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Introduction

Introduction
The course explores what it means to become a critical social work practitioner by using a
series of activities and readings to guide you through some new and important concepts.
An understanding of ‘critical perspectives’ will help you take a positive and constructive
approach to the challenging problems that arise in social work practice.
You will be introduced to a critical understanding of the nature and boundaries of personal
and professional discretion and judgement in the delivery of social work services;
recognising the complex tensions between the personal and the social processes in
people's lives.
The course also explores the relationship between justice and care and control, and the
practical and ethical dilemmas in this relationship.
This OpenLearn course is an adapted extract from the Open University course :
K315 Social Work Programme.
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Learning Outcomes
After studying this course, you should be able to:
●

demonstrate a critical understanding of the nature and boundaries of personal and professional discretion and
judgement in the delivery of social work services; recognising the complex tensions between personal and social
processes in people's lives

●

demonstrate an understanding of the complex relationship between justice, care and control and the practical
and ethical effects of this relationship.

1 Understanding critical practice

1 Understanding critical practice
1.1 Active reading and questioning
Activity 1
2 hour(s) 0 minutes(s)

Being ‘critical’ is a vital concept for both academic study and professional practice in
this course. This first activity combines both by asking you to read and actively
question, or critique, an academic chapter about ‘critical practice’.
Read the following article: Chapter 1, ‘Introducing critical practice’, in The
Critical Practitioner in Social Work and Health Care.
Read the chapter as an ‘active reader’. Make a note of anything that you find
confusing, incomprehensible, don’t agree with, or would like to explore further. In the
next activity you will be comparing your views with those of others.
When reading, look out for terms such as ‘domains’, ‘pillars’ and ‘principles of critical
practice’.
During this course, you may find certain aspects of the material presented, or
situations in your practice, confusing or difficult. Glaister points out that accepting a
degree of uncertainty about any intervention has to be part of the job. Critical practice
recognises, accepts, and addresses that uncertainty in order to try to be clearer about
what is confusing us, or what we may not know. As critical practitioners we then try to
become more knowledgeable so that we can manage that uncertainty.
On first reading this chapter, we found the ‘three domains of critical practice’ in
Figure 1.1, and the introduction of the word ‘reflexivity’, a bit confusing. However, as
discussion moved on it became clearer that these three domains are key aspects of
understanding the complexities of critical practice. If you didn't think much about this
when you read the chapter, you may find it helpful to have another look at it. The
‘domains’ is a model that argues for professional practice as a combination of:
1.

your analysis of situations;

2.

your actions as a social worker;

3.

reflexivity as a process that connects your analysis and actions.

The model of ‘domains’ may appear abstract and detached from practice realities. So,
Glaister links these complex concepts to ‘three pillars’ of everyday practice. Glaister's
‘pillars’ (forging relationships, empowering others and making a difference) seem
important and few would argue with them. But are they the only pillars of practice that
could be identified?
We came up with at least three other pillars of practice. You are likely to think of others.
Many will interconnect and overlap. Ours were:
●

inter-professional liaison and collaboration

●

being an employee and representative of your organisation
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enacting a professional code of practice.

●

Glaister's ‘principles of practice’ are perhaps even more open to question and critical
argument. We asked you to take an active and critical approach to these two
principles.
In discussion, we felt that the principle of ‘respecting others as equals’ is the kind of
social work principle that it is easy to sign up to. However, we asked ourselves a
number of critical questions to find out the extent to which we actually agreed with it.
For example:
●

Is this principle always possible?

●

Does this include sex offenders and paedophiles?

●

Respect for others should be an essential starting point in our practice
interactions – but what are the practice implications of treating others ‘as equals’?

●

Can social workers with professional power ever be ‘equal’ to service users'?

The principle of ‘an open and not-knowing approach’ elicited similar critical questions:
●

Is this principle ever possible?

●

What are the limits to ‘openness’ for social workers in practice?

●

Is there a power imbalance between you, as a professional, and service users
that makes openness difficult?

●

Is it realistic (or defensible) to take a ‘not-knowing’ approach or do we all
approach every situation with a framework of expectations, or ‘hypotheses’, that
filters and tests what we find?

●

Should this really be an ‘incomplete-knowing’ approach?

Reading about and reflecting on these questions is all part of ‘being critical’ in your
approach to both academic studies and professional practice.
However, social work is largely made up of ‘talk’ between people; the next activity
offers an opportunity to listen to a panel discussion about critical practice.

1.2 Hearing about critical practice
Activity 2
1 hour(s) 0 minutes(s)

Listen to the following audio clips, ‘Panel discussion on critical practice’, Part 1:
Critical practice.
Audio content is not available in this format.
Panel discussion 1a

Audio content is not available in this format.
Panel discussion 1b
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Compare your notes from Activity 1 with the views of the panel. Answer the following
questions:
1.

What areas of overlap were there between your views and those of the panel
members?

2.

Did you detect any differences between the views of the academics, the manager,
and the practitioner? Were they significant? If so, how?

3.

Has your perspective changed as a result of listening to this discussion? If so, in
what ways?

Listening to people talk about social work, from their particular point of view, can often
add new dimensions to your understanding of what different issues mean to you. The
two practitioners were clear that ‘being critical’ was essential to their approaches to
practice. This was reinforced by both the academic speakers. The academics added
that, while critical practice can sound very theoretical, or philosophical, because it
requires practitioners to question their assumptions and not just take things for
granted, this critical questioning approach isn't simply introspective and reflective; it
must also lead to action and change. The social worker's main tool for action and
change is ‘talk’.
The next session will illustrate this point by introducing you to some arguments about
how talk enables and constructs the nature of your practice.
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2 Constructive social work
2.1 Introduction
This session has two activities. Both introduce you to some theoretical perspectives on an
approach to practice known as ‘constructive’ social work. You will read and think about
some provocative theoretical and philosophical ideas that have an important application
to the key practice activities of ‘talk’ and, through talk, the development of working
relationships.

2.2 What is constructive social work?
Activity 3
1 hour(s) 20 minutes(s)

Read the following article: ‘What do we mean by “Constructive social work”?’
While you're reading, make notes on the theoretical and philosophical ideas you come
across.
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There is a lot to consider in this opening chapter of a book arguing for a ‘constructive’
social work approach. We felt that three key themes should be highlighted. The first,
and perhaps the most relevant for this course, is that a constructive approach
demands a critical stance towards our assumptions about understanding ourselves
and others. In social work practice a critical stance implies that we remain open to, and
curious about, the things that we ordinarily ‘take for granted’ and that we question
‘received wisdom’, or assumptions, about the way things are and the way things work.
Perhaps this is what Glaister meant by an ‘open and not-knowing’ approach?
One of the explanations for this critical stance is that our assumptions, or our
categories and concepts, about the world are ‘situated’ historically and culturally and
therefore vary over time and place. So, a critical or constructive practitioner shouldn't
assume that their ways of understanding the world are the same as colleagues' or
service users' with whom they work. You may have views in common but you cannot
assume what these may be without checking it out through interpersonal dialogue and
talk.
The second key theme follows from this emphasis on checking assumptions and areas
of agreement and difference. The quality of dialogue, between you as a practitioner
and the people with whom you work, is strongly influenced by the quality of the
relationship that you have and the communication that you can establish and maintain.
Later in this course you will read the case study of a social worker, John, who makes
this point very clearly when describing how forming a relationship offers a chance to
make a difference. If you have no relationship, he says, you have ‘no chance’ of
influencing things.
This leads on to the third theme of constructive social work. Our knowledge of
ourselves and of others is developed through interaction and social processes. This
use of ‘talk’ to build and sustain relationships can be argued to be at the core of social
work practice. We will be exploring this through a real case scenario later in this
course.
One of the more philosophical arguments to help explain a constructive approach is
the view that people have different assumptions about how they see their worlds or
their social realities. The next activity aims to explore this through a story about three
baseball umpires. Don't worry if you don't know anything about baseball, or any other
sport, you will still get the point!

2.3 Objective conditions and subjective definitions
Activity 4
2 hour(s) 0 minutes(s)

Reread the story about the three baseball umpires, which you'll find on page 11
of ‘What do we mean by “Constructive social work”?’
After you have read the story again, read the three paragraphs following it which
include a quote from Fuller and Myers (1941), about objective conditions and
subjective definitions. Think about what you have read and draft answers to the
following questions:
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1.

How would you describe the differences between the three umpires in terms of
their ‘world view’ (or how they see things) in calling balls and strikes?

2.

If they were three social workers discussing how they ‘see problems’, what
difference might this make to their practice?

3.

If social work was practised according to the first or second type of approach used
by the umpires what might be the likely result?

4.

What are the implications of the third approach for social work practitioners'
power?

5.

In what ways were you persuaded (or not!) by the distinction between objective
conditions and subjective definitions?

6.

Did this distinction help to further explain the difference between the three
umpires?

7.

Do you think that the existence of ‘problems’ is self-evident – or does it depend,
as the authors argue, on someone claiming or asserting that a problem exists?

8.

What are the implications for social workers' practice in general and your practice
in particular?

When you have drafted your answers to these questions, you may wish to share them
using the Comments section below. You will also be able to see the comments from
others studying this course and can, if you wish, post further comments agreeing or
disagreeing with them. Your developing thoughts will contribute towards an online
group debate about the different views and responses to what you have read.
The story demonstrates three different ways of approaching practice; the first assumes
that what we see and hear is not interpreted by us, or filtered by our assumptions – that
what we see is the way things ‘really are’. The second accepts that reality appears only
as we, or rather ‘I’, see it, that is, only through my own perceptions and prejudices or
‘constructs’. The third approach recognises the importance of our own constructs of
reality but, in addition, accepts that there is power in our social positions. In other
words, we can use our position within social situations to ‘call’ and thereby create and
define an interpretation of what has happened.
What it is crucial to understand is the power of the role that certain people play within
certain situations. In baseball, cricket or football, the umpire or referee enforces the
rules of the game. Although many people may have contributed to creating the rules,
the person who interprets them has power as a result of their position. The rules of the
game may have been socially created and constructed from many different sources
but they are open to interpretation and professional judgement.
Social work practice shares some similarities with this scenario – but it also has some
important differences. The ‘rules’ concerning services and interactions between social
workers and service users have been constructed socially via agency and government
policy. Nevertheless, these rules have to be put into practice by the social worker
interacting with service user(s) and colleagues, often over long periods of time.
However, absolute split-second decisions do not have to be made by social workers
acting alone! So, in implementing ‘the rules of the game’ social workers can see these
rules as:
●

more or less fixed, permanent and outside their control

●

as a matter for their discretion and judgement only
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●

as a social process that they and the service user are part of, and over which they
have significant influence, but not full control – however, neither does anyone
else!

In our view, if social work is practised according to the first or second approaches it is
likely that partnership with service users will fail because the service will be
bureaucratic and impersonal, or idiosyncratic and judgemental.
In effect, practising the first two approaches would undermine Glaister's pillars of
practice, as discussed in Activity 1.
The quote from Fuller and Myers which follows the story makes a key philosophical
distinction with profound professional practice implications. There are ‘objective
conditions’ in all social work situations, about which disagreement is unlikely. For
example, there is no bed for a child; no heating in an elderly person's house; a family
has no money. In addition, and overlaying these conditions, there are also ‘subjective
definitions’ of situations through which everyone, including social workers, assigns
meanings, values, judgements and assessments.
The objective absence of bed, heating or money may clearly be a priority problem in
given situations. However, there is an equal possibility that it may not be assessed as a
problem, or not one necessarily requiring social work intervention, when a range of
other information about specific circumstances and possible future actions are
negotiated or taken into account.
To pursue these examples: the parents may be happy for the child to sleep with them
until a bed can be found; the elderly person may prefer to wear more clothing rather
than spend money on heating; the family may have friends or relatives who are willing
and able to help. This key distinction between objective conditions and subjective
definitions is crucial to understanding the ‘constructive’ approach to social work
practice.
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3 Critical use of language: service user
views and professional power
3.1 Introduction
This section builds upon the previous two by encouraging you to critically examine the
importance of language in constructing social work relationships. The activities highlight
key messages about the power of talk in helping people to make sense of their
experiences, take control and make changes to their lives. The ‘power of talk’ applies as
much to social workers as to the service users with whom they work. However, the reality
of social work practice suggests that ‘making sense, taking control and making changes’
is more easily said than done. The opening activity in this section illustrates how even a
very small snippet of practice can be analysed and how theory can be used to provide
different explanations of what might be taking place.

3.2 Analysing practice
Activity 5
1 hour(s) 30 minutes(s)

Read ‘Constructive first engagement: best practice in social work interviewing –
keeping the child in mind’ (Cooper, 2008).
As you read this chapter consider ways in which you could capture and examine your
interactions with service users, through similarly detailed analysis.
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This reading demonstrates how even a very small extract of the dialogue and
language used in practice exchanges can be analysed to draw out further meaning
and insight. It also offers explanations of some of the theoretical underpinnings of a
constructive social work approach.
The chapter is part of a collection of essays that illustrate a ‘critical best practice’
approach to social work. Part of this approach to social work argues that social work
skills, strengths and good practices can be identified even where the overall outcome
of cases may eventually appear to be poor. In other words, in your practice learning
opportunity, the analysis of your action doesn't have to be tied to apparently
‘successful’ pieces of work. Using this approach, you can still argue for the good
practice skills, knowledge and values that you used to make the case for your
professional intervention.

3.3 What to do about Sarah?
Activity 6
1 hour(s) 45 minutes(s)

Read the Case Study ‘Sarah's story: What to do about Sarah’
Keep in mind the analyses used in the previous reading, pay careful attention to the
language being used and note down some responses to the following questions:
1.

What is your analysis of what is being said by John and Sarah to each other?

2.

What is your analysis of the interactions between Sarah and her mother?

3.

How would you sum up John's obligations towards Sarah – legal and otherwise?

4.

To what extent can John take account of Sarah's stated wish for him not to
intervene but just to ‘be there’?

5.

What do you judge to be the potential for Sarah and Karen, as service users, to
have influence in this situation? In what ways would you try to maximise this?

Once you have answered these questions, you may wish to share your answers with
others studying this course by posting them in the Comments section below.
As with the previous reading, there can be a difference between the information that is
being presented and a more in-depth analysis. Here are some questions that occurred
to us:
●

What point is John making in the car about risks? Concerns about Sarah are the
reason for his involvement – but he is equally aware of the risks to both him and
his employing agency. ‘Pointing the finger’ expresses a lot about a perceived
culture of blame where social services are concerned. ‘Damned if you do and
damned if you don't’ is a phrase that expresses the dilemmas of whether, and
how to, intervene in social work situations.

●

We had different responses to how Sarah appears as a 14-year-old girl who has
been involved with social services from the age of twelve. Some thought that she
seemed much older than her age; others thought that she seemed much younger.
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In some respects then, Sarah's actual age may be less relevant than an
assessment of her overall development as a young person.
●

What were your responses to the parent–child interactions between Sarah and
her mother? An analysis of parental authority might suggest that, on the evidence
of this interaction, the normal power relationship had been inverted. We felt that
there could be many implications for the ability to effectively work ‘in partnership’
in a voluntary arrangement in this situation.

●

Finally, what did you think about John's communication with Sarah? We thought it
had many elements of ‘best practice’ as set out by Cooper (2008) in the previous
reading. John expressed his concerns very openly whilst giving the clear
message that he couldn't just go away and that ‘other steps’ could still be taken in
the future. In doing this, he was gently confrontational and yet sensitively
responsive to Sarah within the dialogue whilst leaving open the door for further
work.

3.4 Sarah and John talking under a streetlight
Activity 7
1 hour(s) 30 minutes(s)

Read the Case Study ‘Sarah's story: Under the streetlight’
Using the approach taken by Cooper (2008) in the reading, and the case studies from
this activity and Activity 6, sketch out some responses to the following questions:
1.

How would you now analyse what is being said by John and Sarah to each other?

2.

To what extent are Sarah and John able to ‘listen and respond’ to each other?
What may be the different constraints?

3.

Is John taking the best approach? Do you agree with what John is saying and
trying to do in the different sequences?

4.

What did you think of John's final question? Given the reaction, would you have
pursued it further?

5.

Would you have taken a different approach in this situation? If so, what and why?

6.

In what ways has your understanding of the interaction between John and Sarah
been influenced by the three readings in this course?

These are all complex questions that, in different ways, go to the heart of why social
work is often a very difficult business! Consequently, there are few, if any, absolutely
‘right’ answers to these questions. Your responses are a matter of critical judgement
for you in the light of the information available. You may feel that you haven't got
enough information for ‘the full picture’ – but this is not unusual. In social work it is
doubtful whether a ‘full picture’ is ever possible. You are often likely to be working in
situations where the background is sketchy and incomplete or where the situation is
unstable and changeable. In such dynamic scenarios there is a need to develop
working hypotheses and understandings and maintain an approach that revises these
in the light of your enquiries, interventions and other developments as they unfold.
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3.5 Reactions and reflections
Activity 8
0 hour(s) 15 minutes(s)

Read the Case Study ‘Sarah's story: Sarah and John’
Make notes on the reactions presented in the Case Study.
You will have had your own reactions to the powerful scene between John and Sarah
under the streetlight. Listening to the views of others, particularly those who actually
participated in the scene, provides another set of perspectives that can enrich your
understanding of what was going on. This can be described as a ‘multiple
perspectives’ approach to knowledge and learning and is a key aspect of constructive
social work, as well as being of great importance to social work practice. The key point
is that our first reactions and judgements are just a starting point, based, as they have
to be, on our assumptions about what is going on. It is only through checking others'
perspectives that we can go below the surface and achieve a deeper understanding of
situations.

3.6 Professional conference with Karen present
Activity 9
1 hour(s) 0 minutes(s)

Read the Case Study ‘Sarah's story: Child protection conference’
As you read, consider the following questions:
1.

What is the conference chair saying in plain language?

2.

What kind of language is she actually using?

3.

What are the difficulties of using ‘professional short-hand’ or jargon phrases in a
meeting where not everybody is a professional and may not share an
understanding of the language?

4.

What is Karen saying? Is she being ‘heard’ in this clip? What is her ‘service user's
view’ about her position in this meeting or in decision-making processes?

5.

Does Karen have a point?

This is a very short extract from a real-life child protection conference involving Sarah's
mother, Karen, and various professionals, including the social worker, John. It is
important to realise that this extract has been edited and greatly shortened and so
appears out of any context. The focus on the participants' language use does not,
therefore, reflect their overall contribution to the conference. The point of focusing
upon a small selection is to illustrate the argument that even very small snippets of the
language used in practice can reveal profound messages about power and
powerlessness.

16 of 21

Monday 10 June 2019

3 Critical use of language: service user views and professional power

3.7 Perspectives on practice: building relationships
Activity 10
0 hour(s) 30 minutes(s)

Listen to the following audio file ‘Reflections: Anne Farmer’.
This is an excerpt from an interview with Anne Farmer, who acted as chair of the
conference that was the subject of the Case Study for the previous activity (Activity 9).
Audio content is not available in this format.
‘Reflections: Anne Farmer’

Karen, Sarah's mother, found it difficult to hear what had been written in the report, and
was not used to the form of language used to describe some of the professional
perceptions of the difficulties with Sarah.
In another part of the interview, Anne Farmer pointed out that parents do disagree,
particularly around the identification of the risks. This is because these can at times be
the cause of concern for professionals involved.
Parents hearing this can feel as though they are a failure as a parent. It can make them
feel undermined. Therefore, it is a very difficult balance. Professionals need to be
honest with parents about what needs to be different and what needs to be changed, in
order for the situation to move forward.
It was difficult for Karen to hear that she hadn't been a very consistent parent, and that
her daughter was involved in sexual exploitation. But actually, for Karen, who was
placing herself at quite significant risk, that was all very real.
The impact of Sarah's experience with her mother had been very difficult. They had
had a conflicting and difficult relationship.
Now read the Case Study ‘Sarah, Karen and John’.
These extracts illustrate different perspectives on social work relationships. They differ
on a personal level because the individuals are clearly very different people and each
illustrates a different ‘take’ on the nature of the relationship that is being discussed. But
they also differ because of the social position that each individual occupies.
Anne Farmer gives a clear explanation of her perspective as chair of a multiprofessional child protection conference. Her relationship with service users is
distanced and framed by agency requirements to ensure that the conference proceeds
effectively. John, Sarah and Karen are much more involved with each other and have
an ongoing need to negotiate a working relationship that is maintained through the ups
and downs of a child protection intervention. They all need to negotiate with each other
using the different levels of power that their position affords them. The final activity in
this course returns to the panel discussion to explore these issues.
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3.8 Perspectives on practice: building relationships
Activity 11
1 hour(s) 0 minutes(s)

Listen to the following audio clips, ‘Panel discussion on critical practice’, Part 2:
Professional power
In these clips, the panel critically discusses the importance of service user views and
the nature of professional social workers' power.
Audio content is not available in this format.
Panel discussion 2a

Audio content is not available in this format.
Panel discussion 2b

Audio content is not available in this format.
Panel discussion 2c

The questions arising from arguments about ‘service user participation’ are important
and complex. In principle, few people, if any, argue against involving people in
decisions that affect their lives. In practice, however, implementation of this principle is
often difficult. There are many reasons why this may be so and the panel discussion
touches upon some of the implications for professional knowledge, values and the
structure of service provision. A key summary point can be highlighted from the
discussion about the complexities of social work power in practice:
So power operates in all kinds of strange liquid ways in social work, if you
like, and it's never quite clear at any one point in time how it's operating. And
I think the skilled social worker is one who can operate at a number of
levels. And so when they are with GPs and teachers, over whom they have
no authority, when they are with multi-agencies working to find a solution
over whom they have no line management, and the social worker has got to
be a really skilled organisational operator there, crossing all these
boundaries, dealing with all these other particular identities and people and
egos and interests. And I think the skilled social worker is one who can
actually hear and manage all these different discourses and find solutions
within them. And that's quite a modern identity, quite a modern task …
At a number of points in this discussion, the speakers talk about the importance of
negotiating with people and the extent to which social workers retain considerable
discretionary power.
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Conclusion
This course has introduced you to some important and challenging ideas in social work
theory and practice. We have developed the ideas of critical practice to demonstrate,
through a constructive approach, that social work theory and practice are closely
interlinked.
In a close examination of an interaction, theoretical perspectives can be ‘pulled’ from an
analysis of ‘talk’ or the communication and language used in a social work interview, as
the reading by Cooper (2008) illustrated. The quality of this communication is often
dependent on the quality of the working relationship, as clearly illustrated in the first part of
Sarah's story and the discussion with the participants. The audio discussion explored
some of the wider complexities that emerge from this ongoing dynamic between
professional power and social work values which emphasise power sharing through the
involvement and participation of people in decision making.
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