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Introduction 

If you have been away from social work practice for some time it can be a daunting and 

confusing task to return. Over the last five years social work has gone through significant 

reform and it is likely that there are many areas where you will need to update your 

knowledge and skills in order to be able to practise effectively when you come back to the 

profession. 

 

The ‘return to social work’ learning materials are designed as an open-learning resource that 

can be used flexibly to meet the learning needs of individual returners to the field of children 

and families social work. Whether you are a social worker looking to return and unsure of 

what to do next, or an employer looking to provide learning opportunities for your returning 

staff, you will find a range of useful information, guidance and learning activities to help.  

 

What is included in the return to social work materials? 

The return to social work package is an open-learning package designed to support 

experienced social workers who have been out of practice for a period to re-equip and 

refresh their knowledge and skills. In addition, the pack is designed to: 

• Support individuals considering returning to the profession.  

• Be sufficiently flexible to be used by employers in differing types and length of 

courses they may wish to run to refresh the knowledge of social workers already in 

their employment  

• Provide the basis of programmes offered by education and training providers to 

support returning or existing social workers. 

 

Within the materials you will find ten modules, including a whole range of information, 

activities and resources, as well as a guidance pack to support you to plan, and get the most 

from, any shadowing experiences. You will find a list of all the modules, including which PCF 

domains they will help you to meet, in Appendix 1. 

 

How to use the return to social work materials 

The materials can be used as stand-alone modules, individual exercises or as a complete 

course. While designed as an open-learning pack, additional slides have been included that 

can be used by employers and trainers delivering classroom courses for returning social 

workers. Additions can be made to the slides to include local policies, procedures and 

practices to tailor the course being delivered. An index of all the materials in this pack is 

included in Appendix 1. 



Introduction and user guide 

Return to social work: learning materials  Page 5 of 18 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Learning activities and reflective exercises 

Throughout these materials you will find a range of exercises and activities. These are 

intended to help you to think about and apply the information being considered.  

 

Activities are colour coded throughout the materials:  

 Red – Useful reminders and information 

 Blue – Reflective questions for you to think about 

 Green – Learning activities designed to support the materials. 

 

You will also find good practice points you need to think about, and signposts to other 

resources where you can find more information about the issues being explored. 

 

Many of the activities in this package are based on the principle of learning by reflection: 

tools such as reflective journals and templates for learning activities are included to help you 

get the best out of the materials. Resources and references are provided throughout, and 

self-assessment exercises are included for each module to help you check you have 

achieved the learning outcomes in each module area. 

 

One of your first tasks as a returning social worker will be to get up to speed on the changes 

that have occurred in social work since you last practised. The rest of this introduction and 

user guide will give you an overview of the key reforms that have occurred and the current 

context of social work professional development.  

 

Returning to social work: background to recent reforms in social 

work 

In 2007 the tragic death of Baby Peter in Haringey sparked a huge review of the way social 

workers manage cases involving the abuse of children. Since then, the whole of social work 

education and development has been under considerable scrutiny in an attempt to raise 

standards and develop a consistent approach to social workers’ qualifying education and 

continuing professional development (CPD).  

These materials are designed to be flexible and support different types of learning. Your 
development needs as a returner will be individual to you and you can complete as 
much, or as little, of this package as you need. 
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Social Work Task Force 

In February 2009 the Social Work Task Force (SWTF) was established by the Department of 

Health (DH) and the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF). Membership 

was drawn from across the profession, from frontline social workers, to educators, to the 

most senior of senior leaders, based on the acknowledgement that the best way to 

implement profession-wide change would be to task the profession itself to identify and 

implement the appropriate standards. The remit of the group was: 

…to undertake a comprehensive review of frontline social work practice and to make 

recommendations for improvement and reform of the whole profession, across adult 

and children’s services. (SWTF, 2009; p.13) 

 

The SWTF reported in December 2009, making 15 recommendations about how they felt 

social work could be reformed and developed. The recommendations were broadly 

categorised into four key areas: 

 Recommendations 1-5 were concerned with entry to the social work degree and the 

standards of qualifying education. 

 Recommendations 6-8 focused on employers of social workers, recognising that 

good social work practice requires supervision, support and effective management. 

 Recommendations 9-12 focused on strengthening the profession of social work 

including redefining CPD and the establishment of a national independent college of 

social work and a national career structure, from which the Professional Capabilities 

Framework (PCF) was born. 

 Recommendations 13-15 focused on the organisation and regulation of social work 

and are the basis for much of the subsequent reforms. 

 

These recommendations were accepted by the then Government, and the 

Social Work Reform Board (SWRB) was established to implement the recommendations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Full details of the SWTF, including copies of the interim and final reports and information 
about its membership and formation, are available on the internet in the UK government 
national archives. They can be found here: 
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/www.dh.gov.uk/en/SocialCare/DH_098322  

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/www.dh.gov.uk/en/SocialCare/DH_098322
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Social Work Reform Board (SWRB) 

The SWRB was established in January 2010 and included representation across social work 

and its stakeholders. The board’s remit was to implement the recommendations of the 

SWTF and improve the quality of social work.  

 

The SWRB’s work included: 

• Reforms to qualifying education 

• Improving partnership work 

• Improving CPD 

• Establishing the PCF 

• Developing standards for employers and a supervision framework 

• Developing workforce planning models. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Over its two years of operation the SWRB developed a range of tools and frameworks, 

designed by the sector, for the purposes of improving standards across social work 

education, practice and CPD. It completed its work in 2012 and its recommendations were 

passed on to the appropriate organisations to continue development and implementation.  

 

Professional Capabilities Framework (PCF) 

The development of the PCF was a response to the lack of career pathways and agreed 

quality standards across the profession. The PCF represents a new way of looking at 

learning which will mean a shift in social workers’ practice and how they document and 

evidence their CPD activities. It consists of nine domains and the full range of career levels, 

from entry to social work training through to strategic leadership (TCSW, 2012a).  

 

The PCF is the sole framework for social work education and professional development, and 

is held by The College of Social Work (TCSW). More details, including the capabilities 

expected at each level, can be found on the TCSW website: 

http://www.tcsw.org.uk/professional-capabilities-framework/  

 

The final report of the SWRB detailing the achievements over its two-year operation can be 
found here: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175947/SWR
B_progress_report_-_June_2012.pdf  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175947/SWRB_progress_report_-_June_2012.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175947/SWRB_progress_report_-_June_2012.pdf
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Module 2 in the return to social work pack explores the PCF in more detail: its domains, 

levels, and how it can be used to plan and support your professional development. However, 

all of the return to social work modules have been mapped to the PCF to help you to plan 

your professional development. You can find a summary of these in Appendix 2. 

 

 

© TCSW, 2012. 

 

 

 

Summary of social work reforms 

The following table provides a summary of the developments achieved over the span of the 

SWRB and where these are now located.  

 

Further details of progress towards the reforms are included in the SWRB progress report 

Building a safe and confident future: Maintaining Momentum (SWRB, 2012a). 
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 Area of reform Summary Host organisation 

Professional Capabilities 

Framework (PCF) 

Career framework setting out the capabilities expected from social workers at different 

career levels. Capabilities are spread across nine domain areas, which are the standards 

that can be expected from social workers at all levels. It also provides a framework to 

guide CPD activities and sets out the generic capabilities for all social work professionals 

irrespective of areas of specialism or expertise.  

 

The full framework and additional guidance can be downloaded from: 

http://www.tcsw.org.uk/professional-capabilities-framework/ 

The College of 

Social Work 

Standards for Employers 

and Supervision 

Framework 

Framework setting out the expectations of the employers of social workers in terms of how 

they will support, supervise and develop their social work employees and enable them to 

work effectively. The framework includes eight standards and outlines four elements of 

effective supervision (SWRB, 2012b). 

 

The full framework and additional guidance can be downloaded from: 

http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/workforce/-

/journal_content/56/10171/3511605/ARTICLE-TEMPLATE 

Local Government 

Association 

Continuing Professional 

Development (CPD) 

Development of a CPD framework that includes critical reflection as a key learning tool 

and recognises experiential as well as more formal learning methods. Establishment of 

an endorsement scheme for post-qualification learning and development providers to 

demonstrate quality assurance and adherence to core social work values as core 

elements of the delivery of CPD learning opportunities (SWRB, 2012a; TCSW, 2012b). 

 

The College of 

Social Work 

http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/workforce/-/journal_content/56/10171/3511605/ARTICLE-TEMPLATE
http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/workforce/-/journal_content/56/10171/3511605/ARTICLE-TEMPLATE
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More detailed information is available from The College of Social Work website: 

http://www.tcsw.org.uk/professional-development/endorsement/   

Strengthening the calibre 

of entrants to social work 

education and training 

Detailed guidance on recruitment and selection criteria and processes for higher 

education institutes (HEIs), students and careers staff. Including the development of 

partnerships to ensure involvement of employers, practitioners and service users in 

selection processes.  

 

More details can be downloaded from: http://www.tcsw.org.uk/professional-

development/educators/ 

The College of 

Social Work 

Social work degree Reform of the social work degree curricular and practice placements, including the 

development of curriculum guidance and alignment of qualifying programmes with the 

requirements set out in the PCF.  

 

More details can be downloaded from: http://www.tcsw.org.uk/professional-

development/educators/ 

 

Practice learning Practice educator standards (SWRB, 2012c) have been developed setting out the 

expectations, knowledge and skills needed by those supporting and assessing student 

social workers in practice. A new qualification framework for practice educators has been 

developed, and transitional arrangements are in place until 2015. 

 

More details can be downloaded from: http://www.tcsw.org.uk/professional-

development/educators/ 

 

Assessed and Supported Introduced in September 2012, employers are able to offer ASYE schemes to support Department for 

http://www.tcsw.org.uk/professional-development/endorsement/
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Year in Employment 

(ASYE) 

and develop newly qualified social workers in their first period of employment. The 

scheme includes tailored learning plans, supervision and practice assessment.  

 

More details are available via the Skills for Care website: 

http://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/asye/  

Education / 

Department of 

Health 

Workforce model The Centre for Workforce Intelligence (CfWI), in partnership with the SWRB has 

developed a model which provides a means of predicting supply and demand of social 

work for the purposes of supporting workforce planning.  

 

The full report, published in 2012, details the key issues facing social work as a 

profession over the next three to five years, and is available at: 

http://www.cfwi.org.uk/publications/social-workers-workforce-risks-and-opportunities-

2012  

The model is available (following free registration) on the CfWI website: 

http://www.cfwi.org.uk/files/news/social-worker-supply-and-demand-model 

Centre for Workforce 

Intelligence 

Partnership principles The SWRB, together with colleagues across the sector, developed a set of principles that 

should underpin partnerships between employers and higher education providers 

(SWRB, 2011). These aim to deliver improvements in both initial social work education 

and CPD arrangements and embed arrangements in the drive to develop quality in 

practice. 

 

More details are available on the SWRB website: 

http://www.education.gov.uk/swrb/employers/a00198613/partnership-principles  

Local Government 

Association 

http://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/asye/
http://www.cfwi.org.uk/publications/social-workers-workforce-risks-and-opportunities-2012
http://www.cfwi.org.uk/publications/social-workers-workforce-risks-and-opportunities-2012
http://www.cfwi.org.uk/files/news/social-worker-supply-and-demand-model
http://www.education.gov.uk/swrb/employers/a00198613/partnership-principles
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Career framework The SWTF recognised that social work roles had been undervalued and a report was 

published in 2011 examining the recruitment, retention and career progression of social 

workers. It also included a set of role profiles covering the range of social worker roles. 

 

The full National Joint Council (NJC) report is available online (after registration or sign 

in) at:  http://www.lge.gov.uk/lge/dio/15139572 

 

The LGA report of a nationwide survey and review of progress towards improving social 

work career structures is available on their website at: 

http://www.local.gov.uk/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=93d4b4a4-7b18-491d-a43d-

4c8fe1e28c2c&groupId=10171 

 

http://www.lge.gov.uk/lge/dio/15139572
http://www.local.gov.uk/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=93d4b4a4-7b18-491d-a43d-4c8fe1e28c2c&groupId=10171
http://www.local.gov.uk/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=93d4b4a4-7b18-491d-a43d-4c8fe1e28c2c&groupId=10171
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Additional resources for understanding social work reforms 

A range of resources have been developed to support social workers, employers and HEIs 

to understand and implement the various reforms that have been introduced.  The following 

resources, combined with those highlighted in the table above, will be a useful place to start 

to help you understand the changes to social work practice that have been introduced over 

the last five years. 

 

 TCSW has developed a range of toolkits to support social workers, employers and 

education providers in implementing reforms. These, along with detailed information 

and guidance relating to the PCF are available online at: 

http://www.tcsw.org.uk/resources/reform-resources/#toolkits 

 Although now closed, the SWRB website remains available and you can find 

information about the full range of developments, including membership of the SWRB 

and the various consultations that were carried out as part of the reform process 

online at: http://www.education.gov.uk/swrb 

 

 

Regulation and registration 

In July 2012 the General Social Care Council (GSCC) closed and the regulation and 

registration of social workers in England passed to the Health and Care Professions Council 

(HCPC) from 1 August 2012, with professional standards becoming the responsibility of 

TCSW. 

 

 

 

 

The HCPC’s role is to set and uphold standards for the 15 professions it regulates. These 

include the basic standards of proficiency, the standards of education and training, the 

standards of conduct and performance and the standards expected for CPD.  

 

The standards it sets are: 

 Standards of education and training – the standards that education providers 

delivering approved social work programmes must meet. See 

http://www.hcpc-uk.org/publications/standards/index.asp?id=183  

 

HCPC became the regulator for social workers in England on 1 August 2012.  

See www.hcpc-uk.org for further details. 

 

http://www.tcsw.org.uk/resources/reform-resources/#toolkits
http://www.hcpc-uk.org/publications/standards/index.asp?id=183
http://www.hcpc-uk.org/
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 Standards of proficiency for social workers in England – the standards that 

describe the knowledge and skills registrants must have when they complete an 

approved programme. These are the basic standards all social workers in England 

have to meet in order to be entered onto the professional register. See 

http://www.hcpc-uk.org/publications/standards/index.asp?id=569  

 Standards of conduct, performance and ethics – the standards that registrants 

and prospective registrants must meet in order to demonstrate that they are of good 

character. See http://www.hcpc-uk.org/publications/standards/index.asp?id=38  

 Standards for continuing professional development – the standards that describe 

how registrants record and update their knowledge and skills throughout their career. 

They require social workers to maintain a record of their CPD, learn in a variety of 

ways (not just formal learning) and demonstrate benefits to their practice and service 

users. See http://www.hcpc-uk.org/publications/standards/index.asp?id=101  

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

This introduction aims to set the scene for the return to social work learning materials by 

providing an overview of the key reforms that have occurred in social work since 2007. The 

PCF is the most significant reform in social work in a generation: it provides a consistent set 

of capabilities that all social workers, regardless of area of interest or practice, should have 

and provides a coherent progression pathway that recognises the value of practice, 

management and education.  

 

The return to social work materials are underpinned by the PCF domains and by completing 

modules you will come to understand how it relates to professional development and quality 

in practice. How you use these materials is up to you, although we recommend that 

wherever possible the materials should be used in conjunction with practice supervision. 

 

Returning to social work can seem like a daunting prospect in the context of such dramatic 

change, and this open-learning pack is designed to support you to develop the knowledge 

and capabilities you will need to return to, and continue to develop, your social work practice. 

 

The HCPC randomly audits 2.5% of each profession it regulates every two years. The 
first audit of social workers will take place from September-November 2014. More 
details are available at: www.hcpc-uk.org/cpd 

 

http://www.hcpc-uk.org/publications/standards/index.asp?id=569
http://www.hcpc-uk.org/publications/standards/index.asp?id=38
http://www.hcpc-uk.org/publications/standards/index.asp?id=101
http://www.hcpc-uk.org/cpd
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We hope you find them useful, and that you return to practice ready to work in the new and 

exciting context that the reforms have created for the social work profession. 
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Appendix 1: Index of materials in the return to social work pack  

 
The range of materials in this pack includes: 
 

 An introduction and user guide (this document) 

 

 A stand-alone pack for each module (10) – complete with exercises, supporting 

materials, accompanying slides and assessment tools. Modules include: 

1. Return to social work practice 

2. Understanding the PCF 

3. Reflective self 

4. Law 

5. Equality and diversity 

6. Social policy 

7. Communication 

8. Safeguarding and corporate parenting 

9. Children in need 

10. Working in organisations 

 

 A shadowing guidance pack – for arranging, carrying out and reflecting on shadowing 

experiences.  

 

 A resource pack – including all resources, learning tools and templates included in 

modules and more generalised resources for further reading and reference. 

 

 An activity pack – including all activities, tasks and supporting materials (case studies 

etc.) included in the modules. 

 

 A slide pack – highlighting key issues and for use where courses are being delivered 

for returning social workers.  
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Appendix 2: Mapping the return to social work modules to the PCF 

 

Module Domains 
Returning to social work Domain 1: Professionalism 

Domain 5: Knowledge 
Domain 8: Contexts & Organisations 

Understanding the PCF Domain 1: Professionalism 
Domain 8: Contexts & Organisations 

Reflective self Domain 1: Professionalism 
Domain 3: Diversity 
Domain 5: Knowledge 
Domain 6: Critical Reflection & Analysis 

Law Domain 1: Professionalism 
Domain 2: Values & Ethics 
Domain 4: Rights, Justice & Economic Wellbeing 
Domain 5: Knowledge 
Domain 7: Intervention & Skills 

Equality and diversity Domain 1: Professionalism 
Domain 2: Values & Ethics 
Domain 3: Diversity 
Domain 4: Rights, Justice & Economic Wellbeing 
Domain 7: Interventions & Skills 

Social policy Domain 1: Professionalism 
Domain 2: Values & Ethics 
Domain 4: Rights, Justice & Economic Wellbeing. 
Domain 5: Knowledge 
Domain 8: Contexts & Organisations 

Communication Domain 1: Professionalism 
Domain 2: Values & Ethics 
Domain 3: Diversity 
Domain 4: Rights, Justice & Economic Wellbeing 
Domain 5: Knowledge 
Domain 6: Critical Reflection & Analysis 
Domain 7: Intervention & Skills 
Domain 8: Contexts & Organisations 

Safeguarding and 
corporate parenting 

Domain 1: Professionalism 
Domain 2: Values & Ethics 
Domain 5: Knowledge 
Domain 6: Critical Reflection & Analysis 
Domain 7: Interventions & Skills 
Domain 8: Contexts & Organisations 

Children in need Domain 1: Professionalism 
Domain 2: Values & Ethics 
Domain 5: Knowledge 
Domain 6: Critical Reflection & Analysis 
Domain 7: Intervention & Skills 

Working in organisations Domain 1: Professionalism 
Domain 8: Contexts & Organisations 
Domain 9: Professional Leadership 
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Appendix 3: Return to social work module score sheet 

 
Each module includes a self-assessment exercise to check your learning: you should 
aim to score at least 80% on each exercise.  
 
Use the following template to keep track of your scores. These can also be used as 
evidence of your ongoing CPD. 
 

Module Maximum 
score 

Your score 

1. Returning to social work 9  

2. Understanding the PCF 8  

3. Reflective self 10  

4. Law 23  

5. Equality and diversity 19  

6. Social policy 13  

7. Communication and partnership working 30  

8. Safeguarding and corporate parenting 27  

9. Children in need 25  

10. Working in organisations 20  

 


