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he medical world has residencies
or internships. Lawyers have
training contracts, previously
known as articles. In teaching
there is the Newly Qualified

Teacher programme. Each varies in its
demands, but all aim to provide a period of on-
the-job training designed to bridge the divide
between academia and employment. Such
schemes also help underline the value and
status of a profession and the seriousness with
which it views itself.

Since September 2012, social work in
England has had the Assessed and Supported
Year in Employment (ASYE) programme – a
year-long scheme designed to help newly
qualified social workers (NQSWs) “develop
their skills, knowledge and capability and
strengthen their professional confidence”. A
similar initiative,  offers more than a passing
nod to a similar initiative – the Assessed Year in
Employment (AYE) – was established in
Northern Ireland seven years ago.

England’s new equivalent represents an
attempt to more clearly define the support a
social worker should get in their first year of
employment, linking it to the profession’s new
blueprint for career progression, the
Professional Capabilities Framework (PCF). It
also seeks to end the scandal of novice social
workers getting absurdly high caseloads, or
being required to give evidence in court before
they are ready. In short, it affords newcomers
guarantees of support not previously in place.

The case for reform was spelt out by the
Chair of the Social Work Taskforce, Moira Gibb
nearly four years ago. In the taskforce’s final
report she said: “The current position is a
recipe for inconsistency, confusion and poor
practice. It is bad for retaining people in social
work and for the status of the profession. We
need more employing organisations ready to
support ongoing training and learning (as well
as initial training), in support of a profession
with a much clearer sense of what career long
development should mean.”

The hope is that ASYE will be the first stage
in delivering this delivering a cultural change in
employer-led training helping to build resilience
among new recruits and improve staff
retention.

So, almost a year on, how is it shaping up? Is
ASYE meeting the Social Work Taskforce’s
ambition of it being “the final stage in
becoming a full practising social worker” and
providing that much-needed “solid platform for
further career-long development”? 

It depends who you ask. Mike Bourke is a 32-
year-old who has just graduated from Liverpool
John Moores University, said: “Any CPD is
beneficial for the person and the organisation.
But when we left the course I don’t think the
university had prepared us to understand ASYE.
In the current climate people are finding it hard

to get jobs and they are worrying about how
this is going to affect them. I understand it is
new, but I think they should have had a bit
more training around it to ease our anxiety.”

Rockefeller Zimba, a mental health social
worker in Surrey, takes a different view: “I have
had a lot of positive experience with the ASYE
… I believe it is equipping me to become a
confident and competent practitioner. In my
personal experience, I do not have any
criticisms, however colleagues I have met
within the programme feel very differently.”

Responding to concerns expressed by
members, BASW undertook a survey six
months after the launch of the scheme which
highlighted a lack of awareness of ASYE. One in
five out of 182 respondents said they were
completely unfamiliar with the initiative.

You only need to remember the baggage
debacle that accompanied the opening of
Heathrow’s Terminal 5 to recognise that new
schemes can bring teething problems. However,
the relative speed with which ASYE was
introduced – the Social Work Reform Board
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To comment on your experiences of ASYE,
email editor@basw.co.uk

(SWRB) announced it in March 2012 to start
the following September – has caused some
ructions.

A “deep dive” study of ten local authorities
across England, conducted by the Department
for Education and published in June 2013, found
the speed of implementation and the late
publication of guidance, were “recurrent
themes” which “undoubtedly had a significant
impact on the implementation of the first year
of ASYE”.

The SWRB stresses it was always aware that
2012/13 would be a transition year and
employers would need time to adjust, but
nevertheless pressed ahead with endorsing last
September as the start date to ensure a
common induction year across the country.

One of the main ambitions of ASYE was to
deliver a more consistent approach to the
training social workers receive in their first year.
However, the DfE’s deep dive found the main
concern expressed by practitioners was the
“lack of standardisation of ASYE, driven by a
belief that all NQSWs should have the
reassurance that regardless of where they start
their social work career they will be given the
same level of support, guidance and assessment
in their first year of employment”.

The reason for this mismatch between
intention and outcome lies in the fact that
ASYE was designed to deliver employer-led
training. As such, it is left to employers to set
up their own schemes. 

Though there is a suggestion that The
College of Social Work will issue certificates to
students who request on successful completion,
there is no centralised endorsement of ASYE
programmes in different parts of the country or
of individuals delivering the assessment and
training.

Graham Woodham, Programme Head of
ASYE at Skills or Care, which oversees the
scheme in adult social work, believes greater
consistency is something that will come in time
via local partnerships. “The ASYE information
states that employers should consider how they
work to ensure the quality of the assessment
decisions. There is a recommendation with the
information to do that within partnership
settings.”

Partnerships are already springing up in
many parts of the country. In North East
England, for example, a group of employers
have linked up with the University of
Northumbria. In London different boroughs
have banded together to deliver the programme
jointly. Mr Woodham admits national
consistency is still “work in progress” and says
it’s something the College of Social Work could
address in the future.

However, Claire Teague of the DfE’s Social
Work Reform Unit, which oversees the scheme
in children’s social work, appears less troubled
by regional variance. While accepting that the

Northern Ireland, where AYE is compulsory
and must be completed before registering.

Failing the ASYE scheme is, however, likely
to impact on future employment prospects.
But Mr Woodham at Skills for Care insists if
the process is done correctly and according to
the guidelines, there should be no reason for a
NQSW to fail without plenty of warning. “It
is almost impossible to get to the eleventh
month and be told you are going to fail your
ASYE. The people who are going to fail are
the people who would have been told from
month four or six or eight that unless
something changes you are not going to get
through your probationary period because
you are not demonstrating the level of
progress you should be demonstrating.”

There is a list of additional issues with ASYE,
including general lack of awareness, not least
about the funding available to employers for
each candidate. There is also a fear of a two-tier
profession emerging, with those who have gone
through ASYE afforded more status and better
long-term employment prospects.

But despite the niggles, it is generally agreed
that ASYE is good for the profession. Mr
Woodham claims the transition has been
relatively smooth in the adults sector, which
accounts for roughly a third of NQSWs. Skills
for Care has commissioned its own HOST
Policy Research into implementation of ASYE
to which social workers in adults are urged to
contribute. It can be accessed on the Skills for
Care website (www.skillsforcare.org.uk).

Mr Woodham insists employers that fail to
take ASYE seriously are missing a vital
opportunity for social work. “Why would you
not choose to support your professional staff in
a way the profession demands, any more than
you wouldn’t give a nurse or a lawyer their first
year in practice?” he said.

The success or otherwise of ASYE remains
to be seen. Perhaps the final word should go
to one local authority manager who said: “In
the first year of NQSW everyone moaned. But
that was just one year – and it became part of
the institution in the second year as it
morphed from what we had initially. We had
retained the best of the thing from before and
got rid of what did not work. ASYE is
the next step.” 
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deep dive study does highlight concern over
consistency, “this has to be caveated with an
understanding that ASYE is an organisation-led
programme and therefore we would expect to
see a certain degree of variation in the way it is
implemented.”

NQSWs on the programme are supposed to
have regular supervision, reduced workloads
and time for personal development formalised
within a learning agreement signed with their
employer. Funding of £2,000 per candidate is
available to help employers deliver the scheme.

The only qualification assessors need is to be
a registered social worker. Many social workers,
however, do not feel confident to take on the
role of educator, particularly at a time of
increased pressure in the face of cuts. The DfE’s
study found some assessors were concerned
that they didn’t have the option of refusing the
role and felt under considerable pressure as a
result of the time required. Some were
apprehensive about the need to produce
written assignments after years outside an
academic environment.

Confusion
One solution they could adopt is to recruit
outside assessors, using the £2,000 funding to
pay for this. But there are still particular
concerns over the uptake of ASYE by the
increasing number of non-statutory bodies
employing social workers, such as those in the
voluntary or private sector and recruitment
agencies.

Another concern raised by the DfE study was
that NQSWs in only half of the ten local
authorities examined were receiving the
recommended level of supervision. This should
be at least weekly in the first six weeks of
employment and, thereafter, at least fortnightly
for the first six months and monthly for the
final six months. The requirement for a 10%
reduction in workload of NQSWs was also not
met in four of the ten authorities. A scheme
coordinator at one council said: “Managers
here have the view that if they’ve employed
someone as a social worker then they need to
be able to fulfill the role of a social worker, and
to the managers this means taking on a full
caseload.”

There is also confusion over what happens if
someone fails the programme. Passing the
ASYE is not linked to a Licence to Practise as a
social worker, though some believe it should be
if it is to be taken seriously, as is the case in
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THE DFE FOUND NQSWS IN ONLY HALF OF
THE TEN LOCAL AUTHORITIES STUDIED
WERE RECEIVING THE RECOMMENDED
LEVEL OF SUPERVISION
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