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The Role of Practice Educators in Initial and Post Qualifying Social Worker

Education

Abstract

Doctoral research into competence for social work practice engaged with seventeen
participants who drew upon their experiences of being practice educators and registered social
work practitioners and the analysis of data suggested they identified a difference between
competence to pass a final placement and capability for social work practice. Baseline social
work knowledge, skills and values will enable a student to pass a final placement however,
research data suggests that the individual’s approach to learning, emotional intelligence and
resilience give confidence that they are more likely to be able to cope in a social work role.
Practice educators intuitively recognise these characteristics and this article argues that in
addition to working with students, practice educators are ideally situated to support individuals

throughout their post qualifying social work learning journey.
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Introduction

In England practice educators are social work practitioners that supervise, teach and assess
social work students on practice learning placements and make a recommendation to the
awarding institution whether a student is ‘fit to practise at the point of qualification’ (SWRB,
2010:1). Those who complete a social work course in England, at either degree or masters
level, may apply to the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC) to enter the social work
register which enables them to practise and use the title social worker (HCPC, 2012a). Outside
of the UK the term often used for a practice educator is ‘field educator’ and the learning
opportunity is called ‘field education’ rather than placement or practice learning placement
which are preferred terms in England. Regardless of the title used, the practice educator, in
partnership with the awarding institution, is situated as important in the training and
‘gatekeeping’ for the social work profession (Bogo, Regehr, Hughes, Power, & Gioberman,
2002; Miller & Koerin, 2001) to ensure that only those ‘fit to practise’ do graduate (Elpers &

FitzGerald, 2013; HCPC, 2012a:4).

The Practice Educator Professional Standards (PEPS) first came into effect in England
in 2013 and were designed to outline the assessment and accreditation needed to support, teach
and assess social work students (TCSW, 2012). The PEPS were followed by standards for
Practice Development Educators (PDE) which were developed by a small working group
‘accountable to TCSW’s Professional Capabilities Framework (PCF) Review and Quality

Assurance Group’ (TCSW, Learn to Care, & Care, 2013:1).

The PDE is a registered social worker who takes responsibility for supporting, assessing
and/or supervising social workers undertaking post qualifying professional development
and learning. This includes the Assessed and Supported Year in Employment (ASYE),
Continuing Professional Development (CPD) programmes and activities, and Approved
Mental Health Practitioner. (TCSW et al., 2013:1)



For ease and to align this text with language currently used within the practice arena the term
practice educator is used from this point on to refer to both practice educators who work with
initial training students and the PDE who works alongside post qualified learners in the
workplace. The first incarnation of a practice educator (then called a practice teacher) was
introduced to social work education by The Central Council for Education and Training in
Social Work (CCETSW, 1989) and despite the critical role they have played in social work
education for almost three decades ‘those supervising students in [social work placements]
have generally been ignored in the research’ (Gibson, 2012:54). Even with workplace learning
and practice learning being considered to be the ‘signature pedagogy’ of social work (Larrison
& Kaorr, 2013) this element of social work education ‘in general appears a relatively under-
developed area of research’ (Finch, 2009:24). Although the practice educator is situated as
important in the gatekeeping for the social work profession and for ongoing continuous
professional development their voices are rarely represented within empirical research. In
particular how practice educators perceive competence for social work practice had not
previously been researched in the UK before this doctoral research project set out to hear the

voices of practice educators.

As practice educators make a recommendation to an awarding institution in relation to
a student’s capability for social work practice, judge ability during the first year in assessed
practice and assess those training to become Approved Mental Health Practitioners insight into
how they perceive competence is essential. This timely empirical research problematized the
competence phenomenon and asked practice educators how they recognised competence for
social work practice (Authors own work 2014). Phenomenological methodology was drawn

upon to understand how practice educators construct the competence phenomenon.



Sample

The Practice Educator Professional Standards outline the qualifications and experiences
required to be a stage two practice educator which enables that practitioner to work with and
assess a final year social work student on placement (TCSW, 2012). The purposive sample
included seventeen stage two practice educators (or working towards stage two) who had
experience of working with final year social work students. Participants were recruited through
email invitation sent to them by practice learning coordinators in their employing social work
agency. This process was considered important to ensure that no one felt obliged to take part
in the research due to any existing or future relationships with the researcher. Ethical approval
was obtained by the University’s ethics committee, where the researcher was a doctoral student,
before the recruitment process commenced. The seventeen participants who volunteered to be
interviewed or to attend a card sort event represented all ages over 29 years, twelve identified
as female and five as male gender. Twelve worked within local authority social work teams
with the others employed within third sector agencies and practitioners worked across a range
of service user groups including but not limited to children and families, mental health, learning
disabilities and adult service. Two practice educators worked as freelance educators whilst the
others were employed as social work practitioners by the agency in which the student
placement was located. Collectively the sample of seventeen participants had 252 years of
social work experience, 137 years as practice educators and had worked with 520 students and
therefore were able to ‘illuminate the phenomenon of” competence for social work practice

(Ajjawi & Higgs, 2007:616).



Method

As the research aimed to interpret perspectives of the competence phenomenon from
participants’ lived experience data was generated in the first instance by way of semi structured

interviews.
Participants were ask questions such as:

e What do you understand by the term ‘fit in practice’?

e What do you think makes a student competent to practice social work?

e Do you find it easy to decide if a student is competent to practice social work /
fit in practice?

e What do you take into consideration when making your decision?

e What sources of evidence do you use to inform your assessment?

e Have you ever passed a student as fit in practice and not been 100 % sure that
this is the case? If so please talk about this?

e What support /guidance / training needs do you have?

The interviews generated multiple examples of how practice educators described competence
and capability for social work. These were collected together, similar statements compressed,
paraphrased and where appropriate reworded (Ellingsen, Sterksen, & Stephens, 2010) to
produce 36 statements. A card sort activity took place with practice educators where they were
asked to rank the statement cards ‘into a continuum of significance’ (Jahrami, Marnoch, &
Gray, 2009:178). The aim was to establish whether practice educators considered some aspects

of competence and capability to be more important than others. Examples of the cards include:

e Ability to do social work tasks

e Develop their own style of practice: not become a mini me



e Build, maintain and progress professional relationships

e IT Skills

e Manage a small caseload

e Deal with crisis, recognise when a crisis is coming and plan for the future

e Ability to link theories they have learnt on the course to the practical application
within placement

e Produce reports, documentation and paperwork

The event was similar to a focus group and the participants’ discussions were captured on a
voice recorder and were a useful ‘spur for deeper and richer analysis’ (Bloor, 1997:49;
Ellingsen et al., 2010). This secondary method of engagement with research participants proved
to be an important opportunity to review and check the developing understandings about

practice educators’ perspectives about competence and capability for social work practice.

Because ‘phenomenology is interested in thinking, rather than behaviour,
phenomenological analysis generates representation of perspectives rather than a description
of what participants actually do in practice’ (Stone, 2015:12). Therefore the interpreting and
theorising offered through using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Smith,
1996) was considered to be more relevant to the research questions than traditional descriptive
phenomenology (Pringle, Drummond, McLafferty, & Hendry, 2011) because giving thought
to the ‘essence’ of the phenomenon and exploring meaning moves the research beyond mere
description (Dahlberg, 2006). As this research was concerned with individual perspectives and
was not seeking to produce an objective statement about what competence is IPA was
considered relevant (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2008; Smith & Osborn, 2008). A three stage IPA process
was developed to engage with the data generated in this research (Authors own work 2015)

which led to insight into how practice educators perceive competence for social work practice.



Findings

Passing a Final Placement Requires a Baseline of Social Work Knowledge, Skills and
Values

When discussing the baseline to pass a final placement the practice educators described
competencies and capabilities that fall within the domains of social work knowledge, skills and
values which are all essential and are not of hierarchical significance. Knowledge is important
as in addition to the student being able to follow instruction and perform set tasks the practice

educators require them to be critical thinkers and cognitively engage with practice:

“but, I’d want to know that the thought was behind there too” (Alice)

“Understanding relevant legislation and relevant procedures such as safeguarding

procedures” (Liam)

“Ability to link theory to practice and legislation” (Pamela)

The findings are that students need to know what they are doing and why. They need to use
theory and knowledge of policies to inform practice. They also need academic ability to
produce assessments, write reports and maintain records. The practice educators placed
prominence on self-reflection and critical reflection in order that students will learn and

develop.

The practice educators spoke of the range of skills needed to undertake comprehensive
assessments, to intervene in service users’ lives and to have well developed people skills to be

able to work with service users, colleagues and other professionals. Dave works in learning



disability services and recounts his experience of observing a student who was a skilled

communicator:

“it was fabulous to see him on a one to one setting with people with a learning disability
and how he could bring them out of their shell, how he could speak to them, how he
could inspire them, how he got close to them, he had so many more skills, ... and being

able to engage with people” (Dave)
Carl has been a social worker for eight years and supported students based within his own team
and in the capacity as an offsite practice educator where the student’s placement is within a

different social work agency. He acknowledges some of the skills required to build and

maintain relationships within mental health services:

“People skills, I think, because again, you’re not going to get on with everyone I don’t

think, you’re not going to please everyone, and that’s not what we’re here for. ... I guess,

create some kind of rapport quite quickly, ...put people at ease, but also being able to ask

the important questions, not being scared of asking questions” (Carl)
During interviews the practice educators refer to practical skills to do social work such as time
management, ability to use a computer and being able to drive, however it was people skills
that prominently featured in data. When explaining their views of competence to pass a final
placement the practice educators also referred to values which underpinned social work

knowledge and skills. They emphasised that competent practice is maintained by social work

values and used phrases such as anti-oppressive and anti-discriminatory practice:
“T am also looking I suppose at anti-oppressive and anti-discriminatory practice
especially in the field of mental health coz there’s often a lot of stigma attached to

someone with a mental illness” (Hazel)

However they also require students to match the team’s values:



“They seem to get into the similar work ethic and ethos that we have within our own
environment and they seem to gel better within the team” (Dave)
When asked during interview about final year student competence the practice educators
described characteristics and behaviours that fall within the categories of knowledge, skills and
values. When asked to rank them into a continuum of significance the participants suggested
that individual competencies are not hierarchical and a student must evidence holistic

capabilities to pass a final placement.

The Difference Between Passing a Final Placement and Competent Practice

Practice educators find competencies helpful to provided structure to the practice learning
placement and to the assessment, and they are particularly useful at the midpoint of placement
where the student’s progress can be reviewed and an action plan developed. However, although
the student may have baseline knowledge, skills and values and thereby done enough to pass
the final placement, this does not necessarily give the practice educator confidence that the
student will go on to become a proficient social worker. The practice educators who
participated in this research suggested there are additional qualities that they intuitively
recognised in the more able students. The practice educators struggled to articulate these
subliminal qualities (the extra factor) but the analysis of the qualitative data suggests that the
student’s approach to learning, emotional intelligence and resilience are the characteristics

which practice educators consider important for social worker practice.



Approach to Learning
The participants’ statements about competence resonate with Knowles’ principles of
andragogy because the practice educators want students to be motivated to learn, are self-

directing, and recognise and build upon prior experiences (Knowles, 1984):

“So I guess that’s how I judge competence, are they asking questions, are they informed

questions, are they finding their own answers” (Carl)

“I don’t like students who are clock watching and want to go by the end of the day ...

You’d want them to be keen and enthusiastic” (Alice)

“Whether they’ve got that thirst for knowledge and not just that tick box sort of culture”
(Dave)
The practice educators are concerned by students who see the placement as a passive activity
which echoes the work of Biggs and Tang (2007) who suggest that surface learners do just
enough to meet the learning outcomes whereas deep learners engage on a cognitive level, ask
questions and are active learners (Biggs & Tang, 2007). The practice educators want students
to engage in experiential learning, reflect and have the confidence to develop their own style

as a practitioner.

“work alongside enough people to find the practice that suits them best. ... I’'m a great
believer in you have to watch other people work, because that’s the only way you learn.
And then they’ve got to develop their own practice from that and their own skill-base
from that. . ... “cherry-picking, it’s cherry-picking.” (Karen)
A finding in this research is that the practice educators place great value on reflective practice

for learning and professional development. This short extract from the interview with Pamela

captures the views of many of the participants when she states that students ought to:

“reflect on work and what they learnt from it... reflections a big thing” (Pamela)



The students need a reflective and lifelong approach to learning because social work is ever-

changing and what the students learn in their final year will need consolidating and extending:

“I am a great believer that you continue to learn however long you have been doing it”

(Hazel)

“It’s to prepare students for the first social work role...where the learning journey

continues” (Rose)

“because the new world is grossly different to my world five years ago, now it’s all

about real intensive safeguarding investigations (Liam)
The practice educators look beyond the immediate placement when they consider whether an
individual has the capability to become and effective practitioner. If a student approaches the
placement as an opportunity to learn and is motivated to continue their learning the practice
educator considers they will be better prepared for social work after the initial qualifying

course.

Emotional Intelligence

The practice educators who participated in this research place great significance on students
who have higher levels of emotional intelligence. Emotional intelligence can be defined as the
ability to read our own and other people’s emotions and to handle ourselves and our
interventions with others appropriately (Goleman, 2004a, 2004b; Howe, 2008; Mayer, Caruso,

Panter, & Salovey, 2012). Karen recognises the intrapersonal aspect of emotional intelligence:

“in the person. ...It’s that knowing who they are, it’s that knowing that you can...”

(Karen)

Rose uses Douglas’ phrase ‘tuning in’ to describe both the intra and inter-personal aspects

required for working with service users (Douglas, 2008:382):



“perceptive tuning in is more than empathy... ... that insightfulness... it’s that business
about tuning in...getting alongside...it is really difficult to describe and yet when you see
a student whose got it you know” (Rose)

It is important for the student to be self-aware, to work alongside both service users and

colleagues. This is articulated by Liam who asks of students:

“can they work with multi-agency professionals, what’s the communication like what’s
their actual team working like amongst a team, what’s the communication like with
service users” (Liam)

Dave who works within learning disability services talks positively about a student who used

both verbal and nonverbal communication:

“and I notice that on one occasion, he got down, he got right down, just to get that face

contact with them, he didn’t labour the point, he put them at their ease” (Dave)
An individual with emotional intelligence can say the right thing; know when to say nothing
and appropriately offer comfort (Howe, 2008). The literature on emotional intelligence
describes the elements of knowing oneself and being able to read, understand and interact
successfully with others. In this research the practice educators highlight the significance of all
of these elements of emotional intelligence. They spoke in positive ways about students who
were able to communicate with a range of people and develop professional working
relationships. It would appear that practice educators consider an individual requires emotional

competence to become a good social worker.

Resilience
The participants in this research spoke of three sources of pressure that social workers face on
a daily basis. First working with people who use social work services can be challenging and

social workers can face hostility, aggression and frequently practice in traumatic situations.



Social work clients are often vulnerable, oppressed and face discrimination and working to
support such individuals is stressful. A second source of pressure comes from working within
a social work agency where there is high levels of staff turnover, resource constraints,
exceedingly high caseloads and lack of supportive supervision. A third source of pressure can
come from the individual’s private life and this can impact on professional performance. To
work within these three layers of pressure and inducers of stress an individual needs to develop
a resilient identity. Resilience is being able to adapt to internal and external stressors (Collins,
2007) and is ‘the ability to recover rapidly after experiencing some adverse experiences’
(Saarni, 2000:81). Resilience is a term often used in social work practice as it is ‘emotionally
and morally demanding’ and practitioners need resilience and strategies to cope (Morrison,
2007:14). During the interviews participants repeatedly spoke about how difficult and
challenging social work practice is. This example from Fiona who works in child protection is

one of many stories outlining how social workers require resilience:

“you’re working with not enough resources, working with challenging service users, well
it’s common isn’t it, situations of risk, social workers do get assaulted and killed ...cope

with stress and not have too many periods of sickness its important” (Fiona)

In this extract Rose suggests that the work is traumatic but she is able to recognise students

who will become capable practitioners:

“As a children’s guardian that’s all you do, work with trauma all the time...There are
some qualities you seen in some students where you think yes you could work through

this trauma and manage all that” (Rose)

Liam claims that due to workload pressures in the adult protection team he receives an

inadequate level of supervision:

“I get supervised once every six months” (Liam)



Liam went on to expresses frustration with a student who lacked resilience:

“my student didn’t come in one day because she was tired and she rang me and said I'm

exhausted so I’m not coming in” (Liam)
The practice educators express concern that some students do not seem to cope well in social
work environments because they do not have resilience. Jenny and Jean work as freelance
educators and they both said that students without resilience “become like service users”. The
practice educators draw upon their experience that many newly qualified workers have high
caseloads and often receive inadequate levels of support and supervision. Resilience is required
to do the very difficult job of social work, in social work agencies and despite what is occurring

in one’s private life they have to turn up for work and give it one hundred per cent.

Discussion
The practice educators who participated in this research concur with those in Furness and
Gilligan’s (2004) research that meeting the outcomes for initial social work training does not
necessarily equate to confidence in the individual’s ability to undertake competent social work
practice (Furness & Gilligan, 2004). The ‘qualification-competence gap’ outlined by Eraut
(1998) is illustrated by the research participants who construct a space between completing a
final placement and becoming a social worker (Eraut, 1998:130). Illustration 1. represents the
baseline social work knowledge, skills and values that a student must have to pass a final
placement but their approach to learning, emotional intelligence and resilience is recognised
by practice educators as essential for competent social work practice post qualification. The six
segments together are required and by clearly naming these characteristics an opportunity is

created for academics and practice educators to engage in dialogue about how best to support



the development of competence both during initial training and in post graduate professional

development.

Illustrationl. Six segments of competence

Knowledge Apprpach P
learning
Emotional
intelligence
Values Resilience

At the point of data collection the National Occupational Standards for Social Work (NOS)
(TOPSS, 2002) were being phased out and the Professional Capabilities Framework (PCF)
(TCSW, 2013) and Standards of Proficiency (SOP) (HCPC, 2012b) were being introduced. A
student’s approach to learning, emotional intelligence and resilience were not represented
within the NOS but all three appear within the PCF and SOP which means they are directly
applicable to both initial and post graduate social work education. For example the SOP
requires individuals to ‘understand both the need to keep skills and knowledge up-to-date and
the importance of career-long learning’ (SOP 3.3) and the PCF asks that individuals

‘demonstrate a commitment to your continuous learning and development’ (PCF 1.9). In



relation to resilience the SOP requires social workers to ‘be able to manage the physical and
emotional impact of their practice’ (SOP 3.5) and the PCF refers to resilience in general terms
and also identifies the importance of emotional resilience: ‘with support, take steps to manage

and promote own safety, health, wellbeing and emotional resilience’ (PCF 1.1).

As learning, resilience and emotional intelligence are all now included within the
assessment frameworks for social work, educators have a responsibility to directly asses them.
However they must also take responsibility for supporting learners to develop within these
areas. Therefore practice educators must focus attention onto all six segments of competence

as illustrated (illustration 1).

Because one’s approach to learning, resilience and emotional competence are not fixed
attributes educators can support the development of each during initial training and during post
qualifying learning in the workplace. Although research has shown that the foundations for
emotional intelligence are laid in childhood this is not a fixed trait and individuals can learn
and develop emotional competence. Goleman (2004) talks of the brain needing retooling and
Howe (2008) describes the brain as ‘plastic’ but they both agree that it takes time to change
emotional responses, behaviour and feelings (Goleman, 2004b; Howe, 2008). The practice
learning placement and workplace experiential learning are ideal opportunities to practise and
fine tune emotionally competent responses because the learner usually receive one to one

tailored teaching and support from their practice educator.

Like emotional intelligence, resilience is not a fixed attribute and can be altered
positively or negatively (Carson, King, & Papatraianou, 2011; Collins, 2008; Grant & Kinman,
2013). Practice educators can support social workers to develop resilience ‘by adding
resources, bolstering and improving relationships and coaching people to develop skills that
build self-efficacy’ (Lishman, 2007:2005). Practice educators can provide feedback and help

individuals to recognise when they have successfully coped with a difficult situation because



this develops skills and internal confidence in their abilities which ultimately bolsters self-
efficacy (Wilks & Spivey, 2010). Armed with new knowledge, skills and confidence the
student or practitioner approaches future situations from a stronger ‘more secure’ position of

internal resilience (Payne, 2011:12).

The role of the practice educator is crucial as social workers need regular, nurturing and
reflective supervision to develop emotions and optimism to help ‘establish and maintain
resilience’ (Collins, 2007:266). However the development of emotional intelligence and
resilience both require the learner to be engaged and motivated and to keep going despite
setbacks and challenges. They must work in partnership with the educator, take responsibility
for their learning and engage in reflection to make changes to their practice. Urdang (2010)
suggests that ‘being self-reflective builds clinical competence, can help prevent burnout and
boundary violations’ and even suggests ‘self-reflectiveness’ can protect the social worker from
client violence’ (Urdang, 2010:536). However reflective practice can be challenging and
therefore requires motivation and a deeper approach to learning. A student must want to learn
and develop because very strong motivation is required for transformative learning (llleris,
2002). Strong motivation is a cornerstone of a deep approach to learning but rather than
conceptualising deep and surface learning as fixed binary positions it is more constructive to
see them as a metaphor illustrating a continuum along which a learner can be supported to
move. Therefore rather than label an individual as either a deep or a surface learner the educator
can develop their ‘teaching to elicit an active response from students’ (Biggs & Tang, 2007:25).
Practice educators can draw upon traditional and more contemporary learning theory to
actively engage students and practitioners in transformative learning (Authors own work 2016).
For example adopting a strengths approach is useful within teaching because the learner is
supported to become more self-aware and able to identifying strengths which are important

aspects within emotional intelligence, resilience and approaches to learning (Oko, 2011; Wei-



he & Ming-sum, 2010). Modelling is also an effective learning device for social work practice
and therefore practice educators need to become good role model (Barretti, 2007; Mumm,

2006). Wilson’s research concluded:

‘Perhaps one of the most important messages for educators is the need to ensure that

students gain direct experience of observing good professional practice and positive role

models in order to facilitate their reflective learning and professional socialisation.’

(Wilson, 2013:168)
Those working alongside social work learners must model engagement with social work
knowledge, skills and values but also in their approach to learning, emotional competence and
demonstrate their resilience to work within social work settings. On-going feedback and
reflective supervision are also important teaching aids and there are many other
epistemological tools and techniques that can be drawn upon to support professional
development. The aim for practice educators must be to motivate individuals to become
engaged lifelong learner who are reflective and thereby learn from their experiences and

improve their practice because ‘the professional self is continually reassessed and evolves’

beyond initial training (Larrison & Korr, 2013:201).

In addition to supporting, teaching and assessing social work students there is an
important role for practice educators with post qualifying learners in the workplace. The
practice educator needs to consider the development of knowledge, skills and values and also
those characteristics required to be a safe and effective social worker: resilience, emotional
intelligence and a continuous motivated engaged adult learner. It is therefore suggested that the
practice educator has a relevant and meaningful role in the ongoing transformative learning for

social work practice.



Conclusion
In this empirical research practice educators differentiate the borderline social work students
from those they consider more likely to become effective practitioners by their approach to
learning, resilience and emotional intelligence. These three domains (alongside social work
knowledge, skills and values) span across initial training and into post qualifying social work
practice and this article suggests that practice educators can have a meaningful role in working
with practitioners to sustain development within these areas. By understanding that they are
not fixed attributes practice educator can draw upon learning strategies, offer reflective
supervision and support the practitioner learner in their ongoing transformative learning. The
role of the Practice Development Educator (PDE) is still quite new and is not at this point in
time a mandatory role yet they are well positioned to make a substantial contribution to
education within and for social work practice. Practice educators (and PDE) are ideally situated
to support individuals during initial training and throughout an individual’s post qualifying

social work learning journey.
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