
As local authority cuts place ever more pressure on statutory
placements for student social workers, PSW’s Shahid Naqvi
considers the barriers to better practice learning opportunities,
the lessons England can learn from Northern Ireland and how
one West Midlands initiative might be indicating a way forward.

itting in a classroom studying
the ethics of social work is one
thing. Knowing how to deal with
a harassed mother-of-four
shouting in your face and

refusing to let you into her house is another.
The question of whether universities are

turning out newly-qualified social workers with
the skills needed to survive in the real world has
been much debated. With changes to the way
social work students are recruited and trained
being introduced in England by the Social Work
Reform Board, it’s a question that’s been asked
again.

A recent survey by recruitment agency Liquid
Personnel of more than 600 social workers
indicates universities are falling short. It found
70% of social workers polled believe graduates
are entering the profession “without sufficient
skills and experience to begin practising”.

If this survey is to be given credence, can we
take it that universities are not doing their job
properly? Or are employers expecting too much
too soon from newly-qualified social workers?
And if employers want NQSWs to be work-
ready, are they playing their part sufficiently to
ensure this happens by providing the kind of
worthwhile training and placement
opportunities to supply the graduates they
want? According to BASW professional officer
Joe Godden, these are deep-rooted tensions
between many employers and universities that
remain unresolved.

“Employers say ‘we want a social worker who
can do the job we are employing them for’.
Universities are saying ‘it is not our job to train
them to know which button to press on the
computer. It’s our job to train people who have
a good understanding of the profession, a
knowledge of the law.’”

Local authorities, still the biggest employer
of social workers, often complain they are not
getting enough candidates coming out of
universities with the skills to practise. Already
facing an uphill struggle to cope with the
impact of public sector cutbacks, they feel they
have little time to take on additional training
responsibilities. Employers may want job-ready
graduates who “know which button to press on
the computer”, but the social work profession
has fought long and hard to be taken seriously
as an academic discipline and having gained
ground with the introduction of the social work
degree in 2003, turning back the clock would
be a regressive move.

Mr Godden draws comparison with the
medical profession. The importance of its
academic foundation is not disputed or queried
by employers who see participating in training
as a responsibility to their profession, as well as
a career development opportunity for staff.
“You only need to walk into a hospital in any
ward and you will see trainee nurses. All the
qualified nurses see it as their duty to take on

students. They don’t get money for it but they
see it as part of what they do. It’s the same with
doctors.”

Mr Godden believes employers who
complain that graduates do not have the right
skills must take some of the blame. “They
moan that people aren’t ready, but they don’t
all give them the right experience,” he says.

Some employers have continued to provide
high quality placements, despite the increased
pressure on them in the face of cutbacks. Pat
Wilkes, senior practitioner at Trafford Council,
says: “Our team recognises the importance of

taking students – they not only are a real
investment for the future, but also keep us on
our toes. In spite of all the recent pressures we
have continued to take students and intend to
keep on doing so.”

Some students, however, complain of
placements that amount to little more than
administrative duties in over-stretched adult
and children’s services departments or, as Mr
Godden says, “meaningless placements in
garden centres and pony trekking.”

In its last major report before closing, the
GSCC expressed concern over placements at a
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universities having to manage relationships
with employers, this is done centrally through
the Northern Ireland Degree in Social Work
Partnership – a body including representatives
from the health and social care trusts,
universities and other organisations providing
placement learning opportunities.

Whether such a system could be successfully
implemented in England is another matter. The
Social Work Reform Board’s developing
overhaul of the profession in England includes
plans to provide a sufficient amount and
standard of practice-based education and a new
integrated curriculum framework. How this will
impact in practice is yet to be seen but there is
optimism it will be a step in the right direction. 

Another aspect of the reform that aims to
bridge the divide between academia and
practice is the introduction of The Assessed
and Supported Year in Employment (ASYE),
providing a year of support for newly-qualified
social workers (NQSWs). However, in a climate
where many NQSWs are finding it hard to find
jobs, access to an ASYE scheme may also be
limited, especially within the non-statutory
sector.

Moreover, with competition from ASYE and
emerging plans to fast-track graduates into
social work through the Frontline scheme,
many employers are likely to complain about
their capacity to provide quality student
placements. Bridget Robb, BASW’s acting chief
executive, believes a “culture change” in
attitude towards training is needed. “The
introduction of the social work degree was a
major step forward in ensuring students are
equipped with the academic foundation to
practise,” she suggests.

“There now needs to be a culture change
among employers so they take their
responsibility to train the next generation of
social workers as seriously as the medical
profession does. Social workers, like doctors,
sometimes have to make life or death decisions
that have major consequences on the lives of
individuals – and society as a whole. We all
need to play our part in ensuring they
get the best training possible.”

To comment on this article please email
editor@basw.co.uk
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time of increasing numbers of social work
students and ever diminishing public spending.
The report, Regulating Social Work 2001-12,
stated: “During the GSCC’s existence there
have been concerns in the sector for a
considerable period of time about the supply,
quality and relevance of practice placements for
social work students. Given that a large
proportion of social work employers�and
providers of practice placements are within the
public sector, concerns�more recently have
focused�on whether the current restrictions on
public spending may be placing additional
pressure on the supply of placements.”

With no statutory power to compel
employers to provide training placements for
students, provision is down to goodwill. In
effect, this means universities are dependent on
developing good relationships with local
employers, making it difficult for them to
challenge what’s being offered. There is a
marked difference between this model and that
in Northern Ireland where all students are
assigned an accredited practice teacher or
someone completing the Masters level practice
teacher training. Also, instead of individual
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Meeting a demand for quality
student placements at a time

when social services departments are
stretched to the limit is a conundrum
but one that the devisers of a West
Midlands initiative believe they have
solved. Set up by social worker Jayne
Hulbert and senior family support
worker Jayne Creswell, the SWEET
Project aims to plug gaps in provision
for non-priority families in one of the
poorest areas of the country by
channeling the “energy and
enthusiasm” of students.
As such, it is a hybrid, part training service and part service provider,

dealing with real-life cases referred by other agencies, such as
children’s services, education, health and self-referrals.
Describing the concept, Jayne Hulbert says: “SWEET has two

customers – one is the students, the other is the service users. We set
SWEET up so students could have a quality learning experience. We
saturate them with training. At the same time, we are harnessing their
energy and enthusiasm. They are an untapped resource and they can
make so much difference to people’s lives. They have more time to
spend with the families [than fully qualified social workers]. The service
users phone us here and say ‘I just want to tell you I have been so
impressed with the workers I have had. Without them I wouldn’t be
here now’. That speaks volumes.”
SWEET was set up in March 2010 in the Birmingham ward of Kings

Norton, focusing predominantly on three deprived estates. Today, it
provides placements for 51 students drawn from 14 universities paying
the voluntary rate for student placements. The project receives no

other funding.
Students spend the first week on an

induction programme before being
allocated cases. First placement
trainee social workers are given up to
six real life cases and final placement
trainees receive up to 11 cases,
including child protection referrals. In
their second week the students gather
information from referral forms and
introduce themselves to service users,
before being supervised out in the
field on the third week of their 70-100
day placement.

Unlike most placements, students on the SWEET programme also
gain pastoral support. Jayne Creswell says: “We recognised early on
that just because they come on placements doesn’t mean they don’t
have their own issues to face. Some of these guys have moved away
from home, they have no money. You offer emotional support and
guidance and that’s what, bit by bit, builds their confidences, knowing
that they have that support.”
SWEET believes it gives students the best chance to develop core

skills while meeting a need for quality placements. Students work on
complex cases, such as referrals centred on domestic abuse or with
people who have mental health issues. The organisation measures its
success by the fact all final placement students have secured jobs.
“I was a practice educator and placement tutor for the University of

Birmingham,” says Ms Hulbert. “Students motivated me because they
were enthusiastic. I thought if I could just harness and direct this where
it is needed then we could potentially make a difference and that’s
what we are doing.” 

SWEET: COMBINING  LEARNING AND PRACTICE WITH DEDICATED SERVICE PROVISION

Students on
placement with the

SWEET Project
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