
Michael Shaw considers how
service users and carers are
currently involved in the
process of assessing student
social workers and asks
whether existing approaches
are sufficiently nuanced to elicit
the best results. He also
questions whether there
should be a more formal role
for wider professional
consideration of a student’s
practice performance.

t is welcome that service user
and carer feedback has
increasingly taken a more
central role in the development
of social work and the training

of prospective social workers within UK
higher education institutions (HEI’s) and
beyond in recent years. For example, in
England, the Social Care Institue for
Excellence’s (SCIE) policy document,
Involving service users and carers in social work
education (2004), emphasises the principles,
practicalities and range of approaches to
building and sustaining partnerships between
HEI’s and service users and carers. More
recently, in 2007, SCIE and the national
service user’s forum Shaping our Lives
published a joint policy document Common
aims: a strategy to support service user
involvement in social work education. 

However, it seems that while service user
involvement in social work training has taken
a more central position in recent years, there
has been a lack of critical analysis of the
complexities involved in seeking the
contribution of service users and carers to the
assessment of students’ social work practice.

Practice education
The term ‘practice education’ is usually
referred to on the understanding that it is
undertaken by an experienced qualified social
worker – commonly known as the practice
educator, though both historically and
currently the alternative terms of ‘practice
teacher’ and ‘practice assessor’ are also widely
used. It is also important to recognise that
practice educators are often based within the
students’ placement team (on-site), but can
also work with students in a long-arm
capacity, without being based within the
placement team (off-site).

Service user and carer feedback can take a
variety of forms. For example, it might be
questionnaires designed by the student in
conjunction with their practice educator.
Alternatively, it could be direct observation
interviews undertaken afterwards by the
practice educator/observer with service users
or carers who have been spoken with by
students. Both are commonplace. 

Other creative forms of accessing feedback
are designed to reflect specific service user
group characteristics and individual needs.
For example, children and young people’s
views may be sought via age appropriate
methods which may include the use of
pictures and symbols. Additionally, practice
educators may also seek service user feedback
obtained directly by telephone or email
contact or indirectly through colleagues. 

Interestingly, HEIs appear to differ in their
expectations and approaches to the collation

of service user feedback within the social
work degree programme. Some ask students
to reflect in writing upon their rationale in
the approaches used to obtain the feedback in
specific settings, whereas others make
requirements for a specific number of
feedback examples to be obtained.
Additionally, some HEIs place an expectation
that students, in partnership with their
practice educators, use collated service user
feedback as a springboard for reflective
practice within the supervisory process.  

In summary, what HEIs have in common is
the principle of integrating service user and
carer feedback within the student assessment
process and consequently, providing evidence
of competence towards meeting the National
Occupational Standards for Social Work;
these being defined by the six individual key
roles (set out by Skills for Care) alongside the
codes of practice of the UK regulatory
bodies – NISCC in Northern Ireland, SSSC in

Scotland, the Care Council for Wales and,
until recently, the GSCC in England. 

It is important to consider the qualitative
issues in the first instance. Practice educators
and students undoubtedly need to take
account of the specific requirements of
individual HEIs when determining their
agreed approach to service user and carer
feedback. While HEI requirements and the
specific practice learning setting play an
important role in determining how to collate
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likely to be better evidenced from other
sources. Additionally, while recognising that
service users should be viewed as “experts” in
their own situations, whether they are always
in the best position to constructively
comment on whether students have assessed
their needs comprehensively or identified risks
appropriately is debatable – such as in a
scenario where a service user disputes child
protection concerns that have been clearly
evidenced elsewhere. Hence, it is important
that when weighing the value of service user

feedback, students and practice educators
recognise and take into account the specific
student/service user relationship context
surrounding the feedback received.

Next, the role of the practice educator in
obtaining constructive feedback from service
users and carers should also be highlighted.
From experience, the exploration of my own
observations of students’ practice directly
with service users and carers can be of great
benefit. For example, rather than just asking
whether service users felt respected and
listened to (albeit important aspects of
practice to explore) practice educators might
seek to test out their own hypotheses and
assessments of how students have interacted
and performed within direct observations. 

A further issue of consideration is how
some service users and carers specific
circumstances may potentially impact upon
the quality of feedback. For example, the
feedback provided by a mental health service
user experiencing a psychotic episode may be
less reliable than the same person’s feedback
during a period of mental health stability.
Thus the question of when it is or is not
appropriate to seek service user views needs to
be routinely considered by both students and
practice educators/observers.

Consequently, in taking account of the
issues highlighted above, it can be argued that
an uncritical and over reliant approach to
service user and carer feedback may not
necessarily be as helpful in reaching full and
balanced assessments of student competence.
Furthermore, an approach that emphasises
service user feedback alongside other forms of
evidence, including professional feedback, is
likely to be more productive and produce
more accurate assessments of student
competence.

So while the recent emphasis on involving
service users and carers within social work
training and the assessment of social work
students is to be firmly welcomed, it needs to
be properly accompanied by an increased
emphasis on professional contributions to the
assessment of student competence. 

While it is recognised that professional
feedback (from colleagues and both social
work and non social work professionals from
outside the practice learning setting) currently
provides valuable information about student
practice, a shift to make this a more formal
and integral part of the assessment process
would seem desirable. For example, as with
service user and carer feedback HEIs could
make it a requirement that examples of
professional evidence of competence are
included within the final evidence provided by
students and practice educators.

A potential benefit of such an approach
would be to nurture a more rounded
assessment of student practice where both
service user and professional feedback can
equally co-exist, offering multiple perspectives
on student competence.

Implications for practice
This article has suggested that the area of
service user feedback is a complex matter
which does not always seem to be reflected in
the approaches taken by HEIs. My own
experience is that while it is positive that
service user views are now taking a more
prominent role in contributing to the
assessment of student competence, there is
often a lack of discussion around the
subtleties and nuances that surround the
issues involved. The exploration of specific
guidance and training in this area could
usefully be developed by HEIs, in partnership
with sponsoring agencies, to promote good
practice by all parties concerned.

Additionally, research could usefully be
undertaken – potentially by HEIs in
conjunction with practice educators – into the
current methods employed and their
outcomes, in terms of the nature and quality
of feedback received that might help inform
the development of tools to promote
constructive service user and carer feedback.
For example, how would individual service
users like their views to be canvassed?

Lastly, an increased and more recognised
and formalised focus upon professional
feedback can only compliment service user
and carer feedback, and would offer a positive
step to enhancing the quality and consistency
of practice educators’ assessments of
student competence.

Michael Shaw is an  independent social worker,
practice educator and programme tutor
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feedback, good practice would dictate that
service user and carers’ views should,
wherever practical, be used as a reflective tool
for the student’s learning and development
throughout their placement experience.

That said, it is important to highlight some
of the key challenges that practice educators
and students may face. 

In seeking feedback, it is necessary to
recognise and take into account the impact of
how social work professionals, including
students as representatives of both statutory

and independent sector agencies, are located
in positions of authority in relation to service
users and carers. For example, within a child
protection setting, the perceived power that
social work professionals are often afforded by
service users and carers may, unsurprisingly,
influence both their willingness to share their
views about the practice of those
investigating their family circumstances and
assessing their needs. Hence, service
user/professional power relationships may
affect service users’ ability to be open and
constructively critical in their feedback. It is
therefore evident that practice educators and
students need to be consciously aware of the
inherent power imbalance between
professionals and service users that exist to
greater or lesser degrees in different practice
settings.

Next, practice educators and students
should feel able in certain circumstances to
pose the question of whether service users
and carers are always best placed to comment
on all aspects of a student’s practice?
Specifically, the National Occupational
Standards for Social Work ensure that
students are assessed upon their competence
in all areas of the social work process. Key role
one, for example, focuses upon a student’s
ability to engage with and assist service users
in making informed decisions and agreeing
actions. As such, service user and carer
feedback is invaluable in assessing the quality
and effectiveness of a student’s
communication and assessment skills. 

Alternatively, however, service user views
may sometimes be less relevant when
considering other aspects of student
competence. For example, assessing both a
student’s developing knowledge base and
effective use of supervision (key role six) is
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