
Rebecca Joy Novell – Newly Qualified Social Worker – advice for social work students 

just starting out. 

 

There were points at which I didn't think I would be, but I am officially now a qualified 

Social Worker. I completed my Masters in Social Work in July of this year at The University 

of Sheffield. The two year course challenged me academically, practically and emotionally 

and is undoubtedly my proudest achievement to date. With that in mind, I have written down 

the key pieces of advice that I hope will make the course as enjoyable as possible for all the 

new social work students embarking on this exciting journey: 

  

Networking 

If you have gained a place on a social work course, you will already have some relevant 

experience. Your course mates will have their own experience. Talk to as many people as 

possible. Tell them what you know and ask them what they know. In my first week, I spoke 

to a woman from my course who had volunteered with girls who had been sexually exploited. 

I had no knowledge of Sexual Exploitation when I began, but after a year I was writing my 

dissertation on Relationship-based Practice and Sexual Exploitation. Additionally, when I 

was on my first placement, I had a service user who was being sexually exploited and I knew 

which course mate to ask for advice on local resources. Speaking to others will open up 

numerous opportunities for you. BASW is a great source of information and contacts. 

  

Read, read, read 

Reading the basic legislation (Children’s Act 1989, Mental Health Act 1983, Mental Capacity 

Act 2005, etc.) is an absolute must. However, you shouldn’t stop there. Sign up to journals, 

read newspapers, keep up with developments online. My partner finds it very disconcerting 

that my room is filled with hundreds of articles on Gang Violence, but the more you read, the 

more knowledge you have to inform your practice! 

  

Placement may not be perfect 

Competition for placements is high, so try not to set your heart on one particular placement. 

Be as flexible as possible and if you get a placement in an area you really did not want, then 

take as much learning from that as possible. What was it about the placement you did not 

like? What does that tell you about yourself? What would you like to gain from your next 

placement? 

  

Peer Supervision 

My top tip is to find a friend from your course who you can discuss the challenges and 

successes of your day with (preferably over a glass of wine or two!). My course mate and I 

used to meet three times a week to listen to each other moan, critique and praise the various 

aspects of our placements. We discussed policy and debated procedure and could do so with 

complete honesty. Sometimes you may not feel able to tell your placement supervisor all 

your deepest thoughts and fears, so having a friend who can support you is invaluable. 

  

Social Media 

I have become so addicted to Twitter that I have started using the term ‘hashtag’ in every day 

conversation. It’s an incredibly irritating quality of mine but is not worth sacrificing twitter 

for. Having a Twitter account will give you access to social workers from all around the 

world. You will have easy access to a plethora of charities, jobs, papers and opinions. Just 

remember that whatever you write on the internet is accessible to anyone so keep 

confidentiality. 



Make The Most Of It 

University will give you access to so much training, lectures, seminars and workshops. And 

they’re all free extras. This doesn’t last forever (trust me) and seminars can be expensive. 

Volunteer whenever you have spare time to gain more relevant skills. 

  

Your social work course will hopefully only be the start of a long social work career. It is a 

challenging and sometimes disheartening profession which requires a lot of improvement, so 

BE KIND TO YOURSELF. Make sure you take time off when you need it and be honest 

with yourself about your limitations. Try not to let the bad aspect put you off, because I 

honestly believe that on a good day, social work is the best job in the world.' 
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