Practice Learning & Practice Teaching under Dip.SW

Students undertaking the Diploma in Social Work are required to complete two Direct Practice Placements: D.P.I. in the first year (65 days), D.P.H., in the second year (80 days).

Direct Practice Placements are opportunities for students to evidence the competence requirements of C.C.E.T.S.W.  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 may 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.  Assessment of competence is undertaken by the practice teacher who must submit a written report at the Interim Stage and Final Stage of the placement to the College Practice Assessment Panel and Consortium Programme Assessment Board.

Learner development is a process with at one end the establishment of the learning objectives and their translation into assessable activities, sometimes described as a diagnostic assessment, and at the other end of the process a collection of evidence that can be evaluated against agreed criteria and/or performance indicators.

Evaluation of learning is integral to the learning process, albeit to measure one’s progress towards a goal, the efficiency of the learning methods and learning opportunities and what, if anything should be changed.  A baseline against which to measure achievement may be formally defined or be ill-defined and haphazard.  The tendency now-a-days is to be quite specific about learning targets and how the learner will be assessed in relation to these.  

Assessment considerations are now at the centre of the learning process.  The first task of the practice teacher and DipSW student is to complete a diagnostic assessment including consideration of prior achievements and establish a working agreement, and a working agreement that sets out learning objectives and/or the competence to be achieved, the opportunities that will be made available to achieve these learning objective, the performance indicator, (see checklist) and method of assessment, and finally the roles and function of participants in the assessment process.

As with any journey one should occasionally stop and check one’s map, mile stones and direction. So with the learning process, this should include a formal opportunity to review progress.  This formative assessment occurs at an agreed interim point in the learning programme.  In the DipSW programme the formative assessment takes place mid-way into the placement and consists of a report outlining achievements and setting out how the remainder of the placement will be used to achieve the learning objectives.  The report is discussed by all the interested parties, student, PT and course tutor.  The primary purpose of this formative assessment to give feedback on achievements and review the targets of the learning programme.

Evidence comes in the form of observations of social work practitioner with client and colleagues, discuss of behaviour as an expression of knowledge and skill, written assignments and self-assessment reports.  The summative or final assessment report is a formal and structured report that speaks to the evidence of achievement of the required competencies ;

“As each competency is learned, so can it be assessed, step by step.  The specific and discrete behaviour indicators, or learning outcomes, which have come to characterize the competency approach”

There has been criticism of the competency approach (Jones and Joss in L.T in SW 1995) least of all its tic-box orientation and tendency to highlight the readily measurable.  Jones and Joss (1995) comment that professional competence is more than prescribed performance in a range of functions underpinned by knowledge and understanding.

“It is clear that assessments of competence involve complex judgements rather than ‘a simple reading from a measurement scale’ and that competence can only be inferred rather than observed”.

I feel this can be overcome by creative use of ‘illustrative evidence’ where an intervention is blown up to illustrate what is often the craft of Social Work, (but more importantly the student’s own perspective on their learning is crucial.

In terms of Social Work education, assessment of practice is the process of making a judgement of a student’s knowledge, skills and values.  The structure through which these judgements are made is the Practice Curriculum!

The required competencies are prescribed by CCETSW and are embodied in the practice curriculum which applies to all placements.  It is this curriculum that provides at the formative assessment, the reference point for measuring the strength and weaknesses of the student, while at the summative assessment this curriculum has to be evidenced in total.  I have been quite pragmatic in my use of the formative assessment to acknowledge and tic off (against a checklist) those competencies achieved and planned use of the remainder of the placement for evidence competence in those areas still to be achieved.

· Supervision and the information of final judgements.

· Objective judgement.

As implied earlier assessment occurs throughout the practice placement and a focal area for formulating judgements is in the supervision session between student and Practice Teacher which is usually a weekly event lasting one and a half to two hours weekly.  This meeting provides a forum for student and Practice Teacher to discuss unfolding practice and the place of theory and learning from the curriculum.  This session is also an important means of monitoring the student’s practice.  Cowburn et al (2000) challenge the frequently taken-for-granted ‘value free’ assessment of the student’s performance by a ‘neutral’ Practice Teacher.

To overcome this challenge it has been my practice at the outset to share with the student my learning and practice background and subsequent theoretical orientation.  For the first year student this discussion usually leads on to the subject of competence assessment of people requesting Social Work help.  I have quite a firm view of my approach here which does not always blend well with a very bureaucratic organisation.  This usually leads to exploration of the issue of the impact of the organisation on practice, e.g., that it is the organisation rather than profession that dictates practice.  During this discussion I also ask about college learning so that links can be established and pursued via practice.  From these and subsequent discussions I can make and evidence and judgement of the student’s understanding of the Social Work task, assessment, need, planning, methods of intervention, etc.  This I can develop further in an “illustrate evidence” account of the application of theory in the practice of interviewing.
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