
or students on social work
degrees, theories on anti-
discrimination, anti-oppression,
diversity, empowering individuals
and upholding human dignity

will be at the forefront of their minds.
But what happens when they go out on work

placements and find these principles
transgressed? Should they highlight their
concern? Or is it better to keep quiet and
accept that in the real world of work pressures
such as lack of resources make it impossible to
live up to ideals? 

Those who do speak out can risk seeing their
career ambitions thwarted.

Equally, not challenging unethical practice
might question a student’s suitability for their
chosen line of work.

Where there are safeguarding concerns, the
decision is clear cut, said Dr Gurnam Singh,
Principal Lecturer in Social Work at Coventry
University.

“We advise the first thing to consider is are
people being put in serious risk of harm? If so,
you do whatever is required including reporting
to the police.

“If there are concerns about ongoing
practice issues, such as heavy caseloads
compromising capacity, we would say ‘Have
you spoken to your practice tutor about it?’ We
would then see how they can get assurances
from the employer. We look for a collegiate
approach.

“If that gets no response, go to the line
manager. If that doesn’t work, there is the
whistleblowing charter.”

Dr Singh said universities have a duty of care
towards students and a responsibility to take up
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such issues with placement providers.
At a time of reduced resources within

statutory social work, he warns students are
increasingly likely to come across ethical
dilemmas on placements.

But he advised students to tread carefully
before speaking out. “What you don’t want to
do is take on the organisation. You have to be
very strategic and tactical about it.”

He urged students to make sure they
document any concerns.

BASW England Professional Officer Nushra
Mansuri said the golden rule is to not go it
alone.

“If you belong to an organisation like BASW
that is a safety net because you can externalise
it. Never act alone because that is when people
can be vulnerable.

“The university can’t fade into the
background either when there is poor practice
in an agency they have made a placement with.”

Ms Mansuri said challenging unethical
practice goes hand-in-hand with the identity of
being a social worker.

“Ultimately you want to be qualifying as a
social worker and when these things are tested
at this stage in your career it’s an important
part of their learning.”
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You are quite protected until you go on placement. I challenged my
placement and it became a nightmare. I used to drive to work in tears.

I was bullied by a manager because I challenged discriminatory behaviour.
Challenging unethical behaviour as a student is hard. I am nearly 40 so

perhaps I had age and confidence on my side. I thought I couldn’t let them
ruin my placement because I wouldn’t get another one and it would set
me back a year.

I asked to be moved to a different part of the placement which turned
out to be brilliant. The work I did with a service user is now part of their
marketing and I was told I had surpassed all expectations.

I think students have a responsibility to challenge poor practice but in
my cohort there were only a handful who would.

There are students I know who just put up and shut up. They know
there is an issue but their priority is to get through the placement.

They think if they cause upset there is a chance they won’t be able to
complete that placement and will have to wait for another one. And we
know placements are very limited.

I understand this, but it does make me wonder why they want to be a
social worker. Is it for the service user or to gain a career and be a
professional so they can lead a comfortable middle class life? They need to
reflect on that because challenging unethical practice is a vital part of
being a social worker as far as I am concerned. 

Helene Brown, children and families social worker

A lot of students I know just put up and shut up
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Iwas in my final year and on a 90-dayplacement. The first 30 days everything was
fine. After the Christmas break my link worker
told me she had set up a Facebook profile to
observe and monitor the kids in her casework.
That rang alarm bells. At first I thought ‘Is this a
test to see if I would challenge her and highlight
concerns?’
I asked what kind of information could you

yield from that? She said she knew one of the
clients she worked with stole a car and the other
killed a cat.
I kept it on my agenda for supervision with

my practice teacher. I had a good relationship
with my link worker so didn’t want to upset that. 
After a couple of weeks of discussion with my

university tutor and practice tutor I felt I was
pushed into reporting it. I set up a meeting with
the team manager. He asked if I wanted to go
down the whistleblowing path. At the time I
didn’t want to make a formal complaint against

the person who was in control of whether I
would pass.
The area manager discussed it at another

team meeting. He didn’t name my link worker
or me but it was obvious between the link
worker and I that it was me that had told him.
From then on our relationship deteriorated,

but she was quite clever about it. She didn’t
acknowledge she knew, she just made my life
complicated. Before the Christmas break all my
reports were fine. Now they were coming back
saying I had missed the point. You are not doing
this or that. 
My practice tutor set up a meeting with my

link worker and I was pressured to confront her. I
felt it wouldn’t be beneficial to my development.
When I highlighted this I was told I had a
problem with effectively challenging. I felt
bullied into discussing this face-to-face with her
and I broke down and cried in the meeting. It
was very emotional. From that point onwards I

felt I didn’t want to continue my placement. They
said it could still fulfil my learning needs and I
couldn’t just leave because I didn’t like my link
worker. If I had gone down the whistleblowing
route I could have requested a different
placement. 
So I left. My social work days are in the past

now. Before, I was quite sure of myself and
confident. But I started thinking maybe I am not
good at challenging effectively. Maybe I have a
problem. But looking back, it was just that I was
pushed into doing something that I don’t think
was necessary.
My advice to any student thinking of

challenging unethical practice would be to
consider your own career progression. You
need to balance doing the right thing with what
is right for you. You invest a lot of time and
money to complete a degree programme.

Daniel Mushens

My university now has learning agreements with placement providers
emphasising that social work students are critical friends. That means

a provider expects students may make criticisms, as well as looking to
develop students’ own practice. But we know some placement providers
have been quite defensive about being criticised perhaps because they
are under increasing scrutiny and pressure to deliver interventions in
people’s lives.

Where an organisation is open to learning this is generally going to go
well. Where you meet resistant organisations, they can quickly shut you
down. In my case, 75 days into my final placement, a newly appointed
acting manager who had known me for just two weeks, decided he had
an issue with me. My Practice Educator was in a difficult position with her
new boss and did not protect me, neither did my university tutor but
thankfully the head of social work did.

I was suspended and a placement discontinuation form completed by
the provider. The practice I was challenging was one where the local
authority was ready to discharge a care order and my intervention
exposed the fact that Mother was placing Child under emotional stress by
denying access to Father. The social worker had not met Father in 13
months of holding the case. I identified emotional abuse and was backed
by the IRO, but that ran contrary to what I was being told: “Get this case
closed.”

On reflection, in that frontline child protection team there was no
genuine commitment to resolving issues. This was characterised by
records that were not factual but biased towards practitioners covering
their backs and painting service users (and vulnerable students) into

weakened positions.
It was a shock that statutory social work

could be so process driven and ignore the
fact that a child is unhappy. I understand
the pressure of practice but you can’t
excuse the damage it does in the lives of
children and their families.. 

Steve Collins, recently qualified

Ichallenged bad practice and not only passed but was offered a job by
the placement provider. My challenges related to inappropriate

conversations regarding service-users during team meetings and the
manner in which I was openly criticised in the office by my work
placement supervisor. I also challenged another agency’s decision
regarding one of my service users. I always kept in mind that I would
have to continue working with the team, or other agency, in a
professional capacity. Antagonising the people you work with is not
good practice. Plan what you are going to do. Apologise if you do make
mistakes. 

On a first placement, with theory and codes implanted fresh in your
mind, it is possible to be unhelpful with your criticism. Perhaps you joined
social work because you were already incensed at the injustices within
our society and services. You have to bear in mind the experience and
complex circumstances the placement providers have. Try to understand
their challenges: are they under-staffed, under threat of losing their
contract, trying to make savings, constantly struggling to find resources
for service users? Are service users challenging, chaotic, unpredictable or
ungrateful? Much of the work within social care can be thankless and that
can create cynicism, stress, negativity. We’re all only human.

You have to be brave and fair in social work. It takes courage to stand
up for service users. Whistleblowers do not get the support they should
within the profession and the public blame culture is a dark shadow.

There is a great power imbalance for students on placement, and it is
easy for ranks to close against you. The placement often has close
connections with the university, including friendships between
academics, practice educators and
placement workers. 

Students need support to challenge bad
practice. I don’t recall being advised on
appropriate ways to do it, nor of the
possible career and soul-destroying
consequences.

Charlotte Stoyles, final year student

• University practice handbook
• Tutor and/or practice educator 
• Workplace policies – Whistleblowing, Safeguarding
• BASW 
• HCPC website
• NHS whistleblowing helpline; Public Concern at Work

I was encouraged to raise concern but wish I hadn’t

Challenge led to job offer Pressure to close the case

Sources of advice 

014-015_July-Aug15_PSW_templates  07/07/2015  08:53  Page 15


