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Abstract

Dialogue between those interested or engaged in qualitative research and practitioners
is essential if practice is to respond effectively to the increasing needs of service users.
However, this statement is underpinned by two linked assumptions — that the world of
the practitioner and that of the researcher are separate, and that there is a policy
audience receptive to qualitatively informed professional practice. This paper begins
by questioning these assumptions, recognising that neoliberal managerialism remains
dominant and is resistant to qualitatively inspired practice, determined that practi-
tioners are ‘siloed’ into skills or competence-based approaches in the name of account-
ability, value for money and ‘outcomes’ consistent with neoliberal ideology. We
emphasise the shared values and commitments between social work practice and
social work research which include the recognition that people may be encouraged
to understand and transform their world through the constant interaction of theory
and practice, a view we promote through our teaching. For example, social justice and
other social work values are highlighted through participatory, anti-oppressive and
feminist research and emphasised though critical, emancipatory approaches to research
questions. We include recent vignettes, demonstrating this approach, in which students
have used innovative research approaches, which have provided the possibility of fully
integrating research into on-going practice. Feedback from students and practitioners
concludes that this becomes possible if research teaching encourages partnership
between students, practitioners, service users and organisations.
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Introduction

Social work research increasingly involves service user perspectives (Dominelli,
2005; Orme and Shemmings, 2010). This is usually a deliberate methodological
decision taken co-operatively by service users and researchers, to ensure that
service user voices are pre-eminent in the design and conduct of the research
(Rogers, 2012). More recently, service users have also participated in analysing
data (see for example Sweeney et al., 2012) thus ensuring the authenticity of the
work. The conclusion may be that the worlds of service users and researchers
are symbiotic.

However, neoliberalism remains the dominant ideology, from Thatcher in the
late 1970s through to the current Coalition government (Lister, 2010), and its reach
is global (Spolander et al., 2014). Ideologically neoliberalism is committed to an
unfettered, unregulated market in the economic sphere, and, in the social sphere,
the ‘withering away’ of state responsibility for the care and well-being of its popu-
lace, to be replaced by either private voluntary effort (Cameron’s recently revived
Big Society) or privatised, for-profit services (Friedman, 2002). This alters the
balanced relationship between the state and its citizens. In Marshall’s (1952) classic
conception of citizenship, Social rights (welfare, health, education, etc.) are funda-
mental, and provide the infrastructure upon which Civil (freedom of worship, of
assembly, etc.) and Political rights (voting, free speech) are based.

Furthermore, in public sector social work, neoliberalism has the potential to
undermine the skills and confidence of social workers through managerialism, a
powerful discourse that emphasises outcomes and value for money, at the expense
of process and genuine progress. It may lead to what Dominelli has termed the
‘proletarianisation of professional practice’ (1996: 163). According to Koehn
(1994) a profession is defined by a set of criteria which include being licensed by
the state, providing membership of an organisation which promulgates standards
of behaviour and disciplines members who breach them, possessing ‘esoteric’ (i.e.
specialist) knowledge or skills, and finally, exercising autonomy over its work. As
Banks (2005: 214) argues, ‘proceduralisation can be viewed as a way of circum-
scribing professional autonomy and discretion’, ensuring staff accept a rigid,
hierarchical management structure and a proceduralised way of working. This
helps to reinforce the competitive, individualist ideology, at the core of neo-
liberalism (Littler, 2013). We argue that research-mindedness, a necessary pre-
requisite for research-informed practice, provides a powerful counterbalance
to this corrosive force, enabling social workers to retain and develop their critical
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thinking skills, and align themselves with service users in resisting the problematiz-
ing and individualising rhetoric of neoliberalism (Fish, 2014).

There have been linguistic attempts to bridge this gap. For example, the notion
of evidence-based practice (EBP) has created a smoke-screen, implying that
research has formed the basis of practice (Webb, 2001). Sackett et al. (1996, in
Jaynes, 2014: 222) define EBP in a medical setting as ‘the conscientious, explicit,
and judicious use of current best evidence in making decisions about the care of the
individual. .. It means integrating individual clinical expertise with the best avail-
able external clinical evidence from systematic research’. Unfortunately, ‘evidence’
suggests that EBP is often predicated on the former, i.e. individual experience, but
lacks the latter, systematic research. In addition, Howe (2009) suggests it is a
limited paradigm, which may be less useful in the majority of social work cases,
which become more complex, as ‘thresholds’ for intervention increase.

EBP is further evidence of the managerialist approach, which results in decreased
professional autonomy and reinforces the status quo (Orme and Shemmings, 2010: 21),
and is in opposition to fundamental social work values of social justice and anti-
oppressive practice. EBP is a narrow concept, exposing social work to the danger of
homogenization of social work knowledge (McCoyd et al., 2009 cited in Beddoe,
2011: 558; Scheyett, 2006, in Beddoe, 2011: 558). Humphries (2003: 86) argues that
EBP fails to value the voices of service users and practitioners, and ‘tends to privilege
certain types of evidence while marginalising other forms in favour of the, ‘quick and
dirty’ approach popular in contemporary health and social care’. Thus, some voices
are silenced. In such circumstances, ‘knowledge of the real world becomes subjugated
to disciplinary knowledge external to the world of the service user and practitioner’
(Gilbert and Powell, 2010: 13) in the quest for value for money and greater profes-
sional accountability (Beddoe, 2011). We support Mazza’s stipulation that evidence
must come from various sources (Mazza, 2008; Peterson et al., 2011) and generating
new evidence, based on creative practice, is a priority, in changing times.

Accountability, central to managerialism, is interpreted as an individual respon-
sibility, which has a number of consequences for social work. Social workers now
spend less time with service users and more time filling in paperwork. It is argued
that the balance has shifted from 20% to 80% in favour of service users to 80% to
20% in favour of paper work. In one study social workers reported spending 80—
90% of their time on indirect social work tasks (Holmes et al., 2009). Serious case
reviews have led to the scapegoating of individuals rather than investigating serious
systemic failures. This is redolent of Beck’s (1992) contention that in neoliberal
times risks and their solutions are individualised. This leads to a reductionist form
of practice where the lowest common denominator is deemed to be ‘what works’.

Thus, managerialism remains dominant, resistant to qualitatively inspired prac-
tice, determined that practitioners are ‘siloed’ into skills or competence-based
approaches in the name of accountability, or ‘hitting the target and missing the
point’ (Romeo, 2014).
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Research in social work

There has been well-documented concern about the lack of focus on research
in social work education, with research sometimes viewed as a marginal
activity (Jones, 2009). The marginality of research in social work education
within the UK, with its emphasis on meeting nine domains (Health and Care
Professions Council (HCPC), 2012). Although social work educators may privilege
the ability to reflect in and on action or practice (Schon, 1983) and to develop
reflexivity, the reality of increasingly compressed programmes (for example Step
Up and Frontline) mean that educators have to remain vigilant and resist instru-
mental, skills-based approaches, to actively engage students in practice-based
research.

The dominance of the neoliberal agenda and the pre-eminence of portfolio-
based training may partly explain why social work is identified as having a deficit
in research capacity, and has led to calls from respected academics and practi-
tioners for social workers to become ‘research literate’ (Dominelli, 2009, in
Rogers, 2012: 868). These ideas are finding purchase amongst professional social
workers. Those working in multi-disciplinary settings, alongside health staff for
example, find it essential to have research to support their advocacy. As one senior
social worker working with people with learning difficulties and mental health
issues commented ‘the medical model remains strong. We need to be clear about
the research to back our use of the social model’.

Calls for social workers to be ‘social scientists and research minded’ are wel-
comed (Croisedale-Appleby, 2014) but not if this implies a hierarchy of methods
with positivist ‘scientific’ research at its pinnacle. This is supported by Munch
and LaSala (2009, in Beddoe, 2011: 558) reporting on the quantocentric culture in
social work education and practice, as social work research has been critiqued for
accepting dominant methodologies, which lack its liberating, emancipatory
values, central to social work practice (Stier, 2006 in Rogers, 2012: 867).
Jaynes (2014) advocates for practice-based research, as more robust than evidence
based research. Suggest that practice-based research may help to address power
imbalances between professionals in multi-disciplinary teams.

Credentialism, central to neoliberal marketization (Brown, 2001) ironically
offers further support for research in social work. Within a mental health setting
feedback from another senior worker emphasised the value of ‘having the research
qualification’, as it created a greater sense of equity when working with medical
doctors, for example. Green (2006) proposes that one of the biggest issues facing
contemporary social work education is ‘its subordinated academic status and its
associated poor professional credibility’. Webber’s (2011) concern that social
work’s diminished credibility among other professions is because of its over reli-
ance on its theory base. Webber (2011) contrasts this with other professions such as
psychiatry and psychology, which have a strong basis in empirical evidence to
support their perspectives.
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There have been a number of initiatives, which at first glance may seem to
address the above concerns. For example, the Social Care Institute for
Excellence was established in 2001, to spread the knowledge of good practice
to social care practitioners. However, ‘good practice’ might be more akin to
New Labour’s ‘what works’, focusing on measurable answers to predefined
problems, rather than a ‘double-loop’ approach (Argyris and Schon, 1974),
which begins by questioning basic operating assumptions. The latter has greater
congruence with research approaches favoured by social work, which takes the
service user and their expertise as the starting point. In this way. .. social work
research and social work share the same moral and ethical principles (Butler,
2003; Gibbs, 2000).

We argue that social work and social work research have complementary
values, principles and processes. Both involve working with people who are
frequently marginalised and disadvantaged, enabling their voices to be heard,
and listening to and locating their stories within a wider social, political and
economic context. Both are concerned with the application of research know-
ledge. They also require similar skills. As Youll and Walker (1995: 203) argue,
advanced social work practice requires the ’capacity for reflection, systematic
review and critical analysis, used in the development of responsive and innova-
tive services” which resonates with Participatory Action Research (PAR). PAR is
an approach closely aligned to social work principles (Bradbury and Reason,
2003) and has clear links with service user movements, with a commitment to
‘participate with people in improving and understanding the world by changing
it (McTaggart, 1991 in Mclntyre, 2008: ix). For example, Rundell (2007, in
Phillips et al., 2012: 787) contends that reflective practice has a natural affinity
with some forms of action research, and Clifford and Cropper (1997) have made
a similar case in relation to parallels between research processes and social work
assessments. Webber (2015: 6) compares the social work methods used to inves-
tigate complex social problems to ethnographic methods used in social research.
Phillips et al. (2012) highlight the use of service user stories and narratives in
both research and social work practice, which may provide both depth and
breadth to current research agendas (Phillips et al., 2012), and enhance students
social work skills — a two way process. One current MA student commented
on how,

‘Studying the qualitative approaches such as phenomenological methodology and
research methods such as semi-structured interviewing and narrative approaches, has
really helped me whilst on placement to understand ways of opening-up dialogue with
service users, and of better exploring their perceptions of their experiences and|/or the
support being offered, which also helps evaluate the impact of services. I feel I have a
toolkit of non-leading, open questions that can promote communication with service
users, and that I have improved my listening skills and ability to create the right envir-
onment for improved communication’.
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Development of research-informed practice agenda in social
work education

Despite the contested relationship between research and practice (Webber, 2015),
the social work degree, established in 2003, provided the opportunity to include
research in the social work curriculum. More recently this received a further boost
as the social work curriculum, endorsed by the (HCPC, 2012) and the College of
Social Work, introduced the requirement for social workers to draw on research
evidence to assist them in their practice (Health and Care Professions Council,
2012). This is also evident in the Professional Capabilities Framework for social
workers in England (College of Social Work, 2012). However, policy may be ahead
of practice in this instance, and we question how embedded research is within social
work education and practice. For example, the Step Up To Social Work
Programme, an employment-based model of social work education, is established
at Post-graduate rather than Masters level, with an optional third research year.

Challenges to teaching research

Within traditional Masters and undergraduate programmes, despite the curriculum
emphasis on developing research-minded and research-informed practitioners, and
a growing recognition of the value of research amongst practicing social workers,
there remain challenges when teaching research to social work students.

Social work students are diverse, with differing previous experiences of doing
and using research from undergraduate or other programmes of study, and, in
some cases, in the workplace. For example, with our current MA group some
students have not previously undertaken a dissertation, while others have com-
pleted traditional dissertation modules at undergraduate level, involving the pro-
duction of a literature-based or empirical study, using either quantitative or
qualitative paradigms.

For those with previous dissertation experience, research and research teaching
may be perceived as peripheral to undergraduate and postgraduate programmes,
and research considered an additional and marginal activity. This is underlined as
research usually comes at the end of a course of study, a hurdle to be overcome
before getting on with the business of ‘doing’ social work. Despite initiatives and
the prominence of research in social work education policy it is understandable
that some social work students may view practice and research as separate and
unrelated, ‘adding complication to their everyday working lives’ (Gibbs and
Stirling, 2010: 441). This may partially account for the well-documented reluctance
of students to engage in research, particularly primary research, and general nega-
tive attitudes to research and research teaching (Bisman, 2003, in Orme and Powell,
2012).

However, there may be a number of additional personal and organisational
barriers which affect students’ interest, understanding, knowledge and confidence
when engaging in research. An ecarly study of social work student’s attitudes to
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research reported higher levels of research-related anxiety than amongst other stu-
dents, and a perception that research was less important to their profession (Royse
and Romp, 1992). Despite the greater policy emphasis on research in social work
education and practice, Maschi et al.’s (2013) more recent literature review on the
relationship between social work students and research anxiety suggests that stu-
dents continue to experience high levels of anxiety and low confidence, particularly
in the early stages of learning. However, research evidence indicates that as stu-
dents progress with their research projects and begin to write up their work, anxi-
eties reduce and their ‘sense of self-efficacy’ and confidence increase (Maschi et al.,
2013: 804). We have recognised that more emphasis on action research and the
transferable skills associated with research have had a positive impact on students’
confidence in undertaking research in practice (Beddoe, 2011: 568).

There may also be issues with student professional identity as ‘worker identity’
dominates ‘professional identity’. By ‘worker identity’ we mean the neoliberal idea
of the worker who performs discrete decontextualized, functional tasks to a speci-
fied level. Professional identity refers to Koehn’s (1994) concept which indicates the
predominance of esoteric knowledge and autonomy, both of which are supported
by research. However, there is a tension inherent here. By stressing a ‘professional’
identity, to which research is integral, there is danger of encouraging student social
workers to see themselves as another set of professionals ‘doing to’ service users,
rather than empowering facilitators, working with and alongside service users. For
this reason the research methodology we emphasise is qualitative, using methods
that enable and empower, all located within an anti-oppressive framework.

Therefore, as social work educators it is important to demystify and reframe
research with students and practitioners, by being mindful of the real and perceived
barriers to engaging. It is also important for students and practitioners to recognise
the transferable skills and knowledge they bring to the research process. Social
work educators can develop confidence in students and practitioners by raising
their awareness of these skills and demonstrating their transferability (Orme,
2006). Such skills include critical analysis, evaluation, reflexivity, communication
and the ability to draw on an eclectic range of theory and practice options. Social
work abilities are all framed within an anti-oppressive approach (Rogers, 2012) and
reflect the values, skills, understandings and qualities required by qualitative
researchers.

In response to student reluctance, some social work programmes have opted to
steer students away from conducting research with service users, and concentrate
instead on literature-based research modules (Maclntyre and Paul, 2013). This also
avoids the uncertainty of ethical approval, as university ethics panels may be reluc-
tant to endorse undergraduate research with service users. University Ethics panel
members may believe that students lack sufficient experience to research sensitive
issues with vulnerable individuals or groups, as panel members may be unaware of
the esoteric knowledge, skills, experiences and awareness of social work students,
which, in many ways, makes them ideally placed to conduct the research. As we
have argued, research and social work are based on common values, methods and
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skills, and there is a role for social work educators to ensure that colleagues on
ethical approval panels are aware of the depth and range of abilities of many social
work students. In addition, we have found it helpful to become members of
research ethics panels to advocate on behalf of students. In this way we perceive
the culture of the panels to be changing, albeit gradually, and for there to be a
greater recognition of the abilities of social work students to research with poten-
tially vulnerable groups. This focus has proved challenging for the ethical approval
process at times, although it has become clear that social work students have an
awareness of ethical issues and concerns around safeguarding and disclosure, by
virtue of their academic studies and practice experiences.

Teaching qualitative and emancipatory methods

Despite the inherent difficulties, we argue that qualitative research may be taught in
ways that promote the possibility of it both influencing and being integrated into
practice. Therefore, teaching on our Programme takes place within a framework
that parallels some of the principles and values of social work: critical, anti-oppressive
and participatory approaches. Students are encouraged to work within a reciprocal
framework with local organisations in order to produce research that is meaningful,
useful, and which contributes to the advancement of local knowledge and understand-
ing around practice and service provision. The corollary is that students have reported
how local voluntary organisations have been able to use their research findings to
assist with funding applications.

This approach brings both opportunities and challenges. These are related to
the diverse nature of the student group, their interests and motivations, the
professional and academic requirements of the programme, the interests and
abilities of teaching staff, and the concerns and requirements of external parti-
cipating agencies, particularly during a time of ‘austerity’. We encourage stu-
dents to carry out small scale research projects using creative qualitative
techniques within a critical and emancipatory research framework. Students
conduct research with both professionals and service users, drawing on a
range of styles and techniques which privilege the lived experiences of the
research participants, some of which are outlined below. One student reported
how engaging in empirical research had added to the social work skills she
already had, giving her,

‘Confidence in my ability to recognise and challenge poor practice and make recommen-
dation for improvement to benefit service users’.

Students are encouraged to use anti-oppressive research methods and resist the
dominant traditions of social science research (Dominelli, 2005; Stier, 2006). Our
view is that social work research should have ‘political purpose and action’
(Rogers, 2012: 867) and research methodologies emanating from a critical perspec-
tive that incorporate an understanding of power relations and focus on service
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user experiences and perspectives, including empowering, emancipatory, feminist,
anti-racist, participatory and action orientated approaches (Clifford and Cropper,
1997; Healy, 2001 cited in Rogers, 2012: 868; Stier, 20006).

Research that actively challenges the taken-for-granted assumptions (Berger and
Luckmann, 1966; Wahab et al., 2013) is more likely to engage with and focus on
the complex reality of service user groups, communities and individuals. This
means that students are encouraged to adopt a non-problematising and creative
approach to research, focusing on resilience and coping strategies (Lister, 2004) in
the context of structural inequalities, rather than individualising and problematiz-
ing certain groups or behaviours.

Using photo elicitation methods in an action research project with
homeless men

T., an MA student, undertook his first placement in a community based
organisation, with various projects within its ambit. T. became very inter-
ested in work with homeless men and decided to undertake some research
on the subject for his second year dissertation. Following discussion with
the organisation, some service users and his supervisor he identified that
boredom was a key issue for the homeless men he had encountered.
Therefore, when thinking about his research he decided, with the approval
of the organisation, to use photo elicitation as his research method, thus
providing the group of homeless men with an activity that interested them
and enabling them, through the visual medium, to bring their thoughts
and feelings to consciousness. The participants produced some memorable
work, and the conclusion of the research challenged some shibboleths of
homelessness, as well as providing the organisation with evidence in sup-
port of its work, particularly around the importance of culture. The
research project had proven successful both for the organisation and the
individual participants, and T. was asked to continue the work post
university.

One student recognised the benefits for practice of engaging in research, enabling a
deeper understanding service users’ circumstances,

‘without the research modules I believe I would not be so acutely aware of situations when
services users are not given a voice, when they could so easily have been given one’.

When practitioners become engaged in the research process, it facilitates service
user engagement and genuine influence over the research, an important counter-
balance, as for too long commissioners and researchers have controlled the
research agenda, resulting in service users having limited influence on research
(Rogers, 2012: 873). This reflects a key value in social work, ‘putting co-production
and advocacy as central to our practice’ (Hart, in Webber, 2015: 98). Whilst time
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limitations are a potential challenge for students conducting ethically approved
research, many of our students have conducted research that involves partnership
with service users, sharing research decision-making processes, including identify-
ing, at times, sensitive research questions, to give voice to stories that are rarely
heard.

Using a participatory action approach to engage young people in
research

G. used a participatory action research approach to work collaboratively
with young people in care and care leavers. He made links with a Children
and Young Peoples’ Council within a Local Authority and delivered a series
of interactive workshops which the young people attended to develop their
research capacity and skills. He worked with them to identify an area they
wanted to research further, and to bring a young persons’ perspective to an
issue of concern for them. A key aim was for the research to influence policy
at a local level. Participatory Action Research was used to ensure the
empowerment and participation of the young people, by encouraging them
to take ownership of an issue and involving them in the various aspects of the
research. This approach challenged the traditional hierarchical structure of
research by locating young people at the centre of the research, as the key
drivers and central to the decision-making process. It was also important for
young people to bring their own insight to the research process and offered a
valuable opportunity for them to gain transferable skills, including the oppor-
tunity to present their experiences and findings in a peer reviewed journal and
at a conference.

Coproduction of research and research partnership model

Social work placements provide the opportunity to enable students and social work
educators to develop effective relationships, even when researching highly sensitive
issues. Some students return to placement agencies to conduct their research. This
helps to overcome some of the blocks highlighted earlier, as students have existing
contacts and established relationships, and are aware of the sensitivities of agencies
and service users, which eases the research process and helps to allay fears and
anxieties. This can often result in a reciprocal relationship between students and
particularly small, voluntary agencies, where funding is a constant challenge, and
research and evaluation are needed, but capacity, resources and space may be
limited. Thus, organisations benefit from students’ research, as they may use the
data to improve service delivery and provide valuable evidence to assist in securing
further funding (Harder, 2010).
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Researching sensitive issues — birth mothers’ narratives

N.’s first social work placement was in a charitable organisation offering
support to women. She worked with a number of women who had experi-
enced a range of challenging issues, including birth mothers who had experi-
enced contested adoptions and who felt they had been unfairly treated and
disempowered throughout the legal process. One woman in particular had
told N. that she felt no one had listened to her story and this caused N. to
reflect on how women’s voices in such circumstances are often silenced. N.
used a feminist approach to the research and returned to the agency to inter-
view the women about their experiences. Such sensitive interviews were very
challenging, and the organisation supported the participants by offering
counselling services before and after the interviews, if needed. N. is currently
in the process of writing up the research for an academic journal and trusts
that presenting the women’s experiences will influence professional practice.
The organisation has also used Ns research findings to apply for further
funding to develop practice in this area.

Managers and staff in organisations, acting as gatekeepers to the research, have
provided valuable support to students, and examples of co-production, participa-
tory and collaborative working have developed. The voluntary sector is particu-
larly well equipped to promote a learning culture, due in part to the need to provide
monitoring and evaluation information for funding bodies, and also because they
are familiar with creative qualitative research methods and techniques, which we
encourage students to use.

Research partnership model to conducting research with parents with
mental health issues

D. had been involved in a local pilot research project as part of her role in her
first social work placement, in a voluntary agency working with young carers.
The original pilot study had focussed on the views of parents of young carers
around education. Both D. and the agency wanted to use the findings from
this study to develop the research further and D. worked closely with the
participation lead in the agency and her research supervisor to develop her
research focus and design. D. decided to focus on the views and experiences
of parents with mental health difficulties — a group whose voices are often
absent in relation to participation and involvement in service development,
and research. D. hoped that the research would inform policy, knowledge and
practice of educational institutions and other services working with parents
with mental illnesses, and strengthen the idea of whole family approaches to
improve outcomes for children. D. continued to use a research partnership
approach with the agency, which welcomed the opportunity for D. to pro-
gress the original research. The agency acted as gatekeeper and was able to
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support D. with the minor changes required by the Faculty Research Ethics
committee. The agency facilitated the recruitment of participants and pro-
vided a room for interviews to take place. Workers were also available after
the research interviews to provide support and/or information to partici-
pants. D. ensured that the findings were disseminated in a user friendly fash-
ion and has discussed the findings fully with the agency. Both D. and the
agency are keen to share the findings with a wider audience and intend to
publish the research in a peer reviewed journal.

Creating supportive and effective student learning
environments

We use a range of ways to engage students in research encompassing emotional,
cognitive and action-focussed activities from a strengths-based perspective
(Harder, 2010; Maschi et al., 2012). We aim to create a supportive learning envir-
onment (Maschi et al., 2013) by discussing hopes and fears at the start of the final
dissertation module to give students the opportunity to voice their concerns and
also think about what they hope to achieve from their research. Small group work
is encouraged and group supervision is also used which helps students to learn from
others, share resources, receive tutor and peer feedback and support. Students are
introduced to the research methods module during their first placement, before the
module officially begins, to enable them to formulate ideas early on and to make
the links between practice and research. Tutors may also raise the issue of research
during placement meetings with students and practitioners, reinforcing the links to
practice and putting research on the agenda early. Another aspect we are consider-
ing for the coming year to support the research practice link came from a final year
student’s comment that,

‘It would be helpful if some of the portfolio tasks (completed whilst on placement) could
be research based, as we could then make the links between practice and research, and
hopefully carry it on into jobs’.

Closer links between the research methods and dissertation modules are also estab-
lished earlier on so that students know what to expect and can have a longer term
approach to their thinking around their research ideas on in the programme. Early
formative feedback is provided on students’ first assessment, to enable students to
use the feedback to progress their thinking and ideas to develop a realistic and
workable research project.

Students attend a number of workshops and seminar sessions during the disser-
tation module at the beginning of their second year to help them to apply theory
learnt in their research module to practice. Such sessions include; developing inter-
view questions, completing ethics forms applications and analysing data. Tutor and
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peer feedback is also used during these sessions. Students are able to reflect on their
own research and aid their understanding by listening to real life personal and
practice research examples from tutors, peers (previous students who have con-
ducted research projects) and practitioners who come in to talk to the student
group about various aspects of their research. This helps to reduce anxiety con-
cerning the research process, reinforces the links between research and practice,
and highlights research mindedness. It is also invaluable for students to witness
how engaging in research can reinvigorate practice. One practitioner spoke about
the impact her research around loss and foster carers had on her practice
commenting,

‘[ feel like doing this research has given my practice a new lease of life. . .gathering the
views about loss I felt energised but a certain degree of responsibility to do justice to the
people who had shared their stories’.

Students value individual support and ongoing feedback from designated research
supervisors. One student stated how she,

‘Appreciated the support that we received when submitting for ethical approval, to dis-
cussing ideas with supervisors. I really appreciated the support in applying a time frame
to the whole process, in order to keep us up to date, and on course’.

Students are also encouraged to access other University wide research teaching and
learning opportunities. This helps students to come into contact with other
researchers and to feel connected to and part of the wider research community.

Conclusion

Whilst it is clear that some social workers are keen to engage in research, issues of
confidence, capacity, support and practicalities become barriers to participation
(Beddoe, 2011: 557, Joubert, 2006; Lunt et al., 2008; McCrystal, 2000).
Involvement with student social workers, through an HEI, may start to address
some of these issues, as research-mindedness, and learning spaces and cultures may
be developed through such interactions (Orme and Shemmings, 2010). This is
exemplified by our vignettes of student researchers.

However, there remain challenges for newly qualified and more experienced
social workers in both utilising and conducting research in practice (Corby,
2006; Orme and Powell, 2007; Sanders and Mumford, 2008). For example, the
rationale for practitioner research is not recognised by managers who remain °...
very focussed on service delivery goals and didn’t see social workers as having valid
research activities to pursue’ (Beddoe, 2011: 564). In this way the dominance of
neoliberalism creates atrophy and stymies creativity and responsiveness. As we
have suggested this represents a missed opportunity, as practice based research is
crucial to ensuring that knowledge creation is driven by service users (Fuller and
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Petch, 1995). Ultimately, the benefits to service users, practitioners and organisa-
tions would be significant.
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