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Introduction

Practice learning opportunities, in general, are rigorously assessed and, 
indeed, always have been. Effective assessment demands that students 
know what is to be assessed and how it will be evaluated. Practice 
learning also requires students to become effective self-assessors, 
developing self-awareness, refl ecting on learning, identifying needs and 
working out learning plans to meet them.
The changes wrought by the introduction of the new social work degree 
in England have a signifi cant impact on practice learning. Indeed, the 
change in terminology from ‘placement’ to ‘practice learning opportunity’ 
refl ects that signifi cance, encouraging the exploration, development and 
implementation of innovative forms of learning to practise social work 
within the contemporary and complex world of public service. The 
extension of the number of days and structure of learning around two 
different service user groups in two distinct settings and including legal 
interventions is further evidence of that tumultuous change (Department 
of Health, 2002), which promotes opportunities to develop new ap-
proaches to practice learning and assessment (Parker, forthcoming). 
This paper explores whether students can and should be encouraged to 
assess themselves in practice learning, and, assuming that they can, to 
consider how practice teachers might assist in the process. This assumes 
great importance given the need to assist all practitioners undertaking 
new post-qualifying awards to contribute to the learning and education 
of others (GSCC, 2005). In doing so, research concerning self-effi cacy 
will be introduced. It is postulated that self-effi cacy measurement can 
be translated into a useful tool for guided self-assessment.

The context of assessment and practice learning
Practice teachers have a dual responsibility for making an assessment and a 
pass or fail recommendation to universities, as well as teaching and support-
ing students in their learning. At times, this has been seen as uncomfortable 
and producing a potential confl ict of interests (Knight, 2003). It should not 
be seen in this way, however, as it is part of the learning and teaching process 
and perhaps refl ects some of the changes required in practice teaching in 
social work (Watkins and Edwards, 2002). Assessment systems are complex 
and all those involved in the practice learning experience may be called upon 
to provide evidence of competence to practise (see fi gure 1). Gaining the 
views and opinions of all people involved with students can provide crucial 
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evidence in identifying learning needs and assessing competence. This 
includes feedback from team colleagues which may or may not be confi rma-
tory but can be used and internalised to reframe learning objectives and 
contribute to the critical assessment process (Parker, 2004). Students may 
be involved in group or team learning and assessments (McCafferty, 2004) 
some of which may refl ect agencies developing as learning organisations 
(SCIE, 2004) and developments in the organisation of practice learning 
(Parker, Whitfi eld and Doel, 2006). The perceptions and feedback from 
service users and carers (as those who receive the student’s and agency’s 
services, Doel and Shardlow, 2005; Edwards, 2003, Thomas, 2002), can 
again aid the focus on the learning needs and objectives to be negotiated 
and achieved through practice learning and evaluated within supervision. 
This mélange of evidence contributes to the process and assessment of 
learning following completion of the practice learning experience. Bruner 
(1966; cited in Ramsden, 2004, p. 223) states that:

‘(e)valuation is often viewed as a test of effectiveness – of materials, teaching 
methods, or what not – but this is the least important aspect of it. the most 
important is to provide intelligence in how to improve things.’

Figure 1
Sources of student assessment in practice
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Students themselves are central to this assessment process, and 
critically refl ective self-assessment can enhance it. If the focus of 
self-evaluation is on improvement of practice this can provide a useful 
process for practice assessors as well as their students.

Can students assess themselves?

When evaluating teaching practice in higher education, Ramsden (2004) 
suggests focusing on the following core areas:

• how others and how do you experience your practice as an 
educator

• evidence from as a wide a range of sources as possible (include 
users)

• a focus on improvement
• continuous and continuing process

Whilst these relate to the skills and performance of teachers in 
higher education, they can be applied to practice teacher and student 
self-assessment and form the basis of supervision sessions concerning 
the development of critical and refl ective self-knowledge in practice. 
Supervision is a reciprocally developmental process and involves 
practice teachers evaluating their performance as well as the students 
theirs. As a process, it seems accepted that self-assessment is important 
in developing critical self-awareness, the skills of which are central to 
the human professions such as social work (Boud, 1995; Fitzpatrick, 
2006). Taras (2003) indicates that this contributes to the learning 
process more when self-assessment is integrated with tutor feedback as 
an integrated process of learning and development. However, there is 
an on-going debate within higher education as a whole that questions 
whether students can evaluate their learning or practice and whether 
it is appropriate for students to assess themselves in more summative 
ways. In terms of the quality of the assessment, the criterion of ‘fi tness 
for purpose’ - or does it test what it purports to test – holds good and 
using Ramsden’s questions can assist the process.

Three assumptions may preclude the contribution of summative self 
assessment in higher education according to McDowell and Sambell 
(1999):
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• Students are not suffi ciently knowledgeable about assessment to 
comment

• Students may not recognise or assess appropriately the purpose of 
assessment

• Since students are being judged or tested their views are not 
suffi ciently objective

These misconceptions hold true for practice teaching also. McDowell 
and Sambell’s research found, however, that students generally prefer 
assessment to be interesting and challenging as a vehicle for learning 
rather than easy to pass. What students did want in assessment is to 
be engaged in the learning process, to receive feedback to enhance 
future learning, and to know clearly, what is expected. This provides 
an important counterbalance to the notion that students will simply 
pass themselves and it must be remembered that in practice learning 
self-assessment in the form of a critical evaluation of learning is fairly 
common as a constituent part of the process. Fitzpatrick examined self-
assessment as a component of a nursing programme module, evaluating 
the potential for integrating professional knowledge with personal 
self-refl ection and development. It is important that practice teachers 
are aware of this research, the assumptions relating to self-assessment 
and acknowledge it in their work with students. Of course, it is not the 
case that all students seek challenging learning experiences and act with 
such good intentions and an element of safety in assessment is necessary. 
This is achieved within practice learning in respect of triangulation of 
evaluation and assessment (see fi gure 1). This notwithstanding, a central 
assumption must be that accepting that a student is able to self-assess 
implies that students wish to improve their practice and will undertake 
the process in an honest way. Assessment in practice learning can be seen 
along a continuum of loci of control with external elements necessary 
to the degree and academic learning for professional practice to internal 
elements of personal readiness and evaluation which interlinks with the 
development of refl ective practice and self-awareness (see fi gure 2)
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Practice teachers and the assessment process

If practice learning is purely focused on the fi nal assessment outcome, 
this may become the crux of the experience which may reduce the 
level of learning and skills development (Wakeford, 2003). Therefore, 
fi nding ways that encourage students to engage fully with the experi-
ence, growing in knowledge, skills and values as social workers, and, 
indeed, about the self is crucial to an effective practice teaching role. 
It is important, therefore, to see the assessment of practice learning as 
a process of development facilitated rather than conducted solely by 
practice teachers.

A process model, where assessment is continuous, considers 
developmental issues and changes and takes into account the changing 
and mediated views of students and others involved in the assessment 
process. Such an approach prepares students for continuing develop-
ment and learning required by the GSCC (2002; 2005). This is similar 

Figure 2
Loci of control in practice learning
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to inculcating the development of a constant refl ective cycle towards 
practice and will benefi t from guided or focused supervision (Kolb, 
1984; Boud and Walker, 1998; Parker, 2004). It is important to be aware 
of some of the complexities involved in encouraging and assessing refl ec-
tive learning (Ixer, 1999). Developing a refl ective approach, however, 
may contribute to the fi nal, summative assessment of competence which 
generally results in two related and often integrated outputs - a practice 
teacher report and student report possibly collated within a portfolio. 
The portfolio relies heavily on practice teacher facilitated self-assess-
ment as a process. Indeed, part of the evaluation of the portfolio is an 
assessment of the self-analytic and refl ective abilities of the student 
and whether they can critically examine their practice in an open and 
emotionally intelligent way (Goleman, 1996).

The student perspective in assessment has been little considered 
but is central to the experience. Knight (2003) reports on a qualitative 
study of fi nal year undergraduate students from an occupational therapy 
background, investigating their experiences of being assessed. She found 
high levels of acceptance with the primary assessment but some concern 
about its reliability, which demanded clear explanation of the assessment 
criteria for practice learning experiences and an indication of ways in 
which the criteria might be met. One way in which greater engagement 
and transparency may be gained is by promoting the triangulation of 
modes of assessment and encouraging self-assessment.

Practice learning opportunities need to be ‘fi t for purpose’ and offer 
suffi cient learning opportunities to meet the standards and requirements 
for social work practice. The process, and preparation for it, begins 
when negotiating the practice learning agreement and identifying 
opportunities to enhance knowledge and skills and assist in meeting 
some of the standards. It is important to assess the worth of the learning 
opportunities from a range of perspectives, one of which must be the 
students’ understanding of their competence and learning needs. It 
is the student’s learning and practice that is assessed during practice 
learning. The assessment will be specifi c to each practice agency but is 
likely to focus on the National Occupational Standards and the value 
base of social work. It is important to consider what evidence might be 
used to demonstrate learning in practice.
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Evidence and evaluation in the assessment process

‘Evidence-based practice’ is central to the development of contemporary 
social work (Bilson, 2005). D’Cruz and Jones (2004) suggest that this 
may be understood as irrefutable evidence of effectiveness of certain 
types of practice and provides credibility for the social work profession. 
However, questions need to be considered as to whether a comprehensive 
evidence base can be generated to inform practice and who decides what 
constitutes evidence. D’Cruz and Jones (2004) believe that the political 
and ethical aspects involved in generating evidence must be taken into 
account when assessing it. We need not be too restrictive in determining 
what counts as evidence and recognise with SCIE (Pawson et al, 2003) 
that refl ective practitioner knowledge, service user comment and views 
are equally valid forms of evidence alongside empirical observations of, 
in this case, a student’s practice.

Wherever possible practice learning assessments should be evi-
denced-based drawing on a range of knowledge bases including the 
views of others in the agency, the practice teacher, service users, and 
research into practice and skills development in that area (Pawson et 
al., 2003). They should be able to show the facts relating to practice 
and link these to specifi c criteria for assessment. However, there will 
necessarily be a degree of interpretation in the assessment, especially 
when applying a judgement concerning how well a task is performed. 
This indicates that there is an unequal power balance in the relationship 
between student and practice teacher who is responsible for developing 
these interpretations and in turn making a recommendation concerning 
student suitability. This aspect of the relationship should be openly 
acknowledged. One way of addressing this is to use Wakeford’s criteria 
(2003) for evidence. Evidence should:

• be clear
• promote learning
• be measurable
• be appropriate
• be consistent and rigorous
• contain evidence of moderation

It is important to consider ways in which students contribute to the 
assessment process and outcome and what opportunities there are for 
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self-assessment. Introducing an element of self-assessment into the 
supervision process can assist here with students encouraged to refl ect 
on the following questions:

• What aspects of my learning can I check with my practice teacher 
or assessor?

• What evidence will contribute to my fi nal assessment and how might 
I present this effectively?

• What learning can I take forward into new situations?

Even where the evidence at fi rst sight seems clear and based on 
actions, roles and tasks undertaken, there is a degree of interpretation 
involved in linking it to specifi c standards in the assessment. One of the 
roles of practice teaching is to encourage and assist students in gathering 
evidence from a wide range of sources, which may include:

• Letters, case records, reports
• Notes relating to presentations made to team meetings or 

colleagues
• Feedback from colleagues on presentations made
• Feedback from colleagues on work undertaken in the offi ce or jointly 

on visits
• Observations of practice
• Discussions within supervision
• Feedback from service users and carers
• A work record
• Refl ective journal or diary.

The evidence should be related to specifi c learning objectives and it 
is helpful to discuss the process within supervision. One question that 
concerns many students and, indeed, qualifi ed social workers is, ‘how 
do I know the evidence is appropriate?’ The SCIE quality standards 
framework for social care knowledge uses the acronym TAPUPA to 
interrogate evidence, asking questions about transparency, accuracy, 
purposivity, utility, propriety and accessibility (Pawson et al., 2003). 
It is useful to check evidence against the following criteria, similar in 
many ways to TAPUPA, but developed specifi cally for practice learning 
(Parker, 2004, pp. 96-97):
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• Is it valid?
 Does the evidence relate specifi cally to a requirement included in the 

practice learning agreement and does it demonstrate use of agency 
policy, procedure and practice?

• Is it suffi cient?
 Has the evidence been seen frequently enough to justify the 

assessment and is it of suffi cient depth?

• Is it relevant?
 Does the evidence relate specifi cally to the standard being considered 

or does it cover it in part or not at all?

• Is it based in social work values?
 Does it refl ect anti-oppressive values and promote a value-based 

approach to social work.

• Is it reliable?
 Does the evidence build a consistent picture when taken together 

with other evidence from a range of sources?

• Is it clear?
 Can the description of the evidence and the evidence itself be 

understood by others to relate to an assessed objective?

• Is it agreed?
 Has the relevance and interpretation of the evidence been agreed by 

all involved, yourself as student, practice teacher, colleagues, service 
users and carers?

 
Students, in general, wish to enhance their learning by assessment 

and are able to gain from self-assessment activities which interlink with 
social work’s emphasis on the development of critical self-awareness 
and refl ective learning. Practice learning is assessed in a variety of ways 
taking into account the views of all stakeholders, including students. 
It is important, therefore, that ways of developing helpful and robust 
approaches to self-assessment are found.
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Self-effi cacy as a means of promoting self-assessment

Assessing self-effi cacy represents an important way for developing 
effective student self-assessment in practice learning. The concept 
derives from the work of social learning theorist Albert Bandura (1977; 
1986) concerning social cognitive theory. A theory of triadic reciprocal 
causation is central and suggests that personal factors, behaviours 
and environmental events interact and infl uence one another in the 
development of human behaviour and learning (Pajares, 2002). This 
model provides a way of understanding differential performance by 
social work students dealing with similar practice events and situations 
and offers students themselves an opportunity to identify ways of 
assisting the learning process by building on constructive experiences 
and self-effi cacy beliefs. The basic premise of self-effi cacy suggests that 
whilst a student may know what actions need to be undertaken in order 
successfully to execute a particular task (outcome expectations), there 
needs to be an element of confi dence in one’s ability to perform those 
actions in order to achieve effective completion (effi cacy expectations) 
(Bandura, 1986). These ‘effi cacy expectations’ lie at the heart of self-ef-
fi cacy, which Holden et al (2002, 116) suggest is related to self-awareness 
but differs from self concept or self-esteem which is more global:

Self-effi cacy is more than a self-perception of competency. It is an 
individual’s assessment of his or her confi dence in their ability (to) execute 
specifi c skills in a particular set of circumstances and thereby achieve a 
successful outcome.

Self-effi cacy and practice learning

If self effi cacy is less related to actual fact than belief, we may ask why 
is it useful in considering student beliefs about social work practice, 
which may or may not refl ect their actual levels of competence? A 
strong confi dence in the ability to do something tends to be associated 
with seeing challenges as things to be mastered rather than threats to be 
avoided and this, in turn, increases a commitment to goal achievement 
and persistence in the face of failure (Bandura, 1994). This suggests that 
a strong belief in the ability to perform social work tasks will lead to 
persistence and commitment and an active focus on the achievement of 
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desired goals. The corollary of this is that students who have low self-
effi cacy may not perform well during practice learning and will need a 
greater level of support to succeed, or may counsel themselves away from 
a career in social work choosing a different option more suited to their 
needs. This is important to practice learning and encouraging students 
to identify and negotiate opportunities to meet learning needs.

Experience of past achievements and identifi cation of the processes 
involved is one source of these beliefs, as is the observation of profi cient 
models. In respect of practice learning, this indicates the importance of 
prior experiences. Modelling processes are also important such as the 
‘shadowing’ of social workers and the value of observational learning 
for students, all of which can be used to construct effective outcomes. 
Practice teachers may also use verbal encouragement to raise people’s 
beliefs in their abilities to perform a task or role successfully to back up 
modelled practice and structured situations of success, whilst noticing 
students’ physical and emotional states and reducing stress reactions. 
Practice teachers can use the concept to develop self-effi cacy by reinforc-
ing goal achievement.

A cultural issue arises in respect of self-effi cacy that may impact on 
its use, its attraction and whether or not it can be used to (self)assess 
developing practice competence. Self-effi cacy as a concept developed 
in the US where self-belief and confi dence in promoting one’s own 
competencies is much more celebrated than in many contemporary 
UK cultures. Different cultural variants may be an important source 
of difference in the use or attraction of self-effi cacy scales. Beliefs in 
competence, however, are not necessarily over-confi dence, naivety or 
arrogance, or indeed indicative of misguided beliefs about fi tness to 
practise, rather they can be a tool that students can use to reach their 
potential, and to know what has to be achieved and that they can suc-
cessfully execute what needs to be done. Using self-effi cacy beliefs can 
provide valuable insight into one’s perceptions of strengths and skills 
that can be jointly tested with the practice teacher throughout practice 
learning. This is where the value of the concept lies. People with high 
self-beliefs are usually able to visualise success scenarios which provide 
support for persistent performance. Failures in achievement, by these 
people, may be put down to insuffi cient effort as opposed to a lack 
of ability and therefore enhance and sustain motivation to try again. 
The individual who has high self-effi cacy beliefs is less likely to avoid 
challenging situations or those which place them under some degree 
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of pressure. The importance of self-effi cacy theory is that people with a 
high belief persevere and can endure obstacles and setbacks. When such 
people make errors in self-appraisal it is usually to over-estimate their 
capabilities. This can be construed as benefi cial. If people’s beliefs only 
refl ected what they do routinely, they would lack aspirations and effort 
to achieve higher goals. If we apply this to practice learning, we may 
posit that those students with a high degree of self-belief will be able 
to tackle novel and challenging experiences and to be resolute in their 
pursuit of learning. Also, practice teachers can build coping skills within 
less confi dent students by modelling actions to show how threats can 
be dealt with and to allay fears, breaking down tasks into manageable 
sub-tasks and performing actions together with the student.

The value of using self-effi cacy measures was shown in a study of 
students undertaking practice learning (Parker, 2005). Participation 
was voluntary, by informed consent. Twenty-fi ve students agreed to 
participate in the study and 23 students completed, consisting of 19 
females (76%), and six males. The students’ ages ranged from 20-49 
years with the majority aged between 20 and 29 years, 17 (68%) The 
students in the study had wide-ranging experience in social and health 
care prior to undertaking qualifying social work education.

Students taking part in the study were given a questionnaire to 
complete during the fi rst two weeks of practice learning and again 
during the fi nal two weeks (see appendix 1 for the questionnaire). The 
questionnaires were self-administered, completed anonymously but 
matched at pre- and post-test, and returned by a student organiser from 
the group. The scale asked students to indicate how confi dent, on a scale 
of one to fi ve, they felt about 47 separate items representing a range of 
core areas for social work practice refl ecting also some of the elements 
of the National Occupational Standards. Six domains of practice were 
identifi ed. These included confi dence in working with different service 
user groups and individuals, being able to establish relationships, being 
able to deal with the written requirements of practice, working with 
other professionals, developing professional and refl ective practice, and 
looking after oneself.

The fi ndings indicated that changes were occurring throughout 
practice learning in the level of the students’ self-belief in their compe-
tence across these six domains. The least increase in mean confi dence 
occurred in the area of personal resilience and coping with the stress 
of the job whilst the greatest increase occurred in the area concerning 
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the formation of interpersonal relationships, closely followed by written 
communication skills. Data were analysed and changes in the scores for 
each of the six domains of practice were signifi cant indicating that they 
are unlikely to have occurred by chance and that internal reliability of 
the sub-scales was high. This suggests that undertaking practice learn-
ing leads to an increase in levels of self-confi dence in one’s abilities to 
practise, thus providing some justifi cation for the increased attention to 
practice learning in the new qualifying awards in the UK. The signifi cant 
changes in perceived self-effi cacy throughout the placement suggest that 
practice learning is integral to the development of practitioners who 
perceive they have the competence to achieve the required outcome 
to complete tasks or make a difference. This is something that may be 
considered central to continued motivation for good practice (Bandura 
et al, 2001), and is key to the provision of appropriate support into the 
future for people who use social work services. The study was, however, 
limited and it is not certain that the changes resulted from the placement 
itself or, if they did, what learning experiences or structures led to these 
outcomes and how they worked.

The wider importance of using such scales is in initially identifying 
learning needs and areas for development and negotiating learning 
opportunities and support as part of the learning agreement made prior 
to the practice learning experience. Students can be encouraged to assess 
their own levels of self-effi cacy and construct learning experiences and 
objectives around the results. These can be reviewed at various points 
throughout the practice learning opportunity. This is where the practice 
teacher role may be very useful in negotiating opportunities and chal-
lenges according to perceived levels of self-effi cacy and adjusting these as 
necessary throughout the practice learning opportunity. The continued 
use of the scale in measuring the development of perceptions of self-ef-
fi cacy can help refi ne the experiences throughout and can assist students’ 
critical refl ection on their learning. Whilst stronger students could be 
given challenges to stretch and develop their competence, it may also 
be possible to assist students with lower levels of self-belief to tackle 
manageable tasks and thus increase their perceptions of competence in a 
way that enhances perceptions of their ability. When a student is fi nding 
learning and doing diffi cult during practice learning, an exploration of 
their self-effi cacy beliefs may identify barriers to successful performance 
or, in certain circumstances, indicate that the student is not at this time 
ready for social work practice or pursuing the wrong career path for 
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them. These outcomes are equally valid and being able to assist students 
to make appropriate choices is important for the future of the workforce 
and the safety of service users and carers. Figure 3 shows a model for 
using self-effi cacy in student self-assessment.

A continuing issue in practice learning concerns the integration of 
theories and models in practice. Research indicates that the integration of 
theory into practice is associated with positive practice learning experi-
ences (Regehr et al., 2002) or dissatisfaction where this is perceived to 
be inadequate (Marsh and Triseliotis, 1996). The self-effi cacy scale can 
play a part in measuring the effectiveness of an increase in self-effi cacy 
in using theories and models in practice and, therefore, may assist 
students in identifying their own learning needs and a basis from which 
to develop and negotiate a learning plan. Parker (2005) argues that the 
self-effi cacy scale allows practice teachers to identify perceived strengths 
and weaknesses with individual students and provides opportunities 
to explore past experiences and perceptions of these and important 
contextual information. In a constructive student learning experience 
in which planned and structured goals and tasks, clear expectations, 
opportunities for observation and developing autonomy are prized 

Figure 3
A model for encouraging self-assessment
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within a supportive relationship (Bogo et al., 2002; Bogo et al., 2004; 
Regehr et al., 2002), the concept of self-effi cacy could be usefully 
employed by students in identifying learning needs and negotiating 
learning opportunities in applying theories in practice.
It may happen that a student scores themselves lower at post-test 
than on the pre-test. This does not necessarily de-value the use of the 
scale and may refl ect more the student’s growing understanding of the 
complexities of the role and tasks involved in social work. One way of 
checking that this response-shift bias is controlled for is to undertake a 
retrospective ‘then-test’ that asks students to rate how confi dent they 
thought they were at the outset.

In summary

Student social workers can adequately assess their own self-effi cacy, 
identify learning needs, development, and capacity for practice. The 
implications are that identifi cation of self-effi cacy beliefs will have two 
important roles. Firstly, they allow students to identify areas of practice 
they feel comfortable in and those they are less comfortable in, which, 
in turn, allow practice teachers to negotiate learning opportunities 
to meet identifi ed needs. It then provides the opportunity to assess 
self-understanding and to challenge where discomfi rmatory evidence is 
found. As Doel and Shardlow (2005, p. 32) state in respect of developing 
self-knowledge:

It is the outcome of this process which is assessed; in other words, how 
your growing self-knowledge infl uences your values and practice.

Self-assessment, and the use of a self-effi cacy scale, is not the sole 
element of practice learning assessment to emphasise but represents an 
important tool to assist the process. A further use of the model is that 
differing perceptions of outcomes and competence can be highlighted 
and debated in the context of a pre- and post-test application of a self-ef-
fi cacy questionnaire against practice teacher and student self assessment. 
This provides evidence towards the fi nal evaluation and review which 
is, necessarily, a multiple stakeholder task.
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