
s the frontman for Frontline, Josh
MacAlister fits the bill
perfectly. He’s young
– only 26 – smart,
eloquent and

passionate about social change.
The kind of graduate, in fact, he
wants to fast-track into a career
in social work.

It’s a route with which
MacAlister is well familiar. After
studying politics and social policy
at the University of Edinburgh he
joined Teach First, a two-year
programme to get high-flying
graduates into teaching, which in
the ten years since it was
created has recruited
5,000 such
candidates to the
profession.
Frontline aims to
do something
similar for social
work with a two-
year programme
that enrolls its first
100 recruits next
year.

The scheme has
its critics. Why
should graduates be
fast-tracked? Is a
year – including
initial training of
just six weeks
before joining a
local authority

team – long

Josh MacAlister was working in a school as a Teach First graduate when he came up with the idea 
that a similar fast-track scheme could benefit social work. Shahid Naqvi meets the brains behind

the deeply controversial training initiative for ‘high-fliers’.
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enough to teach the mix of theoretical
knowledge and practical skills needed to

be a competent practitioner? Won’t
Frontline undermine existing
training programmes? Doesn’t it
devalue the conventional degree
programme? And how long will
these high-fliers stay in the
profession anyway before flying
off to the next stage of their

career?
MacAlister is aware of his critics
and has his own take on their

concerns: “I have this
theory that

professions whose job it is to do a certain thing
really well sometimes find it hard to do that
[thing] themselves. So teachers are not always
the best learners. Social workers go into
people’s homes and convince them to change.
We are trying to change some things about the
way we recruit and train social workers, and
some of the profession is not very good at
changing.”

But change, he believes, is necessary. Though
the actual numbers to be recruited through
Frontline is relatively small, MacAlister believes
the programme has the potential to have a
significant impact in shifting negative
perceptions of social work.

“If you go to a careers fair social work is not
presented to people as an exciting and really
challenging career. You will see huge sums of
money being spent by large corporates trying
to pull the people I am talking about into a
career of quiet desperation where they sit at a
desk and are paid healthy salaries, probably not
fully appreciating some of the social problems
we have in Britain. Social work is not on the
map for these people and it should be.”

A look at Frontline’s website underlines its
ambition, containing images of fresh-faced
twenty-somethings with troubled young people
alongside captions such as “More rewarding
than a career in the city. A career in the inner-
city.”

In terms of capturing the imagination of its
target audience, it seems to have worked, with
more than 1,000 graduates applying to the
course in a week. “There is something going on
when we have this volume of interest,” says
MacAlister. “When you have the Prime
Minister talking about social work in a big
conference speech. When you have social work
on front pages for good reasons.”

He believes this has something to do with
Frontline’s success in defining social work to an
outside world that does not always get it.

“Social work has struggled for some time to
explain what it is to people. People confuse it
with social care. Is it about care in the
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Frontline will take up the best statutory
placements.

MacAlister thinks not. “If we were to go
down the same route as the existing model I
wouldn’t argue with that,” he says. 

“But we are saying this is different and we
are placing people in a unit. It is a new post
being created.”

And yet there is a sense among many social
workers of this being yet another initiative
enforced upon a profession that has grown
fatigued by new projects, new bodies and new
names that do little to challenge the same old
fundamental problems. MacAlister, whose
father was a social worker, has some sympathy:

“I can understand why social workers get tired
of central government policies. They all come
out of disaster and crisis,” he says and is quick
to emphasise that Frontline is not a
government-driven programme. 

“They didn’t say they wanted someone to do
this. But at the early stages it had cross-party
support. Frontline has stirred up a big debate
which I think needs to happen in social work.”

MacAlister stressess more than once that
recruiting high-flying graduates is not the
“silver bullet” needed to sort out all the
challenges faced by the profession, but one part
of the solution. “If we can help put more great
people in to social work, alongside great people
already there, they can help bring change in the
system,” he says.

It is clear the creator of Frontline brings a
drive, ambition and motivation to the project,
fuelled, he says, from seeing the educational
under-achievement of looked after children as a
teacher. Yet social workers are a questioning lot,
trained to look beyond the surface, and there
are those who worry Frontline will act as a
mere stepping stone in the careers of ambitious
graduates who will quickly move on to
something new. 

Indeed, statistics for Teach First show 42%
of its recruits have now left the classroom, and
MacAlister himself quit teaching after four
years. He claims the decision to leave, however,
was not taken lightly and was based on a sense
that he could help more vulnerable young
people by helping to change the system.

“My challenge to people who say I turned
away from the frontline is to say this is not an
easy job. I would remind people of the
outcomes for children in care and to look at the
role social workers play in Britain.

“Social work needs to do a better job at
saying how important it is and what a
difference great social work makes. But you
have to make your own weather. Frontline has
put positive words about the profession on the
front pages and got the Prime Minister
talking about social work.”

To have your views on this published in the
next issue of PSW, please email
editor@basw.co.uk
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community? Is it about home assessment?
What’s the difference between adults and
children’s, statutory and non-statutory?

“We are starting from the point of saying
‘what are the tasks involved in frontline social
work. It is our belief that by explaining that, it
is a really attractive job.”

But is Frontline’s effectively slick
presentation realistic about the day-to-day
stress, trauma and complexity of working with
troubled families? Or are high-flying graduates
being set up for a fast-track burnout and early
exit from the profession?

MacAlister’s view is that the extensive work
that has gone into getting the recruitment
process right will prevent this from happening.
“One of the things we did at an early stage is
put together a group of social work academics,
managers and practitioners and occupational
psychologists and asked them what are the
attributes that pre-determine who would be a
great social worker? We said if we agree those
are the things you have got in quantity you will
be good at the job. That is why we have the
competence-based application form.”

Like Teach First, candidates need a 2.1 degree
or higher and at least 300 UCAS points, likely
to indicate attendance at a redbrick university.
Those who make it through will attend a five-
week intensive “summer institute”, before
entering the frontline on a first-year placement
under supervision from an experienced
“consultant social worker”. After that, the idea
is they will be qualified to practise. In the
second year candidates work on more complex
cases while studying towards a Masters.

MacAlister believes critics who focus on the
programme’s reduced time compared to a
three-year degree are missing the point. “It
wasn’t that long ago that the London School of
Economics was producing social workers after
12 months and some very eminent social
workers,” he says. 

“The danger with the time question is that
you get into a rather narrow view about how
much time is spent doing certain tasks rather
than what is the process through which people
learn. With Frontline, when people qualify they
will have spent more time in practice than any
other route in which you can go into social
work. The bigger question is, whether what is
being done on two-year or three-year courses is
making best use of the time? The curriculum
design for Frontline is based on preparing
people to be practice-ready so they can do
more than assess and refer.”

Frontline’s success is likely to depend heavily
on the recruitment of consultant social workers
to provide quality placements at participating
authorities – so far this includes councils in
London and Greater Manchester. But at a time
when social work students already complain of
not enough quality placements, it’s
unsurprising concern has been expressed that

WHEN PEOPLE QUALIFY THEY WILL HAVE
SPENT MORE TIME IN PRACTICE THAN ANY
OTHER ROUTE IN WHICH YOU CAN GO
INTO SOCIAL WORK. IS WHAT IS BEING
DONE ON TWO-YEAR OR THREE-YEAR
COURSES MAKING BEST USE OF THE TIME?

PSW

QUICKFIRE CONCERNS

The students: You need to be able to go to
court and be cross-examined by barristers;
write legally-tight statements; go into homes
and build relationships with people who are
vulnerable; chair conferences where you are
convincing people to act with purpose. You
can’t come to any other conclusion than that
all this requires a special mix of great aca-
demic and personal capabilities.

The ambition: “Our focus is on making sure
the pilot is a success. Our measure of that is
having people qualifying and working
alongside brilliant social workers already. If
we can show that works, ultimately our am-
bition is to transform vulnerable lives.”

Leadership: “We describe social work as a
leadership profession. That sometimes gets
heard as you need to be a graduate man-
ager. We mean working with families, build-
ing relationships with them.”

A children’s-only focus: “Our course needs
to be generic in nature to get HCPC ap-
proval. When you do the Frontline pro-
gramme you are learning how to work with
people and bring about change for families.
You need to know about building relation-
ships with adults.”

Retention: “Teach First has 58% of recruits
staying on. If we can get a similar number of
people staying in frontline social work that
would be great.”
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