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The Experience of the Singleton
Practice Teacher

Nigel Elliott

T he research summarised here was
carried out during 1986-7. The

research is based upon two ques-
tionnaires. The first was addressed to
senior staff holding a responsibility for
training. Questions concern the prepara-
tion, supervision and consultation provided
for practice teachers. Further questions
attempt to establish the weight placed
upon practice teaching in terms of agency
priority and staff career development.
Managers in two social services depart-
ments, two probation services and two vol-
untary casework agencies were inter-
viewed.

The second questionnaire was addressed
to singleton practice teachers supervising
CQSW students on evaluated placements.
The questionnaire concentrates upon the
experience of the practice teacher during
the current placement and it mirrors closely
the questionnaire for management. Ten
practice teachers were interviewed from six
agencies, again covering social services,
probation and voluntary casework agen-
cies.

The questionnaires were directly admin-
istered by the author. They contain multi-
ple choice answers, but the interviews
were conducted in an open ended manner
Additional comments from the respondents
were welcomed, so that a set of case stud-
ies was acquired. The emphasis, therefore,
was on "data gathering clearly on the social
and qualitative rather than the quantitative
side" (Miller, 1983, p.21).

I concerned myself with singleton prac-

tice teachers because the majority of CQSW
students are placed with them, while the

student units have already been the subject
of considerable research (Curnock, 1975;
Sawdon, 1986. Previous studies that place

Research in Progress

singleton practice teachers in the agency-
context include Symons, 1980; Syson,

1981).

Induction and Further Training
Barbara Symons (1980, p. 28) found that:
"Preparation of supervisors, and the
provision of time in which to apply
techniques of supervision and skills in
assessment, would not appear to rate
very highly (in the agencies) at the pre-
sent time".
In the agencies I visited, however, respon-
sibility has now been assumed for the
preparatory training of practice teachers.
In all the agencies where I saw the man-
agers, attendance on short (two or three
days) introductory courses is an expecta-
tion for all practice teachers prior to taking
their first students and eight out of ten
practice teachers I interviewed had attend-
ed such courses. |
Further training was generally not avail-
able. As one manager, from a social
services department, said "there is no
encouragement beyond the basic because
the basic has to be got right first". Of the
ten practice teachers, only one - a proba-
tion officer with 15 years' experience in
supervising students - had been on any fur-
ther training courses.

Supervision and Consultancy
The acquisition of skills by practice teach-
ers in these agencies, therefore, needs to
come through the experience of doing the
job with the help of any support and super-
vision that the agency might provide. One-
to-one supervision with the team leader
was commonly available, although one
manager, in a decentralised social services
department, said that he could not be sure
that this was uniformly available and three
of the ten practice teachers were receiving
no supervision at all.

| defined consultancy as support, focused
solely on the practice teaching, that takes
place outside the evaluative structures of
line management. However, for the pur-
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poses of this research, I allowed that the
management may require staff to attend
and that the content of the sessions may in
part by predetermined by the consultant
(Brown, 1984, pp.4-5; Kadushin, 1977,
pp.26 and 36-7). The managers from the
probation services both reported that
group consultancy is available and that
attendance is an expectation for practice
teachers. The practice teachers from the
probation services whom 1 interviewed
were well provided with consultancies.
The provision of such help in addition to
supervision in the probation service recalls
the comment of Syson (1981, p.406) that the
probation service "had a particularly well-
defined policy towards practice place-
ments".

The presence of a student unit in an
agency could be a valued source of consul-
tative help to singleton practice teachers.
One local authority social worker, who was
unsupported in any other way, found the
student unit worker invaluable, while the
probation officers in an area where the stu-
dent unit had been closed said that this had
worsened the service to students and
supervisors because "a body of knowledge
and expertise has been lost".

In general, the respondents valued the
supervision, consultancy and team support
that was available, but it was only in the
voluntary casework agencies that the work-
ers considered that this form of support
was well rooted theoretically, with an
explicit theoretical alignment between
practice teacher and team leader.

Work Relief, Placing of Students,
Evaluation

Whereas all the managers in the statutory
sector whom I interviewed stated that they
favoured work relief for practice teachers,
in NO case was there a structure, supported
by senior staff, to assist in its provision. Of
the eight practice teachers in the statutory
agencies, only two received work relief and
both of these had relied upon personal
negotiation and the goodwill of the team to
achieve it. Concerning the placing of stu-
dents in the statutory agencies, the deci-
sions whether an individual has the ability
to take a student and whether the team has

the capacity to accommodate a student was
generally taken at the level of team leader
and practice teacher.

In the voluntary agencies, on the other
hand, there was an expectation by senior
managers that social workers would take
students and staff were appointed and
work levels set in accordance with this
expectation. Students in the voluntary sec-
tor bring an income with them, paid to the
agency, and one respondent said that "the
agency decides that teams and offices have
the capacity; they provide the space and
view having students as a primary function
of the agency".

It follows, therefore, that in the voluntary
agencies, experience and skill as a practice
teacher is seen as a requirement in any can-
didate's suitability for promotion. The posi-
tion in the statutory agencies was more
ambiguous and, indeed, in the two. proba-
tion services where | saw the managers,
experience in practice teaching, while
appreciated, is explicitly not a requirement
for promotion.

Different practices between the statutory
and voluntary agencies were revealed
again by the replies to questions about the
evaluation of practice teachers. In the vol-
untary sector, the workers mostly spoke
confidently of receiving team feedback,
comment from tutor and student at the end
of the placement and comment from the
team leader in the annual evaluation. In
the statutory sector, the managers stated
that practice teaching, in its own right, did
not receive any formal evaluation and only
one of the practice teachers - a probation
officer - expected any genuine evaluation
of his work. Others sought such comment
in order, as one put it, "to enhance my
practice", but they received no formal
agency help in achieving this.

Summary of Research
This research indicates that agencies have

accepted some responsibility for introduc-
tory training, supervision and consultancy
for practice teachers. However, in the
statutory sector, work relief remains rare
and responsibility for achieving it rests
solely at the individual and team level. The
means of becoming a practice teacher is

R Social Work Education Volume 8 No. 1 Winter 1988
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often unclear and there is uncertainty
among senior staff as to the part practice
teaching should play in the career develop-
ment of staff. None of the statutory agen-

cies have made evaluation of the quality of
placements an expectation and right for

practice teachers and, in the main, the
expectations of practice teachers in this
respect were low.

The picture proved most haphazard in
the social services departments, where
practice teachers often had to fall back on

their own resources to find what help they

could for themselves. The level of satisfac-
tion with the arrangements for practice
teaching revealed by the responses of both
managers and practice teachers was at its
lowest in these departments. The picture
proved more consistent in the probation
services, but it achieved its greatest consis-
tency in the voluntary casework agencies.
In the interviews in the voluntary agencies,
the staff displayed a sense of competence
and professional confidence in their work.
The space for taking students was built into
the operational structure of the agencies.

The social workers' attitude was that they
had the resources in their own teams to do

the job well and the expectation that regu-
lar supervision and evaluation are required
was met in large measure.

Comment

This research had a specific focus in look-
ing at how managers and practice teachers
assessed the policies and support provided
by their agencies for the education of the
social work students placed with them. No
assessment of the quality of the placements
themselves was attempted but there is an
assumption underlying the research that
good quality placements will more general-
ly be achieved in agencies which provide a
favourable and supportive climate for those
placements. The debate generated by the
Central Council for Education and Training
in Social Work, through its proposals for a
new Qualifying Diploma in Social Work,
poses the question tor agencies as to
whether they are prepared to resource
practice teaching adequately. (CCETSW
1987: Evans et al., 1987). Whatever the
exact shape of social work education in the

future, the moves towards the accreditation
of practice teachers and agencies and
towards close collaboration between agen-
cies and colleges have already acquired a
momentum and are likely to continue.

The agencies — where students spend
fifty per cent of their course time — and
their practice teachers, along with the col-
leges, have been adversely criticised in past
surveys of what actually happens on place-
ment. The early surveys contained many
criticisms of the quality of placements and
of the process of assessment (Davies, 1979;
Morrell, 1979), while recent surveys have
criticised the acute shortage of placements
(Collins et al., 1987; Grimwood and
Fletcher, 1987). The result is that recent
CCETSW papers have been quite unam-
biguous in describing a discredited system
(CCETSW, 1987.;: see also Evans et al.,
1987, pp. 12-14).

But there is a paradox. 8,000 of the 9,000
placements provided annually are with the
under resourced, poorly supported single-
ton practice teachers, who lack either influ-
ence or good opportunities to develop
their skills (Evans et al., 1987, p.44). Yet
many good placements are provided,
which is something that can be sadly for-
gotten in the face of the present flood criti-
cising what is seen as a discredited system.
Pat Bastian and Eric Blyth (1988, p.30)
remind us of this when they say that
"Currently in social work agencies there are
many skilled practitioners who are compe-
tent practice teachers offering a world of
experience to their students". Students
themselves acknowledge this when they
rate so highly their experience of place-
ments (Davies, 1984, p.16; Faiers, 1987).
The social workers and managers whom 1
interviewed could not but impress as they
strove to provide a professional service in
an often unsympathetic setting where the
pressures of service delivery were taking
precedence.

The resolution of this paradox, I believe,
lies in the individual and ultimately small
scale quality of successful social work: for
social work is a profession in which such
highly personal attributes as self-aware-
ness, analysing and evaluating personal
experience as a tool of learning, respond-

o — ——
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Ing appropriately to major emotions such
as depression and grief and understanding
their impact on oneself, and the protection
and promotion of the dignity, rights and
responsibilities of clients and client groups
are seen as core skills and professional val-
ues required of the newly qualifying social
worker (CCETSW. 1987, pp. 60-1).

That good social work is so individu-
alised allows the individual practice teacher
to achteve successful placements with the
student in spite of the surroundings, but
the greatest consistency in quality will be
achieved amongst the greatest number of
an agency's practice teachers when the
structure within which they work provides
a favourable environment for learning: this
is the challenge that faces the large statuto-
ry agencies as they seek closer collabora-
tion with the colleges and more influence
in the qualifying education of social work
students. This is the issue that I intend to
explore in a further article that partly arises
out of this research, investigating the theo-
ries of adult learning and supervision in
relation to practice teaching in the social
work agencies.

Nigel Elliott is a Senior Probation Officer
(Staff Development) in the North East
London Probation Service and a Sessional
Social Worker with the Family Welfare

Association.
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ne of the hazards of research is
that findings, based upon limited
evidence, can so easily be elevated

to the status of a conventional wisdom and
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I - INTRODUCTION

In these pages, I develop thinking that was stimulated by doing
research into the experiences of practice teachers while simultaneously
being involved in running support groups for practice teachers.
However, the thinking 1s also rooted in the more general experiences

of working in the field over a number of years.

I have not attempted to write a general introduction to practice
teaching and, indeed, many such i1ntroductions exist already. Instead,
I have tried to draw a synthesis out of the Titerature on social work
education - and particularly practice teaching - that already exists
and to place that synthesis against my own practice experience, my
own research and my own system of values. Consequently, I assume in
the reader a certain familiarity with the current literature. But
] also hope that all that I have written 1s sufficiently elucidated
to speak to all those who have had the privilege and enjoyed the
pleasures of engaging with students in what, in my experience, invariably
develops into a rewarding process of mutual learning about social work.
Out of this enthusiasm comes my strongest impetus for trying to convey

my thoughts in written form.

My argument starts with the need for learning to take place in
a climate that is conducive to learning. The traditional social work
definition of supervision - with 1ts administfative, educative and
supportive components - indeed allows for learning and will encourage
it. However, I argue that in many agencies the educational and

supportive aspects of supervision have been devalued in favour of the
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administrative aspect as a part of the defence mechanisms against
anxiety that operate in those agencies. This tendency has a direct
eftect upon statf supervision but, more indirectly, it affects student
supervision through the failure to provide adequate structural support
for practice teachers. In agencies, on the other hand, where there are
effective defence mechanisms which allow for the full use of supervision,
the practice teachers too find themselves supported. In these agencies

supervision 1s an effective means of teaching and learning.

In such agencies, practice teaching can flourish and the close
relationship between the social work process, which includes supervision,
and the theories of adult learning 1s made manifest. Practice teachers
have a right to this congruence between agency climate, supervision and
learning not only because students need adequate preparation but also
because practice teaching, like direct social work, 1s stressful for
the practice teacher and learner alike. This stress will most clearly
be displayed in the supportive function of supervision and yet 1t is
in just this area that there 1s to be found a key to the practice
teacher's assessment of the student: has the student the understanding

and openness to develop as a social worker?

An assessment in this area cannot wholly be based upon objective
criteria. The assessment will be largely intuitive and subjective.
While much emphasis in recent years has been placed upon objective
criteria of assessment, it is not necessary to be wary of the i1ntuitive
and subjective. Holistic and ecological viewpoints have equal validity
with the mechanistic and quantitative, and practice teaching 1tselt
may be seen as an art which is concerned with thelwho1eness of the

student and with an assessment of the student's potential to grow 1In
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the art of social work. The student needs to be able to show competence
rather than merely not to show incompetence, and a part of the evidence
will be the student's ability to show a sensitive awareness of the
subtlety of interaction between client and worker and of the demands

this makes upon the inner self-awareness of the worker.



IT - A CLIMATE FOR LEARNING AND DEFENCES AGAINST ANXIETY:
THE ADMINISTRATIVE MODE

The author's experience is in casework, family and group work in the
field setting, but in the residential sector and in community work,
aspects of the same dynamic interplay between worker and client exist

as 1n the field setting. The unitary approach towards social work

will only have validity if social work has a set of values and knowledge
that Tinks the different settings in which social work takes place,
whether in the fieid office, day centre, residential setting or in the
community. The key to understanding the place of social work in this
wide range of settings will rest on the transfer of learning by the
student, which comes through the integration of what 1s learnt and the
discovery of the skill of learning to learn (Harris, 1985, pp. 80-90;
Sawdon, 1986, pp. 96-108). A way into understanding the transfer of
learning and the means of learning is for the learning environment
itself to be a model, so that the congfuence between the envirénment

and the skills being learnt becomes a lesson in the transfer of learning

(James and Cooper, 1978; Knowles, 1984, pp. 97-8, 119-21). M.5. Knowles

argues that:

In my own andragogical model, climate setting 1s
probably the most crucial element ... If the climate
is not really conducive to learning, 1f it doesn't
convey that an organisation values human belings as
its most valuable asset and their development 1ts
most productive lnvestment, then all the other
elements in the process are jeopardized. There

isn't much likelihood of having a first-rate program
of educational activities In"an environment that 1is
not supportive of education.

Fifty per cent of a CQSW student's social work education takes place

in social work agencies and consequently, for the practice teacher and
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the student, the agency is a place for learning in whichk much is demanded
of both., But the primary function of the agency 1s not the education of
social workers: the agency exists for the client. Much of the energy of
the agency, however, is going to be taken up in the conflict between

the perceived needs of the client and the social and administrative
context in which the agency itself exists. Practice teachers, therefore,
are liable to find themselves attempting to create a favourable learning
environment for their students in a complex setting that 1s not

primarily concerned with educational goals.

Some of the difficulties that arise from this can be 1llustrated by
some of the responses trat I received to a research questionnaire
(E111o0tt, 1988). The study consisted of a series of interviews with
managers who held training responsibilities and with singleton practice
teachers in the probation service, social services departments and

voluntary casework agencies.

The information provided by the respondents in the research indicated
that introductory training is widely provided for practice teachers
and that supervision and consultancy - often in the form of support
groups - are also frequently provided. In these respects, the picture
for these respondents, if generally far from ideal, still looked more
encouraging than that discerned b} previous researchers in this field
(Symons, 1980; Syson, 1981, pp. 44-50). But questions concerning other
indicators of the value placed upon practice teaching provided less
encouraging responses. Outside the agencies in the vo]unfary sector,
work relief is rarely provided for practice teachers and, when 1t 1S
provided, the impetus comes at the level of the individual and the team,

while practice teachers receive very little in the way of evaluation and
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comment on their skills in supervising students. Again, the impetus for
this can come at the individual level, with practice teachers seeking

out what they need rather than senior agency staff providing it as

a matter of course.,

The responses of the managers in the statutory agencies indicate also
that there 1s often no perceived 1ink between experiences 1in practice
teaching and the promotion prospects of staff. On occasion the link
has been deliterately severed and, if alternative means for showing
supervisory skills are not made available to main grade staff who may
subsequently seek promotion, the expectation that middle managers will
supervise can be lost sight of. It can be cogently argued that
managerial skills are not necessarily linked to teaching skills, but 1f
that is the argument then the responsibilities of the middle manager
team leader should not include staff supervision. As I shall argue
below, this is generally not the case in social work at present 1n this
country. Outside Britain other models exist and the managing aspect
of supervision can be explicitly separated from the educative and
supportive (Greenwich, 1987, p. 187; Payne and 5cott, 1982, p. 43).
1f, however, the responsibilities of the team leader crucially involve
skills in all aspects of staff supervision, then the overlap with

practice teaching is very close.

Alfred Kadushin, in his authoritative study, defined staff supervision
as involving administrative, educative and supportive functions and he
quotes studies which reveal the close correlation between worker
satisfaction and the quality of supervision that the worker receives
(1976, pp. 1-2). This tripartite definition of supervision 1s generally

accepted and writers on both practice teaching and staff supervision



Administrative Mode

invariably turn to it (Butler and Elliott, 1985, p. 65; Westheimer,
1977, pp. 16-21). D.E. Pettes, indeed, integrates the roles of practice
teacher and staff supervisor closely enough to cover both in one book
built upon the single tripartite definition of supervision, with skills

in communication interweaving the other three (1979, pp. 4-6).

This model has derived from the practice of conventional one-to-one
supervision, with the 1ine manager or practice teacher, as the
supervisor, carrying on behalf of the agency a responsibility for the
quality of the work of the supervisee., That 8,000 of the 9,000
placements provided annually are with singleton practice teachers
(Evans et al., 1987, p. 44) indicates that the great majority of
students continue to receive one-to-one supervision while on placement.
Other models exist and examples include group supervision, especially
in student units, and the development of the supervisor's role as the
co-ordinator of the placement whereby she does not hold direct
responsibility for all of the student's practice. This model is most
commonly, but not exclusively, found in community work placements
(Ford and Jones, 1987, pp. 94-9; Sawdon, 1986; Webber, 1977). Whatever
the method of supervision, however, the central functions still need
to be attended to and one person is required to see that the learning

on the placement is co-ordinated and that a proper and accountable

assessment of the student's competence 1s made.

Michael Davies, in his study of staff supervision i1n the probation
service, also found that one-to-one superviéion through the structufe
of Jine management remains the most common method, although there 1s
growing diversity, especially for main grade probation officers, in the

styles of supervision that are developed (1988, pp. 80-4). The latter
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can serve to distribute the component elements of supervision among
ditterent people and to broaden the supervising functions to include
collective team development as well as individual development. But
Davies found that the service is united on the essential components of
supervision which reflect closely the traditional tripartite definition
of supervision - that minimum standards are adhered to, that
professional development is attended to and that support is provided
(p. 113). Meanwhile, he found agreement that evaluation of staff 1is
required and that this properly belongs to line management (pp. 144-5,
147). The message of his research i1s that, whether supervisicn 1s one-
to-one or, in whole or 1n part, of another kind, these necessary
functions still need to be fulfilled in a deliberate, planned and

approved manner (see also Payne and Scott, 1982).

My focus, therefore, will remain on one-to-one supervision as the
most common method used for both students and staff and as highlighting
most succinctly the internal conflicts that can develop 1n the super-
visor's role. However, I believe that the arguments I make are valid
for all methods of supervision because the organisational pressures

and the necessary supervising tasks remain essentially the same.

In practice, at the level of staff supervision, there 1s a blurring
of the three part role of supervision; there are internal conflicts in
the task that mirror thé conflict between the agency administrative
functions, as expressed by higher management, and client need, as
expressed by social workers. Here lies the greatest source of stress
for the supervisor of social work staff (Kadushin, 1976, pp. 257,
264-8; Pritchard, 1985, p. 37). Davies, for example, found a tension

between main grade probation officers, who expressed a need for some
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casework consultancy 1in supervision (which particularly involves
educative and supportive functions) and senior grades who, increasingly,
1 sometimes reluctantly, saw supervision in terms of resource
management and policy development and monitoring (which particularly
involves the administrative function). This becomes a nagging tension
that threads 1ts way through the whole study (1988, pp. 54-7, 67-72,
77-9, 145). The persistence and intensity of this conflict arises in
large measure, I believe, from the social work tendency to resort to

administrative and bureaucratic mechanisms as the defence against

anxiety.

This tendency is reinforced by current political and public pressures
on social work agencies - and notably the probation service - to be
more accountable in their actions: there 1s a call for the expenditure
of public money to be justified in a more measurable and accountable
manner than previously. Improved management and information systems
are seen as means of achieving these ends. But these pressures are
often decried in social work circles because the 1mplied or actual
changes that can result from them, particularly in the form of enhanced
and more rigid central control, are seen as inimical to the ethos of
good practice and the complexities of social work (Hadley, 1986;
Parry-Khan, 1988). What is of concern to me in these pages is that
the power of these developments, and the power of the response that
they generate within the social work world, arises in no small measure
from the way they mesh with the social workers' tendency in any case

to defensive flight into administrative and bureaucratic structures.

This concept of the defence against anxiety may be described as

a clinical theory that arises from the observation of behaviour. While
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the theory does not lend itself to empirical measurement, it still has
its own legitimacy. Janet Mattinson and Ian Sinclair (1979, pp. 63-4)

state that:

Research i1n the field of the natural sciences and of
some parts of psychology has traditionally been
concerned with measurement, prediction and control.
It 1s useful to people who are concerned with what
can be measured and with the control of events ...

1t 1s less obvious that such theories can be useful

to those concerned with understanding persons and
liberating more creative behaviour. Typically,
clinical theories, as we use the term, do not set

out to predict what will happen in every 1instance.
Rather, they alert us to what to look for and provide
ideas to help us understand events when they do occur,

In such fields as social work and medicine, there 1s an inevitable
need for defences of some form. The staff in all organisations that
deal on an intimate and daily basis with human suffering and unhappiness
will find defences against too much exposure to that suffering and
unhappiness and the inner reverberations which that exposure generates
in the workers (Menzies, 1970; Mattinson and Sinclair, 1979). Mattinson
and Sinclair, in their study of a social services department, found
that (p. 252):

The concern with the practical, the statutory and
the procedural could conceivably divert attention

from the underlying emotional issues with which

the workers are also concerned. ... 1t 1s clear
that the organization and its culture offers the

workers a chance to take on a bureaucratic role 1n
self-protection and to blame others. It 1s also
clear that it could allow or encourage practices
whose primary purpose was to protect them against
+he demands and attacks of the outside world.

Thic dilemma can be discerned in recent reports on the deaths of
children for whom social services departﬁents, in conjunction with other
agencies, held a responsibility. 1 believe that 1t will help 1f this
dilemma is illustrated by looking in some detail at the reports prepared

following the deaths of Jasmine Beckford, Kimberley Carlile and Tyra Henry.
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In the case of Jasmine Beckford (Brent, 1985), the comments of the

magistrates, addressed to the parents (p. 287, Appendices p. XII),
combined with the unhappy histories, the poor housing conditions and the

(p. 100) 'very appealing' quality of the Beckford parents led the case
to be pigeon-holed such that everything had to be seen as (p. 137)
'going smoothly ... and nothing that could detract one iota from that
rosy picture should be allowed to intrude' into the process of rehabili-
tation. Martin Ruddock, the worker with Kimberley Carlile, on the other
hand, never lost sight of the case as one of alleged child abuse. But

the very system of multidisciplinary responsibility became like cotton

wool that absorbed his efforts to mobilise help for the child and
reinforced what 1s described in the report as the desultory drift that
became a feature of his work (Greenwich, 1987, pp. 114, 142): 'Thus

My Ruddock was like a puppeteer, where none of the parts responded to

the strings he was pulling.’ In the Beckford case, therefore, the

checks and reviews built into the child protection system still allowed
the overall assessment and direction of the case to become predetermined,
while in the Carlile case the complexity of the multi-disciplinary

system allowed a narrow interpretation of responsibility to be adopted

by some of those involved.

The vorkers in all these cases would doubtless recognise the descrip-
tion in the Carlile report of workers (p. 198) 'puzzling over the
reasons for their falling from their own standards’'. Yet the way the
ermotional intensity of such cases can 'contaminate' several layers of
management (Brent, p. 252), the way emotions are 'beamed out' from the
family (Greenwich, p. 193), the way workers, in directly receiving such
emotions, are liable to burn-out (Brent, pp. 217-8; Greenwich, pp. 196-

200), leading, as Jean Moore says (1988, p. 26) to negative assessments

1]
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ot oneself, the job and the client, to stereotyped responses, to the
failure to follow things through, to sheer tiredness and worry, all of
which 1s reinforced by the 'victim/victimiser syndrome' by which the
victim acts like the opposite of a victim, all make such bureaucratic
options as the pigeon-hole or the cotton wool only too tempting. Such
options unconsciously allow the daily, burdensome impact of at least
some of these cases to be 1ifted somewhat for the worker, to be
recategorised, to provide some relief from the rigorous focus on an
endangered child. Using the phraseology of the Carlile report (p. 193)
1t is only too easy for a social worker's antennae not to be in working
order so that signals of child abuse are not picked up or are denied,

while the child protection system 1tself can serve to validate this

tendency.

A1l these reports are clear that rounded, focused and regular super-
vision, assisted with the independent chairing of case conferences, 15
a clue to breaking this cycle. The words of the Cariile report (p. 216)
can speak also for the reports on Jasmine Beckford and Tyra Henry:
'We think that the absence of supervision of the two field workers was
a crucial feature of the mishandling of the case.' In these pages,
] attempt to describe such supervision and its interdependent elements.
The educative and supportive elements include the room to explore and
challenge the worker's feel for the case, emotional responses to and
interaction with 1t and how these factors influence the decisions made
by the worker and the exercise of the authority vested in the worker
(Lambeth, 1987, pp. 110-6). The administrative aspect, meanwhile,
covers the realm of accountability, especially in terms of the procedural
and statutory responsibilities of the agency and of the pr&cess of

communication between the different agencies involved. The authors of

12
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the Tyra Henry report make some recommendations for procedural improve-
ments. However, they are explicit that too much reliance on the
administrative management of a case, which will be reflected in the
supervision that 1s offered, carries considerable risk (p. 102)5

Regulations spelling out particular elements of

a procedure can never be comprehensive, yet frequently
have limiting, and sometimes a mesmeric, effect ...
whether they contained minimum standards or comprehensive
guidance, regulations could not have injected the
necessary sensitivity and imagination into the management
of her case.

The authors later argue that (p. 115):
Our underlying view 1s that supervision and chairing
(of case conferences) are the specific, empirical points
in the management of a case like Tyra Henry's where
errors are most open to detection 1f the watchers are

alert; and that a multiplication of paper procedures
. is a fallible and bureaucratic seccnd-best,

This tension between the defence system of the agency which relies so
greatly upon emotional distancing through bureaucracy, and the
inescapability of the social work client, becomes placed most acutely
in the team leader who is the supervisor of the social work statf. The
administrative function of the supervision becomes compelling and
agency structures convert it into tne primary aspect of supervision.
This process is intensified as administrative and management functions
take over, squeezing out the room for any supervision, let alone the
reflective supervision that is called for in the recent child abuse
reports (Lambeth, 1987, pp. 111-15; Moore, 1388, p. 27: these references
plead the serious resource implications of this argument). The
emotional demands of the client and the social worker, however, are
<ti11 there, but the supervisor has to contain these alone at her level
as best she can or ignore them. The te;sion, therefore, 1s barely
relieved and indeed the ultimate ineffectiveness of such defence

mechanisms was observed by Isabel Menzies (p. 38):

13
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defence mechanisms ... facilitate the evasion of

anxiety, but contribute little to its true modification
and reduction.

The supervisory task 1s potentially pivotal to the defence system of
the organisation. This tension i1s exemplified 1n the split between the
administrative function on the one hand, and the educative and
supportive functions, on the other, of supervision. But the split 1is
rarely addressed because to do so would be to expose the defence

mechanism to scrutiny,

Modelling is, at present, the main means by which knowledge about
supervision is handed on (Kadushin, 1976, pp. 191-2; Payne and Scott,
1982, p. 13). In practice, therefore, staff supervision will be the
model for student supervision and vice versa. In the agency, the same
pressures that are experienced by the staff supervisor will be trans-
lated into the experience of the practice teacher in her supervision.
The necessary support of that student supervision - in terms of
broviding time through work relief, recognition of the value of the
task and the importance of evaluation - will not be forthcoming. The
practice teacher will be left with a supervisory model that 1s not
conducive to creating a climate for learning. Success in creating such+
a climate is only achieved in isolation, and by the individual and the
team, and against the odds, which is an experience many of the practice

teacher respondents whom I interviewed would indeed recognise.
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ITT - THE CONGRUENCE OF TRIPARTITE SUPERVISION AND

ADULT LEARNING: THE EDUCATIVE MODE

In my research study (Elliott, 1988), it was notable that the
experiences of the respondents in the voluntary casework agencies
differed in significant respects from those of the respondents in the
statutory sector. Although they are under umbrella organisations,

the voluntary agencies retained much autonomy at the team level. In
many respects, the teams stood as agencies in their own right.
Introductory training and supervision were routinely offered to practice
teachers as was the case for most respondents in the statutory sector,
but work relief, evaluation and comment on the quality of the placement
were also common. In these agencies, staff saw the supervision of
students as one of the main functions of the agency. In this respect,
outside pressures from the umbrella organisations crept in because, 1in
the voluntary sector, students also bring with them an income, but it
was clear that supervising students, allowing for this task in overall
workloads and assessing this task in regular evaluations, all went

together with valuing the importance of educating social work students.

In the voluntary sector, the experience of supervising students and
the road to becoming a team leader were seen as being linked. This
involves a recognition that the three elements in supervision are all
significant regardless of whether the supervisee 1s a student or a
qualified social worker and consequenf1y skills in both studeht and
staff supervision are related. Supervision in the full sense of
encompassing all three elements in an integrated manner becomes the

productive defence mechanism for all agency staff through the means of

15
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containing worker anxiety. Meanwhile, the agency overtly Supports this
by locating this task clearly at the level of the team leader. This
practice then provides a model for all team members, including practice
teachers. I do not think that 1t is coincidental that much power in
these agencies resides at the team level; the wide separation of the
lives of the clients and the 1life of the agency is not made and it was

striking, in the interviews | held, that staff were able to speak with

confidence because they were working from a sound and shared social

work base.

All these factors are interlinked. If the full range of supervisory
responsibiiities 1s readily accepted for the team leader, a more
favourable atmosphere 1s created for the supervision of students and
a congruence develops between the learning environment and the education
of social workers. Smale and Tuson (1988, pp. 41-54) elaborate on this
theme when they explore the interdependence that needs to exist between
supervisory practices, team and staff development, and student learning
on placement whereby the agency ‘'becomes a learning environment for

1ts staff and for students alike'.

It is appropriate that there should be this congruence because the
roots of social work, supervision and adult learning all stem from the
same soil. They are all to do with facilitating change and growth 1in
people. This involves the creation of a supportive environment that 1s
conducive to living with the anxiety that the prospect of change will

always invoke,

Writers on the androgogical approach to learning use a language which

is familiar to social workers. Freire refers to 'problem-posing
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education’ (1972, p. 52). Rogers describes the attitudes in the

facilitator that are effective in promoting learning thus (1983, p. 133):

First of all 1s a transparent realness in the
facilitator, a willingness to be a person, to be

and live the feelings and thoughts of the moment.

When this realness includes a prizing, a caring,

a trust and respect for the learner, the climate

for learning 1s enhanced. When it includes a sensitive
and accurate empathic listening, then indeed a freeing
climate, stmulative of self-initiated learning and
growth, exists. The student 1is trusted to develop.

Rogers describes the features that are required of the facilitator of
learning, while Knowles describes the characteristics of the adult

learner (1984, pp. 56-61; also 1972). Adult learners

need to know why they need to learn something before
undertaking to learn it ... (they have a) self-concept
of being responsible for their own decisions, for their
own lives ...

They have experience, so that, compared with children,

in any group of adults there will be a wider range of
individual differences ... (Which) means that for many
kinds of learning the richest resources for learning
reside in the adult learners themselves ... (and
adults are) life-centred (or task-centred or problem-
centred) 1in their orientation tc learning.

In the placement setting, these skills for creating a learning
environment for the student are within reach of the experienced social
worker. The close connection between this range of skills 1s

acknowledged by Pettes, who said that (1979, p. 4)

the knowledge and skills needed for supervision are
basically the same as those on which the supervisor
will have relied as a social worker ... However,

the way 1n which he uses his knowledge 1s different,

and the skills upon which he calls must meet rather
different demands. .

The social worker who becomes a practice teacher, then, needs to use
skills closely related to her profession. But some elaboration is

required here because, to be a successful practice teacher, she needs

17
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to have experience in her work as a social worker and as a learner of
soc1al work skills herself, to have confidence in her competence, to be
able to articulate what 1t 1s she does in her work and to feel that she

has skills and enthusiasm which she is able to convey and to offer to

a student. Finally, she needs to acquaint herself with the theories of
adult learning. She will find in these common roots with the social
work theories and values with which she is already familiar; she will
find a similar lanquage, but she will find a different application
because the relationship is now with a learner undertaking an education-
al programme, In summary, 1t may be said that there 1s a needfto
develop and refine known skills 1in new directions, but the source of the

skills of social worker or practice teacher 1s the same.

The facilitator of learning, in common with the social worker who
engages with a client, is concerned with enabling change and the
learner, faced with the need for change, 1s 1n a situation on placement
in which the realness and the relevance of the task 1s immediately
apparent. It should be no surprise that many students, when asked to
assess their courses, rate their experiences in placement very highly
(Davies, 1984, p. 16; Faiers, 1987). The development of skills training
in the college setting is indicative of the need to bridge the perceived
gap between theory in college and practice on the placement and to find
ways of generating a sense of realness and relevance in the classroom
which is both task-centred and problem-centred (Hargie et al., 1978;

lewis and Gibson, 1977; Smale, 1987).

When an agency 1is supportive of practice teaching and practice
teachers are given the time and encouragement to attend to the task

properly, then many of the factors which contribute to_the success of
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placements will, in turn, receive attention. The factors are1a11 to do
with taking care and thinking clearly, which are as important in how one

approaches the social work encounter as they are in how one approaches

the learning encounter.

There will be time and confidence for attending to how discriminatory
attitudes - 1n relation, for example, to race, gender and age - may
enter into the supervisory relationship so that these 1ssues may be
explicitly acknowledged at the beginning and returned to subsequently:
for, as the placement develops, discriminatory attitudes or practice
that are potentially within the supervision are likely to find echoes
in the wider social work practice and organisational 1ife of the agency.
This is an area where powerful, historical and institutional! processes
of prejudice and power, stereotyping and labelling are 1n conflict with
the subtle and individual processes of empathy, respect and self-
awareness (Ford and Jones, 1987, pp. 10-14; Smale and Tuson, 1988,
pp. 31-2, 37-8).

Then there is a range of other factors, relating to the practice and
management of the placement, which are also known to contribute to the
success of placements. These include careful pre-placement planning;
purposeful three-way meetings between student, tutor and practice
teacher; clear agreement on the aims of the placement, the allocation
of work and the roles of all those involved; and some close or direct
observation of practice by means which have been agreed 1in advance.
This last factor will allow the assessment to be partly based upon
direct evidence drawn from the student's practice on placement and this
contributes to a mutual sense of satisfaction in student and practice

teacher that real practice skills have been observed and assessed.
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Such an approach to a placement will also contribute to clear thinking

about the assessment process through the placement - which will be
continuously shared with the student - and acceptance of the assessment
responsibility of the final report at its end. These factors are well
known and well documented but they are not readily achieved unless the
practice teacher receives help and support, within the agency setting,
to facilitate their achievement. (Bamford, 1981; Davies, 1979; Kerr,

1988; Morrell, 1979; Syson, 1981, pp. 165-7)

Social workers, meanwhile, can also discover about the stages of
learning, the blocks to learning and the different patterns of learning
that will be encountered in all placements. Support groups can play
a significant part in assisting practice teachers particularly in this
respect by running alongside the placement and giving attention to the
problems that arise as the placements progress through their different
stages. The group itself, in 1ts organisation, needs to be a mirror of
the learning climate created between practice teacher and student 1in
their supervision (Bogo, 1981; Reynolds, 1942, Somers, 19/1; Westheimer,
1977, pp. 49-77).

But these standards will only routinely be reached where the task 1s
valued and integrated into the value system of the organisation and the
practitioners are supported. Where this 1s not the case, placements
will be 1iable to go wrong, anxiety will be created and social work
will fall back on its familiar bureaucratic defence mechanism. Indeed,
I would contend that the 'seductive promise’ that M.F. Richards (1978,
. 12) describes of using skills and task analysis to discover what
needs to be taught contains within 1t the bureaucratic defence mechanism

sc a factor in its allure. Richards describes how
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for each specific piece of desired behaviour one is
lured into producing endless lists of 'necessary
knowledge and skills' which become impossible to
handle, let alone begin to teach

or - in the case of a placement - for the student'to show competence in.

The whole needs to be greater than the sum of the individual, listed
parts and, in my experience, I have found that lists which are intended
as helpful guidelines can be produced that go beyond the point of
helpfulness to the point of obscuring the real progress of the place-
ment. Meanwhile Morrell (1979, p. 27) found that in only five out of
nearly eighty final reports that he reviewed did the words 'pass' or
'fail' appear. This finding suggests that practice teachers were
suffering from more than a simple absence of adequate guidelines, and
that they were also avoiding the responsibility and the anxiety of
their role as assessors who may be required to reach a decision that 1s

painful for practice teacher and student alike.

Without adequate support, it can be easy to disguise or deny the
anxiety and responsibility of the practice teacher's assessment role
and to use detailed placement guidelines - whose purpose 1s to lend
clarity and focus to the placement but whose effect 1nstead.can
encourage a pigeon-hole approach - in fact for obfuscation. In the
last resort, if serious problems develop, a cotton wool bureaucracy,
that extends into the further reaches of the college and the agency
alike, beckons in tempting manner. Such devices are not deliberate.
They are natural responses when the anxiety and responsibi]ityqof the
social worker's or practice teacher's roles - which are so centred on
the subtlety of human behaviour and interrelationships - go. unrecog-
nised. Hence the central role of supervision: acceptance of the anxiety

and responsibility and time for reflection upon them, in a manner that
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1S validated through the structure and value system of the agency, are

required if good practice is consistently to be achieved and if the
f1ight to defence mechanisms, that can become so powerfully

institutionalised, is consistently to be avoided.

22
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Rogers and Knowles, in their descriptions of the effective facilitator
of learning and the successful adult learner, emphasise the crucial
nature of the relationship between the two as one which enables self-
directed learning. It is the interaction of teacher and learner that
generates the potential for learning. The central role of this
relationship and the need to re-emphasise it, is indicated in the
preface to Educating Social Workers (Harris, 1985, p. XI):

This book ... (contains) some very old ideas which we

think may be in need of rehabilitation. Into this

last category come 1issues of group process, the

nurturing of creativity, a focus on the climate of

learning and the management of anxiety - notions

jettisoned by many courses over the last decade as

part of a broader purge of psychodynamics or clinical

casework. Yet the discovery - 1f such 1t be - that

notions like this lie at the very heart of the

theories of adult education may perhaps encourage

readers to return to the question of how to provide

an appropriate, sensitive yet challenging learning

environment for students, while still acknowledging

the existence of a boundary between personal and
professional, and respecting the student's right to

privacy.
This quotation refers to education in the colleges, but the same
dilemmas face the practice teacher. So far, I have argued that social
work and learning are congruent. Where an agency stays close to 1ts

social work base there will be found a favourable climate for learning.
Within this climate, the practice teacher needs to generate her own
relationship with the student that is favourable to learning. This
favourable relationship may be found in the traditional concept of
supervision and the contribution of its educative element has now been
explored. Meanwhile, the administrative element, as well as the

educative, has a vital function to play in agencies providing a public
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service, but I have argued that 1t has to be watched as it can become
over mighty as part of an organisational defence mechanism against
anxiety. But when properly integrated with the other elements of
supervision, 1t 1s supportive and containing of the worker or student

because 1t serves to delineate the proper bounds of his appropriate

intervention and range of responsibility.

My experience of running support groups for practice teachers,
however, suggests that the pivot of many placements rests with the
supportive function of supervision. Here lies the boundary between
support and caseworking the caseworker or, as 1t is put in the preface

to Educating Social Workers:

acknowledging the existence of a boundary between

personal and professional, and respecting the student’s

right to privacy. (Harris, 1985)
It is in this area that the assessment as to the student's ability to
survive and grow as a social worker is most severely tested. What 1s
at stake is the student's atility to integrate and internalise an
understanding of the purpose of social work and, with it, an ability to

find the boundary and the inner awareness to contain the unhappiness

and confusion brought by the client.

I would contend that, regardless of the social work methods used and
regardless of whether the relationship and interaction with the client
are directly used in a therapeutic manner, the impact of the client’s
history, problems, situation and behaviour can still be powerfully felt
by the worker., It is not necessary, for example, to work deliberately
with the client's transference still to be affected by 1t and for this
to affect the response back to the client. Such interactions can be as

poverful in the group or family setting as they are in work with the
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individual: indeed, they may become more complex as the roles and inter-
actions within the group or family develop, become evident to the worker
and eventually, perhaps, encompass her and the organisational context
within which she works as well. The practice teacher, therefore, has
a fundamental question to ask: Can the student find the distance fronm
the client - and stay sufficiently open to the interactions with the
client that are experienced at the level of feelings - to be free to

work with the client without being torn apart inside?

This assessment 1s largely subjective and evidence concerning it will
emerge from the relationship between the practice teacher and the

student. Syson found that (p. 111)

perhaps the most significant aspect of supervision
was not the length, frequency or content of each
session but the relationship between student and
practice teacher.

On this topic, Syson encountered some confusion, but it did appear from

her study that (p. 114):
the role of therapist was not acceptable to nearly
all practice teachers. However, while the use of
therapy might relate to the student's own problems
and be considered outside the scope of a placement,
discussion of 'feelings' was regarded by most |

practice teachers and many tutors as a legitimate
and desirable focus of discussion.

Mattinson (1275) has shown how, through the reflection process,
styudents will te exposed to the power of the client's life and behaviour
and how students will, on occasion, bring this power into the supervision
session. If the student is open to the social work process, this will
at some stage be inevitable. It 1s particularly at suchk times as these
trat support will te reguired, often through a shared exploration of the
dynamics involved in the manner described so vividly by Mattinson. It

is also at such times as these that the opportunity for learning about
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social work is most clear because what is happening is immediately real

and close to the learner. Westheimer says (p. 20):

The worker also needs to be sustained through the
strains and stresses that arise from the nature of
the work and from seeing others suffer. Support

1s needed especially when the clients' problems
ring particular bells for the worker, mirror current
feelings or reactivate past experiences.

It 1s this ability to be open to and ready to attempt to understand
what 1s happening between the worker and the client, which then so
crucially informs the worker's assessment and understanding of the case,

that 1s one of the peculiar skills in the art of social work. The

student will be exposed to the pressures but without having yet assimi-
lated an understanding of the process because this is largely what the

student 1s on the course to learn. Towle, 1n her writings, was

especially clear on this point. She argued that the student needs
support but, as a student, he carries the responsibility to learn and

master the confiicts that arise (1968, p. 133-4):

The need for help, therefore, 1s created by the
discrepancy between demands and capacity to perforr.
Furthermore, 1t 1s created by the discrepancy |
between demands and personality development implicilt
in performance capacity. When the integrative task
exceeds Iintegrative capacity, the learner often
erects defences against anxiety which i1mpede rather
than support learning ... Until he can make the
new knowledge his own, the student 1s not free to
use it effectively.

But Towle goes on to say that (p. 137)
the fact remains that the social limits of the
profession dictate that the client's welfare be put
irst.
Therapy operates at the pace of the client, but the student is not in
therapy but has instead a responsibility to the client and so 1s

required to show the ability to learn. - The student must show (p. 135) a

capaclty to experience change 1in feeling and thereby
change in thinking through an intellectual approach.
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In supervision, the practice teacher assesses this ability of the

student. There will be blocks to learning, periods of regression and
periods of standing still as the student struggles to integrate the
learning in the light of the challenges of the placement and his'own
learning style. This can involve the practice teacher in a complex and

demanding process. Selby refers to situations where (1968, p. 162)

the supervisor finds himself deeply involved in an
interaction process which can lead both him and

the student astray if he is not sure of his own
role and responsibility.

While running support groups for practice teachers, I have indeed

found that the i1ssue of boundaries and the personal resonances that
clients can create 1n students will nearly always arise at some stage.
It is easy to be led astray, especially as this aspect of the placement
can emerge slowly and then reach a peak that can generate a crisis in
the placement, However clear and useful the written contracts and the
listed expectations for the placement are, this human 1interaction will]

also intrude and time has to be found for dealing with 1t,.

The crisis is liable to come through a relationship with a client that
is touching the student personally and which 1s consequently challenging
the student's integrative capacities. Learning involves change and that
also involves letting go, and frequently what is being lost may be based
upon many years' experience and may be valued by the student, The adult
learner's self-image is intimately linked to this past experience, while
the very act of assuming the role of learner re-awakens memories of
former relationships, issues of dependency and the associated ambivalent
feelings. What has to be taken on as new, meanwhile, and is being
manifested in a particular area of his work 1s cehtred on the very areas |

of personal and professional boundaries - the processes of transference,
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for example, or powerful client behaviour and interactions that push
people into certain types of response, the re-awakening of persona]l
pain, or the shared experience of the effects of racism or sexism -

that 11e so close to the heart of the social work the student 1S

learning about. This process can become complex for the practice
teacher: she too will find her personal and professional boundaries
challenged and may experience personal and painful resonances in her-
seif. The practice teacher may be confident in moving in this grey
borderland with clients, but the relationship with the student is
qualitatively different and often less fami]far, while the student's

challenge may re-awaken earlier questioning in the practice teacher

which she thought she had resolved.

The way out of this situation - which can become an impasse - lies
through some explicit exploration and acknowledgement of the processes
involved. Some acknowledgement of what it is in the student's past or
current experience that 1s leading to the resistance and pain in the
interaction with the client, the process of reflection and how this 1is
affecting the practice teacher may be required to release the tension
and to allow the student to move forward. A simple acknbw]edgement of
the block in the student may be the trigger to releasing the student,
but 1 have also occasionally known times when a more dramatic response
has been the trigger that is required: a failed piece of work or a
moment of quite painful confrontation have served to free the student

and allowed him to resume the process of assimilation.
After this experience, the practice teacher, I have found, can find

herself standing back and the student can find himself standing more

independently, having found some internal measures for assessing the
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quality of his work. This process of letting go of the past and of

taking on hesitantly and for the first time new skills and a new aware-

ness is, in Reynolds' (1942) terminology, the move into the third Stage
of learning. This third stage, as summarised by Westheimer, is
described as (1977, pp. 66-7) 'understanding the situation without power
to control one's own activity in it'. The progress to this stage

involves a

release of energy from preoccupation with the self
to freedom to study the situation as 1t 1is. The
suddenness with which comprehension seems to come

1S a matter of surprise to learners and teachers
alike

and the move carries with 1t the dilemma that the student's 'conscious
intelligence' 1s 1nitially 1n advance of the experiences and process of
integration that are required for informing his practice. The learning
and teaching task during this stage, therefore, i1nvolves the careful

handling of this discrepancy.

The student should be expected to make this move into the third stage
of learning with a reasonable level of sureness at least during the
final placement and at such a time as to allow him to begin to build on
it before the placement's close. The préctice teacher, meanwhile, wil]
acquire a satisfaction with her assessment of the student when this
move into the third stage of learning is experienced between her and the
student. She will see that the student has experienced how the dynamic
of an interaction with a client can affect his understanding of and
response to a case and the nature of his sqcia1 work intervention that

results from this.

The student, meanwhile, equipped with this awareness, which includes

a new self-awareness, 1S then freed to develop his social work skills.
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These skills include his assessment of the client, his awareness of the
boundaries, responsibility and authority of his role and of how this
role 1s perceived by the client, and his need to define clearly the
essential task and aim of each case and each encounter. These skills
will be seen by him as related because, in spite of his understanding of
his formal role in the agency, the application of these skills is
fashioned anew by him through the unique experience and understanding of
the case which he acquires from his interaction with each client. His
perception of this inter-relatedness then allows him to assimilate his
learning. It 1s at this point that the student is free effectively to
work on the transfer of learning to different settings and to different
client groups and client experiences. Through the close interdependence
of the supervision, especially in 1ts supportive and helping mode, and
the unfolding of the student's social work intervention with the client,
therefore, the congruence of the learning environment and the
application of social work practice will at last make sense to the

student.
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V. = CONCLUSIONS: ASSESSMENT

Much attention in recent years has been devoted to developing
objective, which include sometimes quantifiable, means of assessing
student competence. These developments have arisen from an internal
debate 1n social work about the variable standards that are applied

in assessing students' competence and about the possibility that a
small but steady stream of social workers are receiving their
qualifications who are not adequately equipped to practise. The need
to find ways of applying consistent and comparable standards is
advocated (Akhurst et al., 1980; Curnock and Prins, 1982; Goodall and
lenn, 1984; Minty et al., 1988; Sheldon and Baird, 1978. These articles
describe placement curricula, the development of task analysis and,
resulting from this, improvements in the focus and comparability of
student assessment that have been adopted i1n a range of courses. See
also CCETSW, 1987, pp. 57-65 for the Statement of Minimum Requirements

of the Social Worker at the Point of Qualification.)

This debate, however, has inevitably touched upon the relative weight
that needs to be placed upon quantitative and qualitative, objective
and subjective methods of assessment and the extent to which social work
i< rooted in the social sciences. The social sciences themselves have
struggled to develop more sophisticated approaches to the use of
quantitative information as exempiified in the debates concerning the
formulation of causal links between data and the interpretation of
ctatistical correlations (Elliott, 1978; Robinson, 1971; Wootton, 1959,
pp. 301-28. See Capra, 1983, pp. 22-3, 32, on the extension of this

issue to the physical sciences, where he argues that 'holistic and
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ecological views are also scientifically sound' in addition to

traditional reductionist thinking.)

Chrastine Hayward directly addresses this subject. In her exhaustive
study of the methods of educational assessment that are available and

of how these may be applied to social work education she does not

devalue the richness of human judgement (1979, p. 178):

To aim for objectivity 1In assessment suggests that
personal and biased human judgement should be
removed as far as possible. However, human

judgement 1s also rich and capable of Incorporating
and dealing with a wide variety of ways of

perceilving, 1nterpreting and acting. To perceive
that human judgement 1s by definition Imprecise

and consequently attempt to develop more objective
approaches while not equally perceiving the

benefits of 1ts richness and breadth implies biased
vision 1n itself. ... the subjective/objective
debate seems less likely to be resolved by polarising
the two even further than by drawing them closer.

Subjective judgement - based upon the practice teacher's experience
in social work and her ability to make critical judgements concerning
the quality of the student's work - will be the principal means by
which the practice teacher assesses the student's competence, particu-
larly while they are engaged in areas requiring the supportive mode of
supervision. Yet I have argued that it is in this arena that the
student will make some of the key steps in the process of awareness,
understanding and assimilation that frees him to enter the third stage
of learning. It is here that the wholeness of the worker and the whole-

ness of the client are perceived.
Hugh England has translated Capra's 'holistic and ecological views’

into the language of social work. He argues that the social worker

(]9863 pp. 6"'7):
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does not separate the world experienced by those in

o

need of help into component elements. Such experience
is always a complex, composite experience, it is
always a unique synthesis.

He goes on to argue (pp. 34-5):

The role of the worker's 'defined' knowledge is to

inform his understanding: he will understand more or
understand quicker because of his professional

learning. Thus the worker who is familiar with the
theories of loss and change will be more quickly
sensitive and responsive to problems of loss and
change ... But this is the use of such knowledge -

to anticipate experience; and it is useful only in

as much as 1t 1s incorporated into the worker's general
... knowledge and available to inform his intuitive
knowledge and intuitive behaviour.

England defines social work as (p. 39)

to do purposefully and deliberately that which 1is
primarily intuitive,

The difference between a social worker's help and that of a lay person

is that (p. 38)

the worker has to do deliberately and with maximum

effect what others may do spontaneously and without

responsibility.
Social work, England concludes, is an art because it 1s about bringing
critical faculties that are nevertheless rooted in subjective and
intuitive perceptions to bear on the (p. 105) 'fluid reality’ of the
wholeness of the process of interaction between the client and the
worker. (See also Berlin, 1969, pp. 91-6, whose observations on
subjectivity, judgement and the exercise of exacting critical faculties
in the study of history and in literature are apposite to the practice
of social work; Jordan, 1987, pp. 206-9, on how the social worker
engages the client and mediates within the context of the client’s own
reality of language, culture and networks; and Smale and Tuson, 1988,
pp. 13-23, on how the social worker operates within the public role,

policies and finite resources of an agency and its surrounding network,

which together form a complex and interdependent milieu.)
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The practice teacher, 1n her interaction with the learner, therefore,
needs to be able to observe how the student struggles towards under-
standing the meaning of a particular interaction with a client. It may
be that even at an unspoken level, the student sees how this interaction
had an internal resonance for him which reveals the subtlety of the
personal and protfessional boundaries and how this affects his assessment,
his behaviour in relation to the case and his use of helping ski]]é.

From her observations and from the quality of the interaction with the

student, the practice teacher 1s enabled to make an intuitive assessment

of the student's ability to understand and use these processes and so

to grow 1n the art of social work.

Other, more objective and comparable criteria need to be deployed for
assessing the student's competence over a range of necessary skills
within specific agency settings. This aspect of assessment has properly
received attention in recent years and attempts have been made to define
the range of skills required. But, as Hayward argued, the richness of
human judgement also needs to be recognised. In recent years, there
has been a risk that this perspective of Hayward's could be lost sight
of and, with it, there is a risk of losing sight of the concept of
rounded supervision that holds all three of its elements in interdepen-
dent balance. The need to develop objective methods of assessment and
the organisational pressures that operate in social work agencies
threaten to combine and to squeeze out the educative and supportive

elements in the manner described in these pages.
Hence, and through drawing on my own experience as social worker,

teacher and learner, I consider that there is a need to re-emphasise

that in the assessment there is also a vital intuitive insight. It 1s

34



Assessment

this insight which allows the practice teacher to be confident that the

student will be able to move freely across the range of social work
settings and client experiences which he will encounter in his working
career: there 1s a core of awareness and understanding, whose develop-
ment has been enabled partly through the learning environment of the

placement, that the student can take with him and that will allow him

to develop his social work practice.
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