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Glossary: 
 

HEI  Higher Education Institute  
CPD Continuing Professional Development 
Focus Group (FG) Participant focus groups within the research 
Independent PE  A Practice Educator who is not employed by the agency overseeing 

the student placement. In these circumstances the PE is usually 
contracted by the university to assess and support the student on 
placement.  

Manager (M) Participants in the research, coded as M for the purposes of the 
study 

Off-Site PE  A Practice Educator who is not normally working at the site where 
the student is undertaking their placement. In these circumstances a 
work-based supervisor would be in place to oversee day-to-day 
tasks.  

Practice Educator (PE)   A qualified person responsible for supervising a student social 
worker, and assessing that student’s capability against the 
Professional Capabilities Framework (PCF) 

PVI Private, Voluntary, Independent sector organisations 
Student (S) Students studying Social Work. This could be at undergraduate (BA 

or BSc) or postgraduate level (MA or MSc)  
Work-Based 
Supervisor (WBS)  

 A person working on-site with the student, with oversight of the 
student’s day to day work. 

Workforce Lead  Someone within a position of management in 
their organisation with responsibility for staff development. This 
often includes overseeing practice education and placement of 
students within the organisation.  
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Executive Summary: 
 

This report provides an overview of Practice Education in the region. Drawing on key 
literature and existing research into contemporary Social Work education, specifically 
Practice Education, the research been designed to explore the factors that inhibit and 
support Practice Educators in undertaking the role. 

The research explores what is currently working well locally and where there are areas for 
development to improve the experiences of both Practice Educators, and Student Social 
Workers during practice-based learning opportunities.   

The research involved 118 participants, comprising of partner agencies (including Local 
Authorities and Trusts), HEIs, PVIs, Independent Practice Educators and Students.  

The field work was completed between October 2019 and February 2020.  
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Key Findings: 
 

• There needs to be a systemic increased recognition of the Practice Educator role. 
• The region would benefit from consistency, or in the very least parity, in the 

‘terms and conditions’ offered to those undertaking Practice Education. 
• Regular and ongoing support should be provided to Practice Educators, with 

arrangements including Independent Practice Educators. This is of particular 
importance when assessing and supporting failing students. 

• ‘Communities of Practice’ to include all partners, can support and enhance the 
practice learning experience for all stakeholders. 
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Background – an overview of 
the project 

Funded by the West Midlands Teaching 
Partnership (WMTP), the scope of this 
research project was to provide 
independent research evidence on the 
current state of Practice Education within 
the WMTP, and to specify 
recommendations for the WMTP and 
employers regarding Practice Education. 

A structured approach was designed, to 
meet the objectives through undertaking 
four stages: 

Phase 1. Collation and review of 
existing information and literature 
review. 

Phase 2. Consultation with Practice 
Educators. 

Phase 3. Consultation with other 
stakeholders. 

Phase 4. Data analysis/ writing and 
setting out recommendations/next 
steps. 

 
The project aimed to look at the current 
experiences of Practice Education by 
completing telephone interviews, focus 
groups and observations of practice. This 
included engaging with employers and a 
selection of Private, Voluntary and 
Independent Organisations (PVIs) as well 
as Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) 

spread across the WMTP. Practice 
Educators who are on-site, off-site and 
independently employed were spoken to, 
including those within Student Unit trials. 
Students were also spoken to, to 
triangulate the experiences of those 
involved in practice-based learning. 

The interviews and focus groups aimed to 
consider Practice Education working 
conditions and differences within the 
region, focusing on what is working well 
and areas for improvement.  

Observations aimed to increase the 
richness of the project, with Field Notes 
offering an insight into the ways different 
meetings were held between those 
involved in Practice Education. 

This final report of the research findings 
and recommendations will be shared 
throughout the WMTP and used to plan 
ways forward for practice education 
within the region.    

The project commenced on 25th October 
2019 and concluded on 2nd March 2020. 

1.2 Structure of the Report 

This report provides an overview of the 
evaluation of Practice Education across 
the WMTP. It focuses on the work and 
experiences of the Practice Educators and 
explores the experiences of the placement 
providers, HEIs and student social 
workers, as the perceptions of the 
stakeholder organisations and staff 
involved. The report is structured in the 
following way: 

• Chapter 1 provides an introduction 
and review of the literature. 
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• Chapter 2 outlines the research 
methods used to conduct the 
evaluation, and describes the 
phases of research. 

• Chapter 3 offers an analysis of the 
findings from interviews, focus  

• groups and observations 
conducted. 

• Chapter 4 brings together the 
conclusions from the findings. 

1.3 Literature Review  

Research shows that Practice Education is 
a complex and skilled task, requiring a 
high standard of training as well as 
ongoing support for those undertaking the 
role (BASW, 2019; Zuchowski, 2016).  An 
exploration of recent literature and policy 
documents on Practice Education reveals 
a number of key themes, which were 
grouped following a systematic approach 
to a thematic analysis, set out below: 

Support for Practice Educators should be 
ongoing 

Refreshed standards for Practice 
Education reiterate the value of the 
practice educator role in the student 
social worker journey (BASW, 2019). 
Indeed, several key people are involved in 
triangulating information to form an 
assessment of the student’s practice 
learning; each of these roles are nuanced 
and sophisticated, with guidance 
documents suggesting an increased focus 
on ‘practice-based learning’ (Narey, 2014) 
and in-depth engagement with Practice 
Education (Croisdale-Appleby, 2014). 

Finch and Taylor (2013) provided analysis 
of five key themes in the responses of 
Practice Educators where students were 
marginal or failing; this included anger, 
which needs to be contained to enable 

safe, fair practice and assessment. 
Analysis focused on confirming a need to 
provide specific and ongoing support for 
Practice Educators, specifically noting the 
importance of including those with failing 
students and for independent Practice 
Educators.  Indeed, negative experiences 
associated with assessing failing students 
can impact on the practitioner.  
 
Research undertaken by Waterhouse et al 
(2011) with newly qualified and 
experienced practice educators, found 
that confidence can increase in 
congruence with the experience that 
an assessor has, and that newly qualified 
educators valued supervision and 
guidance during the placement. Whilst 
confidence is not the only influential 
factor upon both student and teacher, it is 
one of a number of key factors impacting 
upon individual practice as well as 
relationships between practitioners. 
 
It is important to note that regardless of 
whether the student is struggling, or the 
Practice Educator is confident, a lack of 
workload relief has been found to put 
Practice Educators off completing this role 
(Haworth, 2019). Therefore, ongoing 
support for Practice Educators can offer a 
supervision of the workplace’s cultural 
and structural expectations on the 
individual, moving away from pathology 
that holds individuals to account for 
negotiating the issues associated with the 
Practice Education role. 

The value of the placement tutor 
continues to be upheld, with Finch (2015) 
discussing the importance of managing 
the pass/fail threshold with struggling 
students, where HEI tutors must ensure 
university policy is followed whilst 
gatekeeping the social work profession. 
This research with 12 tutors found a 
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distinct lack of literature to draw on in this 
area; whilst these findings are important, 
more research is needed in this area as 
HEI tutors can be part of ongoing and 
specific support networks for Practice 
Educators. 

 
The importance of student feedback 

In terms of feedback, literature 
consistently demonstrates the importance 
of open, honest communication with 
students to enable reflective thinking and 
robust supervision (Gibson, 2012; Crisp 
and Hoskin, 2016).  

Practice Educators can adopt narrative 
approaches to enable reflective thinking 
with struggling students (Gibson, 2012) 
and specific Practice Educator roles within 
organisations can enable clear lines of 
communication between students and 
their assessors (Haworth, 2019). 

Feedback contributes to the students 
learning experience, and ultimately the 
assessment of practice learning (BASW, 
2019). Australian research focused on 
overcoming geographical issues in remote 
regions found that online supervisions can 
offer support and feedback for students 
working in isolated areas (Crisp and 
Hoskin, 2016): Learning from this could 
contribute to the practice education 
community in the UK, though it is 
important to recognize findings also 
include a need for robust management of 
these arrangements from experienced 
supervisors.  

Students rely on feedback not just from 
their Practice Educators, but also from the 
people they work with, including experts 
by experience and colleagues (BASW, 
2019).  A cross-sectional survey analysing 
student views of placement found that 

whilst Practice Educators were crucial; 
learning and feedback came from other 
members of the team (Cleak et al, 2016). 
Indeed, group learning and peer-to-peer 
feedback is valuable, as students are adult 
learners and need to be active 
participants in learning from feedback - 
which also highlights the importance of 
the student voice on placement (Wilson 
and Flanagan, 2019). 
 
Vassos et al (2018) summarise that whilst 
forums and group feedback situations can 
be beneficial, the one-to-one student and 
Practice Educator relationship is integral 
to practice learning. This research was 
based on a model created for managerial 
reasons as opposed to pedagogical, 
however the large sample size and 
application of group-learning 
environments supports the relevance of 
these findings. 
 
Ensuring equality and diversity  

Whilst processes are in place to ensure 
quality assurance of practice learning 
settings, equality and diversity must also 
be monitored throughout the placement 
allocation process to ensure equal 
learning opportunities for all students 
(Fairtlough et al, 2014).  

To enable equitable placement 
opportunities, Practice Educators need to 
be aware of disadvantaging factors for 
black students who may be facing multiple 
layers of discrimination, as well as those 
students for whom English is not their first 
language, so that they may “actively 
challenge oppression and discrimination” 
(BASW, 2019, p4) in line with social work 
and practice education values. Fairtlough 
et al (2014) share examples where 
expressions of interest or placement 
application forms might be sent back for 
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re-working by the student, while other 
(more advantaged) students are allocated 
to the best learning opportunities; thus, 
multiplying the difficulties faced by 
already disadvantaged students.  

As part of ensuring and assuring equality, 
the student must be heard, and the 
importance of the student voice on 
placement is well-documented (Wilson 
and Flanagan, 2019) in facilitating learning 
as well as honesty.  Within the health 
sector too, the benefits of knowledge-
exchange across cultures and geography 
can celebrate difference and diversity as 
well as provide learning opportunities 
(Struminger et al, 2017; Ranmuthugala et 
al, 2011). 

In addition to the student being heard, 
once in a placement learning opportunity, 
students continue to need honesty from 
their assessors; in particular where 
struggling students are required to affect 
necessary changes and meet objectives 
and plans (Gibson, 2012). Indeed, Stone 
(2018) suggests a model where 
assessment is transparent and reiterated 
by Higher Education Institutes and 
Practice Educators so that students fully 
comprehend expectations and standards. 
This aligns with the value-base of the 
Practice Educator role to use authority 
measurably within the assessment 
relationship with the student (BASW, 
2019). 

Communities of Practice  

Whilst adult learners and social work 
educators have previously seen one-to-
one student assessment and supervision 
as the preferred method of student 
practice-based learning, there has been a 
movement in recent years to explore 
alternative methods and models 

(Vassos et al, 2018; Cleak et al, 2016). In 
Australia, where geography 
and placement resources may impact on 
the ability to provide one-to-one weekly 
supervision (Crisp and Hosken, 2016), 
‘units’ of students have proven to be good 
learning opportunities that also offer a 
network of support. 
 
Haworth (2019) found that the concept of 
communities of practice could be 
explored regionally to support practice 
educators, and following Crisp and 
Hoskins (2016) findings, this would also 
support students. Indeed, communities of 
practice within the health sector are 
shown to help disseminate research and 
knowledge, connect individual workers 
and improve clinical practice (Struminger 
et al, 2017; Ranmuthugala, 2011) which 
suggest a collaborative approach to 
learning that could involve all roles within 
the sphere of practice-based learning.  
 
There is value within group-based learning 
(Wilson and Flanagan, 2019), though the 
importance of robust oversight must be 
remembered to ensure safe practice 
(Crisp and Hosken, 2016). A community of 
practice which includes HEI tutors - as well 
as employers, Practice Educators and 
students - could provide connections 
between research, practice and policy 
(Finch, 2015), enabling a focus on 
‘practice’ whilst maintaining social work 
education standards as desired by Narey 
(2014). This could also support the growth 
of local and regional relationships, and 
ultimately help monitor quality assurance 
in and of the practice-learning settings, as 
increased quality assurance has been 
called for (Croisdale-Appleby, 2014). 
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2. Methodology: 

 

This chapter provides an overview of the 
research methods used to conduct the 
research and outlines the key stages of 
the research. Each of these stages is 
described in more detail below.   

 2.1: Ethical Approval   

Ethical approval was obtained from 
Staffordshire University Research Ethics 
Committee (REC) prior to commencement 
of the study. All participants were 
provided with a research information 
sheet and gave their informed consent 
prior to participation. Pseudonyms are 
used throughout and any identifying 
features removed to protect their 
anonymity.  

2.2: Literature Search and Review    

A literature search was undertaken using 
Staffordshire University’s Summon 
database.  Summon is an overarching 
search tool that searches over 50 million 
research articles and databases including 
PsycArticles, CINAHL, Westlaw and Family 
Law online, Social Care Online and 
Education Research Complete.   

The search terms used were: “practice 
education” AND “social work”; "Practice 
Learning" AND "social work"; “social 
Work” AND “placement”; “communities 
of practice” and “teaching observation 
AND “social work”.   

A hand search of key journals such as 
Social Work Education and the British 

Journal of Social Work was also 
undertaken.  Reference lists of three key 
guiding documents including Narey 
(2014), Croisdale-Appleby (2014) and 
PEPS (2019) and key papers identified by 
the literature search were also hand 
searched.   The literature search was 
limited to 2010 – February 2020 to ensure 
full capture of contemporary literature.  

2.3 Consultation with Key Stakeholders  

In order to obtain a clear picture of 
Practice Education across the WMTP area, 
key stakeholders were informed of the 
research and invited to participate in 
either telephone interviews, focus groups 
or observations of their practice. The 
questions for the telephone interview 
schedule and focus group topic guides 
were guided by the study aims, the 
research team’s first-hand knowledge and 
experience of practice education and also 
the literature.  These were then 
consolidated by Practice Educators, 
Placement Supervisors, Placement Co-
Ordinators and students.  

Questions for practice education 
professionals are outlined below:   

 1. What is your current role in 
relation to Practice Education in Social 
Work?  

2. What are your views and 
experiences of the Practice Educator 
role? And other practice learning roles?  

3. What were your reasons for 
becoming a Practice Educator?  Why 
have you remained as a Practice 
Educator? What are your reasons for 
currently being inactive as a Practice 
Educator?   
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4. What do you think are the best 
ways to retain practice educators?   

5. What factors do you think support 
and facilitate practice education?  What 
factors inhibit the role?   

6. What is working well?    

7. What are the areas for 
improvement?  

8. Anything else you would like to 
add?  

Questions for student focus groups were:  

1. What are your views and experiences 
of the practice educator role? And of 
other practice learning roles?  

2. What is working well?  What are the 
areas for improvement? (Include off site 
arrangements etc)  

2.4 Sampling   

Participants were recruited from across 
the West Midlands Teaching Partnership 
Area during the period October 2019 to 
February 2020.  A purposive sampling 
strategy was used to enable inclusion 
from all geographical areas of the West 
Midlands Teaching Partnership and to 
enable the views of the range of 
professionals and students involved in 
practice education to be explored: The 
following participants were also 
purposively sampled:   

• Practice Educators (active and 
lapsed)  
• Practice Educators (off site and 
onsite)  

• Placement Supervisors 
• Placement Co-Ordinators 

• Private, Voluntary and 
Independent Organisations (PVIs)  
• WMTP student unit trial  
• Practice Educators on Refresher 
courses  
• Higher Education Institutions 
(HEIs)  
• Students   

Non-participant observations were 
undertaken using a purposive sample to 
enable observation of the range of 
scenarios related to practice education 
including:   

•Learning Agreement meeting  
•Supervision  
•Mid-point Review   
•Concerns Meeting   
•Student Unit  
 

2.5: Methods and data collection  

Given the large geographic area covered 
by the WMTP, the large number of 
participants required to provide a broad 
range of views, the expediency required 
to complete the research and the large 
workload demands of the research 
participants, semi-structured telephone 
interviews, focus groups and non-
participant observation were selected.  

All telephone interviews and focus groups 
were audio recorded with the informed 
consent of the participants to enable 
researchers to listen to the audio tapes 
numerous times and so reflect on and 
capture the full range of themes, ideas, 
perceptions and views of participants 
(Shannonhouse et al., 2017).  Non-
participant observation was undertaken 
using an observation sheet and detailed 
hand-written field notes to allow for 
triangulation of data.  
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2.6: Data Analysis   

Given the resource and time constraints 
of this research, a pragmatic decision was 
made to undertake partial transcripts of 
the telephone interviews and focus 
groups. Partial transcription has been 
shown to be as reliable as verbatim 
transcription (Brewster et al., 2014; Neal 
et al., 2015) and research has reported no 
difference in coding or theme 
identification between full transcription 
and direct analysis from the audio 
recording (Greenwood et al., 2017).    

The partial transcription method devised 
by Halcomb and Davidson (2006) was 
used. The audio recordings of each the 
telephone interviews and focus groups 
were each listened to extensively by two 
of the authors and areas of specific 
interest and relevance were directly 
transcribed from the audio recordings 
(Greenwood et al., 2017). These partial 
transcripts were then read independently 
by three members of the research team 
and themes were drawn out of the data 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006).  The emergent 
themes were then discussed, and once 
agreement was reached, verbatim quotes 
were selected to highlight each theme.  
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3. Findings 

 

This chapter presents the key findings 
from the analysis of telephone interviews, 
focus groups and observations carried out 
with 118 participants between October 
2019 and February 2020. The themes and 
sub-themes analysed and examined by 
the research team are noted below within 
three key findings. 

3.1 Increased Recognition of the 
Practice Educator Role 

Agreement was reached across the 
sample of participants that the Practice 
Educator’s role in Practice-Based learning 
is often under-valued and not fully 
recognized. Interviewees shared ideas on 
how the reputation of this specialist area 
of social work training could be raised, 
including making the role more 
prestigious within employing agencies as 
well as in Universities. 
 

“ I think if it’s properly embedded 
in a career pathway, you know, 
you could make it prestigious by 
making it something that you had 
to be interviewed for or 
recommended for or something, 
because I think at the 
moment there’s not a lot of status 
attached. It’s something you either 
like to do, or you don’t like to do, 
rather than being something 
that’s really valued… If we try and 
look at ways that people like to be 
valued, like recognition... Some 

people like money, some people 
like status, it could be built into the 
organisation” (M 6) 

“It’s about accolade… a bit 
more fuss, or appreciation. You 
don’t get anything like that from 
the university, or the local 
authority, to say thank you.  That 
would be a nice touch, and a 
relatively easy thing to do, maybe 
if you can’t influence the payment 
you could influence the 
appreciation.  Everyone likes a 
thank you… it sounds corny, but 
you’ll get one from a student now 
and again, or a pot plant, it’s a 
nice touch” (M 9) 

Four key sub themes were identified: 
consistency of terms and conditions, 
retention of practice educators, failing 
students and payment and, ongoing 
support for Practice Educators. 
 
3.1.1 Consistency of ‘terms and 
conditions’ being applied 
 
In addition to the variations and 
complexities within the practice 
education task (BASW, 2019), 
participants described a lack of parity in 
the terms and conditions applied to 
undertaking the role within various 
organisations. Whilst most participants 
described undertaking the role because 
of an underlying passion for the work 
needing to be done, there were myriad 
obstacles and difficulties encountered 
when Practice Educating. This is well 
documented in research (Haworth, 
2019), which raises the question of why 
this continues to be accepted in practice, 
perhaps suggesting again that the 
reputation of Practice Education needs 
to be raised. 
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“social workers have massive 
caseloads and balance Practice 
Education with that, usually 
without caseload relief” (HEI 1) 
 
“we all know that students take up 
time everyday...I just haven’t got 
that capacity” (FG 2) 
 
“I haven’t had a student for couple 
of years now ...I don’t have time to 
have a student, I just don’t” (FG 2) 
 
‘the compliance bit and the 
performance management bits  
leads you to think in a very 
individualised way, right I need to 
get all this done,  I need to make 
sure I’m not in the red so why 
would I stick my head above the 
parapet to get a student which is 
going to impact on how I’m 
performing and the team and 
managing these, and get a little bit 
of recognition but ultimately that 
doesn’t matter’ (FG 4) 
 

Some felt their organisations recognized 
the issues with inconsistent provision for 
Practice Educators, with staff not being 
given the time or workload relief by their 
managers to undertake the role 
holistically: not all managers were able 
to do something about it, 
 

“we’re not realistic in terms of 
what it involves, having a student” 
(FG 4) 
 
“I think it needs to be more respect 
behind it and more respect from 
people higher up in organisations, I 
don’t think it’s something that they 
prioritise” (PE 22) 

 
Some agencies gave Practice Educators an 
honorarium in recognition of the 

expectation that they will do work outside 
of normal working hours. For a small 
number of participants, the lack of 
workload relief led them to leave or 
discontinue the Practice Education role: 

 
“The biggest challenge 
is about freeing up time… so whilst 
you have your student … you have 
the space, the time to think about 
how you are going to support 
that student  …That’s why I didn’t 
pursue it… I was so busy, I was 
always chasing my tail, what 
value could I give them?” (FG 1) 

 
Some educators did describe having 
workload relief in order to complete their 
practice education role. However, there 
were variations in how this was 
implemented – for example in some 
teams the expectation was that the 
student would pick up new referrals in 
order to follow the journey of the client, 
whereas other teams supported Practice 
Educators to allocate a portion of their 
own work to the student they are working 
with, thus providing the associated 
workload relief to be able to offer 
supervision and observational 
assessments. There was consensus that 
regardless of what the intentions are, 
social work itself is unpredictable and 
therefore there will always be difficulties 
when Practice Educating alongside being 
in a social work role. 

 
“no matter what you’re told by 
your manager, your day job will 
always come first” (FG 2) 
 
“There needs to be more support 
for PEs, but operations will always 
come first… I do think there is a 
role for Universities in that… 
maybe quarterly support groups 
for practice educators” (M 7) 
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“If it wasn’t the job that you do 
most of the time, because social 
work is stressful anyway, why 
would you want to take that on as 
well?” (PE 20) 
 
“It’s quite a demanding role, on 
top of what is already an incredibly 
demanding day job” (HEI 6) 

 
This correlates with the review of 
literature which found that ongoing 
support for Practice Educators could 
support and retain those in the role, as 
well as help to raise standards of 
assessment and learning (Finch and 
Taylor, 2013). 
 
There were also examples of Independent 
Practice Educators who were employed 
on a part-time basis within an agency in 
the WMTP, but they chose to 
independently practice educate as they 
would not be entitled to work-load relief 
and/or payment if completing this role 
within their employment. These Practice 
Educators were dedicated to the role and 
sought training as well as work 
opportunities to continue in this specific 
area of social work. These examples 
illustrate a direct link between workload 
relief and retention of practice educators 
within agencies. However, due to the role 
not having accolade from the HEIs, those 
Practice Educators still faced a lack of 
recognition for the work undertaken; pay 
being one issue, but also a lack of support. 

 
“I think it’s under-valued, under-
paid, and the best thing you could 
ever do in your social work career” 
(PE 15) 
 

This would indicate that whilst agencies 
may hold statistics of who within their 
employment can Practice Educate, those 
figures may not be truly representative, 

as some are actively Practice Educating 
outside of work in order to maintain a 
standard of workload and fee paid.  Any 
ongoing support networks that include 
Independent Practice Educators could be 
beneficial to the region, as these 
educators could offer knowledge, skills 
and rich experience to a learning 
community. 
 
 
3.1.2 Retention of Practice Educators: 
 
Participants were asked to recall why 
they became, and if appropriate 
remained as, a Practice Educator. A 
range of responses were given, 
thematically grouped into those who had 
a positive experience of practice 
education themselves, those who had 
poor or negative experiences as a 
student themselves, and those 
interested in the ‘Pay it Forward’ 
philosophy of wanting to give something 
back to the profession by supporting the 
new generation of social workers in 
training.  
 

“Even before I was a 
PE, if someone was newly-
qualified, I was the sort of person 
that would take a student or 
newly-qualified under my wing and 
be supportive and teach them 
about social work” (PE 10) 
 

Aside from these reasons, there were 
pockets within the region where 
qualification as a Practice Educator is a 
necessary part of either career 
progression or staying on current salary-
band. In these instances, some people 
expressed concern at the quality of 
Practice Education being undertaken, 
and questioned whether the Practice 
Educator themselves recognized the role 
they were undertaking: 
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“it’s kind of seen as a career 
progression... that thing you need 
to do to be a senior... and I'm not 
sure it’s everyone’s cup of tea. I 
think it’s a key part of teaching the 
next generation but the PE part is a 
specialist role...you’ll get a cohort 
of people who’ll do it forever and a 
day, and a cohort of people who do 
it once, tick it off their list and 
you’ll never see them again.... and 
then you look at the person who’s 
sitting with that PE and worry 
what experience are they getting... 
it’s a tick box exercise for some 
people to get to the next 
level...” (M 1) 
 

Whilst the qualification may lead to 
career progression, Practice Education 
was viewed by some as unrealistic within 
management roles.  Some participants 
explained that they were given 
instruction from their own senior 
managers that they would not be able to 
Practice Educate students in their 
management role: 

“I was asked not to have any SW 
students because it didn’t fit with 
my role as a manager. That was 
when I went into supervising 
PE candidates...day to day my 
manager felt it was too consuming 
having a student’ (PE 22) 

“the challenge has always been 
organisationally, so when I was a 
manager... the priority was always 
operational which was 
unfortunate” (PE 26) 

This suggests that linking Practice 
Education with career progression can be 
counterproductive as it trains people out 
of their roles. This contrasts with the 

value placed on other specialist roles 
within social work (such as Best interest 
Assessors or Approved Mental Health 
Practitioners) and perhaps this is owed to 
the statutory tasks within other roles that 
are not found in Practice Education. 

In addition to the workload terms and 
conditions, there was also a disparity in 
pay amongst Practice Educators across the 
WMTP region which was suggested at 
times to impact on employees’ decisions 
whether to stay within the agency they 
were in.  There was much discussion 
around consistency within organisations 
(for example where children’s services pay 
Practice Educators, but Adult services do 
not, or vice versa) but also in regard to 
people doing the role because they ‘love 
it’ rather than because of the money. 
Some Practice Educators described 
moving agencies in order to access 
opportunity to train as a Practice 
Educator, or to receive payment for the 
task. However, overall consensus was that 
it is not the amount of money received 
that drives people into the role, rather the 
payment is seen as recognition of the 
work that has been done.  

“Payment is a factor. It’s not a 
huge amount of money… but it’s 
just an acknowledgement that it is 
something above and beyond what 
people had expected to do in their 
day to day job” (M 3) 
 
“On a Sunday night when you’re 
writing final reports and there’s an 
impact on your family life and you 
think this is a work thing, but 
you’re doing it in your own time, 
and then you get a payment and 
it’s not really worth your time. And 
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then you’re taxed. You don’t do it 
for the money” (FG 2) 
 

This was summarised within one of the 
focus groups where discussion followed 
around the rate of pay: 
 

“-Is it £750? 
-I thought it was £150. 
-Then it has just shot up! 
-It’s gone up? 
-I think if you do both it’s £750… 
they tax it. 
-I weren’t doing it for the money. I 
literally thought it was £150” (FG 
1) 
 

This reiterates the importance of 
recognition for Practice Educators, and 
that as payment is a factor in that, 
honorariums ought to be considered as 
having a serious role in impacting on the 
Practice Educator. 

Alongside disparity in the payment 
arrangements, there was also a lack of 
consensus around whether Practice 
Educators should be paid, particularly 
amongst those in management positions 
or with strategic and budgetary 
responsibilities. There were suggestions 
that money paid to Practice Educators 
could be spent elsewhere, or that 
specialist roles could be created where 
specific individuals take responsibility for 
Practice Education. Conversely, 
independent Practice Educators 
commented that the money paid for the 
role is at the same rate as it was over 
fifteen years ago, and that there is a lack 
of recognition of what the role entails for 
it to be paid at such a low rate. 

 
 “I don’t think that [money] is a 
driving factor, but we would lose 
some if we didn’t pay” (FG 5) 

 
“I don’t think we should pay our 
PEs. I know that’s very unpopular 
… we could use that money more 
smartly in terms of setting up 
student units…” (FG 5) 
 
“My husband calls it charity work, 
because it’s on top of me day job 
and the pay is [poor]” (PE 15) 

 

3.1.3 Failing Students and payment 

Where Practice Educators receive an 
honorarium for assessing students, it was 
explained by some participants that this 
payment is made on a pro-rata basis 
where students did not complete the 
required placement days.  Consistently, 
however, supporting a failing student was 
noted to be harder and more time 
consuming than for a successful student.  

“you might do 100 days’ work in 70 
days, but you only get paid for the 
70” (FG4).   

This was observed during a concerns 
meeting, where the practice educator had 
prepared an additional report and action 
plan, supported by the workforce 
development lead. It was evident that this 
required additional resources practically 
and emotionally: 

“As the PE began to talk (referring 
to her report) she took time after 
each point to check-in with the 
student, ask if she understood and 
if there were any comments. She 
also looked to include the 
workforce lead and work-based 
supervisor. The HEI tutor offered 
several supportive comments. 
There was such a lot of emotion in 
the room and it is evident that a 
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lot of practical and emotional work 
is going into supporting this 
placement” [Field Notes: 3]  

Once a placement is ended there are 
additional workload pressures placed on 
the Practice Educator in terms of reports 
for the various University panels involved, 
however, no additional payments are 
made for this work. 

“If you have a failing student 
and you’ve had to have them 
leave placement, you’ll have put in 
a hell of a lot of work into that 
yet it’s pro-rata, because the Uni 
only pay for the days on 
placement we can only pay 
the gratuity for the days 
on placement”(FG 4) 

Indeed, there are several factors 
impacting on the Practice Education role. 
Analysis within the data collected in this 
research project would suggest that many 
of these barriers make a difficult job even 
harder, and an increased recognition of 
the role being undertaken would benefit 
all those involved in Practice Education. 

3.1.4 Ongoing support for Practice 
Educators: 

Some Practice Educators and placement 
facilitators involved in ‘fast-track’ social 
work education, described how support 
and conditions relating to Practice 
Education are well-managed. Ongoing 
support is offered to Practice Educators 
by the HEIs, who demonstrate 
paperwork and give information on the 
course, and offer workshops to give 
feedback at the end of the student 
placement.  These arrangements are not 
without issue, as lack of workload relief 
can impact on the Practice Educators 
ability to participate in these, however 

by establishing clear and ongoing 
support, relationships can be 
strengthened, and the value of those 
relationships is demonstrated. Perhaps 
the focus here is because of the 
relationships built into the course 
structure and design that is so reliant on 
local partner relationships (Narey, 2014; 
Croisdale-Appleby, 2014), however it is 
transferable to other routes into social 
work where practice-based learning 
remains a multi-agency priority 
(Croisdale-Appleby, 2014): 
 

“we call it a conference. [PEs] 
come into university, they have 
information about the programme, 
their role, the support we provide, 
we do workshops on report writing 
and assessments and other 
things as needed… The issue is 
often, can they come in? 
Because social work is social work 
and often things crop up. And 
we offer follow-on sessions 
after placement to check-in with 
the practice educators… and 
it doesn’t cost that 
much money, but they 
know they’re valued… that we’re a 
community” (HEI 6) 

There was a general consensus that the 
arrangements worked well for those 
involved in ‘fast-track’ programmes. 
Students or participants are well-
supervised, and those in assessment roles 
also being well-supervised; resulting in 
positive feelings around Practice 
Education and confidence that the 
students are likely to capable. However 
recurring issues of lack of workload relief 
were still present: 
 

“Every PE you speak to says a 
failing student is harder so why 
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would you pay less...which is why a 
lot of people want the step ups 
because they 
are almost guaranteed to pass” 
(Focus Group 3) 
 

“I’m in a lucky situation because 
I’ve never had a student who was 
failing” (PE 25) 
 

“As part of the consultant role we 
are supported to offer them a 
weekly supervision which can 
be quite challenging…because 
of constraints in your diary that 
are more set in stone, like a 
maximum of caseloads” (PE 17) 

 

 

 

3.2 Communities of Practice 

This section presents an analysis of the 
key findings related to increased 
communities and networks of support for 
students and practice educators. Those 
consulted outlined their experiences of 
receiving support from, or as, a Practice 
Educator in answering what works well, 
and what areas for development are 
there.  Three key sub-themes were 
identified; student units, support for 
practice educators, and supporting failing 
students. 

3.2.1 Student Units: ‘Student Units are 
the Future’ (PE26) 

Different practice across the West 
Midlands region: 

There are differences across the region in 
the way that student units are described 

and co-ordinated. ‘Student units...I think 
we do it but don’t call it that’ (PE 8, Un7). 
Not all organisations referred to Student 
Units, with some referring to support 
groups for students or to group 
supervision. However, what is consistent 
is that the focus is on bringing together 
small groups of students, facilitated by 
experienced social workers, to provide an 
opportunity for collaborative learning and 
reflection in what could be defined as a 
Community of Practice (Wenger et al, 
2002).  

A variety of models to facilitate group 
learning were identified, however most 
authorities adopted an approach where 
learning is facilitated by experienced 
social work educators. One placement 
organisation referred to the educators as 
‘consultants’, whilst another utilised 
trainee Practice Educators to facilitate 
learning.  Some Independent Practice 
Educators facilitate group supervisions for 
their students.   

No comments were made by student 
participants about which model they 
found to be of most benefit to them. In 
discussing what currently works however, 
students consistently reported that the 
three most important characteristics of 
Practice Educators were experience, being 
approachable, and accessibility.  

‘PEs who are knowledgeable, 
they’ll ask you the right questions 
to help you to find the answers 
yourself’ (FG6)   

‘I always felt like I could talk to 
them (the PE) about anything that 
might affect placement’ (FG6)  

 ‘I know I can contact her if I need, 
and she’ll always get back to me 
with a time I can call…I’ve actually 
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just come off the phone to my PE’ 
(S8).  

These findings around accessibility mirror 
those in recently published small-scale, 
qualitative research by Dore (2019) where 
accessibility, attunement and making 
connections between previous learning 
experiences were identified as important 
in facilitating positive student – practice 
educator relationships, and therefore 
positive learning experiences. 

Benefits to students: 

Students with experience of a Community 
of Practice approach to facilitate learning, 
consistently commented on the benefits 
of this in providing an opportunity for 
shared learning and reflection, 
consolidating practice and academic 
learning.  

‘it definitely shows you how you’re 
progressing, I think when you are 
by yourself sometimes you don’t 
realise how far you’ve come, and 
you think, I don’t know this and 
then when you’re actually talking 
with everyone you’re like oh look 
I’ve done this and I know that’ 
(FG5) 

This benefit was also noted by Practice 
Educators.  

‘it's not about the team that you're 
sitting in, it's about what we would 
expect social workers to do in 
whatever team they are in and 
that has proved an extremely 
useful as it has provided a 
temperature check of where 
everyone is up to’ (M3) 

The value of a team in supporting a 
student is also pivotal, one Workforce 

development lead explained how in their 
organisation they have not set up formal 
Student Units, but she has observed that; 

‘when students go out with other 
members of the team….it becomes 
more like a student unit although 
we haven’t called them that.  It’s 
much more of a network rather 
than an exclusive relationship (with 
the PE)’ (M2) 

Group supervision was also highlighted as 
valued by students who perceived it to be 
a safe space for open discussion (Vassos, 
et al 2018; Crisp & Hosken, 2016). 
Students highlighted feeling confident in 
group settings to take risks in testing their 
knowledge, contrasted with feeling 
pressured to get it right in one to one 
supervision. ‘sometimes with my PE I don’t 
want to say it in case I’m wrong’ (FG4).  

The value of offering student units in 
providing moral support, and maintaining 
contact with peers during placements 
which have the potential to be quite 
isolated was also highlighted as 
important: ‘it’s moral support, you don’t 
feel as alone’ (FG6), with others 
commenting that it is reassuring to know 
that others are struggling with the same 
issues.  Practice Educators also noted that 
students valued the time for peer support  

‘students love it, they learn from 
each other…. they can evidence the 
PCF, have a good old student 
moan, share positive experiences’ 
(PE4).  

The opportunity to broaden, and deepen 
a student's learning outside of the 
knowledge and skills required for their 
specific placement in a Unit approach was 
also noted, it ‘helps cover some things 
that they wouldn’t necessarily have 
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opportunity to cover in placement’ (PE26) 
therefore enriching and enhancing the 
student experience. This benefit was 
noted during non-participant observation 
of a Student Unit, where the opportunity 
to explore a key piece of legislation for 
practice in depth over the course several 
hours was noted, in contrast to the 
shorter time frame dedicated to this in 
the observation of one to one supervision. 

Benefits to Practice Educators: 

One consistent benefit highlighted by 
Practice Educators to adopting a 
Community of Practice approach to 
learning for students was identified; a 
sense of shared responsibility. 

The value of student Units/group 
supervisions facilitated by experienced 
staff with regards to a sense of shared 
responsibility, and easing the workload 
pressure was noted by several 
experienced practice educators:   

‘It’s a collective approach…it’s not 
just about you as an educator 
taking it all on yourself, because it 
is a big responsibility’(PE26) 

However, as within the literature (Vassos 
et al, 2018) where this was commented 
on, consensus was reached that the value 
of group supervision is in addition to, 
rather than instead of, one to one 
supervision, this is particularly true when 
issues of student wellbeing or welfare are 
being raised.  

Where learning was facilitated by Social 
Workers undertaking the Practice 
Educator award a benefit was noted with 
regards to their own CPD as it is ‘a really 
useful opportunity for them to take 
ownership……they very much run it 

themselves and at the end they evaluate 
it’ (M2) 

Challenges to Student Unit Approaches: 

The independence of student units was 
raised by one practice educator, as a 
challenge which required ‘clear lines of 
authority…the units need clear oversight 
from the university or local authority’ (M6) 
to ensure that students are clear on how 
and where they can raise any concerns or 
whistle blow if appropriate.  This mirrors 
the findings of Crisp & Hosken (2015) who 
identify the need for robust management 
of student units with clear lines of 
accountability. 

3.2.2 Support for Practice Educators: 

A robust network of support for Practice 
Educators from both informal, and 
formally via their employers and HEIs was 
regularly emphasised as essential.  Several 
elements to this were noted, the weight 
of responsibility, operational barriers to 
accessing support, and support from HEIs, 
particularly with regards to failing 
students. 

Weight of Responsibility: Formal and 
Informal Support networks 

The weight of responsibility for Practice 
Educators was raised and therefore the 
need for Practice Educators to be well 
supported was identified as pivotal, 
however significant challenges to this 
were observed. The isolated nature of the 
role was described on several occasions.  

‘It’s quite an individual role’ (FG 2) 

 ‘it can be a role that is quite 
isolated from other members on 
the team’ (PE22).  
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Although teams were a key source of 
support for Practice Educators and 
students alike, the ultimate responsibility 
for students lies with the Practice 
Educators (Vassos, et al 2018).  Whilst 
colleagues are key in supporting Practice 
Educators and students alike, they are not 
as committed to the students learning as 
the Practice Educator, 

‘they are supportive but 
understandably not as 
invested...…when it comes down to 
the nitty gritty of doing things it 
doesn’t really materialise’ (FG4) 

Therefore, for the student to access a 
range of learning opportunities, the 
burden of time and energy to arrange 
these falls to the Practice Educator to 
prompt colleagues.  

Adding further weight to the findings in 
section 2, frequent comments were made 
regarding managers and colleagues 
perceived lack of understanding of the 
additional pressures associated with the 
role. 

‘team managers and sometimes 
colleagues as well, not having an 
understanding of how much you 
have actually got to do…they think 
what’s she doing that for we’re on 
duty’ (FG4) 

This perceived lack of investment in the 
student by teams was commented further 
on, with reference to failing students 
‘teams are helpful, but not so much when 
failing students’ (FG2).  

Consensus around the benefits of Practice 
Educator networks or support groups 
within organisations was clear. However, 
there are inconsistencies across the 
region, and within organisations with 

regards to the availability of these 
networks of support.  Some organisations 
do not have any formal Practice Educator 
support groups, where others are in the 
process of (re) introducing these, have 
newly, or well-established groups.  Where 
these are available the language used to 
describe them very much mirrors the 
definition of a Community of Practice: 

‘We developed a practice educator 
network for all practice educators 
who have students at the moment 
to come together monthly to talk 
through issues, come up with new 
ways of working …and also to give 
the practice educators somewhere 
to problem solve, offload… (M2) 

Where there are limited formal networks, 
support is described as ‘variable in terms 
of the experiences that practice educators 
get’ (FG1) depending on whether there 
are other qualified practice educators 
around them. 

The value of a Work Based Supervisor, 
particularly for Practice Educators who 
have moved into management roles was 
often noted.  

‘having a WBS within the team if 
that’s possible, that helps to split 
the work as well’ (PE26).   

Others commented that they wouldn’t 
feel competent in delivering the day to 
day practice-based learning as a manager, 
partly due to being one step away from 
practice but also due to the time 
commitments involved in taking on the 
full responsibility for the student.  

‘The only way we could have a 
student is if we have a WBS or if 
they (the student) are offsite’ 
(Team Manager FG7).   
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However, for struggling students the value 
of a single point of contact, was noted  

‘it can get messy when you’ve got 
onsite supervisors and long arm 
Practice Educator....problematic if 
you have a struggling student’ 
(HEI1) 

Students also appreciated having a WBS 
on site, and considered how this value is 
increased if they are currently in practice 
rather than being a manager, although 
inconsistencies were noted in the 
standard of support received from WBS’s 
‘my first WBS there was a lack of 
availability and commitment to the 
learning journey..…whereas my second 
WBS they are there and they’re available’ 
(S8).   

Operational Barriers to Accessing Support 

At organisational and individual level, a 
commitment to providing and accessing 
support for Practice Educators was 
described however, challenges to this 
were identified: 

‘we’re developing a learning culture but 
compliance always trumps’ (PE4).  

The most significant challenge identified 
was workload, ‘Workload inhibits the 
role…I run a support group, but no one 
comes to it’. Consensus was noted in the 
barriers Practice Educators experienced in 
dedicating time to accessing formal 
support. 

‘not having the caseloads reduced 
to be able to give the time to the 
student or to be able go to forums, 
as caseloads are too high.’ (FG 2)  

‘a lot of the time you don’t have 
the time to get that involved with 
other PEs…you are your own really’  

Where formal practice educator support 
networks are in place, and staff can 
attend they were regularly commented on 
as ‘a real positive’ (FG7).  One reason for 
this was identified by a workforce 
development lead as the opportunity for 
practice educators with varying degrees of 
experience to come together and share 
knowledge ‘there is a bit of almost cross 
fertilization of learning and experience 
and expertise’ (M1)  

Support for Independent Practice 
Educators 

A further level of isolation for 
Independent Practice Educators was 
identified as an emerging theme and was 
commented on my participants in a range 
of roles. 

‘if you are an independent PE you 
might be the only PE you ever 
meet, or the only other WBS you’ll 
ever know is you, and you could 
reach out’ (FG4) 

‘Lot of people from PVI sector and I 
think they have been very left 
out…xxxx dropped off, not involved 
in the Teaching Partnership’ (HEI 
1).   

However, a very experienced independent 
Practice Educator commented, that when 
groups for independent Practice 
Educators have been arranged by 
Universities in the past they haven’t been 
well attended.  

The importance of support from HEIs 

Connection with the HEI is fundamental 
was a consistent message highlighted by 
practice educators ‘we should be one 
community supporting the students & in 
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lots of ways we are’ (FG7).  Managers in 
one authority noted that: 

‘there are very few of our SWs who 
haven’t been through one of the 
two local Universities, so there’s a 
real connection there for our social 
workers & practice educators with 
the two universities…we are proud 
to be connected to those 
Universities but we need to feel 
supported by that University, it’s a 
continued link’ (FG7) 

Inconsistencies in the support offered by 
Universities was noted across the sample, 
whilst some praised the open lines of 
communication, and experienced ‘very 
good support from the University, and lots 
of discussion with them’ (FG4). Others 
noted a feeling that ‘right from the outset 
it feels like you’re on your own with the 
student’ (FG7).  This sense of isolation was 
heightened during, and after an 
experience with a struggling or failing 
student. 

There was frequent praise for the quality 
of training and support for trainee 
Practice Educators offered by HEIs, and 
the networks developed during this 
period, however these reduced with time 
‘I think at university you build those links 
up but over time they fade’ (PE15).  A 
hope for more masterclasses, was often 
expressed by Practice Educators, not only 
for continued professional development, 
but also to maintain and develop the 
network of support around Practice 
Educators; 

‘Not a big course or anything, just 
an event, to keep your fingers in 
the academic side, to see the other 
PEs, I think that would be really 
good’ (PE15). 

3.2.3 Supporting failing Students: 

A key factor in whether Practice Educators 
continue in their role or become inactive 
is having had an experience of supporting 
failing students 

 ‘the many we’ve lost who’ve said 
they are not going to do it again…. 
it’s because they’ve had failing 
students’ (FG4).  

 ‘I’ve known many educators that 
have not wanted to continue in the 
role (after failing a student), I’ve 
also known many who’ve said if I 
don’t have another one now I 
never will’ (PE26). 

Several themes were identified in going 
someway to analyse why this is. 

 

Emotional impact of failing a student 

The emotional responses of Practice 
Educators when assessing failing students 
has been documented in recent research 
(Finch and Taylor, 2013). Practice 
Educators described being invested in 
their students’ future, their education and 
the future of their profession, therefore 
the decision to fail a student is never 
made without significant consideration; 

‘A PE that has been invested in 
that person’s time and future, you 
know they don’t take it lightly that 
they are stopping someone in their 
3rd year’ (FG7).  

Although it was acknowledged that the 
process is a valuable learning experience, 
‘That’s the most demanding. Probably 
learn the most from it’ (FG2) it was also 
highlighted that the additional pressure 
this puts on Practice Educators outside of 



26 
 

their usual Social Work skills ‘our values 
are around empowering people, and all of 
a sudden you have to have your evidence’ 
(FG4). 

Where students are struggling or failing, 
the sense of isolation for practice 
educators is heighted further, as it is ‘less 
likely then that the team will support you’ 
(FG2).  However, it was also noted that ‘a 
failing student has a ripple effect on the 
wider team’ (FG4), impacting emotionally 
on all of those around them. 
Consequently, in the same way that 
individual Practice Educators will then be 
reluctant to continue in the role after a 
failing students, the question is raised as 
to whether the teams around Practice 
Educators may also have this reaction. 

 

HEI Support for Practice Educator during 
the concerns process 

Inconsistencies were noted in the 
response of HEIs to Practice Educators 
where there were concerns about 
practice, or a student assessed to be 
`failing placement’.  When the issues 
raised were clear cut, based on fitness to 
practice or safeguarding for example, 
support from Universities was generally 
praised.  However, when the concerns 
raised were around capability, Practice 
Educators often felt unsupported, and in 
one case, blamed. 

‘I’ve not felt supported by the 
university...sometimes the 
feedback you seem to get is that 
they seem to look at what have 
you done wrong that the student is 
failing, is there a clash of 
personalities, you’re made to feel 
that it is your fault & not that the 
student isn’t very competent or not 

as competent as they should be’ 
(FG7) 

The complex and challenging nature of 
the tutor role when students are assessed 
to be failing is explored by Finch (2015).  
Whilst further research is required to 
explore the multi-faceted nature of this 
role, the competing demands on the tutor 
and HEI were reflected on by several 
participants, considering the impact of the 
organisational context and the impact of 
this on professional integrity, 

‘There's a question mark about the 
role of the tutor in that (failing a 
student), and whether they are 
advocating for the student or 
whether they are also an honest 
broker in that and looking at 
whether it is right for a student to 
pass or not’ (FG4) 

3.3   Equality Assurance 

3.3.1 The Impartiality of the Independent 
Educator 
 
In contrast to guidance documentation 
(Narey, 2014; Croisdale-Appleby, 2014), 
students stated that they preferred and 
appreciated the model of having an 
Independent off-site Practice Educator as 
this enabled honest and transparent 
discussion about their role on placement. 

 
“My WBS and my PE is the same 
person, which is a real downside, 
because it means that you haven’t 
got an independent sounding 
board” (FG7).  

 
There were also emerging themes of 
students appreciating the Independent 
Practice Educator. Students reflected that 
having an Independent Practice Educator 
felt (in real terms) like an equal 
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opportunity to meet the Professional 
Capabilities. This perceived impartiality of 
the practice educator was an important 
factor identified by students in the quality 
of their relationship with Practice 
Educators, and sense of being supported 
by those assessing them. In every student 
focus group comments were made 
regarding offsite Practice Educators being 
‘unbiased’, particularly where students 
wanted to raise concerns, or discuss team 
dynamics: 

‘I feel like it was easier to open up 
to my off site.... and I did feel like if 
I had any concerns their opinions 
back to me was completely 
unbiased’ (FG6). 

“I feel I can go to my PE anytime 
with any concerns, and I can be 
very open. I can be open with my 
WBS but it’s more personal with 
my PE. I can discuss how I’m 
feeling about the placement.” 
(FG7) 

This perception of being unbiased was 
also viewed by one student to provide an 
added level of protection from the 
organisational pressures, and ethical 
challenges that this can bring in 
application of social work values. 

‘(when you work somewhere) you 
can become very blinkered to the 
outside…in terms of working for an 
LA and their organisation that’s 
how you see it, you’re rolling with 
it whereas having someone 
externally might see it a bit wider 
than that, and bring it back to 
actually what it is on behalf of the 
service user what’s required’ (S4) 

Interestingly, students also appreciated 
the routine and reliability of someone 
independent holding supervision, and 
some students reflected on their peers’ 
situations where oftentimes supervision 
had to be rearranged due to the demands 
of the social work role. 

Another student explained that their 
Independent Practice Educator facilitated 
group supervision in the University which 
was ‘neutral ground’ (FG6) this enabled 
her to speak freely about her experiences 
in her placement.  These discussions 
mirror the research conducted by 
Zuchowski (2016) which highlights the 
benefits of off-site practice educators in 
facilitating emancipatory discussions. 

3.3.2 Assuring students of equitable 
access to practice-based learning 
 
Gaps in achievement that emerge 
between students with different 
backgrounds are well-documented within 
academic literature, with specific research 
prompting discussion around the quality 
of student placements for Black and 
Minority Ethnic student social workers 
(Fairtlough et al, 2014). Whilst this was a 
theme within the literature, there was 
limited discussion in the findings around 
the specific experiences of Black students, 
or ways to address a gap. After 
considering an incident with a black 
student, one Practice Educator reflected: 
 

 “it got me thinking that we don’t 
appreciate the layers of oppression 
and difficulties some of the 
students are facing outside of their 
identity as a student social worker” 
(PE 21) 

Furthermore, a potential theme which 
requires further exploration was raised in 
one focus group.  Participants noted a 



28 
 

recent trend in student profiles, whereby 
an increasing number of students were 
declaring that they have emotional or 
mental health issues, specifically anxiety.  
Practice Educators were then declining to 
support these students.  Possible 
explanations for this were explored in the 
group focusing around the context for 
practice placements, and pressures of 
being assessed raising anxiety,  

‘there’s no getting away from the 
fact that if you’re on a placement 
for 100 days and you’re being 
assessed it's going to raise your 
feelings of anxiety’ (FG4).   

A body of research exists, predominantly 
from a North American perspective, 
regarding the challenges Practice 
Educators and HEI tutors experience in 
supporting students experiencing mental 
health concerns during placements (Todd 
et al, 2019; Mazza, 2015) however, there 
is limited research which considers the 
impact of self-declaration of mental 
health issues on decision making pre-
placement.  Further research is required 
to establish whether this kind of informal 
gatekeeping where students declare 
mental health issues, is a consistent 
feature in practice placements both locally 
and nationally. 

In recognising such multiple layers of 
difficulties, quality assurance of practice 
learning, which has always been necessary 
(Croisdale-Appleby, 2014; BASW, 2019), 
could extend to the placement allocation 
process within HEIs as well as employers, 
in order to assure students that 
placements are provided equitably and 
without prejudice (Fairtlough et al, 2014). 

There is a lack of consideration for the 
specific learning needs of students from 

diverse background represented in the 
findings of this research report. Reasons 
for this could be due to a lack of 
consciousness of this issue, but equally 
could be due to the questions not 
encouraging this topic of discussion, 
therefore more research is needed 
specifically in this area to consider the 
representativeness of this issue within the 
West Midlands region. 
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4. Conclusions 

 

4.1 There needs to be an increased 
recognition of the Practice Educator role. 

Ideally this would include regional 
consistency to the ‘terms and conditions’ 
associated, or in the very least if 
consistency cannot be achieved across the 
region, equity and parity should be. 

HEIs and employers could work to raise 
the recognition and accolade associated 
with training to become a Practice 
Educator and supporting and assessing 
each student. This would need to be a 
systemic recognition and appreciation of 
the complex work undertaken. 

For those working in a social work role 
and undertaking Practice Education of a 
student simultaneously, time should be 
given for effective supervision and 
assessment of the student. This may 
include workload relief in some form, or 
group supervision and learning for the 
student with a qualified Practice Educator. 

There was general agreement that 
Practice Education was not something 
that people did for the remuneration; 
however, payment was accepted as 
recognition for the work undertaken.  

Ongoing support should be offered to 
Practice Educators. This could be initiated 
by the employer, HEI, or the two could 
work together to provide a learning and 
supporting community that values 
practice education. These arrangements 

should extend to Independent Practice 
Educators. 

4.2 ‘Communities of Practice’ offer an 
opportunity for collaborative practice 
learning. 

Students value support either in groups or 
from Practice Educators, that they 
perceive to be unbiased, accessible and 
grounded in experience and knowledge.  
Group supervision, in a variety of forms 
was consistently experienced positively by 
practice educators and students alike as 
an addition to one to one supervision.   

The independence of off-site Practice 
Educators was consistently valued by 
students in providing them with a safe 
space to reflect on and explore their 
experiences and observations during 
placements.  Practice Educators, 
particularly those in management roles, 
and students also valued having an on-site 
work-based supervisor to provide the ‘day 
to day’ support for students’   

Practice Educators value, and want to 
access formal systems of support 
however, operational pressures inhibit 
their ability to access this.  Clear and 
robust support from HEIs Practice 
Educators particularly when supporting 
and assessing marginal or failing students, 
appears to be key factor in retaining 
Practice Educators in the role. 

Understanding the whole system, HEI’s, 
Placements, Practice Educators, Work 
Based Supervisors and Students as one 
large community of practice, where even 
the smallest interaction contributes to a 
wider system of learning is a consistent 
theme throughout the research. 
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4.3 There is room for equality and 
diversity to be assured within practice-
based learning 

Practice Educators need to be aware of 
the specific learning needs of the students 
they are supporting and assessing. These 
needs inform the programme of learning, 
but should not prejudice the Practice 
Educators approach to the student’s 
placement. Quality Assurance could 
extend to the allocation of placements as 
well as the practice learning setting in 
order to ensure equitable treatment of 
students.  The value of Independent 
Practice Educators is well-felt amongst 
student cohorts, where themes emerged 
that having someone separate from their 
practice-learning setting enabled an open 
and transparent relationship with their 
Independent assessor.
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