
MANAGING THE CHANGING WORLD OF SOCIAL WORK/SOCIAL CARE

There was a time when the emphasis in Social Work was in the individual and this was reflected in Social Workers comfort with policies, values and a work setting steeped in this culture.  Change has seen a challenge to some of the main characteristics of Social Work practice; individualism and galloping intervention.  Recent years have seen a paradigm shift to ‘communal’ in community care, to family in ‘The Children Act’ and primary carer(s) and interested parties in ‘Adults with Incapacity’.  The rule now is that any Social Work Intervention (preferably minimal) should in the first instance work to support existing networks.  The role of the Local Authority is to co-operate and work jointly with other service providers, e.g. health, housing, and voluntary.  The Local Authority is now a facilitating agency rather than a provider of services.

What has changed in Social Work education is the greater emphasis on workplace learning, competence and assessment.  Set in a work environment steeped in the new managerial persuasive terminology, fitness for purpose, specify, measurable, best value and continuous improvement.  We now have service standards, occupational standards (SVQ) and professional standards (DipSW).  Also the increased interest in developing ways of working and learning into professionally and with service users, carers and communities.  Indeed Nigel Parton sees Social Work as essentially a practice which ‘lies at the inter case’ of various other disciplines.

However there are even more worrying developments such as, the dramatic drop in applications to Social Work courses.  Even Edinburgh University is poised to scrap its Social Work Degree.  This along with difficulties in recruiting enough Social Workers to posts has seen a more to increase the use of ‘skill mix’ i.e. mixing qualified professional S.W.S and skilled Social Care Workers in one team.  The evidence is that ‘Social Care’ in the broad domain, with professional social work seen as part of Social Care, and a minority part at that; only 23% of Glasgow’s Social Work employees are professionally qualified Social Workers.  Each new crisis sees a demand for more resources to Social Work training but this is now viewed as a cost to the majority of Social Work employees.  Refugee is being sought in the numbers game of SVQ.  SVQ’s evidence of competent practice not learning input and/or learning process.  While studies do support the value of SVQ in raising awareness of good practice and values questions remain about their ability to facilitate learning in the truest sense of education (Gavin Heron).  It is difficult to avoid a sense of ‘climbing down’ of Social Work and/or professional identity and the process of learning associated with that professional identity.

This demise of professional Social Work has been compounded by the workforce planning demands of modernising Social Services.  The emphasis here is on worker competence and quality services.  That is, the performance of all Social Care Staff to a standard of competence, not just professional Social Workers.  Increasingly the trend will be for each role to have its own occupational standards, and probably its own qualification.  This may fly in the face of moves for greater joined up working with health and housing in adult services, and with education for child care services.  However, joint practitioner qualifying awards are very likely in the near future.

THEORY IN ACTION

Change is synonymous with reflection and learning. The ability to reflect on practice and stay with the uncertainty this often invokes characterises ongoing learning. This presumes the existence of a supportive of learning environment where learning is very much a caring experience.

Wilfred Bion offers some understanding on this subject.  Bion suggests that this ability to reflect requires first for the subject (container of confused thoughts) to have experienced a receptive (someone who helped contain and organise the thoughts) environment.  That is, an environment that encouraged and facilitated thoughtfulness and ‘reverie’, primarily by helping the subject to ventilate, think out loud and through this process re-package the ideas into understandable concepts.  Marilyn Pietroni says that Bion’s ideas of containment and its categories (commensal, symbiotic, and parasitic) is useful when examining the relationship between worker/learner, organisation/educator and task/education programme.

Commensal containment describes what many learners referred to as ‘significant’ or motivating experience.  In this group these were characterised by a team approach to shared learning in an environment where learning was taken seriously.  Commensal refers to a relationship where the enterprise is shared to the advantage of all concerned, individual(s), project and organisation.  At the other extreme is parasitic containment when anti-task behaviour is dominant leading to mutual recrimination and chaos.  The middle ground is characteristic of symbiotic containment where learner, educator and organisation depend on each other to their mutual advantage while colluding with the realisation of key aspects of the task.  For Peitroni a crucial feature of continuing (Social Work) education has to be,

“a thoughtfullness that is strong enough to offset the pressures towards peer group conformity and the limitations it places on independent individual thought that are often a feature of working life”

Pietroni’s fine words obscure how difficult it is to ‘stay sane in insane places’.  It is these very pressures and contradictions that are characteristic of our age.  Take for example the constant restructuring and the absence of purposeful direction.  There is a loss of containment.  However, the work of Donald Schion and Chris Arggris may offer some hope.  The learner’s reflective account above might be described by Schion as ‘thinking on our feet’ or ‘reflection in action’ and entails building new understanding to inform one’s action in the situation that is unfolding.

“the practitioner allows himself to experience surprise, puzzlement, or confusion in a situation which he finds uncertain or unique.  He reflects on the phenomenon before him, and on the prior understandings which have been implicit in his behaviour.  He carries out an experiment which serves to generate both a new understanding of the phenomenon and a change in the situation”.

Chris Argyris observed that people have mental maps or strategies for responding to situations, that is, plan, implement and review action.  When something goes wrong one can choose to use strategies within the usual ‘governing variables’ (such as, goal, values, costs, benefits, rules, etc).  An alternative is to critically question these governing variables and make adjustments, re-frame, alter perspective, re-evaluate goods, values and consequences.  This Schion and Argyris described as double – loop learning or theory in action.

These concepts of container contained and reflection in-action facilitate and encourage continuous learning.  They encourage examination of discrepancies, the by-products of constant change.  These systems allow identification and examination of individual and professional meaning, organisational purpose and the quality of work.  Thus encouraging professional development by raising awareness of the primary working task and changing roles and responsibilities.

They also presume the existence of an organisation culture orientated to learning.  One has to ask of the kinds of social engagements that provide the proper context for learning to take place.  Indeed my interviewees were agreed that being part of a social participatory discourse made their most significant learning experience;
“A person’s intention to learn are engaged and the meaning of learning is configured through the process of becoming a full participant in a sociocultural practice”.

Yet how different is this to Elton Mayo’s Hawthorne effect, that is showing interest and concern usually spurs the subject to greater achievement.  Or Herzberg’s view of the satisfiers/motivators including, the work itself, recognition, achievement, responsibility and advancement.  All of their themes were mentioned in some ? by my interviewees.  Dialogue in the context of team learning is also central to Peter Sense’s view of the learning organisation.  For him team learning entails the capacity of team members to suspend assumptions (negative capability) and enter into genuine “thinking together”.
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