Practice Learning & Practice Teaching 2006

Introduction

This is an exciting time for Practice Learning as there are many new changes occurring at this time. Since the publication of “Confidence in Practice Learning” in 2004, the direction, organisation and delivery of Practice learning has undergone a radical change. The Practice Learning Implementation Group (PLIG) was established to take forward this proposal. This led to the abolition of the Consortia throughout Scotland and their replacement by Learning Networks.

The new model envisages that development knowledge and understanding about social work practice is not an isolated task or something that only occurs during periods of social work training or assessment. Practice learning and practice development is an ongoing and continuous process for all in the social care work force.

Social work Qualifications

Students in Scotland wishing to qualify as a social worker must now undertake an honours degree in social work.  This new qualification was introduced in 2004 and is available through eight Scottish universities at both an undergraduate and postgraduate level.

The Scottish requirements for social work training are set out in the new Framework for Social Work Education (Standards in Social Work Education, SiSWE) which was introduced in 2003. 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2003/01/16202/17019 
These requirements specify what social work programme providers (i.e. universities) must do about entry requirements and teaching, learning and assessment requirements.   These requirements form the basis for social work courses being approved and monitored by the Scottish Social Services Council (SSSC)

However, these changes do present challenges, for one, the new honours degree structure has increased the number of Practice learning days to 200, an increase of 60 from the Diploma. 

Practice Learning

The opportunity for students to demonstrate competent social work practice is at the centre of the new social work degree.

“Practice is seen as an essential element of the new qualification.  Development of the students’ skills and abilities in practice is based on the fact that practice is a setting for learning, a way of learning and an essential part of the learning that students must complete”. (SiSWE P19)

Social work students are now required to spend 200 days in practice learning throughout their training.  160 of these days must be spent in supervised direct practice in service delivery settings.  This has led to an increased demand for work-based practice learning opportunities and those who can mentor, support, assess and work alongside students.

As at November 2005 there are still over 1000 students completing the Diploma in Social Work which is the previous qualification and this, along with the increased requirements for practice learning in the new degree, has led to a much greater demand for work based learning opportunities.  The successful completion of those undertaking social work qualifications is crucial given the significant recruitment and retention challenges of qualified social workers across Scotland.  

The “Confidence in practice Learning” paper 
http://www.sssc.uk.com/NR/rdonlyres/936E13C1-83A4-45E8-A1D7-1DA94D823965/0/Confidenceinpracticelearning.pdf 
emphasises not only the choice and variety of experiences required for students within their practice learning opportunities but also the quality of that experience.  It is the legal responsibility of the universities to monitor the quality of practice learning opportunities but can only be effective if carried out in partnership with all organisations that offer practice learning opportunities.

Facilitating Practice Learning

Students undertaking the Degree in Social Work are required to complete a minimum of 160 days in assessed Direct Practice Placement; in addition up to 40 days may be non-assessed placement.

Assessed Direct Placements are opportunities for students to evidence achievement of the competencies required of the social work degree.  It is the responsibility of the Practice Teacher to negotiate with the student and college tutor and establish learning needs which the practice teacher then matches to learning opportunities in the placement.  It should be noted that all these learning opportunities might not be in the one setting.

It is the Practice Teacher who has the lead role in overseeing and facilitating the students learning experience.  The practice teacher must structure the practice learning opportunities to meet identified needs of students.  In this respect he/she acts as a “facilitator” for the learning process.  They must also undertake a managerial role in planning, monitoring, controlling and evaluating the various aspect of the student’s educational and professional development.  This latter element will include assessment of competence to practice (albeit that this role may pass to HEIs under some arrangements, e.g., Glasgow School of Social Work). Assessment of competence is presently undertaken by the practice teacher who must submit a written report, at various stages of the placement, to the College Practice Assessment Panel and the Consortium Programme Assessment Board.

Practice Teachers in facilitating the students learning and evidencing competence may choose (particularly where they are physically removed from direct practice e.g. based at training and development) to place a student in a “distance” setting.  Here they will be required to negotiate the appointment of a workplace Link Supervisor to undertake line-management of the student while in the link-placement.  Line- management has two components to it.

1. Ensuring that services are provided to clients that are consistent with the law, departmental procedures and good professional practice.

2. Helping the students as a member of a team to develop the range and depth of their skills and ensuring that they are operating as effectively as possible within their role and capacity.

The supervisor in the workplace carries responsibility for the student’s work with clients and therefore his/her role as a workplace supervisor will include – facilitating the student’s workload management, accountability, advice and guidance and support, liaison with the practice teacher.

Practice Teaching qualifications

As part of the wider restructuring of Practice learning the PLIG has led on the consultation and proposals for a new Practice Learning Qualification. This new structure envisages a four staged modular framework located within the SCQF  (http://www.scqf.org.uk/the_framework.asp) that reflects the standards required to support different levels of learning and development. The PLIG is still in negotiations with Further Education Colleges and HEI’s about the detailed structure, delivery and cost of the new qualifications. In the meantime the West of Scotland Learning Network has continued to run Practice teaching programmes which lead to the current recognised Practice teaching award.

Funding

The funding arrangements for Practice Learning have also changed from a block grant to payments from the HEI’s based on a daily rate. In addition Practice teachers receive £300 payment per student. It has been agreed that where there is a link worker with a long arm Practice teacher the payment should be shared.

