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Abstract: The BA (Hons) Social Work Programme at University Campus Suffolk
(UCS) has just completed a full academic year embedding the new Professional
Capabilities Framework (PCF) produced by The College of Social Work (TCSW,
2012) and the Standards of Proficiency for Social Work (SoPS) (Health and Care
Professionals Council, HCPC, 2012). UCS fully began this process a year ahead
of the mandatory requirement for all Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) to
introduce these in time for the 2013 -2014 academic year. The new regulatory
frameworks were incorporated into the programme to allow an evaluative
implementation pilot year and an opportunity for review. This study will set
the scene for the important role that practice educators play in social work
training and education within the context of recent developments. Despite the
disruption created by revision to the teaching and learning on the programme,
practice placements and additional training and support required for the social
work academics feedback from practice educators and students suggests that the
transition was a success. It will also highlight the benefits of the new frameworks
in relation to the training and support that was provided, the need for the on-going
training and support for practice educators as well as considering lessons to be
learned and revisions needed for the next academic year.
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Introduction

There is absolutely no doubt that practice educators have been, and remain,
an integral part of all social work training programmes; it is fair to say
that without them it would not be possible to train social work students
sufficiently to manage the demanding and complex work that surrounds the
social work profession. Practice, teaching and learning on qualifying social
work degree programmes is fundamental to develop social work students
into qualifying practitioners. The work based learning provided through
placement experiences also allows students to extend their knowledge, skill
and value base through the realities of practice, inviting them to improve
their performance and be assessed ‘on the job’. Students need to be able
to transfer academic teaching and learning into the practice arena and,
equally to bring their practice alive through informal and formal discussion,
reflection and debate alongside assessment processes that make the role of
the practice educator vital to the student’s success.

Thompson et al. (1994, p.4) remind us that the practice educator role
is complex. It incorporates the skills of enabling, supporting, teaching,
managing, challenging and evaluating and requires commitment, self-
awareness, enthusiasm and creativity. This role is often carried out in
tandem with excessive work pressures, frequent changes in national and
local law, policy and practice as well as managerialist cultures that can
create feelings of anxiety, helplessness and being out of control. Coupled
with the frequent re-organisation and re-structuring of social work teams
in response to government reforms and budget cuts it is not uncommon
for practice educators to feel overwhelmed and unable to continue their
role in line with inadequate workload relief and mounting responsibilities
(William & Rutter, 2010, p.130). Equally practice educators can feel
pressured into undertaking the moral obligation of training the new
workforce in the face of limited financial incentives and a lack of support.

Despite the continuing need to recruit practice educators, it is not always
heralded as a key area for staff development. The role of practice education is
surely essential for ensuring sufficient training and the assignment of newly
qualified social workers. Lindsay and Walton’s (2000) study of workforce
planning and the strategic development of practice educators highlighted
that only a quarter of agencies included practice education as an option
during staff development appraisals. There were also significant variations
in relation to funding practice educator training.

Linked to this it is not uncommon for experienced practice educators to
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be prevented from continuing their role or having to have a break from it as
aresult of the re-organisation of teams and departments and changing roles
and responsibilities. Factors such as the migration of practice educators
across the sector, promotion to management levels and those leaving the
profession, taking retirement or whose skills may need updating all impact
on the supply and retention of practice educators (Lindsay & Walton, 2000).

We also need to recognise that practice education can be an incredibly
isolating role. It is quite common for a single practice educator to be
supporting a student in a social work team or other setting, likewise for an
independent practice educator in an off-site role to be visiting the student
in the placement than for groups of practice educators and students to be
working together. This becomes ever more complex when implementing
changes to practice placements, amending portfolio requirements in line
with social work reform and managing the changing role and development
within social work organisations. The opportunity exists therefore for
providing guidance, support and opportunities for practice educators to
share new and best practice and undertake training together. Valuing,
encouraging and appreciating the demanding role of practice educators in
the face of limited placements and a lack of qualified practice educators
should also be a real priority for HEIs and partner agencies if the social work
profession is to continue to develop and ultimately exist as we desire — to
support and enable positive change in ourselves and others.

Context

Historically, social work practice, education and training have always
been exposed to regular revision, development and review mirroring
the complexity of social work practice in an ever-changing society. The
development of the Practice Educator role has evolved to accommodate
and reflect the increasing demands placed on social work students in
the face of the dynamic and inconstant socio-economic-political arena.
In response to this the practice educator role has moved from being in a
position of just needing to be a qualified social work practitioner competent
and knowledgeable in the their own field of practice and therefore capable
of supervising a social work student, to one that began to be regulated
through competency based requirements (CCETSW, 1991).

This was supported with the development of the Practice Teaching Award
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prescribed through the National Post-Qualifying Education and Training
Award in Social Work (CCETSW, 1989; GSCC, 2005), ‘Providing a ‘means
of ensuring the quality and standards for students on placement’” (Walker et
al, 2008, p.3). At the same time we have seen social work training and
education move from a two year diploma to a three year degree following
substantial reforms by the Department of Health (DoH, 2002). In recent
years we have also had to embrace the General Social Care Council that was
set up with the responsibility for registering qualified and student social
workers that has now been taken over by the Health and Care Professions
Council. Alongside this we have had the emergence of the College of Social
Work commissioned by the Social Work Task Force in 2009 to provide a
centre of excellence for social work. The College operates alongside Skills
for Care supporting the Social Work Reform Board (2010) that works in
partnership with the Department of Education having key responsibility for
the Assessed and Supported Year in Employment (ASYE) (Skills for Care,
2012) and supporting employers to meet their workforce needs.

With the introduction of the TCSW and HCPC radical changes
have been presented to further progress the Social Work Reform Board
recommendations (2010). The Practice Educator Framework has been
replaced with the Practice Educator Professional Standards for Social
Work (PEPS) that set out requirements in two stages, commensurate with
the different levels of complexity and responsibility in teaching, assessing
and supervising social work degree students. The learning outcomes that
need to be achieved are set out across four domains (A, B, C and D) for
to stage 1 practice educators who can supervise, teach and assess social
work degree students in first stage placements. They may also contribute
to final stage placements but may not act as the Practice Educator on a
day to day basis or take responsibility for final assessment unlike stage 2
practice educators who can take on this role and advance to a mentoring
practice educator (TCSW, 2012). All Practice Educators will also need to
be registered with the HCPC by 2015. As well as the changes noted above,
Year 2 social work students in first placements, will now complete 70 days
instead of 100 days, with the remaining 30 days being utilised as skills
development days within social work training programmes. Year 3 final
placement social work students will still be required to complete a 100
days in a social work placement setting.

All Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) will need to have embedded the
PEPS, PCF and SoPS into their training programmes prior to the start of
the 2013 — 2014 academic year. To prepare practice educators, students
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and academics for the changes taking place, local partner agencies and
HEIs have been required to meet to set out protocols for registering,
monitoring and supporting practice educators, ensuring that practice
placement portfolio requirements reflect the new frameworks and that
teaching and learning is streamlined with the Assessed and Supported
Year in Employment (ASYE) (Skills for Care, 2012) that newly qualified
social workers are required to undertake during their first year in qualified
practice. Ultimately the PCF and SoPS take students on a journey during
their first year on a social work training programme and continue through
to qualifying and post qualifying experience as part of their Continued
Professional Development (TCSW, 2012).

The staged approach of the PCF assesses students in Year 1 in terms of
readiness for practice prior to Year 2 and Year 3 where their capabilities are
assessed at the end of the first placement and end of the final placement,
leading on to the ASYE (Skills for Care, 2012). Social Work has therefore
moved from a regulatory system based on competency measures to one
of capability measures. McNay et al. (2009, p.73) points out that under
the previous framework, it was not competence that was the issue but the
competence framework. This was supported with O’'Hagan’s (1996, p.14)
overview of other authors’ criticisms that explained that ‘in order to achieve
competence students were too focused on finding work that would provide evidence
rather than taking a holistic approach that mirrors the dynamic complexity of
social work’. The development of professional capability is not, however, a
new concept. To give examples, the process of broader learning featured
in the QAA Benchmark Statement for Social Policy and Social Work (QAA,
2000) put an emphasis on integrated learning which was also captured by
Barnett and Coate (2005). In essence whilst competency revolves around
a set of guidelines that can measure ability and skills, capability ensures
the measurement of skill through actual practice over a period of time set
against specific tasks, goals and objectives.

Durkin and Shergill (2000, p.171) also stated that practice competence
is concerned with what people can do, rather than what they know and
so if competence is concerned with ‘doing’ then it must be related to a
context or subject, allowing the practice educator to evaluate the students’
performance fully. Indeed the PCF is set up under nine domains that
require the practice educator and student to holistically assess the student’s
performance, a move away from the tick box approach of the previous
National Occupation Standards (Topps England, 2002). One could argue
that practice educators have always been required to assess students
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holistically although this has been based largely on the evidence that is
gathered by the students, as presented to the practice educator and through
a portfolio of evidence. Practice educators under the new framework are
being encouraged to take more responsibility and ownership around
gathering evidence themselves through observation and supervision of
the student, presenting this information through their placement reports
alongside evidence that is presented by the student through the portfolio.
This was highlighted in a recent online debate hosted by The College of
Social Work around support for students where Novell (2013, p.1) stated
that ‘giving more scope to the judgement of the practice educator about a
student’s practice, enabled clearer identification by the practice educator of
the areas that students need to work on to demonstrate their practice’. This
will require practice educators to be empowered and supported in making
overarching judgements around the quality of practice, which makes future
practice educator training a vital component in achieving this outcome.

As noted previously the traditional route to a practice educator
qualification came through the Practice Teacher Award and the Post-
Qualifying frameworks. Under the new system although the PEPS specify
learning outcomes and includes guidance on minimum requirements in
terms of mentoring and assessing practice educators, HEIs and partner
agencies are being left to develop their own training pathways. Whilst
local agendas are important, there is risk of postcode variations or purely
tailored local responses at the expense of a consistent national standard.
Prior to the implementation of the PEPS, 15 partnerships of employers and
HEIs were invited to deliver pilot practice educator programmes under
the draft practice educator framework (Skills for Care, 2009). Keen et al.
(2010) conducted an evaluation of the pilot training programmes sharing
some concerns around the quality of mentors but concluded that it was a
positive evaluation indicating the potential effectiveness of the draft practice
educator framework. With the PEPS now in full swing, it will require HEIs
to ensure that future training programmes meet workforce development
needs. The field is therefore wide open in terms of tailoring local training
programmes and flexible pathways for practice educators and mentors
within partnership consortia.

What has not been mentioned and is lacking in relation to research is
the on-going training and support that practice educators require post
qualification and during the supervision and assessment of social work
students. Although this should be seen as an essential requirement and
to some degree all HEIs and partner agencies provide a level of on-going
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training and development, this can be variable. It has now become a vital
component of future professional development as noted in Domain D of the
PEPS that requests ‘effective continuing performance as a practice educator’.
Williams and Rutter (2010: 127 - 131) rightly state that ‘before we can enable
others we need to enable ourselves’ This requires practice educators to
understand themselves critically as learners, undertake personal learning
and development that includes self-directed learning and keeping up to
date with the world of practice education. It is essential therefore that
practice educators remain aware of learning and training development
within their own organisations as well as other learning providers. This
is particularly important for independent practice educators who may no
longer be linked to an employer agency. HEIs have an important role to
play here in terms of providing good quality practice educator training and
support including accessibility to materials and resources that consider
the connections between academic teaching and learning and placement
experience. (Preston-Shoot et al., 2013).

Implementing the new frameworks

The social work team at University Campus Suffolk made the decision to
implement the new frameworks into the BA (Hons) Social Work programme
during the academic year 2012-2013 and have now completed the year-long
cycle. This was a year ahead of the mandatory date for implementation.
This decision was taken for three reasons; firstly it would allow final year
students to become familiar with the new frameworks prior to commencing
their Assessed and Supported Year in Employment on completion of the
programme. Secondly it allowed us to introduce Year 1 students to the new
frameworks at the same time as undertaking the 30 skills development
days that would assess their readiness for practice, prior to starting year
two. Thirdly it has allowed the university to run a pilot year supported
with a full evaluation.

Work began on integrating the new frameworks into the teaching and
learning and portfolio requirements on the BA (Hons) Social Work at UCS
during the spring of 2012, which included meetings with partner agencies,
service users, students and academic staff, with the bulk of the changes
being made to the programme across the summer prior to implementation
at the beginning of the academic year 2012 -2013. During the early weeks of
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the start of the new semester, academic staff, practice educators and students
were briefed and given guidance on the changes that had taken place,
with a continued support network built in that involved personal tutors
monitoring and guiding students and practice educators during placement
meetings and the placement initiative coordinator overseeing the process
and guiding the tutors and practice educators through the developments.

The portfolio requirements were culled down and focused on including
tasks that would allow students to evidence the wide range of capabilities
and standards at the same time as ensuring students would further develop
their integration of law and policy, theory to practice and critical thinking
underpinned with anti-oppressive and anti-discriminatory practice. Whilst
students were undertaking their practice placement, they attended weekly
workshops with personal tutors or whole group lectures focused on the
integration of academic teaching and learning with work based learning.
This juxtaposition of theory and practice has been an on-going feature of
the UCS programme for some years and lent itself well to supporting the
management of these changes.

All the pieces of work required for the portfolio have prescribed templates
with headings that students use to complete the tasks and each piece of
work allows students to develop their knowledge, skill and value base
in key areas whilst mapping to the new frameworks. Examples include
a Tuning-in Summary which encourages students to develop empathy
and to explore the emotions and feelings of service users as well as these
within themselves. The Critical Case Study Analysis takes students a
step further allowing them to take a structured approach to reflection
and critical analysis, to consider assessment and intervention strategies,
theory to practice alongside examining anti-oppressive practice and value
issues (Green Lister and Crisp, 2007:51). In previous years students had a
tendency to link in law and policy, without providing a critique so changes
were made to the Law and Policy module on the programme to reflect this
and to allow students to gain a wider knowledge base around the many
different areas of law that impact on social work practice. The law and policy
analysis in the portfolio also encourages students to consider the positive
and negative aspects of law and policy and the impact it can have on service
users, allowing them to make direct links to practice. This in turn allows
students to apply and deepen their understanding of legislation in practice
(Preston-Shoot et al., 1997:4). The reflective summary is set up around the
nine domains of the PCF (TCSW, 2012) allowing students to really reflect on
areas of their practice and development, making links to other areas within
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the portfolio and the new frameworks. In relation to practice educators in
statutory settings reporting that students do not come prepared enough to
undertake complex assessments in their final year, students are now also
required to provide an example of an assessment they have undertaken,
demonstrating their ability to gather information, analyse and use evidence
bases practice and develop an action plan of intervention.

Practice educators are encouraged to evidence other pieces of work
in relation to the student’s development of their capabilities, not already
submitted through the portfolio, but shown through observation and
supervision of the student through their practice educator mid-way and
final reports. In tandem with introducing the changes to the portfolio
requirements and updating academic, teaching and learning material with
the new frameworks, the 30 skills development days were introduced. 26
of these days were embedded into the Year 1, year-long module entitled
Preparation for Practice, that includes a 10 day observational placement
experience and a recorded interview of a service user, lectures and
workshops focused on developing the student’s ‘readiness for practice’.
The module is assessed via a portfolio of evidence to get students ready
for undertaking this on a larger scale in Years 2 and 3. The remaining 4
skills development days are shared between Years 2 and 3 through whole
group lectures around developing an advanced and critical understanding
of reflection, building resilience and managing change. The implementation
was underpinned with a thorough evaluation incorporating all stakeholders
to allow the pilot year to undergo review and revision prior to the start of
the next academic year.

Evaluation

Evidence and feedback was gathered throughout the implementation of
the new frameworks from a number of sources. Students and service users
were asked to provide feedback in relation to using and making reference to
the new frameworks through written assignment tasks and the placement
portfolio of evidence at Course Committee meetings. Although final year
students found it initially quite daunting to switch from having used the
National Occupational Standards (Topps England, 2002) in Year 2 to
the new frameworks in Year 3 they reported positively on being able to
adapt, finding the portfolio requirements and supporting guidance easy
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to use. Students across Years 2 and 3 were also pleased that the amount
of written work required for portfolio assessment had been reduced.
Students commented overall that they found the new frameworks easier
to understand and map to their academic/reflective writing.

Focus group discussions took place at the end of the six Practice
Educator Workshops who were run throughout the academic year and the
practice educator and service user Practice Assessment Panels at mid-way
and final point of submission of the portfolio. Some of the independent
practice educators that work for different HEIs were finding it difficult to
work with the both the old and new systems in place, but generally felt
that the new frameworks would be easier to digest and work with, with
the passing of time. Feedback in relation to the portfolio requirements,
guidance and practice educator report was largely positive with some areas
being identified as needing more of a focus (that is guidance on completing
the assessment task, being able to assess the level of attainment in relation
to the capabilities and needing more guidance on using the practice
educator reports in a more holistic way). The academic social work team
also provided feedback through regular team meeting discussions and staff
development days and again reported positively on the changes that had
taken place and the guidance and support provided. External examiners
at the final assessment board were impressed with the process and layout
of the portfolio requirements and the mapping of the new frameworks
against assessment tasks. They also highlighted the significant rise in the
quality and standard of assessed student work in relation to the use of law
and policy, theory to practice and critical analysis, which was linked to an
overall increase in higher grades being awarded.

When the majority of Year 2 and Year 3 students had completed their
placement experiences the 62 partner agency and independent practice
educators who were supervising and assessing students were sent a
questionnaire that they completed anonymously at the same time as giving
consent for the information to be used as part of this study, yielding a
response rate of 48. The questionnaire consisted of 9 questions that asked
practice educators if they felt that the new frameworks captured and
allowed evidence to be gathered for the wide range of learning experiences
needed during a practice placement alongside how easy or not they were
to interpret. They were also asked if the portfolio of evidence assignment
tasks mapped well against the new frameworks and whether the guidance
provided to students and practice educators was sufficient. Lastly they
considered their ability to write the practice educator report, their use of the

57 J. of Practice Teaching & Learning 12(2), pp.48-66. DOI: 10.1921/5702120201. © w&b 2013




Jackie Plenty and David Gower

direct observation proforma and whether or not they had found the practice
educator workshops informative and educational. Space was provided to
allow respondents to provide any further qualitative feedback they wished
to add. A psychometric Likert scale was used that asked practice educators
to rate the questions between 1 and 5 (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
agree).

Discussion and findings

In response the first four questions Figure 1: shows that practice educators
rated the ability of the new frameworks to allow evidence to be gathered
from the placement experience between Agree and Strongly Agree, only
one respondent gave a scale rate of 2. Interestingly although the PCF scored
slightly higher in relation to interpreting the domains, the SoPS were
rated slightly higher in terms of their use for gathering evidence. Practice
educators also provided a number of mixed responses;:

‘The frameworks are very repetitive due to their holistic nature’..... ‘Difficult to
demonstrate depth and level’. ‘Felt very unfamiliar I am sure this will ease with
time’..... ‘The new standards are wide ranging but difficult to write to in terms of
the enormity of the number of sub-sections’

‘I found the process really easy to work with’.... ‘PCF encompasses a wide range
of skills, values and academic learning’.... They do allow for the gathering of
information’....I found them easy to interpret albeit section 9'..... ‘Having the
standards mapped against the PCF is helpful’

.... ‘They do give a good level of choice, are easy to read allowing the mapping out
of skills and knowledge development’..... Yes easy to understand, referring to them
during each supervision session and keeping a record of the evidence being gathered
by the student allowed them to be digested’

It is clear that despite some reservations practice educators were getting
to grips with using the new frameworks to underpin their supervision and
assessment of students.

The responses to the questions around whether or not the portfolio
of evidence tasks were mapped well to the new framework, whether the
guidance provided was sufficient and ability to write the practice educator
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Figure.1l: Professional Capabilities Framework and Standards of Proficiency for
social Work: Interpretation of and ability to allow evidence to be gathered for
the wide ranging learning experiences needed during and practice placement

® PCF Evidence Gathering
B PCF Interpretation

¥ HCPC Evidence Gathering
B HCPC Interpretation

1. Strengly 2 3. Agree 4 5. Strongly
Disagree Agree

Figure 2: Mapping Portfolio tasks to the Professional Capabilities Framework
and Standards of Proficiency for Social Work alongside guidance provided:
Writing the Practice Educator Report and use of the Direct Observation
Proforma
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report and use of the direct observation proforma yielded slightly varying
results. Figure 2 shows the mapping of the portfolio tasks to the new
frameworks fell largely around an ‘agree’ scale of 3 and 4 with 3 respondents
scalingat 2 and 7 at 5. In terms of the portfolio guidance that was provided,
the majority of responses fall between 4 and 5. This suggests that the new
and adapted assignment tasks caused some disparity which could be linked
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to their unfamiliarity but the guidance provided to assist in the completion
of the tasks was generally useful.

The practice educator report that was set around the nine domains of
the PCF (TCSW, 2012) and also asked practice educators to identify future
learning needs, was rated between 4 and 5 for the most part, demonstrating
the ability of practice educators to gather evidence and to disseminate this
through their assessment and evaluation of the student’s capabilities. The
majority of practice educators strongly agree with the usefulness of the
direct observation process and proforma with only one giving a rating of 2.
This is likely to be related to the clear guidance that is provided in relation
to the detail required in the proforma that is completed and the process
being well embedded into the programme. Practice educators also stated:

‘Students have to produce less work for their portfolio, with the large number of SoPs
and the PCF it is not always easy for these to be evidenced'.... ‘The tasks work well
but limited word counts appeared difficult at times for students.... ‘Concerned how
students will manage completing all the work when placements reduce to 70 days’.
‘The introduction of critically analysing law and policy and theory to practice in
more depth is an excellent addition’ ..... The information provided in relation to the
portfolio requirements was clear and specific in detailing evidence and competencies
required by the student and practice educator’....... ‘I do think the guidelines on the
assessment task are not clear enough’. ‘It was clear what was required for the report
but the detail and repetitiveness in the PCF made it difficult’....... ‘New to the process
struggled a bit with the report I am sure this will be easier second time around.

The feedback indicates some revision needed around guidance for
assignment tasks and a clearer emphasis being placed on practice educators
themselves to provide further evidence through their reports that does not
appear in the portfolio.

Supporting practice educators

University Campus Suffolk has always provided some level of support to
practice educators, but during the last four years have introduced a series
of regular (usually six) practice educator and on-site supervisor workshops
that run through the academic year. The workshops are intended to create
a supportive teaching and learning environment for the purpose of gaining
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and sharing information, that have specific themes linked to the social
work practice placement process. Ultimately they aim to provide an open
forum for sharing practice experiences and resources. The workshops
are delivered by the social work team placement initiative coordinator
and encourage delivery from experienced practice educators. To date
workshops have included themes around, managing supervision, direct
observations, theory to practice, anti-oppressive practice, critical thinking,
law and policy, communication and interviewing skills, reflective skills,
managing boundaries, supporting students managing disclosures of child
sexual abuse and domestic violence, how students learn, motivational
interviewing, transactional analysis, assessing and marking the final
portfolio, failing and marginalised students, gathering evidence and using
holistic assessment and more recently implementing the new frameworks
and the practice educator professional standards. The sessions are geared
towards allowing practice educators to develop their own knowledge, skill
and value base at the same time as introducing some of the teaching and
learning on the programme that students are exposed to, to allow a greater
integration of classroom based learning and work based learning.

Workshops are followed by practice educators and on-site supervisors
being given the opportunity to join a group supervision session and also
incorporate regular evaluation and review sessions to ensure the workshops
are providing the training and support that practice educators feel they
need. Alongside the workshops and group supervision the placement
initiative coordinator also provides one to one mentoring and support
via telephone or email contact or face-to-face visits when requested. This
service has been greatly appreciated by partner agencies and practice
educators. The workshops are also supported with an annual Social Work
Practice Education Conference that is currently approaching its third
year. The conferences have allowed UCS and its partner agencies to keep
practice educators up-to-date with the recent reform which has included
representation from Skills for Care, the College of Social Work and key
speakers and authors from the field of practice education.

As part of the evaluation questionnaire practice educators where
asked to rate and comment on their experience of attending the practice
education workshops in relation to whether or not they were informative
and educational. Figure 3 shows that the majority of practice educators
strongly agree that the workshops are informative and educational with
only 2 practice educators giving a rate of 3. General feedback from practice
educators included:
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Figure 3: Practice Educator Training Workshop: Are they Informative and

Educational?
35
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Educator Workshops
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1. Strongly 2 3. Agree 4 5. Strongly
Disagree Agree

They provide excellent learning but also networking and sharing’. “Very valuable
would be helpful if they could be repeated on different days’. Workshops are superb,
stimulating, updating and developing me very well. Workshops are incredibly
worthwhile both in terms of developing practice and meeting up with other practice
educators which can feel very isolating at times.

The quotations clearly highlight the importance and relevance of the
workshops to practice educators both in terms of providing a teaching and
learning space for continued professional development and the opportunity
to feel less isolated and able to meet with and share best practice ideas with
other practice educators.

Conclusion

Whilst there is no doubt that the integration and implementation of the
new frameworks into the BA (Hons) Social Work programme at UCS has
been a journey of complex, active and industrious hard work requiring a
tremendous amount of re-organisation, the pilot year has largely been a
success, albeit there are some lessons to be learned. The new framework
grids that have been used as a means of holistically assessing students have
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been developed to include level descriptors where both the student and
practice educator can work together to assess whether or not the student
is ‘Confident, ‘Effective’, ‘Satisfactory’ or still ‘Needs to Develop’ key areas
of their practice. This has been in line with the model used by the lead
partner agency which has integrated this process into the ASYE (Skills for
Care, 2012) who through sharing ‘best practice’ have ensured that our final
year students will leave the programme with an up to date report that is
streamlined with their continued professional develop during their first
year as newly qualified social workers. In line with student feedback, the
portfolio requirements have been culled down for first stage placement
students to allow enough time to complete the tasks when the placements
drop to a 70 day experience. The guidance in the portfolio requirements
around key areas of work such as the assessment and intervention task
has also been strengthened. To encourage more reflection in the portfolio,
students will also be required to attach extracts from their reflective logs
to supervision notes at key points during the placement experience.

Practice educator workshops have been organised to allow the sharing
of these new developments and will include teaching and learning and
further guidance around encouraging practice educators to take more
responsibility for including evidence not submitted in the student’s
portfolio through their written practice educator reports. This will run in
tandem with further guidance around the domains of the new frameworks
and how they can be evidenced in practice. Equally of importance is the
need for all HEIs and partner agencies to remain aware of the pressures
facing practice educators under the new regulations and developments in
relation to mounting work commitments and demands made on their time
undertaking what can be a very isolating role and to acknowledge this
through providing regular training, guidance, supervision and support.
What is clear from this evaluation is that practice educators really value
good quality training and support throughout their supervision and
assessment of students at key points during the placement experience.
The commitment and full focus on developing close collaborative working
relationships with all stakeholders is also of fundamental importance for
ensuring the success of the new developments which will need to continue
in line with forthcoming revalidation, endorsement and inspection of social
work training programmes.

As social work continues to voyage through yet another sea of change that
will go beyond the implementation of the new frameworks and registering of
practice educators to face the implications of reduced social work bursaries
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and the need to continue to focus on providing high quality placements
(Munro, 2011, p.98) alongside the governments new plans for further review
of social work training (Association of Directors for Children’s Services,
2013) it will ultimately continue to face new challenges. Parker (2013)
during a recent conference presentation entitled ‘ the trouble with practice
education’ usefully reminds us to remain aware and able to challenge the
‘external pressures to conform to consistent standards, based on universal
models of practice learning with increased prescription to improve practice
quality. College of Social Work experts, academics and practitioners are
also set to begin debating the key issues facing practice educators (TCSW,
2013). Whilst UCS has taken on board the requirements of the new reforms
and will continue to review and develop on the back of a successful pilot
year of implementation and overarching positive feedback, what rings clear
is the need for social work academics and professionals to stay tuned in to
their ‘radical’ roots. This will require us to have the dexterity to question
and challenge, if we are to maintain our capacity to provide a high quality
‘student experience’ based on creativity and innovation juxtaposed against a
turbulent political and economic climate that will undoubtedly continue to
put pressure on all those involved in maintaining the social work profession.
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