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1 Introduction: social work 
education and the 'crisis 
of the professions' 
NickGould 

What kinds of knowledge do skilled social work practitioners bring to bear 
on their practice? What are the components of this knowledge- is it cogni-
tive, behavioural, attitudinal, affective or multidimensional? How is this 
knowledge acquired, maintained and developed? Such questions inevitably 
become the pre-occupation of social work educators, whether they are acad-
emics located in institutions of higher education, or trainers based in practice 
agencies with a responsibility for student practice learning or staff develop-
ment. This volume presents an international collection of writing by authors 
whose interest in such questions - whether arising from educational 
research, teaching social work, or practice as specialists in adult education-
has led them to engagement with the concept of reflective learning. 

The reflective learning paradigm starts from an attempt to understand 
how social workers make judgements and decisions in domains which are 
uncertain and complex. There is considerable empirical evidence, based on 
research into a variety of occupations, suggesting that expertise does not 
derive from the application of rules or procedures applied deductively from 
positivist research. Instead, it is argued that practice wisdom rests upon 
highly developed intuition which may be difficult to articulate but can be 
demonstrated through practice. On the basis of this reconstructed epistemol-
ogy of practice, reflective learning offers an approach to education which 
operates through an understanding of professional knowledge as primarily 
developed through practice and the systematic analysis of experience. This is 
sometimes referred to as a theory of experiential learning, although this is a 
term open to misunderstanding in social work, being often trivialized as a 
general reference to techniques such as role play and simulation exercises. 
Although already influential in other areas of professional education, reflec-
tive learning as a distinct educational theory has so far only been tentatively 
examined in the social work literature but is indicated by reference to such 
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2 Reflective Learning for Social Work 

concepts as 'reflective learning', 'reflective practice', 'reflection-in-action' 
and 'the reflective learning environment'. 

There is always a danger that a concept such as reflective learning will 
become little more than a slogan. The contributors to this volume offer a 
range of definitions of what they mean by reflection, but the commonality is 
that they are all engaging at some level with the application in social work of 
the ideas of Donald Schon, but often refracted through other influences. For 
instanc~, there is the work of John Dewey, who identified the centrality of 
reflection as a process through which learning from experience takes place 
(Dewey 1933). Experience, Dewey argued, is the organizing focus for learn-
ing; observations and actions are synthesized with conceptual ideas leading 
to higher-order practice. Kolb has more recently been highly influential in 
formalizing these ideas into a cyclical model of experiential learning, a feed-
back loop by which experience is acted upon through reflective observation, 
leading to abstract conceptualization, on the basis of which active experi-
mentation produces modified practice intervention (Kolb 1984). Critical 
theory has also provided inspiration for approaches to reflective learning; in 
particular, Carr and Kemmis, influenced by Habermas's conception of com-
municative action, have extended the idea of the practitioner as an action-
researcher who is constantly testing and critiquing theories of action through 
situated practice (Carr and Kemmis 1986). 

However, above all the concept of reflective learning has become associ-
ated with the work of Donald Schon, through his seminal works, The 
Reflective Practitioner (1983) and Educating the Reflective Practitioner (1987). 
Schon' s work is based upon qualitative, idiographic case studies of prac-
titioners in the fields of engineering, town planning, architecture, manage-
ment and clinical psychology, but his ideas have been applied m· many other 
areas of professional education, in particular teacher education. Schon's 
work begins from a critique of those classical models of technical rationality 
which suggest that positivist knowledge can be applied to real-life problems 
in a deductive and direct way. Schon has inverted this conventional under-
standing of the relationship between theory and practice (the simplistic idea 
that theory is applied deductively to practice), demonstrating that signifi-
cant dimensions of 'theory' are only revealed through skilled practice, are 
implicit in action and often beyond conscious articulation. Similarly, profes-
sional 'problems' are not ontologically pre-defined, but have to be con-
structed through engagement by the practitioner with the 'indeterminate 
zone of practice' which is typically characterized by uncertainty, uniqueness 
and value conflict (Schon 1987, p. 6). A not uncommon illustration of this 
might be a duty social worker, called to the police station to assess someone 
arrested for a breach of the peace because the arresting officer thinks the per-
son may be suffering from a mental disorder. Whether the professional 
social work issues raised by this situation relate primarily to criminality, a 
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mental health crisis or some other problem still to be discovered such as 
homelessness, is not pre-determined at the point of referral, but is negotiated 
via a complex series of transactions between the worker, the detained indi-
vidual and possibly other actors such as police or psychiatrists. 

From this perspective, positivist knowledge and formal theory are not 
neutral resources which can be drawn down and directly applied, but are 
only of use when mediated through the complex filters of practice experi-
ence. In order to become a tool for practice, the practitioner has to transform 
theory in the light of learning from past experience (reflection-on-action), 
and through improvisation during the course of intervention (reflection-in-
action). As Michael Eraut has commented, practitioners are directly engaged 
in the processes of knowledge creation, there is not a one-way transmission 
of knowledge from academia to practice. This requires academics responsi-
ble for professional studies to re-direct at least some of their skills so that 
they are, 'enhancing the knowledge creation capacities of individuals and 
professional communities' (Eraut 1985, p. 117). 

Social work and the crisis of social work education 

Schon placed his own work within a discussion of an apparent 'crisis of the 
professions', produced by growing public scepticism as to the infallibility of 
practitioners, a reduction in automatic deference to professionals, and the 
inevitable extension of this mood to the belief that the education and prepa-
ration of new professionals has become inadequate. Some might think that 
social work has had more than a fair share of its own crises. Commentators 
have sought to locate the malaise of social work education within various 
explanatory frameworks. One argument is that the difficulties lie in the par-
ticular nature of social work practice, that it typically requires practitioners 
to integrate the instrumental and the expressive, the affective and the cogni-
tive. This habitually brings academic social work departments into conflict 
with their host institutions where universities have traditionally supported a 
status hierarchy of knowledge. Experimental research is the exemplar of 
'real' academic work, and applied knowledge is accorded an inferior 
position and only tolerated insofar as it can demonstrate a technical-rational 
approach to the application of scientific knowledge in practical settings. The 
impact of this form of institutionalized epistemological discrimination is 
often manifested in the insecurity of academic social work departments and 
difficulties of individual staff attaining tenure. 

Studies of reflective practice bear out many of the lessons of recent 
research in the sociology of scientific knowledge (e.g. Collins 1992, 2nd edn), 
showing that in fact the supposedly rigorous scientific disciplines such as 
medicine or laboratory research are just as contingent upon the mediation of 
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practice skills, human judgement, intuition, artistry and tacit knowledge as 
the supposedly 'fuzzy' vocations such as teaching and social work. Schon's 
analysis of skilled practice in a range of disciplines is also a meta-theory of 
practice which shows the commonalities between disciplines which have 
traditionally occupied different points in the academic status hierarchy. The 
reflective model collapses the cognitive-affective dichotomy by showing that 
practice knowledge is organized around experientially-based schema which 
transcend oppositions of feeling and fact. 

The reflective learning debates also incorporate the ongoing controversies 
about the relationship between theory and practice which dispute the con-
tent of the academic disciplinary knowledge base for social work; for 
instance, is it a form of applied social science to which any combination of 
psychology, sociology or social policy make a foundational contribution, or 
should the humanities, e.g. literary criticism, provide a more appropriate 
knowledge base for social work (England 1986)? Or, from the reflective per-
spective, should theories be seen as providing alternative frames or 
metaphors which are more or less helpful positions from which practice can 
be reviewed and deconstructed, but without any one discipline constituting 
a bedrock of knowledge which can be said to be foundational? 

A further critique within the crisis of social work education has been the 
functionalist argument that the problems of social work education are a 
product of organizational expansion and transformations of social work 
bureaucracies. This argument is advanced on two fronts: first, that the pro-
fession has broadened its definition of social work to become a highly diver-
sified activity; and secondly, social work organizations have increased 
dramatically in size, incorporating a wider range of social service activities 
than were within earlier definitions of social work. The newly-qualified 
social worker is expected to operate competently not only in a variety of set-
tings with a multiplicity of client groups, but also at various levels of the 
organization. 

Within British social work these tensions seem to have produced at least 
two effects. The first is the concerted attempt by employers to gain control 
over qualifying social work education, in the belief that the employer knows 
what social workers really need to know and do. The second (and related) 
effect has been the ascendancy of the competency-based approach to learn-
ing which suggests that complex activities such as social work intervention 
can be digitized into discrete actions or competencies, which are measurable 
outcomes of any training programme. Although its genealogy has become 
glossed over and submerged, the origins of competency-based approaches 
to education lie both in positivist behaviourism and also new managerialist 
demands for accountability in public services (Richardson 1990). The effect, 
at least in British social work education in the 1990s, has been pressure to 
accept a severe intellectual reductionism which treats everything from pro-
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fessional ethics to legal knowledge as 'competencies' to be ticked off from a 
functionalist checklist. The consequences of these trends are a downgrading 
of critical analysis as an educational objective and a short-term view of prac-
tice to suit the supposed labour force requirements of agencies. A recent 
review of the quality of social work education in English universities con-
cluded that, 'this focus [upon competence] may sometimes limit the provi-
sion of a broader and broadening professional education, which takes a 
longer-term view of personal and professional development' (Higher 
Education Funding Council for England 1995, p. 10). In contrast to this, 
reflective learning recognizes that a purpose of education is to facilitate 
people as (in Bateson' s terms) double-loop learners who are able to challenge 
the normative context of practice, and to be non-defensive and adaptive 
learners within a constantly evolving professional environment (Bateson 
1973). 

All this is not to suggest that Schon' s model of reflective learning is a fin-
ished project, written in tablets of stone. If reflective learning is to be a 
dynamic influence then the theory has to be seen as reflexive, being itself 
transformed by the processes of educators using the ideas and learning 
through that experience. This collection of writings is part of that process, as 
social work and adult educators describe and evaluate their own experience. 
Indeed, social work's continuous preoccupation with the configuration of 
the person in the social environment makes it a particularly interesting site 
for the exploration of organizational, social and political implications of 
reflective learning. Schon' s work is process orientated and methodologically 
individualistic, but many of the following chapters shows the apparent para-
dox that the creation of personal knowledge is a very social process. This 
inevitably brings into the conceptual frame issues of power relationships, 
both in the professional setting and the classroom. A potent aspect of those 
power relationships is gender, and these studies frequently draw upon 
feminist theories as centrally important in understanding not only these con-
nections between personal and public knowledge, but also in legitimizing 
research methodologies which are sensitive and alert to the challenges of 
empowerment and emancipation. Similarly, professional education invari-
ably occurs within an organizational context, be it the agency or classroom; 
the challenges and opportunities which exist as a consequence of organi-
zational structure, management approaches, culture and not least of all the 
design of the curriculum, are all constitutive of the concerns of reflective 
learning. 

The themes introduced in this chapter become amplified and extended by 
Catherine Papell in Chapter 2 where she considers implications of reflective 
learning for contemporary social work education. Although these are 
instanced within a North American context, the issues raised are internation-
ally relevant. The reflective paradigm carries implications for social work 
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education in relation to three issues discussed by Papell. First, it confirms the 
centrality of experiential learning within the formation of practice know-
ledge. Intellectually, this recognition receives validity from challenges to the 
dominance of positivism which come from research methodologies which 
are qualitative and heuristic. Secondly, reflective learning brings to attention 
the relationship between generalist perspectives and specialism, and the aca-
demic levels at which these are appropriately developed. Thirdly, it recon-
structs understanding of the relationship between theoretical knowledge 
and the nature of social reality. All these issues influence not only processes 
of learning and teaching, but also the way curricula are created, and the rela-
tionship of professional education to the wider system of higher education. 

This last theme is taken up in David Boud and Susan Knights' chapter on 
course design for reflective practice. Writing from their experiences as uni-
versity-based adult educators in Australia, they argue that the encourage-
ment of reflective practice requires more than the piecemeal adding on of 
ways of debriefing periods of field work; it requires deeper level integration 
of appropriate ways to build notions of reflective practice into the processes 
of teaching and learning through programmes. Reflection should not be seen 
as something which is separate from the normal teaching and learning prac-
tices of a course; Boud and Knights outline a range of strategies for incorpo-
rating reflective practice into activities which serve other teaching values 
and content objectives. These approaches support a three-stage model of 
learning from experience which involves learners in returning to the experi-
ence, attending to feelings connected with the experience and revaluating 
the experience. As part of this process the learning milieu is given particular 
prominence, within which the curriculum and the teacher figure strongly. 

A concluding thought from Boud and Knights is that if reflection is not to 
be just an uncritically received 'hurrah' concept then good research evidence 
is needed to help understand the processes acting upon reflective learning. 
In Chapter 4 Alma Harris reports findings from a two-year longitudinal 
study into experiential learning in social work. Types of experience which 
proved significant to students choosing social work as a career are explored, 
along with the experience of students during their placement and their effect 
on professional development. In particular Harris concentrates on the ways 
in which students conceptualize their learning from experience. She finds 
that initially students have very technicist views of how their past life experi-
ence provides opportunities for rehearsal and practice of professional skills. 
The experience of supervised practice in fieldwork placements led to stu-
dents developing more extended repertoires of 'knowing-in-action', but the 
process by which this occurs is highly dependent on the cues and opportuni-
ties for reflection provided by a mentor. The- outcome of such exploration is 
likely to be a more complex but coherent model of practice. 

Boud and Knights also draw attention in Chapter 3 to the importance of 
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integrating strategies for promoting reflection within teaching programmes, 
and Chapters 5, 6 and 7 provide illumination of contrasting aspects of this 
task. There are few examples within the social work education literature of 
description and analysis of the actual classroom teaching process. As a cor-
rective to this Ken Moffatt offers from Canada both a conceptual framework 
and description of his experience of teaching social work practice as a reflec-
tive process to final year undergraduates. He locates his approach to teach-
ing within a theoretical synthesis which draws together feminist writing on 
caring, social work literature on interpretive methods, and Bourdieu' s work 
on the concept of social fields, in order to characterize the position of social 
work practitioners within bureaucratic welfare institutions. Moffatt then 
shows how these sources were drawn upon in working with students in a 
three-stage programme of lecture and discussion, reflection on practice 
through role play and journal writing, and further lecture and discussion. 
His experience shows how students develop complexity in their analysis of 
their own practice, bringing forward judgements which had seemingly been 
based on unproblematic 'common-sense' for rigorous analysis and decon-
struction. The author shows how the reflective approach can provide a 
sophisticated form of critique which overcomes the static and reductionist 
oppositions of micro- and macro-level interventions, or subjective and objec-
tive factors. 

The limitations of categorical and dichotomous thought is a central con-
cern of important recent debates within social theory, drawing upon various 
sources such as social constructivism, discourse theory and post-
Wittgensteinian analytic philosophy. One of the topics which emerges from 
these studies is an interest in how imagery and metaphor operate as schema 
through which the individual organizes his or her knowledge of the world 
and acts within it. Imagery is socially and experientially produced and 
thereby also provides an important source for understanding how profes-
sional identity is constructed. Brought within the learning situation the 
exploration of imagery provides a powerful medium for students to examine 
values, attitudes and behaviour in an integrated way. In Chapter 6, Nick 
Gould describes action research, repertory grid technique and the use of art 
as approaches within social work education which can make a powerful con-
tribution to reflection on action. 

All of these techniques and methods have radical implications for the con-
ventional role of the social work teacher, limiting the traditional place of 
didactic pedagogy, and supplementing it with tasks and approaches which 
often resonate with social group work. This is particularly relevant to the 
development of self-directed and problem-led learning. In Chapter 7, 
Imogen Taylor reviews the requirements upon social work educators to act 
as facilitators to these processes of self-direction. This includes providing 
structures through which reflective learning can be supported, such as the 
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design of 'problems' for students to work on, learning activities and 
resources and the enabling qualities needing to be demonstrated by the facil-
itator. All this is illustrated through the author's experiences of the develop-
ment of Enquiry and Action Learning at the University of Bristol. 

The emphasis so far has been on the practice of social work education in 
the classroom. It has been a long-established feature of social work education 
that learning in the academic institution must be complemented by super-
vised practice in direct-service agencies. This brings into focus the character-
istics of the organization as a learning environment, and the skills of the 
mentor (in the British social work context known as the practice teacher) in 
enhancing reflective learning as an active process, rather than the student 
being a passive object of socialization. In Chapter 8, Jane Batchelor and 
Karen Boutland describe a piece of action research at the University of Bath's 
practice learning centre to develop and evaluate a model of practice learning 
called the network placement. This provides opportunity for students to 
work within more than one agency during a single placement, under the 
supervision of an external supervisor to manage the logistics of such a com-
plex arrangement, and to help students make a coherent experience out of 
contrasting settings. The authors show how the network placement not only 
broadens the experience of the student, but the essentially comparative 
nature of the placement can powerfully enhance reflective learning, by high-
lighting through different aspects of agency organization and policy, the 
practitioner role and intervention skills. Implications for practice teachers in 
managing network placements are considered, in particular the need to 
negotiate clear lines of accountability and responsibility for assessment, if 
the benefits are to be maximized. 

Chapters 9 and 10 are concerned with management for reflective practice, 
but provide contrasts between, on the one hand, management within agen-
cies of practitioner teams, while the other provides a rare insider view of the 
practice of managing an academic social work department within a univer-
sity. In Chapter 9 Phyllida Parsloe analyses the experience of having been 
professor of social work and head of department in two British universities. 
As has been discussed earlier in this chapter, Schon' s work very much began 
from a consideration of the relationship between epistemology and status in 
academic institutions; this chapter provides a reflective analysis of the expe-
rience of mediating between a discipline (social work) which traditionally 
has problems of legitimacy and status within hierarchical and patriarchal 
university cultures, whilst at the same time introducing a pedagogic 
approach which exemplifies the self-directed, experiential modes which are 
inimical to those cultures. 

Brian Dimmock provides the contrast of using consultancy to promote 
reflective practice amongst social workers within an agency in which social 
work is by definition the host and dominant culture. Here the primary task is 
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to cultivate the habits of reflection in a milieu where the resources of time 
and psychological space are limited, but the pressures arising from organiza-
tional change and the external demand for services are great. Drawing on 
strategies used in systemic family therapy, practitioners are encouraged to 
construct narratives which illuminate dilemmas, and to find more produc-
tive analytical'frames' for encouraging attitudinal and behavioural change. 
These examples are drawn upon to illuminate the contrast between expert 
and reflective approaches to management consultancy. 

It has been mentioned that if reflective learning is to be an authentic and 
radical theory of experiential learning for social work then it should also be 
reflexive, challenging the ideological neutrality of conventional academic 
discourse, and validating the authenticity of the educator's experience. Amy 
B. Rossiter begins from an examination of the impact upon herself of watch-
ing a play in the theatre depicting alienation and disempowerment, and con-
nects this to her own feelings about the social work theory which provides 
the content of much social work teaching but which conceals many of 
the aspects of domination and inequality which social work is supposed 
to challenge. Postmodernism, combined with studies of gender, race 
and class, make the relationships between knowledge and power visible not 
only as aspects of a reality 'out there' but also as characteristics of relation-
ships within the teaching situation. Rossiter considers the opportunities 
which have to be created within social work education for students to con-
nect their own experience of social reality to academic discourses, and for the 
educator to risk the challenges to control and mastery which this process can 
create. 

Finally, in Chapter 12 Imogen Taylor considers key issues which have 
emerged throughout the book, highlighting recurring themes, and dis-
cussing their relevance for social work education but within the context of 
professional education generally. Future prospects for reflective learning are 
also examined in the context of present trends in higher education towards 
more students and fewer resources, and trends in practice towards 
emphases on outcomes and competence. 
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