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5
Understanding your
social work skills, knowledge
and values in your
professional practice
This chapter will provide discussion on the need for the social work student to develop understanding of a breadth of skills, including professionalism, the ability to apply theory to practice
and the skill of understanding their own and other’s values, discussing often complex ethical
dilemmas. The student will be asked to reflect throughout on their own skill development and
the holistic nature of being a social worker.

PLACEMENT PERSPECTIVE 5.1
Practice educator’s perspective on a student demonstrating holistic
capability within placement
When assessing development for a student,
I need to see a willingness to learn from new
experiences and evidence of how their renewed
understanding and skills develop over the course
of the placement. I expect a student to review and
increasingly recognise their own strengths and
areas that they need to focus on. This requires
ongoing reflection and application of theory to
their practice. Over the course of the placement
students should demonstrate a broader and more
eclectic skill base, evidencing how they may have
adapted or developed their approach based on
reflection and/or changing circumstances.

I am keen to see an emerging professional
identity, by making use of learning opportunities
to explore different approaches and styles
and be able to articulate what personal and
professional values or principles this draws from.
I find it invaluable for the social work student to
ensure that they refer to how this links with their
accountability as a professional, referencing
social work principles and codes of practice
as well as providing evidence of a growing
understanding of self both in how they manage
the emotional impact of the work and their ability
to articulate the complex nature and ethical
(Continued)
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dilemmas in situations they face when balancing
rights and risks, care and control.
Within supervision and placement, I value a
willingness to enquire and question, including
my own perspective and practice. A student who
demonstrates that they remain curious and are
prepared to challenge, taking the initiative to
understand the roles of other agencies and asking
why and how procedures and ways of working
are established within this area of social work is a
strong student. They need to understand diversity,
how groups are marginalised and oppressed
by societal structures as well as individuals.
They should recognise the strength of identity
and culture and evidence the opportunities and
limitations of their role as social worker when
seeking to empower service users.
In order to holistically pass placement a student
needs to demonstrate a commitment to reading
and research to evidence an increasingly wider

knowledge base in regard to the service users
they are working with and are able to refer to
up-to-date knowledge in supervision, evidencing
awareness of relevant current affairs and media
attitudes as well as social work articles and
journals. However, it is not enough just to know,
students need to apply. They need to take the
opportunity to explore how and why they might
have acted, not just assume it was an automatic
response. They need to refer to the specific
topics covered in the course modules and make
connections with practice. They should reflect
upon the knowledge they draw on to understand
the person, the circumstances and in turn how
they frame their interventions. The student also
needs to evidence how they have followed the
relevant law, policies and procedures used within
the placement and presenting how and why this
is appropriate.
Gail Barlow, Off-Site Practice Educator

HOLISTIC CAPABILITY
As a student contemplating a career in social work, it is likely that you thought you would be
good at social work because you are caring and compassionate and want to ‘do’ things to help
people within society. Hopefully, as you have worked through this book you will have begun to
identify that being on placement is so much more than being good with people. You will need
to work within legislative boundaries and agency procedures and also have an understanding
of how social work theory impacts upon and informs your practice as well as an understanding of your personal and professional values to guide your decision making to enable you to
act professionally, which requires reflecting on your practice to ensure that you are always
developing your practice to the best of your ability. You will need to demonstrate a holistic
capability that encompasses all of these skills.

POTENTIAL PLACEMENT PITFALL Fiona was excellent at engaging service users. Service users

provided feedback that she was valued because she spent considerable time each week with them,
and they felt cared for, she would ‘do everything for me’.
However, she was not working with agency guidelines, nor was she able to identify the social work
theory that she was using. She was very happy that she was being praised and found it difficult to hear
that she needed to empower, not enable, her service users towards independence.

05_BEESLEY_MAKING_CH_05.indd 66

20/09/2019 5:33:14 PM

UNDERSTANDING SOCIAL WORK SKILLS, KNOWLEDGE AND VALUES

67

POTENTIAL PLACEMENT OPPORTUNITY Gill was excellent at engaging service users. Service users

provided feedback that she was valued because she spent considerable time each week with them,
and they felt cared for, she would ‘do everything for me’.
However, she reflected on this feedback and began to wonder if she was doing her service users a
disservice as she was not empowering them to be independent, and wondered how they would cope
when her placement ended and she was no longer available. She discussed her thoughts with her
practice educator. She spoke to them about their wishes and feelings and began to identify alternative
areas of support that would empower them. She wrote a reflection on her practice and the theory that
she had identified.

You need to develop your skills in all areas, don’t ignore one for the other as they are all equally
important. Your practice educator’s role is to support you in the development of all of these areas,
so access their support throughout placement to augment your learning.

Reflective Task 5.1
When you cross a road what skills do you draw on?

It is likely that you will use both your sight and sound senses to assess the safety when crossing
the road. But you will also draw on your knowledge of road safety and learning from previous
experiences both positive and negative, yet be making decisions based on that particular road
crossing. You may be aware of other people, perhaps watch when they feel it is safe to cross, or
may be influenced by individualised circumstances like a need to get to a shop before it closes.
Even simple decision-making situations are influenced by a variety of factors. Social work is no
different; every intervention, meeting or discussion will be influenced by a variety of issues.

Reflective Task 5.1 (continued)
When you last undertook a home visit to a service user, what skills, knowledge and values did you draw
on to ensure that you were professional?

You will have created a unique list, as you are an individual and the intervention will raise distinctive issues dependent on its content. As you read through this chapter, consider this reflective
task and identify your strengths and areas to develop in each section.
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PROFESSIONALISM
Social work is a profession: one cannot be a social worker without a social work qualification.
That is right and proper, you will look after the most vulnerable people in society. Beckett et al.
(2017) argue that the profession of social work is different from many other professions as often
the service user is reluctant to engage. Additionally, they may be at a stage in their life where they
are most in need, but find it hardest to access support. As a social worker you are expected to abide
by a set of professional rules. BASW (2014) set out a code of ethics to follow, and although Social
Work England took responsibility for such issues from March 2019, the HCPC (2017a) Guidance
on Conduct and Ethics for Students sets out clear expectations in relation to a student social worker’s
behaviour and professionalism. Banks (2016) argues that professionalism requires a commitment
to and critical reflexivity of these ethics and requirements. Discussion with your practice educator
enables you to explore why each element of professionalism and challenging of existing assumptions will enhance your understanding of how you can demonstrate professionalism.
Beckett et al. (2017: 74) argue that social work students demonstrate professionalism by a ‘certain
way of conducting themselves’, and go on to discuss competence in and commitment to social
work tasks as indicators. In Chapter 4 I asked you to reflect on the importance of being reliable,
respectful and resourceful, which all contribute to a professional approach. Good time-keeping and
organisational skills value and respect service users as it suggests to the service user that you feel
they are worth making the effort for. Listening to the service user and providing a person-centred
approach that takes account of their individual experiences, strengths and needs also demonstrates a dedication to social work professional values. Whilst creative solutions to problems
show a commitment that also underpins the notion of professionalism.
However, accountability is also absolutely fundamental to professional social work. Laming
(2003) made it abundantly clear that no social worker should make decisions alone, and that
case management supervision is a critical element in safeguarding against risk. As a student social
worker, one of the first points you should learn is to discuss with your practice educator (and
then as a qualified social worker, your manager) all your practice learning opportunities so that
they have oversight of your work. That is not to say that you should not be able to make decisions independently, as a further element of professionalism is the ability to use your initiative in
response to service users’ needs. A good social work student is able to present a formulated plan
to their practice educator for their approval.

PROSPECTIVE PLACEMENT PITFALL Natasha arrived at the interprofessional meeting late, making

excuses that made it clear that she accepted no responsibility for her own actions. Within the meeting
she was unable to present pertinent information because she had not prepared her thoughts on the
risks to the service user, who afterwards was dismissive of Natasha as he felt unsupported and let-down
by her behaviour in the meeting. Key risk factors were not raised, as new information was not shared
and no support plan was formulated.
In her next supervision, Natasha’s practice educator raised concerns that she had received
complaints about her conduct in a meeting, of which the practice educator had not been aware that
she was attending.
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POTENTIAL PLACEMENT OPPORTUNITY Lucy knew that the interprofessional meeting would be

difficult: she had to raise identified risks yet advocate for the service user’s rights. First, she sought
support from her practice educator and together they planned how Lucy would prepare for the meeting
to enable her to be confident and assertive within the meeting. Before the meeting Lucy spent time
writing a summary of the risks that the service user faced and their strengths. She was clear what
service provision her agency could provide, and the areas she hoped other services could. She visited
the service user before the meeting and spent time preparing him for it.
Lucy arrived at the meeting early and quickly reviewed with her practice educator her goals. Within the
meeting, she was able to present her report clearly, despite feeling very nervous. Her practice educator
had put the meeting in her diary to be there for moral support, and was able to prompt Lucy when a
small but relevant piece of information was overlooked.
In the next supervision, Lucy received praise from her practice educator and positive feedback from the
chair of the meeting.

Reflective Task 5.2
Which social work student represents the professionalism of social work?
Where would you consider your professionalism in relation to attending such a meeting?

Professionalism is demonstrated through strong skills in an intervention that are underpinned
by their knowledge and value base. Banks (2016) argues that professional integrity is a key way to
demonstrate one’s values and respect the service user. Professionalism can be seen to be a commitment to ongoing development, a critically reflective approach to your self, and a proactive
involvement in reflective supervision. It becomes abundantly clear that professionalism is essential to enable you to practice effectively, but that professionalism is a holistic skill that brings in
all the other skills talked about throughout this book.

VALUES
Professionalism is critical because it values the service user and demonstrates a commitment to
enhancing their lives.
[I]n resolving social work who we are is as important as what we do. (Carter and Hugman,
2014: 1)
When using statutory powers, professionalism ensures fairer service provision for service users,
who may have experienced multiple oppressive incidents. A professional approach to treat the
service user as an individual worthy of respects values them and is a step towards restoring
self-esteem.
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Beckett et al. (2017: 4) argue that ‘our values are the basis on which we act’. They go on reflect
that different groups of society have different values that are shaped by the group’s cultural and
social identity. You will have explored in your course what are social work values, but you will
also hold personal values based on your gender, faith, ethnicity, class and age. How you view an
issue will influence how you respond to it, so an understanding of how you view the world is
important in your social work development. It is difficult to separate the two. A better response
is to reflect upon how they influence you.

POTENTIAL PLACEMENT PITFALL Niamh’s personal values were based on her faith-based

perspective, where she believed that same-sex relationships were not appropriate. When asked to
work with a same-sex couple, she did so, believing that she could separate personal and professional
values. In supervision discussion, the practice educator raised concerns that Niamh had made
recommendations that were subconsciously based on her personal values. Niamh was not open to
exploring this idea as she felt that she could separate her roles, and concerns were inevitably raised
about her ability to be non-judgemental in meeting the service user’s needs.
POTENTIAL PLACEMENT OPPORTUNITY Erin’s personal values were based on her faith-based

perspective, where she believed that same-sex couples were not appropriate. When asked to work
with a same-sex couple, she asked to discuss her personal values in supervision. She and her practice
educator were able to explore the basis for her values, both from a social work perspective as well as a
faith perspective, which enabled her to explore and adapt her values to a more inclusive stance. After
the work was completed, she was able to reflect on her assumptions and experience working with the
couple, and identified clear learning that she was able to use as evidence for her value development.

This is not to say that you should wholeheartedly reject the values with which you grew
up, but that as a social work student you are expected to reflect on the impact of your personal values upon your professional practice. In order to develop your professional values,
you need to be aware of internalised stereotypes and assumptions that you make without
thinking about it. For example, if you visit a single mum you will react differently from the
way you will react to a visit to a single dad – you have been socially conditioned to consider
that women care and work, whilst men work. Exploration in supervision and reflections will
enhance your ability to recognise your own assumptions and take actions to minimise the
effect that they have on your service provision. Papouli (2014: 233) reflects that it is the discussion in supervision of the application of values to the social work student’s practice that
enables the student to explore their values, and advocates the benefit of the practice educator
as a positive ethical role model.
Reflective discussion will be critical to develop your social work values. Carter and Hugman
(2014) discuss the fluidity of values. As part of your ongoing development, you must review and
evaluate your values regularly. As a social work student, you are likely to quickly encounter ethical dilemmas that challenge your social work assumptions. Beckett et al. (2017) reflect on conflict
within your professional values and acknowledge that it is rarely simple.
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Reflective Task 5.3
Consider which is more important to you: a service user’s right to self-determination, or a service user’s
needs to be met?

Both are important, but sometimes we will face a situation where we cannot do both. This
raises an ethical dilemma where you have to consider the impact of choosing one value above
another. Discussion in supervision will support your exploration of your thoughts on this. Bell
(2018) recognises that an ethical dilemma may result in a mix of positive and negative outcomes, but that by reflective discussion the best outcome for that time, situation and service
user is sought. He recognises the wisdom of seeking others’ views to validate or challenge and
develop your own.
This chapter does not seek to explore each minority area, but instead considers the importance
of an individual approach that takes account of the service user’s and your own social, cultural
and life similarities and differences and the impact on service provision, as discussed in Chapter 4.
Beckett et al. (2017) reflect on diversity amongst service users, and acknowledge that it can be
hard to assess the needs of someone with whom you do not identify. The need for good communication skills is never more relevant than in such a situation. As a social work student, you need
to recognise and understand a service user’s cultural, social and life experience, again discussed
in Chapter 4, whilst not making assumptions based on those factors. Listening to the service
user’s unique experiences of their own life is critical to enable you to value the service user in
a person-centred way. In Placement Perspective 4.1, Myrtle Oke requests as a service user that
you treat her as an individual, whilst understanding her shared experiences of oppression. Hill
et al. (2019) advocate a cultural competence through understanding of the shared experiences,
oppression and triumphs of a group, but also recognise that this both changes over time and is
different for sub-groups within a culture (e.g. different age groups will experience their cultural
roots differently). They advocate a critical approach to diversity, asking you to reflect, as Myrtle
does, on the service user’s individual circumstances by listening to their perspective, but base it
within a position of knowledge through cultural competence.
Thompson’s (1992) PCS model of analysis provides an excellent framework for understanding
the layers of oppression that a service user may have encountered before entering your service
provision, and Tedam’s (2012) MANDELA model reminds us to take account of their cultural and
social history. Many of our service users have experienced oppression and discrimination, and a
significant role of the social worker is to empower the service user to achieve their full potential
and fight social injustice to enhance the service user’s rights.
On a practical note, your professionalism and values come together when issues of confidentiality arise. As a social work student, you are expected to share all information about your service
user within your placement agency in the form of written recordings or case notes, and to discuss
developments in relation to your practice learning opportunities with your practice educator,
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and sometimes manager. However, time spent reflecting on the ethical merits of this will develop
your values. How do you ensure that the service user knows the recording procedure, and who
has access to such information? Beesley et al. (2018) discuss that information sharing outside
your placement agency (i.e. with other relevant professionals) should only be undertaken with
the service user’s knowledge and within agency procedures.

Reflective Task 5.4
A service user asks you if she can share something with you ‘in total confidence’. What do you do?

Confidentiality is so important, as it values the service user and demonstrates professionalism.
However, in such a case you should not put yourself in a position of having ‘to keep a secret’. If a
service user asked this, you should always be clear that that was not possible. As a student social
worker, you should never be in a position where you have information that you are unable to
share with your practice educator or placement. When you start working with a service user, you
will need to set out the limitations of confidentiality, that as a representative of the agency, information shared will be documented within agency documents, but that non-relevant personnel
will not have access to it, and that it will not be shared outside the agency without their permission unless it is to protect and safeguard the service user or others. In order to continue to respect
and value a service user if they place themselves or others at risk, you should still only share that
information with relevant people and inform the service user of your actions.
Breaches of confidentiality can result in concerns being raised on placement, or even placement
termination. You have a duty to safeguard service user information, so leaving confidential files
in your car whilst you pay for petrol on the way to court is not acceptable, so you must plan
ahead to avoid this situation. You should not take service user information outside the office,
so think about how you record service user names and addresses in a diary but are still able to
access information on where to go. Chapter 8 explores the issues of confidentiality within your
academic work. But a simple rule of thumb is that you should remove all identifiable information
before it leaves the office to protect the service user.
Hill et al. (2019) remind us of the need to reflect on the power that comes with the role of social
worker. They argue, based on Foucault (1979), that in order to be professional, you need to
understand the knowledge base that you are working within, but that that knowledge base itself
is intrinsically value-laden and powerful.

Reflective Task 5.5
As a social work student, reflect on how you felt starting in a new profession or even a new placement,
and your confusion at the new ‘language’ of social work.
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It is likely that you felt powerless due to your lack of understanding. Now transfer that feeling to a service
user who is surrounded by that language, with decisions being made within a framework that they do not
understand the rules, and by people who are often once removed from you as the face of the agency.
How might the service user feel? What can you do to decrease that power imbalance?

You may feel powerless as a social work student, but to the service user, you are the powerful
agent for the service. Your recommendations will determine whether they get a service, so a
service user might feel unable to challenge you, or to be open and honest with you. Hill et al.
(2019) remind us of the efficacy of the exchange model of assessment (Smale et al., 1993)
in ensuring that the service user is participant in their own assessment and care planning.
Remembering to be empathic about their previous experiences and anxiety facing their current situation, listening to their perspective and giving reliable information and support will
begin to address the power imbalance, but it cannot be eradicated. A reflection of the impact of
yourself as an agent of control is an excellent way to develop your understanding of your
values.

KNOWLEDGE
Beckett and Horner (2016) argue that social workers have significant powers and responsibilities so have a duty to make informed decisions about people’s lives. Indeed, this is a way to
value service users by ensuring our professionalism and ability. It is based on knowledge and
understanding of social work theories found in core textbooks and journals, which inform us
why a service user might be acting in the way that they are (often referred to as a ‘theory’) and
how different interventions (often referred to as ‘models’) might be beneficial to their outcomes.
Furthermore, it is also based on understanding how a social policy impacts upon service provision, the legislative and procedural basis for your interventions, and how service provision works
between a range of service and professions. It is important to read widely and critically; consider
why a newspaper article is written from that perspective or how a research-based journal article
informs your practice. Whilst always using the module reading list as a base to work from is
essential, exploring other books and websites with a critical eye will enhance your understanding
of the subject. Watching TED talks can be beneficial, as can engaging in organised webinars to
reflect on the application of theory.
Beckett and Horner (2016) argue that social workers often use an eclectic mix of different
social work theories when undertaking an intervention, as service users are commonly complex with multiple issues that call for flexible, creative, multifaceted responses. Indeed,
Dunk-West (2018) reminds us that the complexity of working with service users means that
social work research findings can never be ‘one size fits all’, as research is subjective and the
service user’s complex needs and history impact uniquely upon them. That is not to dismiss
the importance of social work theory, and indeed as a social work student it is best to understand each one individually before you begin to amalgamate them. Reflective discussion in
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supervision enables the application of theory to practice, which is often when you are able to
understand its nuances more than on initial presentation in a lecture. As discussed in Chapter 4,
all work with a service user must come from a person-centred perspective, so when making
an informed decision you should be considering the most appropriate knowledge to apply to
that individual situation. Whilst Figure 5.1 does not cover every social work theory, it provides
examples of those that might influence your intervention with a service user.

Attachment theory
Social justice
Normalisation

Systems theory
PCS analysis model

Psychodynamic approaches

Family group conferences
Working with fathers

Cognitive-behavioural theory

Anti-discriminatory practice

Solution-focused theory

Empowerment

Drama triangle

Psychology
ASPIRE model

Feminism

Relationship-based practice

Bucket of vulnerability

Cycle of change

Reminiscence work

Recovery model

Transactional analysis

Person-centred theory

Life story work

Motivational interviewing
Strengths perspective

Task-centred theory

Child development

Social model of disability

Stages of loss

Crisis intervention

Group work

Sociology

Risk assessment

Interprofessional practice

Advocacy
Signs of safety

Direct work with children

Three models of assessment

Anti-oppressive practice

Social construction
Restorative practice

Figure 5.1 Key social work theories for intervention

Whilst the application of theory to practice should be undertaken within reflections and assignments, the development of it can be aided by your practice educator. Collingwood (2005) offers
a structure to support reflection on applying theory to practice in social work student supervision. Her three-stage theory framework asks the student to first build a profile of the service user,
including service provision history and personal details. Second, Collingwood (p. 9) asks that
the theory is considered by student and practice educator and added in two parts: the ‘theory
to inform’, which are theories such as sociological and psychological models that support the
student to understand the service user; and the ‘theory to intervene’, which enables the student
to consider the most appropriate intervention based on the service user’s needs. Third, after the
intervention Collingwood asks the student to consider which knowledge, skills and values they
drew upon as they reflect on their practice in supervision with the practice educator. Her research
identified that using this supervision strategy enhanced the reflective use of theory in supervision and increased the confidence of both social work student and practice educator.
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Reflective Task 5.6
Before undertaking an intervention:
Describe the service user’s history and personal profile.
What theory/theories help you to understand the service user’s needs?
What theory and model of intervention would enable you meet the service user’s needs?
After undertaking the intervention, reflect upon:
Which skills did you use?
Which knowledge did you use?
Which personal and professional values did you draw upon?

Collingwood (2005) provides visual representation of the model to aid reflection on A3 paper,
which makes it accessible for visual learners (see Chapter 1, VARK; Fleming and Mills, 1992).
Theory absolutely implies reading textbooks and journal articles, but exploration of visual
aids, such as theory cards, should never be discounted as a starting point to stimulate your
understanding.
Finally, Hill et al. (2019) reflect that the current, and very positive, trend is for empowering social
work interventions such as restorative practice, strengths-based practice and solution-focused
interventions, that each build on identifying strengths and building the service user’s confidence
and abilities. They value the service user and put them at the centre of your practice, which is
also a professional approach.

PLACEMENT PERSPECTIVE 5.2
Student’s perspective on developing their knowledge, professionalism
and values on social work placement
When on placement it is important to consider
which theories may be used for the specific
service user group, and read about them from
the beginning of placement. During supervision
discussions I was able to recognise times I had
used my knowledge to inform my practice and

was supported to identify which theories may be
useful to consider in future situations.
Skills can be demonstrated through working
directly with service users, colleagues and
other professionals. Feedback from formal
(Continued)

05_BEESLEY_MAKING_CH_05.indd 75

20/09/2019 5:33:15 PM

MAKING THE MOST OF YOUR SOCIAL WORK PLACEMENT

76

and informal observation is essential as this
can be used to contribute towards reflection.
I found that supervision and peer discussions
contributed to me being able to identify
and evidence my progression in line with
the PCF.
A good degree of reflexivity in relation to one’s
own feelings and actions is also important. I
feel that my time on placement allowed me to

develop my personal and professional
social work values. I used supervision and
reflection to recognise when I had applied
social work values to each scenario I was faced
with, also being mindful of my personal
values and how these can both impact
on practice.
Siobhan Appleyard, BA Social Work Student

CHAPTER SUMMARY
Social work is a complex profession that requires understanding and development of a range
of abilities to enable proficient support of the most vulnerable people in society. As a social
work student, you are expected to develop holistically so that not only can you intervene
effectively but that you also understand why from an evidence-based knowledge foundation
and a professional value base. Your ability to practice professionally will underpin all your
work and enable you to demonstrate capability as a student social worker. Your social work
placement will offer collaborative support to enable that development. Your practical learning
should be enhanced through time spent in informal and formal supervision discussing procedures and processes, values and application of knowledge to support your understanding of
social work. Inevitably, developing your professionalism, knowledge base and values through
reflection and collaborative supportive work with your practice educator will enhance your
social work skills, and enable you to develop your working relationship with service users and
professionals.

CHAPTER CHECKLIST
In order to maximise your holistic development on your social work placement:
layer your learning by ensuring that you apply knowledge to your practice, reflect on your work, and
consider your value base to ensure professionalism
demonstrate professionalism by being organised, using your initiative and yet remaining accountable, and adhering to agency expectations
explore your personal and professional values and be open to challenge yourself and your value
base
develop your knowledge of social work theories, models, legislation, social policy and procedures
by discussion in supervision and application in reflections and assignments.
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