from one region
(Doel et al, 2007b, pp.41–2)

Suggested Current
title
terminologies
Practice
supervisor

Description of role

Work based supervisor The person who has much of the
day-to-day oversight of the
student's work. They may not be
qualified in social work. Usually
they will not have responsibility for
making an assessment of the
student's competence, though they
will contribute to the process.

Expected qualifications

Regional 'Standard'
for qualifications

2 Day course or

2-day not assessed, or

2 Day course assessed or

5-day not assessed

5 Day course or

May need mentoring support a few hours per placement

NVQ?

If NVQ qualified they would
need to have some training as
practice curriculum is different,
different levels and different
assessments for the degree
course.
Suggest 1 Day course.

Practice
educator

Practice teacher
Practice assessor

The person who is responsible for Practice Teaching Award or
teaching and assessing the
5 Day course assessed or
student's practice. Usually, but not
always, a qualified social worker. PQ5&6 or PQ6 or
'Enabling Others' module.
Advanced Award

Independent Off-site supervisor; offpractice
site practice teacher/
educator
assessor; freelance;
independent practice
teacher/assessor

As the practice educator (above),
but contracted in specifically to act
as a practice educator and is
employed independently (though
may have employment
elsewhere).

Practice Teaching Award or
5 Day course assessed or
PQ5&6 or PQ6 or
'Enabling Others' module
Advanced Award

Needs to be experienced.

Needs to be experienced.

Practice Teaching Award or 5day course assessed or

Practice Teaching Award or

PQ5&6 or PQ6 or
'Enabling Others' module.
Advanced Award

Tutor

Tutor

The person who represents the
university in the three-way
relationship between student,
practice site and university

Practice
mentor

Nil

The person who supports and
5 Day course assessed or
enables the practice supervisor to
PQ5&6 or PQ6 or
move forward to practice educator.
Practice Teaching Award or

5-day course assessed or
PQ5&6 or PQ6 or
'Enabling Others' module
Advanced Award.

n/a

5 Day course assessed or
PQ5&6 or PQ6 or
Practice Teaching Award or

'Enabling Others' module.

'Enabling Others' module.

Advanced Award

Advanced Award

Postqualifying
mentor

Practice assessor

The person who teaches and/or
assesses social work postqualifying candidates

PQSW/Practice Teacher
Assessor - 'Enabling Others', 5
Day, Assessed - 5/6 Advanced
Award. 'Enabling Others'
module.

Practice site

Practice learning
opportunity

The place where the student
undertakes their practice learning
in a practice setting

To meet units of National
To harmonise practice
Occupational Standards for that learning and number of
placement
practice learning opportunities
(e.g. two placements or three
placements)

(Placement)
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appendix 5: evaluation tool for practice learning sites & projects
Question

Indicators

1 Where is the 'social work' in
this practice learning site?

· The practice learning site creates and annually updates a 'brochure' with the kinds of activities that students can
undertake.
· The activities are cross-referenced to social work knowledge, skills and values.
· There are arrangements in place for students and practice supervisors to have access to support from a practice
educator who is usually a qualified social worker and has recognised training in practice teaching.

2 What added value' is it
expected that social work
students can bring to the
practice site?

· The site shares its hopes and expectations for the 'added value' that the social work student might bring (e.g. personal
qualities such as energy, enthusiasm; more time to work with service users; new projects; sharing current knowledge
(e.g. about legislation).
· The individual social work student has an opportunity to respond to these expectations.
· There is adequate preparatory contact (perhaps a full day with some shadowing?) between the student and the site
before the prospective placement begins.
· The practice supervisor is familiar with the National Occupational Standards (NOS) for social work.
· There are written examples of the way activities in the site relate to the NOS (perhaps including statements from
previous students).
· There is a statement of any NOS that are unlikely to be met at this site.

3 How do the National
Occupational Standards
translate to the opportunities
available in this practice
learning site?

(See over for ‘beyond the practice site’ questions & indicators)

4 How is communication
· The roles and responsibilities of those who are involved in the student's practice learning are explicit - written and fully
between all those who are
understood by all.
involved in the student's
· In particular, the relationship between the practice supervisor and the practice educator is understood and agreed: e.g.,
practice learning managed? (e.
who assesses the student's practice and how?
g. the practice supervisor*,
· The pattern of formal meetings (2-way; 3-way; 4-way) is established at the beginning of the placement.
practice educator* and tutor)
· If there are any problems with the particular placement, each person knows the arrangements for managing the
problem.
5 What training and support is
available, and for whom?

· The site as a whole is supported in its task to teach social work students; the nature of this support will vary from site to
site but it is agreed with the social work education programme and/or appropriate development worker and reviewed
regularly.
· Practice supervisors have preparatory training (quality and quantity agreed regionally and reviewed annually) and
regular access to further training (again, agreed regionally).
· Training providers seek to credit rate the training for practice supervisors.
· Support groups for students and for practice supervisors are available.
· Appropriate training in group facilitation is available to those responsible for leading groups (be they support groups or
supervision groups)
· Practice educators have adequate training in practice teaching and access to continuing professional development in
practice education.

6 What stages of a student's
learning does the practice site
most suit, and how is this
monitored?

· Consideration is given to the pro's and con's of offering a placement to a student early or late in their learning; a
decision is made as to the best timing for a placement at the site.
· The student experience of the most appropriate timing for the placement at the site is monitored and reviewed by the
social work programme as a whole.

· The site keeps regular, updated information about numbers of practice learning opportunities offered.
7 What demand is there from the · Consideration is given to the size and quality of facilities in terms of the numbers of students who can be placed at the
academy for this site and what
site at any one time.
is the capacity of the site for
· The site keeps current publicity information about what it has to offer and this is made widely available to the practice
expansion?
education community.
8 How do you expect to respond · Newly established sites for social work practice learning have direct access to a site 'mentor'; this will often be the
to setbacks and what supports
person who helped develop the site as one for practice education.
does the practice site have to · Arrangements between the site mentor and the key personnel at the site are formalised, perhaps in the form of a
deal with these?
written memorandum of agreement.
9 What other educational
· In addition to providing practice placements for students, the practice site is increasingly engaged in other activities,
activities does the site take part
such as teaching in class settings (on the social work course), contributing to Practice Assessment Panels, hosting
in?
practice seminars, etc.
· The site's development plan includes its aspirations to broaden its involvement in practice education.
10 How do you monitor and
· The site formally monitors the student experience, the service user experience, the practice supervisor experience and
evaluate the experience of
the practice educator experience.
practice education and how are · The aggregated findings from these experiences are evaluated annually and recommendations made.
the findings acted on?
· There is a recognised process to ensure that recommendations that are agreed are then acted upon and the
consequences of any changes are monitored and available to the region for shared learning.
· Links are made with the national quality assurance framework for evaluating the quality of practice learning
opportunities.
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appendix 5 continued: beyond the practice site

Question

Indicators

A What are the expectations of
training and the required
standards for practice
supervisors and practice
educators?

·
·
·
·
·

There are regionally agreed standards for practice supervisor training (quantity and quality).
There are regionally agreed standards for practice educator training (quantity and quality).
Standards for training are reviewed annually.
Opportunities for continuing professional development in practice supervision and education are made available.
Where training does not yet carry credit, training providers seek credit rating.

B How are neighbouring social
work education programmes
coordinated?

·
·

Social work programmes assist sites that wish to offer practice learning to students from more than one
programme by harmonising their arrangements, such as placement documentation and terminology.
A regional (or sub-regional) forum of social work programmes meets regularly (three times a year?) to coordinate
the arrangements for practice learning in the area and to respond to feedback from placement providers and
students.

C What are the funding
arrangements for practice
education?

·
·
·

The arrangements for the Daily Placement Fee are explicit and reviewed annually.
Payment rates for independent practice educators are coordinated and agreed regionally (or sub-regionally).
Practice learning sites collaborate locally to explore other funding possibilities.

* See appendix 4 for a definition of these terms
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sustaining practice learning
This publication is one of a series of four reports commissioned by the former Learning
Resource Network on behalf of Skills for Care and the Children’s Workforce Development
Council (CWDC).
Building on the activities of the Practice Learning Taskforce and Learning Resource Network,
this work is now led by the Social Work Development Partnership between Skills for Care and
CWDC.
Just as the context of social work has changed rapidly since the introduction of the degree in
social work, so have the people involved in this important work. These publications are a way
to share what has been achieved and communicate the key features of success. The learning
that has been gained will continue to shape and influence the future direction of social work
development, particularly in relation to the quantity, quality and diversity of practice learning
opportunities and the continuing professional development of social workers.
The reports are commended to you as an opportunity to share and record the findings of
projects undertaken during 2006-2008 by a range of stakeholders concerned with developing
and sustaining the supply of practice learning opportunities. They investigate and capture what
has worked well in local authorities, national social care organisations and in non-traditional
settings that have created and sustained quality placements for social work students.
Contacting the Social Work Development Partnership
For general enquiries regarding the partnership and if you require this document in alternative
formats, please contact the national social work development team
swd@skillsforcare.org.uk
Visit our website for information on practice learning and post qualification at:
www.practicelearning.org.uk or write to us at the address below.

Skills for Care
Albion Court
5 Albion Place
Leeds
LS1 6JL
telephone 0113 245 1716
fax 0113 243 6417
email swd@skillsforcare.org.uk
web www.skillsforcare.org.uk

Skills for Care and the Children’s Workforce
Development Council are parts of the Skills for
Care and Development sector skills council.
Skills for Care is responsible for adult social
care workforce development. CWDC supports
children, young people and their families.
Together we are working to improve social care
provision across England.

