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Preface
Preface

The editors of this book share a long-term interest in working internationally for social
work education as well as locally and nationally in their respective countries and commu-
nities of practice. Each has played a key role in the International Association of Schools of
Social Work (IASSW), serving in various capacities over several years. Their current roles
are as co-chairs (Carolyn and Brian) and committee member (Helle) of the IASSW pub-
lication committee and in these roles they are responsible for developing publications of
value to the international community that the IASSW serves.

It was in this committee that the idea of a global book on social work education began
to germinate. The idea was to gather curricula on social work programs from as many re-
gions as possible to showcase what was being taught in various cultural, sociopolitical and
regional contexts. While many texts were being published focusing on international social
work and the complexity of working and talking about social work across borders and cul-
tures, there were no such books on what was actually informing the curricula in countries
where social work was taught.

But we didn’t want to stop there. We acknowledge that social work education theory
and practice is current, relevant and transformative if it is informed by contemporary de-
bates, critical reflections and research. That is, scholarship must reflect upon and challenge
current thinking and thus generate new ideas. Here we set out to compile a collection of
work by eminent scholars, which has an international focus. Our idea to do this was based
on the premise that no such gathering of programs and ideas from as wide a field as we
had in mind had yet been undertaken. It was an exciting project, an exciting idea.

Taking the proposal from the publications committee to the full board of IASSW was
the first step in furthering this project. Given full support from the board for this initiative,
we then set about forming the book’s content and structure, contacting possible contribu-
tors and looking for a publisher. The IASSW global conference to be held in Melbourne in
2014 was a key point to work back from.

A clarion call across the membership and beyond yielded the current content focusing
on the many elements that make up social work education. In response we have educators
from Mexico, Argentina, Chile, Spain, south and east Africa, the Caribbean, Indonesia,
Eastern Europe, Canada, the United Kingdom, Aotearoa/New Zealand, Australia, South
Korea, Nepal, the United States of America, India and Hong Kong talking about their pro-
grams. An eclectic mix of ideas and unique identities that inform many of the social work
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programs in these countries emerged from their efforts. We are grateful for all their contri-
butions, for sharing their ideas and salient features of their courses and the philosophical
and pedagogical practices that underpin their programs.

To complement this information on curricula the editors approached eminent authors
from across the globe whose work we were familiar with and asked them to submit what
we called seminal ideas emanating from their long careers in social work education as
teachers, researchers and scholars. Their response resulted in a wide range of scholarship.

We have organised authors’ contributions into eight parts. These are: ‘Theory of social
work’, ‘Social work as a profession’, ‘The development of social work education courses’,
‘The social work curriculum’, ‘Social work and the welfare state’, ‘Social work and social
change’, ‘Social work and political activism’, and ‘The past and the future of social work’.
Threaded throughout these sections are discussions on the philosophical bases of social
work, social work education as transcending disciplinary and professional boundaries, and
salient lessons from long-term activists. In exploring these themes, Global social work:
crossing borders, blurring boundaries addresses issues regarding commitments to human
rights, social action, and the desire to challenge traditional orthodoxies and take social
work discourse in new, albeit challenging directions.

We are thankful to each other for this book, which is a truly international col-
laboration based on friendship and cooperation. Born out of our shared belief of the
importance of global interdependence, this edited collection builds on the strength of local
and national practices, a respect for cultural influences, and the acknowledgment that so-
ciopolitical contexts should underpin all our actions and theoretical understandings.

We hope you will agree with us that the depth of scholarship these authors have given
us will continue to influence the current and future developments of social work programs
across the globe as ideas cross borders and blur boundaries.

Carolyn Noble
Helle Strauss
Brian Littlechild

Global social work
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Part 1
Theory of social work
Theoryofsocialwork





1
Towards identifying a philosophical
basis of social work
Towardsidentifyingaphilosophicalbasisofsocialwork

Carolyn Noble and Mark Henrickson

Social work has absorbed and adapted major theories from related disci-
plines since its inception as an applied discipline over 100 years ago. These
positions have been used to construct its ethical underpinnings and its epis-
temological standpoint. In this chapter we revisit this activity and address
two questions: can we act as practitioners before we are fully cognisant
of the ontological and philosophical position informing our practice? Is it
possible to have a unitary, core ‘truth to act’ in light of the current globalisa-
tion of cultural norms, intercultural influences and challenges to intellectual
traditions as being patriarchal, colonial and monocultural? Social workers
must critically engage with philosophical and theoretical writings in order
to understand the bases and implications of their practice decisions. Equally,
however, a philosophy of social work must be dynamic, intersubjective and
dialogic, and propose that we co-create theory, knowledge and praxis with
our clients.

Why a philosophy of social work?

Social work has emerged as an international discipline and is now practised in many coun-
tries around the world: the International Federation of Social Workers claims membership
from at least 90 different countries (International Federation of Social Workers, n.d.). A
key question for the discipline now is what are the shared understandings about the world,
communities and individuals that allow social workers from Beijing, Buenos Aires, New
York, Durban, Suva, Mumbai, Helsinki or the remote Australian Outback to talk cogently
with one another? That is, what is social work and its praxis, and what, if any, shared un-
derstandings or unifying philosophy can be identified?

It is important to acknowledge at the outset that social work research and pedagogy
have been established on the foundations of European knowledge and worldviews (Sung-
Chang & Yuen-Tsang 2008). These worldviews have been enshrined in the dominant
language of social work knowledge discourse, English. In the postmodern era our dis-
cussions about social work must occur in the context of globalisation (Desai 2000). As
we write this chapter the definition of social work itself is being reviewed and revised,
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and this review acknowledges multiple knowledges and the existing hegemony of Western
knowledge discourses. The definition review acknowledges this multiplicity by encourag-
ing regional and even national amplifications of the international definition of social work.

Across the globe we can discern a common feature of social work in its drawing on
a number of interdisciplinary theories for its praxis (e.g. cognitive behavioural theories,
psychodynamic, ecological, general systems, etc.), which is often cited as a strength: we
take the best theories of other disciplines that are consistent with social work values and
ethics, and through praxis give them a social work ‘flavour’. However, the diversity of the-
oretical approaches to praxis can also be seen as a weakness, encouraging many theories
to exist side by side (Soifer 1999) without a framework for deciding what theory to use
when, and treating all theories as more or less equally valid. Fook (cited in Bell 2011) notes
that a philosophy of social work is necessary to establish a framework theory of theories,
in order to avoid an unsystematic eclecticism that might proffer contradictory approaches
to practice from equally contradictory ontological positions. Other attempts to explore a
uniquely philosophical position find social work scholars renouncing exclusivist logical
positivism and its research and practice methodologies, while at the same time recog-
nising the inevitable limitations and difficulties of an exclusivist postmodernism with its
multiple truths (Hugman 2003). Others have challenged the notion of having to choose
between positivism and postmodernism (Thomas 2004). However, in the marketised, ne-
oliberal funding and practice context that prevails throughout much of the world, social
workers are increasingly pressured by funders and governments into positivist research
and ‘outcomes-driven’ service delivery paradigms (Peile & McCouat 1997).

In an age of economic austerity, how can social work explain and justify itself, its re-
search and service delivery paradigms to funders and governments, let alone to each other
and service users? Unlike the creative arts, we cannot be satisfied with a position that says
that ‘we know it when we see it’. And in multidisciplinary practice environments such as
health and mental health care, how does social work explain what it does (and does not
do) to other disciplines and professions?

This discussion is an opportunity for social work not only redefine itself but to redefine
what we mean by ‘profession’ in light of what we ‘know’ to be true. While we do not
propose to take up the professionalism debate in detail in this chapter, we note that a fun-
damental characteristic of a profession is that it has a coherent (or systematic) science
(knowledge) and learning. However, as noted above, it has been repeatedly proposed that
social work lacks such a coherent philosophy, or theory of theories (Göppner 2012; Göpp-
ner & Hämäläinen 2007) necessary to engage in a critical discussion about itself as a
profession, and it is quite possible that a social worker, when asked to name a social work
philosophy, might find him or herself mumbling something about eclecticism, assuming
the doing (praxis) explains the thinking (theory) about what it does and why.

In order to explore a philosophy of social work, we need to set out a framework of
what social work is (ontology), what social workers know (epistemology), and how to as-
sess who we are and what we know. The development of a philosophy of social work would
go some way to providing cogent responses to questions about what social work is, what
it does, and why it does what it does, and the activities and issues with which it concerns
itself. This chapter is presented as a dialogue between the two authors as a way of teasing
out some of the difficulties and approaches to this topic, and by way of engaging in the
heuristic that we will propose.

Global social work
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What do we mean by philosophy?

C: I have always been intrigued by philosophy as much as I have been influenced by theory,
and the ideas it posited. This conversation is an opportunity to explore that interest and
its relevance to my current thinking about theory. Philosophers are interested in the ab-
stract, born from curiosity, a desire to understand something and articulate the logical
process of arriving at that understanding. Looking for principles that govern the flow of
ideas, philosophers are primarily concerned with rules of inference (i.e. each step of the
argument flows the laws of logic) and the conclusions drawn are then posited as true and
valid. This has been its practice since Socrates and Plato when rational science was her-
alded as the paragon of rational activity, as the way of knowing in the examination of the
natural world and this process of inquiry would also inform the exploration of the social
world. Essentially philosophy involves a premise such as ‘Pleasure is the ultimate good’ or
‘How do we explain evil if there is an all powerful loving god?’ (Epicurus) or with questions
such as ‘Can reason discover truth independent of experience?’ or ‘Are there limits to our
effort to know?’ To these questions propositions are posited which are then tested by logi-
cal argument supported by evidence, and conclusions are then drawn. While knockdowns
in conclusions are rare, the challenge is more likely in the beginning premise. So another
premise or question is devised and following the same logical formula another conclusion
is put forward. This framework is regarded as a benchmark against which all cognitive en-
deavours must be measured (Fay 1996). How it links with its aesthetic sensibility or affect,
and how that creed is coloured, expressed and portrayed to others, hint at a more complex
philosophy than its first beginnings. This is important when we look beyond the Western
philosophising to explore the more contemporary philosophy arising as a result of the con-
tributions from Indigenous and Eastern philosophers, feminist philosophers and critiques
from critical realists, social constructivists and multiculturalism.

It seems to me that people engage with philosophy and philosophical ideas to get
something out of it, so its significant contribution to social work is how it can be used or
applied. There is no inherent pre-determined path leading from philosophical ideas about
the big questions to ideas about how to achieve a particular end or outcome, e.g. how to
enact equality, justice, democracy, personal agency and ethical behaviours. It is left to the-
orists to take these premises and construct political, social, economic and cultural beliefs
(theories) around them that can motivate action or inform social practices or, in social
work’s case, a praxis from which to act. For example, how philosophy elucidates questions
like ‘What is virtue?’, ‘What is existence and its authenticity?’, ‘What is cause and effect?’,
‘What does it means to be human?’, ‘What is truth?’, ‘What is knowledge?’, ‘What is equal-
ity?’ and what is meant when we talk about wellbeing, peace and happiness is used to
inform political, religious, educational and social theories (to mention just a few uses).
Theories emerge to fill the gap between the philosophical and the contextual – the psycho-
logical, social, economic, cultural and political practices that are deemed to follow if the
premise is to be acted upon. When applied to social work this philosophical inquiry and
the actions that follow that inquiry have a particular resonance. My interest has led to my
exploring a philosophy of social work with the knowledge of 30 years of social work schol-
arship behind me. This is especially pertinent in the current changing environment facing
social work and the many ideas informing its practice as well as its desire to shore up its
professional standing.

1 Towards identifying a philosophical basis of social work

5



It is my premise that a philosophy of social work is important not only to identify
what social work is, but also what it is not, and what it does not do. Beginning with Plant’s
(1970) attempt to map the logical geography of the social and moral theory informing
social casework (the dominant method at the time) and Ragg’s (1977) philosophical analy-
sis of social casework which began the move away from the technical application of its
early beginnings to exploring its normative underpinnings, there have been spasmodic at-
tempts to articulate a philosophical position. Plant, Lesser and Taylor-Gooby’s work (1980)
explored the philosophical foundations of concepts such as welfare obligations, rights
of welfare and concepts of community, and McDermott’s (1975) collection of essays on
self-determination and related concepts on liberty, human equality, rights and right con-
duct, freedom and persuasion by philosophers and social theorists is still an important
reference. Clark and Asquith’s (1985) work on social work and philosophy discusses the
meaning and application of important insights from social philosophy including ideology,
theory and professional ethics. Each of these early works introduced philosophical debates
into the emerging profession’s discourse, resulting in the breadth of philosophical musings
explored here that have found their way into social work ontology. Social work needs to
think as well as do.

M: I accept wholeheartedly the notion that social work’s values and ethics are essential
elements in establishing what a philosophy of social work is; Popper acknowledged this as
an essential difference between the social and natural sciences (Stokes 1997). However, I
challenge the notion that ‘philosophy’ is some kind of ontological entity with which social
work must develop some kind of relationship. Social work is simultaneously theoretically
and praxis-based. Indeed, Payne’s somewhat confusingly named ‘modern social work the-
ory’ (Payne 2005) (which I think should be called ‘post-modern theory’) reminds us that
social work theory has moved beyond a catalytic, top-down heuristic, where social work
is done to clients, to a heuristic where clients are active co-creators of social work theory
and practice, together with social workers, and practice settings. Social workers above all
understand themselves as practitioners, whatever their area of work, and any social work
philosophy, however ontological, must be informed by its values and praxis.

C: Philosophical inquiry is not a static process and on reading philosophical works
one can spot all sorts of shifts in concerns that mirrored and reflected social changes of
the time. For example, philosophical ideas on what a good life is, what justice is, what
equality is, and even what society is, can be understood in terms of changes in society’s
rational expectations, as well as the changes resulting from the impact of sociopolitical
and cultural events (e.g. the emergence of Confucianism, Buddhism, Hinduism, Chris-
tianity and Islam, the influence of the European Renaissance and the Enlightenment, the
challenge to positivism, the critiques offered by post-structuralism and the rise in social
constructivism, critical realism and multiculturalism) (Garvey & Stangroom 2012, 370).
The feminist challenge to the hegemony of men dominating the world of ideas also gave
Western philosophy a shakeup. We need to take these developments on board. I argue for
a re-thinking of philosophy and its continuing usefulness to social work theory, practice
and professional standing because of the old Hellenic tradition of ‘there is something good
about argument itself, for the community and the individual’ is worth revisiting (Benton &
Craib 2011, 182). I think any discussion about the source of these ideas is essential before
undertaking any form of practice: which ideas and in what context are also important to
explore.

Global social work
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M: I agree with you completely that philosophy and social values are dynamic, and in-
formed by the social, political, economic and intellectual environments from which they
emerge. That is one of the challenges we face in social work. While until the last century
much of the development of social ideas happened relatively independently in different
parts of the world, with the advent of globalisation—technology that allows almost instan-
taneous communications of even the most trivial thoughts, the relative ease of travel, and
as you yourself put it, ‘the metaphorical shrinking of time and place’ (Noble 2013, 346) —
ideas spread quickly. Cultures are increasingly homogenised, and the domestic concerns
of a region quickly become available to the entire world. Yet the spread of ideas is not the
same as their adoption: the widely variant treatments of women, ethnic and cultural mi-
norities, sexual and gender minorities, and refugees and migrants, are examples of ways
the world holds on to its local tribalism. This means that any global social work ontology
must also take into account—or even privilege— indigenous and local epistemologies and
cultures, while at the same time engaging with them from the standpoint of social work’s
own values. You seem, however, to be suggesting that any philosophy of social work must
therefore be relativist, and that pursuing any one, unitary ontology is not going to be a
useful or productive undertaking. I can almost hear our readers and colleagues saying that
we’ve given up before we’ve begun. But a dynamic, dialogic, interactive ontology can be a
philosophy just as much as a static, unitary philosophy. In dialogue social work recognises
the dynamism that inheres within our epistemology and generalises it to ontology.

C: I am not sure I am arguing for or against one ontology as such but I am arguing for
social work to revisit the discipline of philosophy and its ontological underpinnings as well
as its premises when exploring theories for practice which determine how we act with and
for clients. Let me continue my case.

Social work is a human activity with specific ideas about social and human interaction
with its own aims, assumptions, values, morals and actions. Questions like ‘What is a good
life?’, ‘What does being human mean?’, and ‘What is society’ are the kind of questions so-
cial workers ask when being reflective about our discipline base and these questions are
philosophical in nature.

M: These questions are also highly contextual to time, place, and even person, and the
questions social workers ask are things like ‘What is a good life here and now, and what
does that mean to this person?’

C: Nevertheless, if being reflective about one’s practice and motivations, assumptions
as well as one’s beliefs, morals, ethics and values, and making them available to public and
private scrutiny and internal and external accountability is important for a profession’s in-
tegrity, then the discipline of philosophy is helpful. Further if we want to dig deep into
the core of social work’s knowledge base, its fundamental meanings, its core values, beliefs,
attitudes, knowledge, its priorities, and more broadly what professional bodies suggest
practitioners and educators spend time attending to and why, then philosophical inquiry
is an important disciple to help navigate this maze and its continual quest for answers can
help the profession be more systematic in this reflective investigation.

Understanding human nature and acting in the social, economic, cultural and political
arena has enormous consequences on the lived lives and aspirations of those who receive
the results of these interventions (individuals, families, communities, nation states and
the environment). For example, when social workers engage with people in their most in-
timate lives, making judgments, proposing alternatives, they are also making statements
about who they are and what their professional discourse is saying about the nature of the

1 Towards identifying a philosophical basis of social work
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world, about the nature of human beings and society, as well as about the nature of help-
ing and the assumptions about the helping process. More broadly their interventions also
say something about important concepts, i.e. ‘What is the purpose of living and being in
this world?’ and ‘What is important about their work and their position in it?’ which then
provides justifications about the what, why and how of social work’s involvement in the
lives of clients, in the framing of the policies and practices that impact on their wellbeing.
These interventions need to be more than whims; these actions need, in my opinion, to be
consciously informed by logic or analytical philosophy when applied in practice and ac-
cessible on reflection. The justification of each intervention or interpretation, judgments
made, policies formed, or what action or non-action has occurred must then by necessity
be made in moral, ethical, social, cultural and political terms within an ontological frame-
work which can be articulated when required, either in professional terms or individual
practice terms. Social work theories can provide a structured set of concepts that help un-
derstand the subject matter concerned, while philosophical reasoning can light the path of
cognitive inquiry. An engaged practice can be enhanced by philosophical reasoning.

Many social work theories rest upon the surface or insubstantial understanding of
the texts from which they are borrowed, so an ontological examination and discussion
of the intervention and sociopolitical, cultural and psychological consequences of these
theories is needed. A transparency of actions requires not only an understanding of the
rules of engagement associated with a particular practice theory but deeper more onto-
logical explanation of what is assumed underneath in the deeper meaning embedded in
these actions. Also, undertaking this examination provides opportunities for practitioners
and clients to challenge their assumed participation and understanding of this engagement
with the individual worker, the agency and the profession more broadly.

M: I agree that an ontological examination and discussion of the consequences of any
particularly theory is required. I hold, however, that this discussion cannot be held exclu-
sively amongst social workers as ‘experts’. These discussions must be inclusive of clients and
other stakeholders. Some of the resistance to the professionalisation of social work—and
even formal social work qualifications— is that in developing a philosophy, or theory or
knowledge base we have distanced ourselves from our grass, flax or bamboo roots from
which we have always derived our authority. Remember that even in the early Settlement
House movement the community was the expert, and the worker was the student of the
community teacher. This critique becomes moot, however, if we include those roots in our
discussions, and stakeholders become co-creators of theory in a particular context. That is
not to suggest that social work should ever abandon its values and ethics in that context,
but that through engagement all voices are heard and valued. I also acknowledge, however,
that this notion will challenge the notion of social workers as government functionaries
administering or enforcing government policies. That, in my view, is not social work, but
rather a catalytic, top-down administration of pre-determined policies and programs to
achieve pre-established outcomes.

C: Ideas are not identical or symmetrical to actions; indeed what actions and responses
are chosen can unleash a chain of unforeseen responses which then posit a whole range
of different reflections about that interaction and each person’s reaction to it and so on.
It seems to me that practitioners need to have considered the possible consequences of
their actions or at best have a firm idea of their intentions already framed by a philo-
sophical investigation. This questioning or philosophical investigation will consequentially
result in deeper questions than the insightful accounts of the rules being followed. Know-

Global social work
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ing the technicality of what practitioners are doing should not obviate the need for a why
question. The why question involves deep reflections, rather than unreflective taken-for-
granted routinised or rehearsed responses. Many practitioners and scholars recognise this
process as involving reflection (Schön 1983). But in the philosophical sense it involves an
archaeological exploration, rather than a faithful descriptive account of actions or prefer-
ences which are often automatic and unreflective (Steel & Guala 2011).

M: What you are calling ‘archaeological exploration’ I am calling a dialogic, iterative
hermeneutic. Unlike archaeology, the social worker cannot undertake this excavation in
isolation: it must be interactive.

C: The practice of asking deep questions might, as Benton and Craib (2011) argue,
irreversibly alter the idea, position or practice in such a way that new investigations are
needed, hinting that engaging in reflection is not a smooth and uncomplicated process.

M: Indeed! It rarely is.
C: The much repeated adage that ‘Life is complex’ has resonance here. However, in

complex situations, social workers have to meet an immense variety of challenges and
demands, much of which requires ‘practice wisdom’. Practice wisdom entails acquiring
and testing a stock of routinised, casual knowledge, often not fully articulated, to be de-
ployed, but nevertheless deployed with great skill and competence. However, and here’s
the concern, at key moments when ethical, political, cultural and social dilemmas emerge,
roadblocks are encountered, ambiguities and contradictions are exposed; if there are gaps
between the doing and the thinking and being able to give an explicit account of what
was done and the embedded meanings, then a lot is at stake. Professional integrity, trans-
parency, accountability and efficacy are all up for questioning and challenge. This is where
an exploration of the genealogy of ideas can be influential in giving a public account of
practice and making it transparent for all to see.

M: Accountability is essential, and assessing the genealogy of an action or decision
(because it will be the action or decision and its consequences that will be scrutinised, not
only the idea) is important. I am simply suggesting that if a social worker reserves to her-
self the concept of expert knowledge then she will have disempowered the client (however
we construct that term). And if the client shares in the decision, then the client shares a
certain amount of responsibility.

Traditionally understood, philosophy is a way of living, or, in this context, working.
Perhaps we can now recognise that there is not just one way, but ways of living and
working. Wittgenstein wrote that rule-following only makes sense in the context of a com-
munity able to monitor applications of the rule; a successful rule is therefore exactly what
the community says it is (Gunnell 2009). In an increasingly globalised world, identifying
a consensus about what a single rule, or philosophy, or praxis, should be, exactly, would
be a daunting enterprise at best. Social work is above all relational: one cannot ‘do’ social
work on one’s own; it requires an other, or client, be that other an individual, family, group,
community, organisation or policymaking body. Perhaps the best we can hope for is that
our global social work community commits to ongoing dialogue about what a successful
ontology and praxis are in each context. This means that social work can and must de-
fine itself, and not be reliant on outsiders to define us. This would seem to put an end to
the issues that Flexner (1915) (who was not a social worker) raised a hundred years ago
about social work not being a profession because it did not meet his traditional criteria of
a profession. In addition, we have relied too heavily on validation from government poli-
cies to recognise who we are and what we do: regulation, for instance, must come from

1 Towards identifying a philosophical basis of social work
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within the profession, not from external bodies. The management of risk, which is the
primary purpose of external regulatory bodies, only makes sense in a neoliberal, manage-
rialist environment. It is in this context that Dominelli (in Bell 2011) calls for a collectivist,
inclusive ontological foundation for social work, particularly in the marketised context of
contemporary practice. Where there is a robust social work environment, the social work
community, like any professional community, is very capable of regulating itself. Manage-
rialism, and its attempt to manage risk, assaults the autonomy and discretion of social work
and increases bureaucracy and control (Rogowski 2010). Multiplicity, diversity and dia-
logue are social work’s challenge to subordination to managerialism, which is a despairing
ideology; why settle for merely managing risk if we believe we can find solutions to social
problems?

An objective, unitary ontology is not only not likely in the applied social sciences, but
it is not useful: the interpreter, the interpretation, as well as the thing that is interpreted
are all in constant and dynamic relationship with each other. Wittgenstein stressed that
interpretation is an action that ‘hangs in the air along with what it interprets’ (cited in Gun-
nell 2009, 603). An iterative, dialogic, hermeneutic model of truth-seeking will be of most
value to the dynamic kind of social work which we recognise in the 21st century, where
the social worker, the client, and the relationship between the client and the work are all
in constant, dialogic relationship. This kind of dynamism will be frustrating, and possi-
bly make no sense to the positivist or ‘natural’ scientist. However, Popper proposed that
social sciences are different from natural sciences (Stokes 1997), and indeed rejected the
notion that reason can reveal the true nature of anything (Parvin 2011) because no-one can
foresee all the potential consequences of their proposals. The philosopher of science Al-
fred North Whitehead proposed that mutuality and interdependence are essential aspects
of an applied philosophy (Schmidt 1967): each occasion (or in our context, each interac-
tion) merges into the next natural occasion to create something new. Thus, all occasions
and relationships are perpetually made new through their encounters with other occa-
sions and relationships. It requires what Buber called a ‘Thou’ relationship with a client
(Buber 1958 [1923]). This conceptualisation is an excellent fit for social work, since social
work practitioners do not claim authoritative, expert knowledge, but allow ourselves to be
changed and transformed through our interactions with our clients. Our reflective practice
(Schön 1983) shapes and informs our practice philosophy, which in turn reflexively forms
a hermeneutic philosophy of social work. One of the models that comes close to this idea
is the integrated practice model (Keen & O’Donoghue 2005), which suggests that the prac-
titioner is in a relationship with self, and environment of the self, the other/client and the
environment of the other/client.

Why do we need a philosophy of social work?

C: So we agree that we need to engage with a philosophy of social work; it is how we define
what that might be and how we reach that end that we need to explore. Before we do that
I would like to make one last plea for a less fluid philosophy for these reasons. We need a
philosophy of social work because, while social workers have not been shy about adopt-
ing ideas from the social sciences and philosophers in the development of the professional
discourse, they have been adopted and adapted with, I would argue, only a surface level
analysis.

Global social work
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For example, Chenoweth and McAuliffe (2012, 60–62) provide a summary of the main
philosophical utilities used in social work as the basis for its moral and ethical base, under-
pinning many of the current and past ideas that have formed the numerous social, political
and cultural theories and their epistemologies that have been adopted/adapted into its
scholarship and practice. This is important knowledge for us to know and adopt/adapt
to the situation but it is also important knowledge to be familiar with at a much deeper
level than contemporary social work scholars acknowledge. Parton and O’Byrne (2000)
and Aymer and Okitikpi (cited in Bell 2011) also advocate for a move from surface-level
theory to deeper exploration of these ideas; a distillation proffered by philosophy in terms
of exploring its underlying ontology, epistemology, as well as its logical, ethical, moral and
political implications. Without this deep engagement with the philosophical ideas in their
context and totality, social work theories and critical assumptions underpinning them are
buried so deeply that awareness is lost or never explored, risking (knowingly or unknow-
ingly) using theory and its application inappropriately uncritically and inconsistently. We
need a philosophical practice to unpack a whole lot of ideas obscured when simply put to-
gether in the form of a general matrix to guide practice (Beddoe & Maidment 2009; Bell
2011). Meaney (2001) argues that without a sustained focus on re-imaging the ontologi-
cal foundations of social work we risk building (more) elaborate epistemological facades
(cited in Bell 2011, 414). Indeed many regard the survival of social work as a profession is
dependent on getting its act together and beginning to seriously engage with its philosoph-
ical assumptions and making them explicit (Bell 2011). Indeed I would argue that social
work, in its uncritical grab of grandes idées and their uncritical absorption into social work
academic and practitioner discourse has also undermined social work efficacy nationally
and internationally. The project of getting a universally agreed definition of social work
could be seen as way of revitalising social works’ ontological position.

M: I agree that we social workers have largely adopted philosophical ideas somewhat
uncritically; that is a challenge to educators, however. Our task as social work educators is
to resist a model of social workers as technicians (which has been occasioned by the cur-
rent managerialist environment and the reality that in many countries government is the
largest employer of social workers) and ensure that social work students are thoroughly
grounded in philosophy and theory, and can engage critically with philosophy. We need
to place at least as much weight on philosophy and critical thinking as we do on field
placements. That, I think, would move us a long way towards greater parity with allied dis-
ciplines, and towards establishing ourselves as a profession. The tension is for us to do this
in a way that retains our praxis skill-set. Nevertheless, I suggest that this is not a philosophy
of social work, but an engagement of social workers with a knowledge base of philosophi-
cal traditions.

C: The task then, if we want to shore-up social work’s professional identity and
purpose in the current sociopolitical, economic and cultural context is to begin an re-en-
gagement with philosophy as a matter of urgent concern. So the question as to how to distil
or sort through the many philosophical explanations and their theoretical trajectories be-
comes crucial. In addressing this question we can see some progress; social work scholars
have come to align their thinking with notions of critical thinking and reflection, deep
questioning and thick description, transformative learning and interpretative analysis, cul-
tural evolution, social constructionism and relativism and multiculturalism, each with its
own corpus, though rarely acknowledged (White, Fook & Gardner 2012). How, then, can
social work save itself as a profession with integrity and applicability? The challenge is for

1 Towards identifying a philosophical basis of social work
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social workers to reconcile possibly radically different ontological positions and articulate
its knowledge base situated within a panoply of social science and philosophical musings.
More importantly, is there a philosophy of social work that can lead its rescue?

M: I accept wholeheartedly the notion that social work’s values and ethics are essential
elements in establishing what a philosophy of social work is; as we’ve seen, Popper ac-
knowledged this as an essential difference between the social and natural sciences (Stokes
1997). However, I challenge the notion that ‘philosophy’ is some kind of ontological entity
with which social work must develop some kind of relationship. As I suggested earlier, I
think that a social work philosophy differs from a social worker’s engagements with differ-
ent philosophies. Social work is simultaneously theoretically and praxis-based. You seem
to be arguing that thinking comes first, then the doing and that the thinking must have a
logical and sustainable flow to it. I am suggesting that social work combines the thinking
with the doing and vice versa as an interrelated and relational exercise. This exercise is un-
derpinned by a process philosophy that is dynamic, interactional, relational and dialogic,
and in which ideas are only realised in its praxis, which also is interactive.

What does this mean for social work teaching and practice?

M: I think the way forward for us is to agree that there are simultaneously two discussions
which intersect with each other. Firstly, we have identified a discussion about social work-
ers’ critical engagement with an array of philosophical traditions and writings; the second
discussion is about a how to create a philosophy of social work. Both, I think, are necessary.
Social workers must critically engage with a broad array of philosophical and theoretical
writings in order to understand the bases and implications of their practice decisions. Crit-
ical engagement with something called ‘philosophy’ can place us on a more equal footing
with our professional colleagues in other human service disciplines, and move us beyond
merely being technicians, or implementers of manualised policies and practices. Here is
where social work will become a danger to neoliberal and managerialist policies; this is
something our Latin-American colleagues have known and understood for decades. En-
couraging this engagement is, in the first instance, a task for social work educators. Equally,
however, a philosophy of social work must be intersubjective and dialogic; a philosophy of
social work says that we co-create theory, knowledge and praxis with our clients. A philos-
ophy of social work is informed by our internationally agreed values and ethics, just as our
praxis must be grounded in a coherent philosophical framework. It is those agreed values
and ethics, together with our integration of those values into our practice, that allow social
workers from all over the world to have cogent conversations with each other. A philoso-
phy of social work is not a unitary ontology, nor does it need to be: a philosophy of social
work is dynamic, critical, and engaged with clients and the intersection of their multiple
environments, and the array of philosophies, values and ethics which inform us as social
workers.

C: Yes, let’s agree on this position.

Global social work
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2
Transnational social work: a new
paradigm with perspectives
Transnationalsocialwork

Isidor Wallimann

In the course of its professionalisation, social work seems to have got trapped
in national social policy frames while our world is increasingly marked by
transnational processes. Due to its structural location within nation states,
therefore, social work generally has its hands tied to adequately respond to
‘globalisation’, particularly in the almost total absence of transnational or
world social policy frames. Given this situation, what can the profession do?
This chapter explores how social work could experience a professional re-
naissance by explicitly reflecting its role and activities from a transnational
perspective. First is explored what a transnational social work perspective is,
and what it is not. Second, the possible locations are identified as to where
transnational social work could already be practiced. Third, key knowledge
dimension are identified for the entire social work field to move forward in
adopting a transnational perspective in training, research, service delivery
systems and practice.

Social work (understood here to include social work and social pedagogy) is a young pro-
fession and owes its legitimacy, status and economic standing primarily to developments
after World War 2. While previous pioneers of social work laboured hard to get the pro-
fession established, national social policy gave them little support at the time, be it in
Europe, the US, or elsewhere. Social services did not enjoy a high priority then, since so-
cial policy’s prime concern was to broadly establish social insurance systems and to better
safeguard the population against the risks of capitalism. To the extent that these systems
needed personnel for their administration, recruitment took place outside of social work.
Social workers, if at all, were given official functions primarily in conjunction with health
and welfare services. Even in the years immediately after World War 2, it must be recog-
nised that social services did not rank high on the social policy priority list. Therefore,
when we observe that social work became a legitimate profession after World War 2, this
has primarily been so within the last 40 years of the 20th century. By then, the social in-
surance systems had been broadened so as to cover (in most cases) the entire population
of Northern Europe and North America. At the same time also the coverage had become
qualitatively better than ever before.
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Granted, this path of social work development as a recognised profession is associated
with the history of social policy development in ‘developed countries’ (DCs). It would be
a leap of faith, however, to assume that social work in ‘less developed countries’ (LDCs)
today is on a very different track. Though social work training has spread throughout the
world, the volume and density of social work services in LDCs still remains rather low.
More important, since LDCs typically have little developed social insurance and social
services delivery systems, social work there still suffers from lack of official professional
recognition and formal embedding. Social work still tends to take place ‘outside any wel-
fare state’ structure. It mostly tends to operate within a ‘private’ NGO space. In addition,
social work graduates often do not find jobs in the field for which they were trained. Social
work has not (yet) become an integral part of a larger system of social problem manage-
ment and remains a ‘marginal’ profession outside DCs.

Professionalised social services arrived, historically speaking, late in the development
of the welfare state, both in volume and differentiation. In the 1970s volume and differenti-
ation began to grow, however, at a very rapid pace so that some might even speak of a social
services explosion. A look at employment and budget indicators would strongly reflect this
observation, and the growth in social work education (measured by the number of schools
and social work degrees awarded for a range of competences and responsibilities) points
to this great expansion at the time. In part, social work functioned to directly complement
various components of the social insurance system. But, depending on the country, impor-
tant growth for social work services took place without being directly linked to the social
insurance system in the ‘developed world’.

The above analysis suggests that social work obtained its acceptance within national –
though different – social policy frames and that the early pioneers and advocates of social
work as a (new) profession could not rely on national social policy frames to enhance
what they were struggling for. Or, expressed in another way, as social work became an
established (new) profession it was simultaneously straight jacketed by the respective na-
tional social policy frames. It had little reason to develop a horizon to transcend national
perimeters in social analysis and professional action. This is not to say that there would
not have been sufficient reason to develop social work perspectives transcending national
boundaries. There definitely was, as can be illustrated by migration flows affecting both
Europe and North America, and by such things as the North–South dialogues and the pre-
occupation with ‘Third World’ social and economic development. The absence of national
social policy frames confining social work in perspective and action, then, would explain
why the pioneer advocates for professionalised social work in North America and Europe
so strongly emphasised the importance of an international perspective. It was the inter-
national perspective that helped them at the time to understand certain social processes,
problems and challenges facing the populations of their concern. Migration, imperialism
and exploitation, and colonial and imperialist wars were major components to their in-
ternational perspective. Their international perspective was framed by these components
and debates around them, though it then differed from our ‘global perspective’ marked by
decades of continued globalisation since.

Now that social work has become an established profession with steadily more indi-
viduals trained for it (in and outside universities), what should make us believe that social
work would ever be in a position to transcend the national social policy frames confining
it? What current and future developments might be so compelling as to necessitate social
work to be reflected and daily practiced with an international perspective?
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One answer to this question might be found in the rapid trend to integrate economic
and social spaces beyond national perimeters although no new (transnational) social pol-
icy frames are created to substitute the old (national) ones. The European Union – and to a
lesser extent the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) – would testify to this.
Both are transnational processes to integrate social and economic spaces with one excep-
tion: social policy tends to remain subject to national authority. In so doing, they follow
the subsidiarity principle.

Another part of the answer might be sought in a trend that has been named ‘globalisa-
tion’. Both the EU/NAFTA and the globalisation process would increasingly call for a per-
spective that transcends the hitherto common national focus in social work. Even though
social work remains confined to national social policy frames, transnational processes will
tend to impose an international perspective on them in general, and for social work in par-
ticular. Therefore, we may expect social work with an international perspective to become
much more important in theory, research and practice.

Transnational, international and global social work

This chapter focuses on the ways in which social work could (or must) be conceived and
practiced from more than a national perspective. ‘Transnational’ could be the term used
for social work that transcends the now dominant national focus. ‘International’ could be
used to designate social work with an orientation toward social process between two or
more nations. International social work might be termed ‘global social work’ when the fo-
cus is on what has been called ‘world system’, implying that very many, if not all, nations
are seen to be in an interactive process.

It is suggested here to use the term ‘transnational social work’. It seems to optimally
capture what we mean by social work having a need to extend its perspective beyond na-
tional boundaries. Furthermore, ‘international’ or ‘global’ social work can be subsumed
under it.

Based on these reflections, transnational social work is not:

1. a national juxtaposition of social work development and practice
2. a national comparison of social policy frames and the role social work plays in them
3. a comparison of social work curricula and training practices between nations or

schools of social work from different countries
4. an international exchange of students, teachers and practitioners
5. an international cooperation in social work training or research
6. an international social work conference
7. social work in international NGOs unless certain requirements are met (see discussion

below)
8. social work in national NGOs or government organisations active abroad unless cer-

tain requirements are met
9. multicultural social work unless certain requirements are met.

While it is true that the above may lead the national perspective to be extended, they do
not in themselves constitute transnational social work. However, they may be vehicles to
facilitate a transnational perspective. Only specific ways to conceive practice and reflect

2 Transnational social work
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social work can lead to it being transformed from one with a national to one with a
transnational dimension and quality.

In this chapter, we understand the transnational perspective in social work as one that
cuts across all areas of social work. This view significantly differs from what is generally
discussed under ‘global’, ‘international’ or ‘transnational’ social work in the literature. Here,
it is proposed that transnational social work be regarded like gender that, if systematically
included as a variable, may drastically alter social work both in theory and practice. Like-
wise, given a problem relevant to social work, additional insights for social work theory
and action may result when queried for transnational dimensions. Clearly, the national di-
mension would be transcended even when the response to a problem remains – or must
remain – nationally (or even locally) anchored. ‘The national’ becomes transnational, as in
gender studies ‘the private’ becomes political. As a result, social work would in theory and
practice assume a radically different quality. It would undergo a change from the inside
out, so to say.

For example, the response to unemployment or poverty may be anchored on the local
or national level. With the transnational focus added, however, this response may quali-
tatively be very different and, thus, change social work practice and with it possibly also
the social policy of which it is a part. Of course, it can always be argued that the better
and more effective way would be to anchor the response to unemployment and poverty
in a transnational or even global policy frame, since such a frame would by its very na-
ture have to transcend any national focus. There is no reason to dispute such a claim, if
the problem addressed can thus be dealt with in a more optimal way. Nonetheless, it re-
mains true that a transnational perspective in social work enables social work practice to
better cope with transnational processes, even in the absence of transnational or global
policy frames. Thus, unemployment at home may be differently understood if seen as an
element of transnational processes through which it may be caused. For instance, knowl-
edge of what economists call ‘structural adjustments in the global division of labour’ may
subsequently lead to different modes of intervention and social work practice.

New social work theory and practice due to a paradigmatic shift

If conceived as suggested here, how much would a transnational perspective change con-
temporary social work theory and practice? It is hard to say. However, given the ongoing
transnational processes of today, and the cumulative outcomes generated by them in the
recent past and the foreseeable future, it would be reasonable to assume that many seg-
ments of social work theory and practice would experience significant change.

Surprisingly, even in social work fields that are commonly thought of as being a re-
sponse to a purely ‘local’ or even a micro social problem, like the family, might undergo
change. What is deemed a purely local or national problem may indeed prove to be a
‘false’ perception – a limited and limiting focus on the micro level, or when social work in-
tervention suffers from an ethnocentric ‘national bias’ structured into the national policy
frame from within which social work delivers services. The unquestioned focus on the na-
tional dimension could even be labelled as ‘chauvinist social work’ given the trend towards
transnational processes like migration and the need to recognise and accept in this con-
text a multitude of family patterns ‘uncommon’ to a particular nation and its family policy
frame.
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How much would social work focusing on the needs of families change if transnational
labour markets, migration and ethnicity were systematically included in analysis and in-
tervention? How, then, would social work be differently practiced pertaining to issues in
child rearing, divorce, recombined families, families separated by transnational distance,
transnational extended family systems, etc? Again, it is likely that the transnational per-
spective would change – probably significantly – the ways in which social work in this field
would be reflected and practiced.

Responses to alcohol abuse could be a case in point. How much of social work
theory and practice in this area of intervention might change after having considered mi-
gration, ethnicity and cultural differences in drinking and alcohol abuse patterns? How
much would change when internationalised lifestyle patterns are brought into the picture,
and with them the international trade and advertising for alcoholic beverages by giant
multinational conglomerates? By taking into account such transnational dimensions, it is
reasonable to expect that theory and practice relating to alcohol abuse – its prevention,
therapy and stabilisation – would undergo significant differentiation and change.

Social work renaissance through the transnational perspective

The above are just a few of many examples that serve to illustrate the powerful influence a
transnational perspective – understood as a focus on transnational processes (the salient
dimensions of interaction among nations) – would have on social work. Think how a
transnational perspective might influence industrial social work, youth work, social work
in the health and criminal justice system, community development, etc. There is little
doubt that, if systematically applied, a transnational perspective would be of considerable
significance to social work theory and practice – be it of the proactive or the reactive type.
It could even lead to a professional renaissance associated with a new professional devel-
opment cycle.

Given the magnitude of contemporary transnational processes, it might be objected
that social work in most areas has long ago begun to reflect and practice from a transna-
tional perspective. Not doing so – so is the claim – would have yielded unsatisfactory
results for too long. Social work practice has by necessity been doing for some time what
is here espoused as a renaissance project for social work. Youth work, community de-
velopment, family work and other fields have, it may be asserted, for many years been
confronted with transnational processes and globalisation. Therefore, the field had no
other choice but to practice social work from a transnational perspective.

It would certainly be false and unwarranted to maintain that social work has nowhere
been practised with a transnational perspective. Without any doubt, many stellar projects
and intervention methods could be found to document the improvement a transnational
perspective has brought and could bring to the field. However, how persistently and
systematically has the transnational perspective been employed, including in the fields
mentioned above that obviously are good ‘candidates’ for doing so? How systematically has
research in social work proceeded to include a transnational perspective? And how many
social work training sites are making the international perspectives an explicit part of the
curriculum? Closer scrutiny seems to suggest that transnational perspectives have been
employed rather sparsely, irregularly and, above all, not explicitly.

2 Transnational social work
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What can be observed for ‘gender’, recognised for many years as a salient variable to be
systematically included in all areas of social work, should also hold for the ‘transnational
perspective’. While ‘gender’ may have become an explicit variable in some social work edu-
cation, research and practice, the ‘transnational perspective’ lags far behind in comparison.
Neither, however, has adequately become a dimension firmly embedded in social work
theory and practice. Worse, in many cases where ‘gender’ has ‘officially’ become a part of
reflecting on and practising social work, it may have remained lip service or ritualistic be-
haviour. That the ‘transnational perspective’ might to some extent also suffer the same fate
is to be expected. However, both ‘gender’ and the ‘transnational perspective’ are too impor-
tant as dimensions to be employed only ambivalently.

Transnational organisations, international social policy frames and
transnational social work

Social work operating within a national social policy frame has been the focus so far. It
was suggested that the nature of social work theory and practice would in all likelihood
change considerably by including a transnational perspective. However, it may be asked,
is there social work that already operates within some international social policy frame? If
so, where would we be able to locate such international social policy frames in the absence
of a world government? Three settings come to mind where social work might be practiced
with a transnational perspective or be embedded in a transnational policy frame:

1. the United Nations and its NGOs
2. NGOs that are not part of the UN, but working in an international context
3. national government organisations working in international contexts.

To be sure, a vast number of social workers are employed within national social policy
frames, not within international ones. Therefore, it seems to be more pressing to insist
on the importance of a transnational perspective for social work still operating – and,
given present world structures, probably for many years to come – within a national policy
frame. This, however, does not preclude that social work services delivered through organ-
isations such as are listed above do not exist or will not grow in volume in the near future.

At the same time, it must be asked to what extent internationally active NGOs are
themselves subject to and subordinated to national social policy frames when active in a
particular country or, for that matter, in ‘a world of countries’. Since all NGOs (and organi-
sations of foreign governments) are but guests to the country in which they work, they are
by nature of this status, and at the risk of expulsion, subject to that country’s rules. There-
fore, it is not true that social work services offered through internationally operating NGOs
is by necessity also ‘transnational social work’. On the contrary, it is reasonable to believe
that most internationally operating NGOs are ‘in business’ because they excel in offering
solutions tailored to existing national social policy frames. Therefore, we are led back to
the claim already made above that social work as a profession would undergo significant
change if it managed to introduce a transnational perspective even when it is practised
from within an internationally active NGO.

Are international NGOs, however, not in the advantageous position to practise social
work with an international perspective? They are, indeed. The potential for international
NGOs to practise international social work as understood here lies in the fact that, as
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a corporate body, they may have accumulated significant knowledge of transnational
processes. International NGOs also have significant knowledge about social policy frames
that could be designed for dealing with problems related to transnational processes. Given
this knowledge base, they possess a ready-made potential to be applied towards arriving
at a transnational perspective in social work. This is only so, however, if the host country
does not confine such NGOs to operate exclusively from a national perspective.

An example for the above could be found with NGOs that are active in community de-
velopment and community organising. An NGO, for instance, may have acquired knowl-
edge of migration patterns from a less developed country (LDC) to a developed one. It
may know much about social problems related to migration in the country of origin, and
it may equally know much about social problems which tend to be generated by migration
upon arrival in the country of destination. Assuming that the same NGO is active in both
the country of origin and that of destination, it may decide to coordinate its activities by
employing a transnational perspective. This may, for instance, lead the NGO to simulta-
neously coordinate community development projects in the LDC with those for the same
migrant group in the country of destination. In so doing, it may mitigate both problems
related to emigration and problems related to immigration. Furthermore, it might decide
to channel migrants’ resources, such as remittances and knowledge, in such ways as to en-
hance the migrants’ ‘home’ region development.

While various other examples of transnational social work practice within NGOs
could certainly be found, we have little knowledge of the volume and nature of such prac-
tice. When and where do NGOs practice transnational social work? In which fields of
social work do they tend to do so? How much of the total volume of NGO social work is
guided by a transnational perspective as it is understood here? Do they do so on principle,
or only when given the opportunity by the host country? Similar questions could equally
be posed to UN agencies or to national government agencies working abroad.

We might too hastily conclude that UN organisations (such as UNESCO, UNICEF,
FAO and others) deliver social work services anchored in a transnational perspective. First,
as mentioned above, UN organisations, too, are guests to the countries in which they op-
erate and, therefore, subject to national social policy frames. Second, even though UN
organisations may strive to establish global standards in education, health, nutrition, in-
come, fertility, human rights, etc., the social services may nevertheless be provided from
a purely national perspective. Expecting a country to meet a given global standard – and
to assist them in achieving it – does not imply that social work services (to the extent that
they may be a part of this effort) will be designed from a transnational perspective.

The above reflections would lead to the conclusion that UN organisations may very
well operate under an international policy frame, such as global standards for member
countries. Following the UN, other international NGOs may also subscribe – where mean-
ingful – to the same global standards, adopt their own version thereof or develop new
international policy standards in addition. Such additional standards could pertain to gen-
der, salaries and benefits, environment, transparency and accountability, etc.

In general, internationally active NGOs could be categorised as follows:

1. NGOs without global standards and without a transnational perspective underlying
their social work services

2. NGOs with global standards in terms of internal functioning and project goals, but
without a transnational perspective underlying their social work services
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3. NG0s whose work is wholly or in part anchored in a transnational perspective regard-
less of whether or not there is adherence to international goals or standards.

It is only the last mentioned NGOs that are of interest here, since we refrain from categori-
cally labelling social work services delivered through international NGOs as ‘transnational
social work’.

Educating for transnational social work – key knowledge dimensions

If transnational social work is based on a perspective that takes into account the effects
of transnational processes between two or more nations, what could be understood under
‘transnational processes’? Here, a very general concept shall be advanced. A ‘transnational
process’ shall include three features:

1. An interaction and/or exchange pattern between two or more countries – possibly all
countries. The nature of this exchange may be economic or not.

2. An interaction and/or exchange pattern persistent enough to produce recognisable
and articulated, undesired ‘external effects’ for one or more of the exchange partners.

3. A spillover onto other countries. Positive and negative external effects of exchange
may spill over and, thereby, affect third parties.

If transnational social work is an activity that deals with transnational processes, reflects
upon them, and considers their effects when designing social services, what could be some
of the knowledge dimensions salient to social work with an international perspective? Let
us consider some:

1. Mobility. Exchange processes can consist of the mobility of capital, goods and services,
labour power and information culture. All can have negative effects in terms of social
problems, calling for social work services. Therefore, it may be important to know
what causes migration, by what patterns does the working population migrate, what
problems may be generated due to migration and which ones may be generated by
labour immigration. The same questions could be asked pertaining to the flows of cap-
ital, goods, services and information. What problems arise in the country from which
they flow and in the country to which they flow? Additionally, which social prob-
lems are generated by the environmental impact mobility in general has on nature
and populations. Here, both the energy consumed by the mobility of goods, services
and labour, and as a result of moving materials from one ecological system to another,
must be taken into account.

2. Unequal exchange. The very quality of an exchange process can equally give rise to
problems to which social work may be called upon to respond. Thus, exchange can
be more or less equal. Accordingly, a transnational social work perspective would
entail knowledge about unequal exchange processes alluded to by terms such as ‘un-
equal exchange’, ‘fair and unfair trade’, ‘unequal development’, ‘underdevelopment’,
‘development of underdevelopment’, ‘transfer of value’, ‘exploitation’, ‘environmental
destruction’, etc.

3. Transnational conflicts. Transnational exchange patterns may lead to conflict-ridden
interaction patterns. These in turn may lead to additional problems beyond those
caused by ‘exchange’ in the more narrow sense. Thus, attempts to correct for exchange
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relations deemed unacceptable by any party may spiral into a conflict pattern assum-
ing, to some extent, a life of its own. The outcome of such conflicts might even be
war. Therefore, a transnational social work perspective would incorporate knowledge
about behaviour in conflict situations including knowledge about how conflicts can be
escalated or de-escalated.

4. Internal national conflicts and national aggression. Internal national conflicts may
spill over to affect other nations, in which case a problem becomes transnational.
Refugee migration and other problems come to mind. Equally, in the case of aggres-
sion, problems may be imposed on other countries. Thus, the transnational social
work perspective would be cognisant of such processes and incorporate knowledge
pertaining to them.

5. Transnational cooperation in social policy. Given globalisation and the increased vol-
ume of transnational exchange and labour flows, national social policy frames are here
and there beginning to be harmonised or even be opened up a bit or complemented
by policy elements based on transnational social policy cooperation. Comparative
knowledge about various national social policy frames and the transnational coop-
eration around them is increasingly important for social work with a transnational
perspective.

The key knowledge dimensions suggested here are points of orientation for degree pro-
grams, continuing education, social work research, and for structuring service delivery
systems. Making them an integral part of the field illustrates in more detail how transna-
tional social work as a transversal perspective can be conceived. At the same time, it will
begin to move the profession into a transformative process and renaissance to better re-
spond and cope with the ongoing transnational processes and globalisation.

Conclusions

A glance at the history of social work suggests that the founding pioneers of social work
were very concerned with transnational processes at the time. They looked beyond their
immediate spheres of social work intervention. While social work then had a smaller spec-
trum of activity than today – it was very often situated in the context of international
migration, poverty, education, social and cultural integration – it was accompanied by
a ‘transnational perspective’. At the same time, this transnational perspective was polit-
ically articulated in various forms on national and international levels. With increased
professionalisation and the emergence and development of the welfare state, however,
the transnational perspective seemed to have lost ground. The more social workers were
trained to be certified professional, the more the social work perspective became ‘nation-
alised’. National social policy frames, and social work to be done in them, took centre stage.

Social work as a profession became ‘hostage’ to the ‘welfare state’ as the main employer.
As a result, social work today is almost exclusively practised with a national perspective, to
the exclusion of a transnational one. At the same time, though, social work has been con-
fronted with a phenomenal ‘globalisation wave’ and an immense qualitative and quantita-
tive change in transnational exchange processes. Clearly, there is a significant dissonance
between the social policy frame within which social work is mostly embedded and the
challenges posed on many fronts by the sheer magnitude in recent transnational exchange
processes. What can be done to mitigate this dissonance?
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It is suggested here to infuse the predominant national focus with a transnational per-
spective in all of social work training, research and practice. This, so it is suggested, will
strongly influence the way social work is being reflected, taught, researched and prac-
tised within national policy frames, and will lead to an opening toward transnational or
global policy frames. Successfully introduced, the transnational perspective could bring
social work and the entire field into a renaissance. To some extent, transnational NGOs
might serve a useful role in this effort. At the same time, however, it is here concluded
that transnational NGOs are guests in the countries in which they work and, therefore,
confined to national policy more than is often surmised. In situations of serious social pol-
icy conflicts, NGOs could be curtailed or even expelled. Nevertheless, be it from within a
transnational NGO or from within a national policy frame, the nature of practicing social
work would significantly change once it has learned to adopt a transnational perspective.

Reference note

The above is meant to be a synthetic text written against the background of the literature
cited in the bibliography. The cited literature is comprehensive for the English and German
language areas. The bibliography, however, does not tend to include publications too re-
moved from ‘transnational social work’ as understood here, and as delineated above.
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3
Transcending disciplinary, professional
and national borders in social work
education
Transcendingdisciplinary,professionalandnationalborders

Silvia Staub-Bernasconi

The following contribution addresses the questions: Is social work education
prepared to promote the goals of the ‘Global Agenda for Social Work and So-
cial Development – Commitment to Action’ presented to the United Nations
in Geneva in 2012 by the three international associations (International As-
sociation of Schools of Social Work [IASSW], International Federation of So-
cial Workers [IFSW] and International Council on Social Welfare [ICSW])?
What changes in education and practice are needed, when social work and
social policy are focused on a transnational frame? The starting hypothesis
is that the influences of globalisation and world society on social problems
cannot be ignored anymore. What does this mean for the organisation of the
disciplinary knowledge, the professional mandate and its ethical base in hu-
man rights, social justice and democracy? Are they ‘globalisable’? And, as a
consequence, how could we overcome the deep dividing line between micro
and macro practice? How this could be done is illustrated with two examples:
first, the development of social care-chains for the problem of deportation of
migrants or asylum-seekers; and second, world-poverty, which requires in-
fluencing social cause chains.

Globalisation and world-society – two independent, but since 1945
interdependent, constellations

In many texts and discussions globalisation is a phenomenon which developed at the mid-
dle or end of the 20th century and means mainly economic globalisation. However, to
make ‘globalisation’ a synonym for Westernisation, Americanisation or capitalism is an in-
correct Eurocentric view of world society. Arabic, Indian or Chinese influences are much
older and lasted much longer – over 1000 years or even more. Of course, globalisation
has also to do with capitalism, but the expansion and colonisation of Spain and Portugal
were examples of feudal colonisation. Genova and Venice were motivated by capitalism,
but always in a fragile partnership with Byzantines, the Mongols, the Mamelukes and fi-
nally the Ottomans. Only since the rise of the Netherlands and England can one identify
clear capitalististic colonisation and exploitation, defined as the dominant search for profit
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in trade relations. Thus, capitalism is only one source of globalisation. Other sources are
the missionary impetus of monotheistic religions and the political goals of power-regimes
to establish a hegemonic order over parts of the world or even dominance over the whole
world (Menzel 2007, 55–57).

Following from this short historical overview, globalization can be described as a
process within world-society, but not identical to it. Therefore I shall use the concept of
world-society as the broader concept. Heintz (1982) describes world-society as a system
of social units and different system-levels, which show a characteristic structure and
processes of reproduction and change. A second idea, more often the strong conviction
of many citizens and politicians, that the national history, its level of socioeconomic de-
velopment and technical as well as cultural accomplishments are completely home- and
self-made, leading to a fundamental ethnocentric prejudice leading to harmful superiority
feelings over the rest of the world. And these can be harmful to migrants who try to get a
small share or dividend for their and their descendants’ benefit. Third, in relation to social
work, there are other factors which narrow the perspective on world-society:

• the successful universal cultural colonisation by the neoliberal agenda decided in Wash-
ington in 1989 (see later) which means a forced focus on work with individual clients
as units of help with privatised, self-caused social problems which have to be solved by
self-responsibility, self-management, self-empowerment

• the cultural persuasion or even dogma that social justice and democracy can be guar-
anteed only within a national state context and that they can be practised only when
they are codified as nationally institutionalised law and legislation; and finally the so-
ciostructural characteristic of the roles set as members of different social systems.

If one has to practise dominantly internal roles within the family, the social agency (e.g. di-
rect casework with clients, not having to address transformation of privatised troubles into
public issues), it is difficult to develop a perspective of a world citizen. The gender-related
division of labour between internal and external social roles of social systems is a broad
topic of feminist theory which is also relevant for the size of the social space envisioned by
individuals (Heintz & Obrecht 1980). Education cannot in the face of these serious obsta-
cles produce miracles, but it can try to develop the relevant disciplinary, professional and
practice guidelines for transcending local and national borders, some of which I shall dis-
cuss in the next sections.

World-society as subjective perceived reality and transdisciplinary framework
for social work

The historical start for the reorganisation of the international order and the slow consoli-
dation of word-society as a social structure of subsystems and interdependent social levels
is 1945, the end of World War 2. The process of de-colonisation (still today not completed)
and the founding of many new nation-states created the conditions for a new worldwide
field of interaction. The old and new states started to describe themselves as sovereign
entities, but having an institutionalised supra-national interaction platform at the United
Nations and other emerging supra-national organisations. States and many individuals
shared the idea of human rights and the development of common political, economic and
educational institutions which transcend on national barriers and thus the North–South as
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well as the East–West divide. Supported by the worldwide student revolt of the 1960s and
70s people began to define social differences in economic and educational terms; they saw
income development within and between nations as social injustice and claimed wellbeing
and freedom for all individuals. There was a scientific and political search for the common
development of transnational social policies to reach this goal.

With the fall of the Soviet regime in 1989 followed by the declaration of the Wash-
ington Consensus in the same year, this development was stopped. Prime ministers,
politicians, diplomats and a legion of lobbyists with vested interests celebrated – with many
inhabitants of the Western societies – the ‘death of socialism’ and founded the World Trade
Organization (WTO). Its new world policy-document – called the Washington Consen-
sus (1989) – begins with the following first article: ‘The most important goal of economy
is growth; economic growth produces jobs, wealth, development, equality and democracy’.
This credo is followed by nine articles – the effects of them we know by now very well as:

• economic globalisation; opening all borders for the free trade of goods, social services,
capital, investment (yet not in human beings)

• privatisation, deregulation, constraining the role of the state
• global free trade, not local production is the source of wealth
• reduction of taxes for entrepreneurs and corporations
• restriction of the role of the state concerning health, education and social welfare (i.e.

opening them up for the free market of insurance companies)
• unrestricted competition of all against all to promote (output-oriented, efficient) per-

formance (Meyer 2009).

The WTO regime with its ten neoliberal articles of faith began to colonise almost the whole
world – not only the economic development and consumption, but also politics, educa-
tion, culture, health, social welfare, many systems of legislation and last, but not least,
social work and social policy (Meyer 2009).

World-society defined by people and by theoretical disciplines

World-society can’t be seen and observed. Yet it is a fact of life, more precisely a fact which
affects the life of people worldwide. They have to live with this fact, even if they don’t want
to know about it and its influence upon them, their life perspectives and decisions – e.g.
to open a bank account or not, to stay where they are born or to migrate or seek refuge in
another area or country. But when they feel in some way affected by it, they construct an
image of it mainly determined by their social membership, cultural affiliation and personal
codes, as well as aspirations, interests and goals.

How do social work practitioners, faculty members, field instructors define world-so-
ciety? Looking at the literature, the bulk of contributions focuses on individuals, families,
small groups, ethnic groups, then in rapidly declining numbers on local communities
– ending at the national borders. Conferences and journals about international social
work are mainly a collection of very interesting accounts about social work endeavours,
problems, goals and successes without identifying influences from or for a broader social
context. If we want to go a step further, we have to have a disciplinary notion of world-so-
ciety. Society is today a worldwide complex interaction field of individuals with multiple
or no memberships in social micro-, meso- and macro-systems. Thus the object base of
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human development, sociology, politics, economy, cultural studies etc. has to be within the
frame of world-society. One can hardly find a social problem –poverty, unemployment,
forced migration, displacement, discrimination, racism, sexism, classism, religious and
other intolerance, traffic in children and women, political persecution and torture and last
but not least wars – which doesn’t have distinct causes in the structure and dynamics or
processes of world-society (Heintz 1982; Wobbe 2000).

The approach outlined by Heintz (1982) and Wobbe (2000) identifies the following
transnational sub-systems interacting in different ways to understand the dynamics of
world-society, namely:

• the transnational stratification system of the world-population, which encompasses the
position of the individuals along the dimensions of education, occupation, income and
urbanisation and their evaluation of these social structures in relation to need satisfac-
tion, freedom versus oppression, (ill)egality, (in)justice etc. – all are topics of ecology,
psycho-biology, psychology, social psychology, sociology and cultural studies;

• the transnational economic system of transnational corporations – and the more recent
development, the increasing power of the financial industry – a main topic of economic
theory;

• the international state-system of the hegemonic political-military-power-system – a
main topic of political science;

• the transnational intercultural system – symbol-systems as philosophy, religion, sci-
ence, ethics, ethnic subcultures, public discourses – transported by internet communi-
cation and social media.

This theoretical approach must be accompanied by a conceptualisation of world-society
as a multi-level structure of social actors and social systems: the individual, family, group,
local community and organisational levels which are already very familiar in social work
texts. But in a globalised world we have to add the national, regional/continental, inter-
and supra national level. So, the question is: what could teaching and practice include, if
social work, or at least a part of it, should be one of the many players in a globalised world-
society?

The global agenda for social work and social development 2012

A program for strengthening social work’s role in setting an agenda for global action was
recently developed, enlarged and reinforced in 2012 by an international document of the
IASSW, IFSW and ICSW called ‘Global agenda for social work and social development –
commitment to action’, presented at the United Nations. It states:

We believe that now is our time to work together, at all levels, for change, for social jus-
tice, and for the universal implementation of human rights, building on the wealth of
social initiatives and social movements. We . . . recognise that the past and present po-
litical, economic, cultural and social orders . . . have unequal consequences for global,
national and local communities and have negative impacts on people. (IASSW, ICSW,
IFSW 2012)
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These inequalities are listed as:

• only a minority of the world’s population has access to the respect, protection and ful-
filment of human rights through national states

• poverty, followed by damaged wellbeing and poor health due to unjust and poorly
regulated economic systems, non-compliance to the international standards of labour
conditions and lack of corporate social responsibility

• missing respect of cultural diversity and the right to self-expression, especially for in-
digenous and first nation peoples

• disruption of supportive, caring social relationships in families and communities
• victims of direct and indirect violence, such as war, ethnic/religious conflicts, natural

disasters, pollution and climate change (IASSW, ICSW, IFSW 2012).

The list of social problems closes with an international, regional and national commitment
to advocate for a new world order which makes a reality of respect for human rights and
dignity. It addresses a different structure of human relationships, promoting social and
economic justice and community participation in governance, environmentally sensitive
development, and finally ensuring appropriate education, practice and research for the im-
plementation of these goals. One can read the document as one possible alternative answer
to the policy program of the Washington Consensus of 1989 which has not only neglected,
but suppressed any reference to the needs of people and their wellbeing, to social problems,
social justice and social rights. Its assumption is that economic growth is the panacea for
everything. This urges social work to clarify the following central issues: the (re)definition
of the relevant societal context within which it operates and accordingly the scope of its
professional mandate; old and new actors for social change, and the way of linking social
micro-, meso-, and macro-practice which I shall call the development of transnational ‘so-
cial work chains’ (Staub-Bernasconi 2012).

The professional triple-mandate of social work – a mandate for social work
without borders

A common assumption is that social work has a double mandate, one of the client and one
of the social agency, sometimes characterised as ‘help and control’. Yet, the profession has
in fact a triple-mandate: from the client, the social agency and the profession itself. The
third mandate of social work has two dimensions, namely science-based interventions (in
common with other professions) and the explicit orientation towards human rights and
social justice as professional ethics. In a world-society with very different political regimes,
legislation and cultural differentiations, social work must also be possible in nations which
aren’t welfare states, and the same should also hold for those that are considered as corrupt
or even failed states (Gore 1969; Midgley 1997, 2000). In these cases social workers might
not be able to refer themselves to a national consensual, official professional code. Yet, they
still can rely on the common documents of the international associations IASSW/IFSW/
ICSW – which are also relevant for social workers not organised in a national association.

The third mandate gives to social work the possibility to formulate a self-defined man-
date based on the identification of pressing, unfulfilled needs, social injustice, violence, and
human rights violations in general without having to wait for a mandate from society or a
state which may never come. Ideally, it should get it from the people in distress – if possi-
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ble in combination with and with support from social movements, NGOs or philanthropic
efforts – in short, from civil society. The idea is not so new, but has to be revitalised: pro-
fessional social work started in many countries with initiatives by self-mandated women
– be it through direct help in the local community or social policy and legislation on the
national level and even for world politics, e.g. in relation to suffrage and World War 1 (Ad-
dams and the Women of Hull House; Alice Salomon from Germany, Clara Ragaz from
Switzerland, Radlinska from Poland). Today we know of ‘doctors without borders’, fol-
lowed by ‘reporters without borders’ and an initiative in Switzerland called ‘law without
borders’. Inspired by John Ruggie, UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General for
business and human rights, this NGO alliance calls on parliaments to make regulations law
in order to oblige companies and their worldwide subsidiaries to implement human rights
and environmental protection. At the same time it opens the way for individuals, groups
and populations who are damaged or come to grief to access the judicial system. The cen-
tral idea is that corporations should be responsible for the whole production chain from
the beginning regardless of the country of residence of their headquarters.

While the universality of scientific, transdisciplinary epistemology and research pro-
cedures is – sometimes more, sometimes less – accepted, social work has to face the fact
that the universality of human rights is partially contested; for example, as Western coloni-
sation in the guise of charity. It was a big issue at the Vienna World Conference of 1993
where most of the national delegates reinforced the idea of the universality and indivisi-
bility of human rights. This was possible, despite dictators from Asian and African states
ignoring the claims for the liberty and democracy of their populations and the many
NGOs present there. Yet the claim for the universality of human rights is still an important
and critical issue of the mandate of social work. To support this claim, I restrict myself to
four arguments (see Staub-Bernasconi 2011, 2014).

First, analysing the rich literature about philosophical, religious and secular-humanist
approaches to human dignity and human rights, I suggest that there is only one approach
left for the justification of the universality of human rights as a minimal ethic, which
doesn’t colonise and/or exclude individuals, minorities of every kind or even national in-
digenous populations (first nation peoples), namely: the one which refers to the biological,
psychological, social and cultural needs common to all human beings and the manifold
consequences if their fulfilment is violated. As almost all international social work theo-
ries refer in some way to human needs, it might be plausible that their fulfilment must
be (legally) universally protected. Yet needs should not be confused with wishes and aspi-
rations mainly influenced by socialisation and the cultural context (Antweiler 2007). The
violation of needs have a long history of individual and public articulation and transfor-
mation into values of freedom, participation/democracy and social justice (see the history
of slavery; the Freedom Charter of the ANC during the apartheid regime; the liberation
movements in Latin-America; the Hong-Kong Asian Charter formulated by hundreds of
NGOs; the first claims during the Arabic Revolutions since 2011). Second, contextual,
subcultural philosophical, ethnic or religious adaptations of human rights are acceptable,
unless they legitimise the violation of human rights. Third, there can be no subordination
of the individual person under the declared absolute superiority of social systems of any
size – from family to organisations, nations etc. This refers to the problem of oppression,
dictatorship in the name of a superior social whole. The same holds for the subordination
of social systems under the absolute superiority of the individual in the name of an unlim-
ited freedom; for example, for property and economic trade which doesn’t care about the
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breakdown or destruction of social relations and social rules which guarantee needs-fulfil-
ment for all individuals – meaning here the whole world population. If one doesn’t divide
the UN Declaration into its two parts – the liberal and the social rights – then we have a
model of human beings as‚ ‘individuals in social contexts’. Finally, the supra-national law
of human rights is a yardstick for the analysis of the legitimacy of a national law systems
and their implementation. Not only in nation-states, but also the preamble of continen-
tal, African, Asian and Islamic human rights declarations agree with the universality of
human rights, but don’t accept international interventions threatening their sovereignty.
This paradox must be understood as an understandable safeguard in the face of European
colonisation history. To tackle this paradox seems to be perhaps the most difficult and is
shown by the long learning process nations have to go through, such as the actual prob-
lems of the International Judicial Court in The Hague.

The task for teaching ‘social work without borders’ in the face of its triple mandate will
then be, first, to place its long and large tradition of needs-based social work and social
policy into the broader framework of human rights and human dignity (Ife 2001; Reichert
2003; Wronka 2008); second clarification – if religious, ethnic, political or other particular
worldviews which ignore or negate human rights or replace them by inhuman world-views
or theories. But the main task of social work and social policy will be to try to introduce
– as far as possible – human rights as a regulative idea into the main topics of education
and practice on the national and international levels (Staub-Bernasconi & Wronka 2012;
Staub-Bernasconi 2014).

More specifically, social work and social policy will have to join in the discussions
about the possibility to transnationalise their meta-values of social justice and democracy
(see Addams 1902), which means the overcoming of the dogma that they can only be guar-
anteed in and through a nation-state, and that they can exist only when they are codified
as nationally institutionalised law. What then do I mean by the ‘globalisation’ of social and
democratic citizenship?

The universalisation of social justice
Distributive social justice as a topic of social policy has been until today a national-eth-
nocentric enterprise. ‘Theories of global justice will either point to facts about our nature
as human beings . . . and are motivated by what we share simply by virtue of being hu-
man [non-relational approaches] . . . or to the fact that we share certain institutions or
are bound together in some other significant way [relational approaches cf Rawls]’ (San-
giovanni 2007 cited in Armstrong 2012, 25). Global or transnational social justice is,
according to Armstrong (2012), ‘any theory which suggests that there are some entitle-
ments of justice which have global scope and . . . that there are some duties of justice which
have global scope’. This means that there are certain things we are obliged to do, or not to
do (17).

John Rawls (1973 in Armstrong 2012, 76–86), the most cited philosopher of social jus-
tice confines it mainly to the liberal rich societies and their individuals sharing the idea
of free and equal citizens, an idea which is – in his eyes – not widely accepted. To impose
this scheme of justice on non-liberal societies would be illegitimate and hurt the principle
of tolerance. Even Rawls (1999 cited in Armstrong 2012, 76–86) is indifferent to the fact
that there are rich and poor societies and that the rich societies might profit from the re-
sources, cheap labour, former slavery and colonisation structures of the poor ones. Yet he
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accepts the duty of rich societies to assistance having a defined, ‘target and cut-off-point’.
For him global distributional justice neglects the responsibilities of peoples for their own
wealth and poverty which are homemade – actually a generalisation of the neoliberal view
of self-made social problems by the individual and thus the self-responsibility of solving
them. Thomas Pogge calls this position ‘explanatory nationalism’ (2002, 139–145). Accord-
ing to Mario Bunge a society has to be internally and externally just, fulfilling the needs –
not wishes – of its population and not hindering the economic, social and cultural devel-
opment and thus need-fulfilment of the other societies (1989, 372).

The universalisation of democracy
Concerning the universalisation of democracy, we know many highly problematic ex-
amples of legitimising democracy through wars. There are prominent theoreticians who
regard the idea of a global democracy as ‘unachievable’ or ‘that its advocates are barking
to the moon’ (Archibugi, Koenig-Archibugi & Marchetti 2012). Yet a new generation of
scholars (such as David Held, Richard Falk, Jürgen Habermas) point out that democracy
has become widely, albeit not universally accepted as the only (best?) way to legitimate
political power (Archibugi et al., 2) and have thus developed different models of global
democracy such as: confederalism, federalism and polycentrism (6–14) or intergovern-
mentalism, global governance and global polity (22–46). Many forms are combinations of
two or three types. What is common to all conceptions, is the vision of a system of global
governance that is responsive and accountable to the preferences of the world’s citizens
and works to reduce political inequalities among them (Archibugi et al. 2012). Governance
may, but need not, be provided by a ‘government’. It could also mean the reform of inter-
national organisations such as the UN, especially the Security Council and the WTO.

The discussion of the pros and cons of all these models isn’t possible within this
chapter. But what one should remember is a book of one of our own theoreticians about
democracy, Jane Addams ‘Democracy and Social Ethics’ (1902). She introduced the notion
of ‘integral democracy’ which requires the sharing and division of power starting with so-
cial work, continuing within the family, the industry or economic and educational system
and finally in politics. In addition she requires that political democracy based on the equal-
ity of citizens and procedural fairness should be enlarged by the social dimension of social
justice (for the concept of integral democracy see also Bunge 2009, 351–401).

Castles and Davidson (2000) discussing the many problems of migrants (difficult
social integration, pressure for cultural assimilation, rejection, and discrimination) and
immigration societies (emergence and segregation of ethnic minorities as consequence of
discrimination, the racialisation of the nation-state), try to show that a theory of citizen-
ship for a global society must be based on separation between nation and state. This means
a new type of state that is not constituted exclusively or mainly around the nexus of territo-
riality and belonging. Yet in a world of migrants and ethnic groups, citizenship cannot be
blind to cultural belonging. The political mechanisms that make people into citizens must
take account of both of their rights as individuals and their needs, interests and values as
members of social and cultural collectives. Reconciling the individual and the collective is
the key problem of citizenship for a globalised society and is discussed extensively in their
book.

What follows, then from all this for the conception of and teaching a social work
practice to answer the social problems caused by the social structure and development
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of world-society as well as to the policy-program of the ‘global agenda of social work’?
Many texts dealing with this question suggest vaguely what ‘one should do’ or they describe
what social workers have already done working in international organisations. Teaching
transnational social work requires something more precise: the theory-/science-based
design of action guidelines which show how one can surmount the deep dividing line be-
tween micro- and macro-practice transcending national borders.

Social work chains as general action principle for the development of
concerted actions of micro- meso- and macro-practice

Although one could feel completely powerless and thus reject world-society as an empir-
ical, theoretical and normative framework of social work, it would be a mistake to define
it as an unchangeable global stratification– and power– or oppression–system influenc-
ing social subsystems and their individuals in a strict one-way top-down-model with no
chance to react to and actively reshape it. World society is also the product of the percep-
tions, interpretations, interests and resulting activities of individuals and collective actors
with very different power sources and embedded in different power structures who iden-
tify and use accessible social action spaces and opportunities to realise their goals. So how
can we teach this perspective? Here are examples which follow the assumption that world-
society can be at least partially influenced by social work by gaining definitional (scientific)
power over social problems caused by the structure and dynamics of world-society, by
organising and linking micro- meso- and macro-practice together, and by building net-
works, coalitions and join social movements and/or NGOs which share approximately the
same goals and are themselves organised or at least oriented along the mentioned different
action-levels. These are the ingredients of what I call the conception and development of
social work chains through trying to build professional social work chains or to influence
social work chains.

Establishing transnational social care chains: human rights concerns and the
deportation of unwanted migrants and asylum seekers

To diagnose the influence of the transnational social subsystems of world-society upon in-
dividuals I try to show it with the following example.

A young woman with a physical disability (as member of the transnational social strat-
ification system of the world population) came to Switzerland because she heard that there
are camps where asylum seekers could work for at least four years (perception, relevance
and use of the transnational stratification system to migrate from a country with low to a
country with high socioeconomic development). She (as member of the political-military
power system) was sent back to the Kosovo. There she lives with her 80-year-old father. He
was a partisan during World War 2 (as member of the hegemonic political-military power
system) and (as member of the national stratification system) has a very small pension.
It’s just enough to pay the rent for the one-room apartment and each day some yoghurt,
eggs, burek and onions for him and his daughter. In the kitchen, which serves also as living
room, next to the television (member of the transnational intercultural system), there is a
model of the Eiffel tower of Paris. The father was married twice. Both women went back
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into their family because he forbade them to go out and even to look out of the window
(patriarchal oppression in the family system). The young woman isn’t able to – as most of
the women of her age – find a job (exclusion from the local and national socioeconomic
system). Individuals with disabilities don’t get state subsidies as long as they can move on
their own (exclusion from the social security system of the nation-state). She can’t find a
man who will marry her yet she has seven abortions behind her.

The main scholarly texts about migration demand from social work the best possible
societal integration of migrants and refugees using intercultural sensitivity and trauma
work as well as anti-discriminatory, anti-racist practices. What is almost completely ne-
glected are the problems following deportations which grow in number since the nation
states in the European Union restricted their immigration laws and made it more and more
difficult to cross their borders. According to these laws everything is correct. But is legality
also ethically legitimate, e.g. considering the human right of being recognised everywhere
as a person before the law or the right to freedom of movement and residence within the
borders of each state (Articles 6, 7, 13, 14 of the UN Declaration)? Does the mandate of
social work end at the national or European border? The woman above returns not only in
deplorable, violent conditions, which have destroyed her dignity, social relations and phys-
ical integrity; in addition she is sent into a social vacuum with no person or organisation
to which she could go for help. What about youngsters sent back after turning 18 years
old without having a chance to get education or vocational training and jobs in their home
country? Are their ‘career’ possibilities illegal labour, criminality, prostitution or joining
a politically radical organisation? Many succeed in returning illegally to an immigration
country so that one could speak of a permanent rotation of migration – problems between
nations (Verschiebebahnhof), where all try to solve them by their national laws almost
without success – not to speak of the thousands of deaths of the ‘boat-refugees’.

One action-theoretical answer to these deportation problems should be the systematic
development of social care chains for deported individuals and families through institu-
tionalised cooperation between social welfare organisations of the country from which
they were deported and organisations of the home country if they are willing to cooperate.
Such arrangements exist already for victims of human trafficking. A second necessity on
the national-state level is the development and promotion of the idea of global democra-
tic and social citizenship and the adaptation of national legislation so that immigrants in
the country to which they have immigrated get access to social rights such as education,
work, social medicine and welfare. But their status as political citizens of the nation-state
remains very fragile or is quite often denied, if right-wing-populism or racism is strong or
growing. (Soysal 1994, Castles & Davidson 2000; Yeates 2001) In this case they should be
able to rely on the status of a world-citizen and bearer of human rights. Furthermore, the
plea for an engagement with socioeconomic development in poor regions or countries to
stop the main causes of migration must be on the public agenda. In sum, the complex the-
oretical and practical task is to plan a coalition with actors representing each social level
which is relevant for problem solving, so that there can be a continuous information flow
and coordinated social actions.
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Influencing social cause chains of harm: world poverty and human rights

Poverty on a local or national level and its consequences has been present at the historical
beginning of social work. Today, most people in northern countries know, at least through
the media that there is – far away – poverty and extreme poverty. The Treaty of Lisbon had
a goal to cut down worldwide poverty by 50% by 2015. By now it is clear that this goal
won’t be reached (Pogge 2002, 195).

But for the media poverty statistics and millions of deaths because of poverty, mal-
nutrition, avoidable diseases is not an issue for ‘breaking news’. Why information is not
morally salient to the people in rich nations has cultural and structural causes. The cultural
causes are common assumptions and perceptions in rich countries, which systematically
ignore worldwide poverty and negate the responsibility of transnational justice Pogge
(2002, 6–11). They highly favour the popular ideas that:

• poverty is a national and thus internal matter produced by the corrupt local and na-
tional elites

• world poverty is so great a problem that it simply cannot be eradicated in a few years, at
least not at a cost that would be bearable for the rich societies. It would greatly damage
our lives and communities and thus is clearly politically unfeasible

• the history of failed attempts at development show that one is throwing money out of
the window, and sharing money and bread with everybody would be hungry and poor

• preventing poverty deaths is counter-productive because it will lead to overpopulation
and hence to more poverty deaths in the future (this is a neo-Darwinian thesis)

• world poverty is disappearing anyway. The popularity of this assumption in the devel-
oped world has less to do with actual trends than with people being eager to believe
the rhetoric of politicians, economists, and organisations such as the World Bank taking
good care to define and measure poverty so as to show improvement. (Pogge 2002,
139–45)

Pogge (2002) calls these ideas ‘explanatory nationalism’ which means that everything
which exists and happens in world-society is explained with internal national structures
and processes. The rich countries believe only in the success in producing economic
wealth, forgetting their history of worldwide colonisation and actuality of exploitation of
cheap labour and precious resources and – in the last 20 years – overlooking the enormous
enrichment mainly of the (neofeudal) upper class according to their undemocratic, self-
made law systems. And they use the same national frame to blame the poor and developing
countries for their ‘bad domestic policies and institutions that stifle, or fail to stimulate,
national economic growth and engender national economic injustice’ (Pogge 2002, 140).
This view entirely ignores the influences of the actual geopolitical context with its domi-
nation of the transnational economic and autonomous financial industry system over the
national economies and governments of the poor, but also the rich countries. Emancipated
middle- and upper-class women forget that they could study, get a job and support their
own family due to support from very low-paid, unregulated housework of women migrat-
ing from far away, who leave their own children behind in their home country.
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Sociostructural causes: the transnational economic system as parallel society
with laws and social rules without democratic legitimation

The main sociostructural causes for world-poverty are according to Pogge (2002), Fischer-
Lescano & Möller (2012) the social rules of the World Trade Organization, World Bank,
the International Monetary Fund and their sub-organisations, which have established a
transnational economic system supported by a law system which is not democratically le-
gitimate, and which systematically discriminates against the developing countries. It is a
Lex Mercatoria of a parallel society, conceived by our prime ministers, politicians, diplo-
mats, delegates, lawyers and lobbyists. They installed judicial courts with social laws of
free trade, the right to property for huge corporations and private global investors freed
of taxation, yet rising high taxes for import goods and state subsidies for national goods
which expropriate huge populations from their resources, their economic development
and export-chances. In other words, the transnational economic system since 1989 cre-
ates its own laws which it needs to establish its world hegemony and force national politics
to suggest that there isn’t enough money for education, health and social security/welfare.
These mechanisms – legalised by the Lex Mercatoria – explain why there can be no con-
comitant social development and progress in spite of high rates of economic growth in the
(financial) business and industry – in general, but also in the rich societies of the north
(Wilkinson & Pickett 2009) and even in the dependent poor countries under the WTO
regime. Since the financial crisis of 2008 even the existing national social legislations, the
European Social Charter and the UN covenant on social rights are irrelevant – not only,
but especially for Greece, Spain and Portugal. A new treaty called the Transatlantic Trade
and Investment Partnership is in the pipeline which, if implemented, will be the death of
any financial state autonomy (Wallach 2013).

Influencing social cause chains of harm: implementing the negative principle
of doing no harm

The harm caused by the described cultural and sociostructural determinants can be de-
fined as follows. One harms the poorest of the world when one:

• hinders the fulfilment of their needs which is a violation of human, especially social
rights

• is not able to develop an alternative oranisational design – or social cause chain – which
follows the rule of ‘do no harm’ which means to protect the poor from human rights
violations by social actors and their organisations (Pogge 2009, 32).

Pogge’s suggestions don’t aim primarily at the social distribution of wealth (for this goal
see Shue 1996). He thinks that it is too difficult and slow to change the morals of people
in rich countries. His goal is to change the social rules of the supra-national organisations
ruling world-society with no democratic legitimate.

What then could be the role of transnational social work chains in influencing the
chains of social harm according to a concerted multi-level strategy? I suggest the following
steps:

• the meta-reanalysis of poverty-narratives and studies all over the world in different so-
ciocultural contexts – using multiple research methods – to show empirically the harm
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to the individual, familial or local community level (see McGillivray & Clarke 2006;
Banerjee & Duflo 2012; Duflo 2010; Cox & Pawar 2006)

• the organisation of social platforms on the local or national level to report, anony-
mously or publicly, cases of bonded labour, discrimination, exploitation, oppression,
corruption etc., followed by marches claiming land, clean water, food, medical services
etc., which in fact identify the actors causing poverty

• the strengthening of human and social rights on the nation-state level using the in-
struments of state and NGO reports to the UN, followed by a monitoring of the state
activities concerning the recommendations of the UN Committee on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights

• external campaigning and internal lobbying for the democratisation of the suprana-
tional organisations such as WTO, World Bank, International Monetary Fund, Euro-
pean Union, and their sub-organisations, together with alliances of actors, politicians,
open-minded economic leaders and experts who support the democratisation claims
(for a precise blueprint see Stiglitz 2006)

• diffusion of counter knowledge negating the different myths surrounding the causation
of and thus responsibility for world poverty.

Concerted action within such a transnational network would have to coordinate the
information-flow from the bottom to the top and back again, as well as the plans and eval-
uated effects of social actions on each level. It seems that young generations worldwide use
the rapidly growing ‘transcultural subsystem’ of general and social media much more in-
tensively, systematically and in creative ways for social protest, virtual communities and
concrete social action than social workers and their teachers. To construct the suggested
‘social work chains’ and with them forms of critical knowledge to disrupt the inhuman
chains these media are indispensable. But their use must be based on disciplinary knowl-
edge and research about world-society and social problems, a clear professional mandate
and a social practice linking micro-, meso- and macro-levels of social action.
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4
Educating social workers without
boundaries through the Intercultural
Social Intervention Model (ISIM)
Educatingsocialworkerswithoutboundaries

María-José Aguilar-Idáñez and Daniel Buraschi

Some innovative and replicable aspects about the main contents of one edu-
cational program for social workers in Spanish are presented. The program is
based on the critical analysis of implicit models and the development of in-
tercultural competences. Our Intercultural Social Intervention Model (ISIM)
is the central axis (theoretical and practical) of the educational program,
which is used and inspired by other practice theoretical models and per-
spectives from the south and the north: concientización or consciousness
raising model, anti-oppressive model, empowerment and advocacy model,
and the transformative mediation model; though adapted to multicultural
realities with more complexity and diversity than those in which the men-
tioned models developed. It is an international postgraduate program which
is open to final-year bachelor students of social work. The program combines
remote instruction (off-line and online activities) and on-campus activities
(face-to-face online classes and workshops, practices in the field, collabora-
tive groups, etc.).

No problem can be solved by the same consciousness which cre-
ated it.

Albert Einstein

In our program we teach professionals to advocate for vulnerable groups, making them
aware of processes for implementing empowerment at an individual and collective level,
in different countries and multicultural social contexts. Our innovative program in social
work education is ten years old and is based on the critical analysis of implicit models (un-
conscious and frequently ethnocentric) and the development of intercultural competences
(mindset and skillset). We have developed a model called Intercultural Social Interven-
tion Model (ISIM) which is the central axis (theoretical and practical) of our educational
program. ISIM is used and inspired by other practice theoretical models, theories and
perspectives from the south (mainly) and the north: concientización or consciousness rais-
ing model (Freire 1967 to 1996; Boal 1978; Kaplún 1983, 1985), anti-oppressive model
(Solomon 1976), empowerment and advocacy models (Rose & Black 1985), and the trans-
formative mediation model (Bush & Folger 1994), etc. We have adapted all the models to
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multicultural realities with complexity and diversity to a greater extent than those in which
they were developed, and added clearer practice and application components.

From the academic point of view, our program is also innovative because it is directed
at international students (up until now people from 21 different countries have taken part
in it). It includes degree and post-degree training, and the teachers have very diverse train-
ing profiles, with practical experience in several countries of the north and of the south
(Europe and Latin America). The practices are carried out in different countries, always
in multi-ethnic and culturally diverse contexts. It is also the only social work education
program in Spanish with these characteristics, and our graduates and postgraduates have a
very high percentage of employment. The following sections describe some of the relevant
aspects of our training, which can be applicable to other contexts.

Educational program foundation

The reasons for the educational program ‘Migration and cultural diversity’ are new realities
which offer new opportunities to education of social workers.

Cultural diversity constitutes a central issue of increasing importance in current soci-
eties. Cultural pluralism is, therefore, a fact that represents new challenges and opportuni-
ties for social work: practical challenges of an intellectual, emotional, political and ethical
nature, and specific technical challenges. But migration is also a reality that offers social
workers new opportunities, since cultural diversity opens new possibilities of professional
action and makes us critically rethink and reformulate traditional interventions. This cir-
cumstance, in addition, makes us reflect in depth about our professional praxis, our action
and thinking frameworks. It confronts us with the commitment of our professional mis-
sion, values and principles of social work.

As a consequence of globalisation, social workers are immersed in constant change
processes. The fact of migration, and the intercultural challenge it implies, imposes on so-
cial workers the necessity of continuous training and updating, especially in aspects that
are not traditionally considered in the curriculum. The focus on the most disadvantaged
and excluded people is an inherent element in this profession, and the intercultural chal-
lenge can help us reclaim it in these times of strong pressure against the welfare state, of
uncertainty and disorientation over our professional role, and of loss of initiative in many
social, political, university, etc. interventions. In these difficult moments for the Welfare
State, social work has to ‘swim upstream’ against a competitive, individualist and exhausted
society where populist and demagogic currents that encourage racism and xenophobia are
dominant. In this context, traditional procedures, tools, theoretical frames, training, re-
sources, and the way of conceiving professional attention within social services, no longer
help and are no longer effective.

Authors and experts in different countries have warned of the necessity of a new pro-
fessional training and our program aims to provide an effective response to this challenge
(Ronnau 1994; Legault 1997; Verbunt 1994, 1999, 2004; Lévesque 2004, 2006; Fook 2004,
2012; Aguilar 2004, 2006, 2008, 2010, 2011a, 2011b, 2013; Aguilar & Buraschi 2012; Payne
& Askeland 2008; Novak & van Ewijk 2010; among others). We consider that it is neces-
sary to develop new knowledge and skills, as well as personal sensitivity and new attitudes
in the way of being and acting professionally. It is an educational process where it is es-
sential to put together an intellectual attitude of openness towards the ‘other’ along with
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a deep self-analysis and self-discovery, integrating cognitive and affective elements in our
reflections.

Aims and approach: professionals in critical-transformative intercultural
perspective

Our goal is to teach professionals advocacy for vulnerable groups, to make them capable of
implementing processes of empowerment at an individual and collective level. To achieve
it, the educational program offers an axiological, theoretical, methodological and practical
training in terms of professional intervention with migrants (particularly in the field of in-
tercultural mediation, although not exclusively), as well as knowledge, skills and abilities
in research applied to the international migration field and intercultural studies, and all of
that from an interdisciplinary perspective of social intervention and a critical-transform-
ing intercultural focus.

The dominant social intervention models reflect the diverse response methods that are
usually given to the management of our societies’ diversity. These models have proved to
be ineffective in the field of civic cohabitation for an inclusive citizenship. The more fre-
quent responses are the following three:

• Subaltern assimilation: a model based on the absorption of ethnic-cultural minorities,
with these minorities ending up occupying a subaltern position within the social struc-
ture.

• Culturalist racism: a perspective that ‘racialises’ cultural differences, reducing people’s
complexity to a few simplistic categories.

• Intercultural aesthetic: consisting of a superficial celebration of cultural diversity, more
similar to colonial exoticism than to the intercultural perspective.

The limitations and weaknesses of these three responses make impossible the construction
of an inclusive citizenship, impeding the transformation and overcoming of inequalities
and power asymmetries in the different social groups’ intercultural coexistence. It is nec-
essary, therefore, to develop an intercultural critical and transforming response, that is, a
valid alternative to overcome those barriers, inequalities and asymmetries that are inherent
in the three mentioned responses. Interculturalism is a type of normative response to the
fact of cultural plurality, which is based on an effective coexistence, learning, and mutual
enrichment. This focus differs from and is opposed to other normative responses such as
‘assimilation’ of minority cultures by the majority culture and is an alternative to the mere
‘mutual tolerance’ of a certain multiculturalism (‘equal but separated’). The intercultural
focus we propose is critical because it implies the deconstruction of the subaltern assim-
ilation and the culturalist racism as well as the overcoming of certain reductionist forms
of understanding interculturalism. Our model is also transforming because it proposes re-
thinking our way of conceiving identity, culture, participation and citizenship.

Our critical-transforming focus of interculturalism is not limited to the recognition
of the difference and the promotion of positive interaction between people or groups with
different referential cultural horizons; it also supports the fight against social, economic
and political inequalities as well as ethnic, racial and cultural discriminations.
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Theoretical and practical central axis

Implicit models, ethnocentrism and prejudice of social workers
The implementation of social politics destined for the integration of migrant people de-
pends in large part on professional practice. Social workers have been professionally
socialised in monocultural and north-occidental clinic-therapeutic types of intervention
models, which have not proved to be the most appropriate to address intervention within
the new cultural diversity realities. In short, not all the theoretical and methodological pro-
fessional intervention models in the social field are appropriate, opportune or pertinent if
we analyse them from an intercultural perspective, especially from the point of view of the
construction of an inclusive citizenship.

We should clearly distinguish the difference between an implicit and explicit inter-
vention model. The social intervention explicit model is a reflexive and coherent set of
thoughts and concepts referring to principles, theories, strategies and actions, built on the
basis of population categories that then draw a social intervention guide related to a spe-
cific problem. Implicit models are, for their part, a referential frame and a simplified and
schematic construction of reality that provide an explanation of it and form a general ref-
erential outline that guides practice in an unreflective way.

Although it may be embarrassing and hard to accept, we need to become aware of the
fact that frequently our way of working with and for migrant people is based on assump-
tions and stereotypes that can reproduce new ways of racism and that prevents us from
recognising the real necessities of people.

In our designs of intervention programs, our way of understanding social problems
and our quotidian work practices with migrant people, implicit models may be found.
These implicit models of intervention are the frame through which we interpret, un-
derstand and act. These implicit intervention models systematically reproduce a specific
action with immigrants and their problems, and a specific vision of migrating people, their
context, their resources and problems. Very often, these models are based on universalis-
ing schemes from particular concepts that exacerbate cultural differences. We should not
forget that the way of framing a problem determines the way of solving it; in fact, the larger
difficulty for an effective social intervention is based on a wrong framing of the problem
(false, distorted, reductionist or biased view) that prevents us from finding its solution.

An intervention model is a coherent set of thoughts and concepts referring back to
theories, feelings, attitudes and actions built upon the base of population categories that
draw a social intervention guide in relation to specific problems. Models are, therefore,
a simplified and schematic construction of reality that provide an explanation of it and
create a general referential scheme that guides subsequent practice. Implicit models de-
pend upon and are configured as a result of the interrelationship of various elements: how
the situation of the problem that is expected to be solved is defined; what interests are
at stake; which are the dominant values; what are the strategies that are considered more
acceptable to deal with the problem; how the people involved are defined – in partic-
ular, which roles and status have they been assigned and what relationship they should
have between them. These elements reflect the values, beliefs and prejudices of the pro-
fessional worker; from these elements and their interrelations derive the specific nature
that is established between the social agent and the immigrant ‘user’, as well as the spe-
cific and operational forms of that professional intervention (methodological orientation,
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procedures, etc.). Professionals’ awareness of the presence of these implicit models is not
common, and, as a result, only explicit models are addressed in training and professional
exercise. Incoherence and contradiction between the explicit and the implicit models is
very frequent, since the implicit models are usually at an unconscious level.

Ethnocentric culturalism as a basic process of implicit models
The logic behind the dominant models within social intervention is a process we term
‘ethnocentric culturalism’. It is a process of social construction of reality based on rigid,
ethnocentric, essentialist categories imposed on migrant people. Ethnocentric culturalism
comprises three elements, intimately related: imposed categorisation, ethnocentrism and
culturalism.

Imposed categorisation: this is the construction of a classification system that has the
power of reproducing and creating what, apparently, limits itself to description only. The
way of thinking and categorising migrant people determines the intervention style. We
should not forget the institutional and social worker’s constructions and discourses are
dominant and usually prevail over the definitions of the migrant people themselves; in this
sense it has the power of normalising and naturalising arbitrary categories. There are three
major common groups of metaphors to categorise migrant people: metaphors that define
the migrant person as victim, metaphors that define them as a menace, and metaphors that
categorise the migrant person as deprived.

1. The victim category is the one that defines those people as vulnerable, passive, de-
fenceless, and unable to face problems and be owners of the migratory project itself.

2. The menace category emphasises the danger certain migrant people can represent for
our values, our beliefs or for the welfare state. Migrant people are principally con-
ceived of as a problem.

3. The vision of the migrant person as deprived is based on an ethnocentric vision of
what we consider ‘normal’, being centred on the supposed cultural, social, economic,
linguistic, etc., deficits of immigrants.

Categorisation implies a process of reduction of the complexity of the migrant person to
one or few of their supposed characteristics. From this point of view implicit models are a
device of reduction and invisibilisation of part of social reality. We often do not take into
account the previous history, focusing our attention on the problems and not on the ability
of people to face their difficulties; we invisibilise certain social and conjunctural factors, the
multiple identities and cultural complexity of the migration process. This way the migrant
person loses the possibility of self-defining themselves – the definition of their identity
does not belong to them. Indifference and exclusion are subtle forms of racism, because
they deny the complexity of the subject, and even deny them the consideration of it, to
turn them into a mere object.

The other characteristic of the ‘ethnocentric culturalism’ process is that we usually ap-
ply our analytic categories to other social realities, forgetting that important differences do
exist: we adapt the reality to the categories instead of adapting the categories to the reality.
That is, we think the categories we use in our job are universal and can be applied in all the
contexts; but this is false.

Finally, the last element of the ‘ethnocentric culturalism’ process is the exaggeration of
the cultural factor and the essentialisation of the culture. We interpret people’s behaviours
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only by their belonging (real or supposed) to a certain culture, confusing social differences
with cultural differences. This way the inability of the state (and lack of will) to satisfacto-
rily solve the problems is hidden, and cultural differences are used as a front to cover the
debates the society does not want to face.

This tendency is especially noticeable in the integration problem’s diagnosis and analy-
sis phase: delinquency, school failure, and poverty are explained through the cultural
variables as ‘religion features’, ‘mentality’, ‘orientation towards present’, ‘fatalism’, etc. This
intervention model tends to make poverty exotic, underestimates the economic and social
factors and overestimates cultural factors. The diagnosis is still being framed as an exterior
assessment of the interested subjects who are not consulted or included to actively take
part in it. Frequently, intervention projects are formulated without taking into consid-
eration the participation of all participants, reducing the potential effectiveness of the
interventions. The immigrant is usually classified as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ depending on their
more or less concordance with social rules, with the marginalisation situation perceived as
maladjustment, lack of will, or deviance that has to be corrected to ‘normalise’ their behav-
iours.

Our Intercultural Social Intervention Model (ISIM)
Apart from the critical analysis of the implicit models in the professional practice, our
training program applies a critical-transforming intercultural focus to social intervention,
developing guidelines for the construction of an Intercultural Social Intervention Model
(from this point forward ‘ISIM’) based on the deep comprehension of the Other, on the de-
velopment of intercultural empathy, and on the acquisition of intercultural competences.
Intercultural social intervention is not about including new intervention tools, but about
transforming our way of thinking and living cultural diversity, including cognitive and af-
fective factors.

We have to take into account that the majority of the professionals have been so-
cialised within ethnocentric and monocultural backgrounds and they often do not have
the tools to manage the uncertainty and the stress generated by the relationship with
people whose behaviours we cannot understand or foresee. In this context, the incom-
prehension is double: we do not know how to interpret foreign behaviours (explicative
uncertainty) and we do not get to foresee the possible reactions (predictive uncertainty).
That means that, in order to work effectively in a multicultural space, good will and pos-
itive attitudes towards diversity are not enough; it is necessary to have the competences
to understand diversity and manage conflicts effectively. Our values and beliefs may not
be enough when we face complex and ambiguous situations. Values and beliefs must be
accompanied by knowledge, skills, attitudes and dexterities that let us manage effectively
conflictive and ambiguous situations. Without these competences the intercultural en-
counter can turn into a cultural clash that ends up creating racism and xenophobia.

The ISIM explicit model is formulated from theoretical analysis of the dominant forms
of discourse and racism of the elite groups (Van Dijk 2000), including institutional racism
put into practice through policies and social interventions. It has other theoretical refer-
ences: in the proposals of anti-oppressive social work (initially elaborated by Bárbara B.
Solomon 1976); in the concepts of empowerment and advocacy (Rose & Black 1985), and
in the transformative mediation model (Bush & Folger 1994). From the model operability
point of view, the more relevant theoretical-practical inspiration is the awareness or con-
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sciousness raising and liberation focus that started in Latin America with Paulo Freire’s
work, particularly his proposal of ‘problematising education’ and ‘dialogicity’ in liberating
education (1967), pedagogy of the oppressed (1970), hope pedagogy (1992) and auton-
omy pedagogy (1996). These proposals are also applied in the Oppressed’s Theatre of Boal
(1978) – in its Latin-American and European versions – as well as in different ‘popular ed-
ucation’ Latin-American programs, particularly promoted by the Latin American Council
for Adult Education (CEAAL).

In our model the social worker uses strategies of empowerment to reduce, delete, fight
or invert the negative valuations that, from society as a whole in general, and from power
and its groups in particular, immigrants are subjected to. Utilisation and strengthening of
mutual support networks; the usage of training, skills and technologies transference; train-
ing to take decisions and organise; interpreting, etc. are some examples of these strategies,
where the conflict is not denied but identified and people work with it and from it when
it is necessary. This model demands a compromise to keep socio-educative services and
social intervention programs effectively egalitarian as well as to face negative valuations,
even within technical-professional and institutional culture.

The emphasis is then on implementing dialogue, comprehension and development
processes, using concepts, techniques and strategies from emancipatory and radical social
work to promote the improvement and the self-determination of the participants. That is,
for the development of skills that let people, organisations and communities improve by
themselves by way of actions, and boost the necessary social change so that situations are
more fair and equitable.

In this perspective, the social worker has a very different and diverse role: contrary to
the classic role of expert manager and organiser, in our model they need to be a facilitator,
a contributor, a defender, a mediator, and a trainer, depending on the dynamics generated
by the intervention process. Our action is thus turned into a strengthening emancipatory
pedagogic and political instrument of organisations, people and groups. The self-deter-
mination concept is a basic foundation of this model, that defines itself as a group of
interrelated skills, such as: skills to identify and express necessities; establish objectives or
expectations and draw up an action plan to achieve them; identify resources; make rational
selections between alternative courses of action; develop appropriate attitudes to achieve
the objectives; evaluate results, etc.

Social intervention is aimed at the self-determination of immigrants in multicultural
contexts. It is necessary, in order to do this, to offer an intercultural training process to the
professionals, to avoid social intervention turning, although involuntarily, into a reproduc-
tion of social inequalities.

Intercultural competences in ISIM

In the ISIM intervention model we propose the acquisition of a group of intercultural com-
petences in social work, based on the contributions of Chen and Starosta (1996), Byram
(1997), Aneas (2003) and Sclavi (2003). We define intercultural competences as a body of
knowledge, attitudes and skills that allow the professionals to work effectively in multicul-
tural contexts, contributing to intercultural cohabitation. It is not only about behaving in a
pertinent way and adapting to different contexts, but about transforming relationships to
contribute to transform the entire society.
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Following Milton Bennett’s proposal (1986), we can differentiate between different in-
tercultural competences dimensions: mindset and skillset. The first one makes reference
to a way of looking at the world and includes cognitive, emotional and attitudinal aspects
that are transferable to all the specific competences and that we can term the intercultural
mind: tolerance towards ambiguity, focus on and curiosity towards diversity, mental flex-
ibility, creativity, among others. The second term makes reference to the behavioural
aspects, specific capacities and necessary strategies to work effectively with people and
groups with different cultural models. According to our model, specific competences of the
professionals that work in multicultural models are: intercultural awareness; comprehen-
sion of other reference cultural frames; intercultural sensitivity; intercultural assertiveness;
and creative management of conflicts.

Intercultural awareness

Paulo Freire formulated the awareness concept to describe the personal and social trans-
formation process the oppressed people start when they become aware of the oppression
logic that sustains the power relationships in which they are involved. The interesting
aspect of the awareness concept is that it not only makes reference to the domination con-
cept, but also to the oppression models that structure the oppressed’s minds. We can apply
this concept to relationships between people in multicultural contexts and talk about in-
tercultural awareness as the raising of awareness of our implicit pre-assumptions, beliefs
and implicit values that, often automatically, have an influence in our interpretations of
the world and our behaviour(s). As we have seen in the first part of this chapter, these im-
plicit models are often invisible barriers that prevent us from understanding other frames
of reference, communicating effectively and managing conflicts and reproducing stereo-
types, prejudice and unequal relations.

The awareness of the own cultural horizon in general, and of the implicit models that
guide our social intervention in particular, is the first step to develop intercultural com-
petences since this ‘is our way of looking at the one that very often keeps the others in
their more limited belonging, and is also our way of looking at the one that can free them’
(Maalouf 1998, 7).

The comprehension of other reference frames includes the attitudes, knowledge and
skills that let us understand people that do not share our same reference frame and/or sit-
uation in pluricultural contexts. It is based on the ability of researching diversity through
‘dynamic maps’, a group of hermeneutical keys that represent a flexible guide towards com-
prehension and let us change our way of identifying a problem. In this sense this is a
fundamental competence in the diagnosis role of the social worker. The starting point does
not only have to be the analysis of the problems, but the competences of migrating peo-
ple, their networks, social and cultural capital as well as their resilience. The fundamental
questions of our diagnosis should not be ‘Which are the factors that determine the vulner-
ability of migrant people?’ but ‘Which are the factors that have often been determining for
the success histories of these people?’. It is about revalidating resilience, the ability of facing
adversity and to keep moving forward, it is about taking into consideration the previous
history of migrant people, their practices, support networks, characteristics of the recip-
ient society, environment, social climate in a certain moment, protective factors, internal
resources and abilities, their opportunities and vital dynamism (Aguilar 2013).
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Regarding the transnational and socio-communitarian dimension of the migrating ex-
perience, it must be emphasised that, in the majority of the cases, professional intervention
of social services usually is developed from diagnosis models (characteristic of occidental
clinic perspectives), that usually tend to define reality based on the characteristics of the
offer, without seriously considering the communitarian exploration of potentialities and
internal resources.

Intercultural sensitivity is a competence that includes emotional self-awareness, posi-
tive attitude towards diversity and intercultural empathy. For this last one we understand
an empathy form that is effective in pluricultural contexts. With empathy we are seeking
to understand the experience of the other person to understand within our own frame. It
is a way of leaving a narcissistic vision but not an ethnocentric one. When we try to put
ourselves ‘in other’s shoes’ we are actually putting ourselves ‘in our shoes’. Sclavi (2003)
proposes the exotopy concept, to define the effort of recognising the autonomous perspec-
tive of the other, a perspective with its own sense, not reducible to ours. In empathy we
isolate and decontextualise some features of the other’s experience to understand it from
our cultural frame; this way, in reality, we are not going out of ourselves, but we project our
way of feeling and living an experience. Exotopy generates another way of empathy, inter-
cultural empathy, a process in which the other person does not play a passive role, but an
active one, and collaborates with us in the construction of a shared sense of affective expe-
rience. In this sense we can define ‘intercultural empathy’ as the skill to make experience
out of aspects from reality in a different way than how it would have been done from our
reference frame through the collaborative construction of the sense of affective experience.

Intercultural assertiveness is the ‘skill to negotiate the cultural meanings and act com-
municatively in an effective way according to the multiple identities of participants’ (Chen
& Starosta 1996, 358). Being assertive in multicultural contexts means knowing how to
identify our own communicative styles; recognise the communicative style of other people
and groups; know how to create communication channels; and have the ability to concep-
tualise, explain oneself, present oneself in an appropriate way, reach an acceptable grade of
reciprocal comprehension and manage interaction appropriately and effectively.

Finally, creative management of conflicts is the ability to use exploratory resolution
strategies based on a complex analysis of conflicts, the restructuring of relationships (Bush
& Folger 1994) and the generation of alternatives based on the construction of a new com-
mon reference frame (Sclavi 2003).

Pedagogical design

Educating is not transmitting knowledge, but creating the neces-
sary conditions for its construction.

Paulo Freire

The pedagogical design of the program allows the achievement of these intercultural
critical-transforming analysis and intervention abilities, through a series of innovative ele-
ments. As an example, we mention the following:

Professor and lecturer selection: more than 40 European and Latin-American profes-
sors take part in the program. All of them are internationally prestigious specialists in their
respective fields and share analytical critical frames, as well as a personal commitment to
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social entities and movements in the fight against the different means of discrimination in
each of their countries. The profile is very interdisciplinary (social workers, sociologists,
anthropologists, pedagogues, jurists, psychologists, doctors, demographers, lawyers, soci-
olinguists, etc.). Many of them have had training in more than one of these disciplines.

Candidate students selection: the postgraduate program is also open to degree (bach-
elor) students. Candidates from any country and from different professional fields with
social influence can take part. This profile for selection ensures a great cultural diversity in
the learning group, with interdisciplinary profiles and different perspectives and vital ex-
periences, which are very important to ensure the success of the training program.

Selection and design of training contents: the training contents have been designed
so that the students progressively acquire critical analysis ability of the reality inherent in
our analytical framework, apart from increasing their self-awareness. In all the training
modules cognitive and affective contents are incorporated, to achieve the acquisition of in-
tercultural empathy from the beginning of the program. This means the contents do not
superimpose or overlap themselves, but they are supported by each other, in a constructive
and sequenced way. Contents are updated throughout all the courses. In the online discus-
sion forums graduated students of the program and all the teachers take part.

Contents sequencing: in our program there are no subjects, but sequenced and suc-
cessive training modules, that allow a learning building process in such a way that the
students go on maturing personally as they advance in training, and go on becoming aware
of their own reference frames (especially implicit). Abilities and attitudes from ISIM are
also gradually acquired, especially from the third month after entry.

Theory-practice integration: all the methodological and theoretical knowledge is ap-
plied to practice. Knowledge is oriented to action. The result of the integration-application
of knowledge and critical reflection for them to practice and work in the field is evaluated.
All the materials and workshops incorporate cognitive and emotional elements, as a way
of progressively developing intercultural empathy ability, tolerance towards ambiguity and
open-mindedness towards the Other.

Study and observational analysis in empathic perspective: in the majority of the mod-
ules, critical and self-critical reality observation exercises are included. The fact that all
the international students live in their own countries boosts enrichment and exchange of
experiences. One of the strengths of the program is precisely this: each student has the ex-
perience of their own context, and also the direct experience of the other contexts where
their colleagues live, so they can share dialogue and collaborative work in their studies and
solution of practical cases.

Study and solution of cases in a cooperative way: diverse perspectives are used, such as
critical incidents analysis, learning based on problems, participative auto-diagnosis, par-
ticipative planning, etc. Collaborative solutions are encouraged before the realisation of
the individual work and exercises.

Fieldwork: from the fourth month of training and afterwards, all the modules include
practical work that the student has to do in their own context and field, with the tutorial
orientation of professors. The three last months of the program are exclusively supervised
practices, that are carried out in the country and region that the student decides upon, al-
ways in multicultural and complex contexts.
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Conclusions

Implicit ethnocentric and culturalistic models have important consequences in social
interventions with immigrants: they reproduce an unequal and asymmetric social rela-
tionship system, reinforce the image of migrant people as a ‘group of social exclusion’ and
obstruct the autonomy and integration process. The demands of migrant people and the
insufficient responses of the traditional intervention models may generate stress, uncer-
tainty and anxiety, but are, also, an important occasion to revise our intervention methods,
an opportunity to be conscious of the limitations of our analysis scheme and rethink our
intervention models.

Given the unconscious character of implicit models, the development of processes to
raise awareness about the existence of these models is an indispensable requirement. Pro-
fessional training for social work must add these proposals. All the process is about being
conscious that the categories we usually consider neutral are, often, closely related with a
cultural context, and in some cases based on reductionist ethnocentric pre-assumptions.
In addition, new alternative intervention models, adapted and coherent with the values,
principles and compromises of social work, should be learned during training. Our ISIM
intercultural social intervention model is a theoretical-practical, systematic and effective
proposal for social work in contexts of cultural diversity when the goal is to achieve an
actually inclusive and equalitarian citizenship. The ISIM model is critical-transforming,
emancipatory, and empowering, it supports and stimulates individuals and groups to de-
velop their skills to solve their problems and take decisions, and this model at the same
time advocates for a structural change towards a fairer society. At an individual level,
results include control of the situation, sociability and behaviours aimed at action. In or-
ganisations, results include the development of organisational networks, fundraising and
policy re-definition. In the community, results are the creation of social inclusion projects,
pluralist cohabitation and construction of collective projects of environment and life qual-
ity improvement.
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5
Indigenism and Australian social work
IndigenismandAustraliansocialwork

Christine Fejo-King

Indigenism is a concept that has emerged over the last 20 years as a result
of the engagement of Indigenous academics with research. It is a way of
claiming a space within research for Aboriginal knowledge systems and ways
of knowing, being and doing. However, in Australia, Indigenism and Indi-
genist theory and practice have not been confined to research alone, it has
been embedded within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social work for
a number of decades. This chapter will introduce Indigenism and Indigenist
theory and practice in social work, as it was developed in the Australian
setting in the 1970s, identify how it has evolved and illustrate how it has im-
pacted on both Australian social work and national policies and practices.
The chapter will then move on to explore how Indigenism and Indigenist
theory can inform social work theory and practice into the future.

Researchers position themselves in their research projects to reveal aspects of their own
tacit world, to challenge their own assumptions, to locate themselves through the eye
of the ‘other’, and to observe themselves observing. This lens shifts the observer’s gaze
inward toward the self as a site for interpreting cultural experience. The approach is
person-centred, unapologetically subjective, and gives voice to those who have often
been silenced. (Settee 2007, 117)

The citation above by Settee helps to set the framework for what will follow in this chapter.
While Settee is speaking about research, her words also have meaning within the edu-
cation and practice setting. Indigenism is an unapologetically subjective perspective and
practice by indigenous researchers and academics, that opens the indigenous worldview
and knowledge systems to non-indigenous practitioners and researchers. This chapter is a
small step in introducing how indigenism has been developed and is being progressed in
Australian social work today and how it might progress in the future.

The theories and concepts known as indigenist ideology, indigenism and indigenist
theory have been developed by indigenous academics and researchers around the world in
the margins of the disciplines of social work, education, science, law and many others for a
number of years. These theories and concepts acted as a means of incorporating Aborigi-
nal ways of knowing, being, and doing (Arbon 2008; Churchill 1996; DiNova 2005; Martin
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2008; Rigney 1997, 2001; Ramsden 2002; Sinclair et al. 2009; Smith 1999, 2012; West 2000)
within these disciplines to claim a space, and place for practice and research methodolo-
gies that privileged indigenous knowledges.

This chapter introduces, defines and examines what is meant by an indigenist ideology,
indigenism, and indigenist theory and then explores how they have already been included
into social work education, theory, practice and research in Australia and how these prac-
tices might be extended and strengthened into the future. To set the scene, a number of
stepping-stones are positioned to allow us to move to the point where the concepts identi-
fied above can be introduced and discussed.

The stepping-stones begin with a brief re-visit to the historical beginnings of social
work in Britain and America and the ideology that supported it. A second stepping- stone
is the identification of two American women who had a lasting impact on social work
throughout the world. The third stepping-stone is a brief introduction to how social work
began in Australia. This section will include an identification of the different imperatives
that informed the beginnings of indigenous social work practice as it contrasted to the
practice of non-indigenous social workers.

The chapter then seeks to answer a number of questions. Firstly, why did indigenous
academics and researchers believe it was necessary to develop indigenist theory and
praxis? Secondly, what has been achieved through this movement? Thirdly, how might this
information be incorporated into the schools of social work, guide the development of the-
ories of the south, and inform social work practice and research into the future, while still
maintaining its unique indigenist ontology, epistemology, axiology, methods and method-
ology?

Furthermore, in introducing indigenism and indigenist theory into social work ed-
ucation, a major consideration must be the need to identify ways to prevent the mining
and colonisation of indigenous ontologies and epistemologies. This form of practice has
been and continues to be condemned, both nationally and internationally (Bin-Sallik 2003;
Bishop 2005; Fejo-King 2013; Foley 2002, 2003; King 2011; Martin 2008; Smith 1999, 2012;
Rigney 1999). These concerns continue today as raised at the recent 2nd International In-
digenous Social Work Conference (July 2013) in Winnipeg, Canada.

Placing some stepping stones

Before moving forward it would be helpful to define what is meant by the terms ontology,
epistemology, theory, and working in the margins as they relate to this chapter. An on-
tology can be described as ‘the theory of the nature of existence, or the nature of reality’
(Wilson 2008, 33). The central question embedded within ontology is ‘What is real?’ This
is an interesting question, as reality can be different for each person or groups of people, as
we all experience and interpret the world differently. Some different ontologies that have
been identified in the literature include the Western, Eastern, and indigenous; however,
there are many others.

An epistemology is ‘the study of the nature of thinking or knowing. It involves the
theory of how we come to have knowledge’ (Wilson 2008, 33). Often an epistemology is
developed without conscious thought; it can be influenced by our standpoint (gender, eco-
nomic position, ethnicity, culture, lived experience, religious background and/or political
perspective) and is intrinsically connected to our ontology. It is often unmarked and un-
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named, it is just there in the background, used every day as a litmus test against which we
measure everything we come into contact with as it causes us to ask, ‘How do I know what
is real’ (Wilson 2008, 33).

A theory is a short way of naming a group or set of knowledge systems about a specific
topic. Anzaldúa made the following insightful comments about theory:

What is considered theory in the dominant academic community is not necessarily what
counts as theory for women of colour. Theory produces effects that change people and
the way they perceive the world. Thus we need theories that will enable us to interpret
what happens in the world, that will explain how and why we relate to certain people in
specific ways, that will reflect what goes on between inner, outer and peripheral ‘I’s within
a person and between the personal I’s and the collective ‘we’ of our ethnic communities.
(Anzaldúa cited in Pattanayak 2013, 87)

Working in the margins can be understood to be work happening on the outside of the
main text or dominant discourse and/or social work context. It is similar to when you read
a book and make notes in the margins. These comments can be cross-references, com-
ments of agreement or disagreement, or they can be different ways of achieving the same
goal using particular ontologies and epistemologies that may not have been considered by
the author. They may also be comments of support for what has been written, or expand
upon them.

The beginnings of social work

In their book Unfaithful angels: how social work has abandoned its mission, Specht and
Courtney (1994) examined the roots of social work and explained that for the Western
world, the forerunners of social work were patronage, piety, the Poor Laws, and philan-
thropy. Each of these concepts formed the basis of a different strategy to address poverty,
initially in Britain and later in America. These concepts became so embedded within social
work education, theory and practice that elements of each can still be found today in social
work around the world.

In the 1980s, two very influential American women, with diametrically opposite ide-
ologies, also had a lasting impact on social work. These women were Jane Addams and
Mary Richmond. Jane Addams is often viewed as ‘the mother of structural social work’.
She focused on changing society through the use of existing structures and strengths of
the community. To achieve this goal she examined the systems that resulted in poverty
and utilised social change mechanisms, such as women’s suffrage and child labour laws, to
bring about positive change (Margolin 1997).

Mary Richmond on the other hand is often viewed as ‘the mother of casework’, which
included surveillance and the keeping of detailed case-notes. This is also viewed as the be-
ginning of individual social work (Margolin 1997). Margolin highlights the influence of
these women when he states, ‘social workers may claim Jane Addams as their source of in-
spiration, but they do Mary Richmond’ (4).

Apart from the issues of structural versus individual social work, another tension
within social work has to do with care versus control. Specht and Courtney (1994) also
highlighted that there is a dilemma for social workers, who are often called upon to enact
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state and government policies of social control, with regard to the protection of children
and particular groups of adults.

This issue can sometimes be viewed as a dilemma because this role can conflict with
the social justice aspirations of social work and can create an increased risk of burnout for
social workers (Margolin 1997). The other risk for social workers is that the people they are
working with can come to view them as ‘Jekyll and Hyde’ type characters (Fejo-King 2013).
This means that social workers might say to people that they are trying to help them, whilst
at the same time enforcing policies that the people see as biased, cruel or evil (Blackstock
2009). This affects the way clients view social workers and, therefore, the ability of the so-
cial worker to build relationships of trust with the client or client group (Calma & Priday
2011).

Social work was imported to Australia as a mature profession from Britain and Amer-
ica and first taught at the University of Sydney in 1940. Qualifying graduates were em-
ployed either as social service workers in a hospital setting, or as child welfare officers
(Camilleri 2005; University of Sydney 2012). This identifies the roots of Australian social
work as being firmly embedded in the West and within the Richmond framework.

The beginnings of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social work

Due to past government policies and restrictions, very few Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples were able to access tertiary education until the 1970’s, when Australian
Government policies changed and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples had access
to tertiary education for the first time. The South Australian Institute of Technology
(SAIT) became the first educational institution to take Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islan-
der students in large numbers, from around the country. These students moved to Adelaide
and began their learning journey. Initially, two courses were offered – Community Devel-
opment and/or Social Work – with exit points being at the certificate or associate diploma
level. A social work degree was not offered.

The lack of degree-level studies did not act as a barrier to the students gaining em-
ployment. However, it meant that none of the social work graduates of SAIT were eligible
for membership with the Australian Association of Social Work (AASW). It also meant
that these students were not the decision makers and team leaders in the areas they were
working in. Leadership of these positions were held by non-indigenous social workers,
psychologists and other professionals with a degree as a base line entry.

These practices bought about critical reflection on the part of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander social workers, resulting in the development and progressing of Aboriginal
Terms of Reference (ATR) (Kickett 1992). I use this terminology because in the 1970’s the
terms indigenist, indigenism, and indigenist theory and practice, had not yet been named.
Further information about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social work in Australia
and the way in which it was embedded within indigenist ideology, indigenism, indigenist
theory and practice will be discussed later in the chapter. The next section will focus on
defining these concepts.
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An indigenist ideology, indigenism, and indigenist theory and practice

Indigenism has been the way in which indigenous researchers and academics have claimed
a space for Aboriginal knowledge systems within research over the last twenty years. This
section unpacks what is meant by an indigenous theory and identifies two major theorists,
the first from the United States of America, and the second from Australia.

By exploring what is meant by an indigenist ideology, we are able to identify who could
be considered an indigenist, and then address what is meant by indigenism, indigenist the-
ory and practice. Figure 5.1 is a beginning point to understanding these concepts, offering
some insights around how each of these concepts flow, connect and interact.

Figure 5.1 Origins of indigenism: contributing factors.

From this diagram, it becomes clear that an indigenist ideology is developed as a result
of the invasion of an indigenous nation or land mass by another nation; in the case of
Australia, the invading nation was Britain. The major reason for invading and colonising
another group’s homeland has throughout history been connected to one country needing
or wanting more land or access to the natural resources of another group (LaRocque 2010).

In the process of the invasion and colonisation of Australia there were numerous in-
stances of genocide, ethnic cleansing, murder and the removal of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children (Haebich 2000; King 2013; Moses 2004). These practices were not
confined to Australia alone – the indigenous peoples of the United States of America and
Canada also shared similar experiences (Churchill 1997; King 2011; Sinclair 2007). It is in
response to these and other atrocities that an indigenist ideology is developed.
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Ward Churchill (1996), a controversial native American academic and enrolled mem-
ber of the United Keetoowah Band of Cherokee, First Nations Peoples of the United States
of America, refers to an indigenous ideology when he says, ‘very often in many of my
writings and lectures, I have identified myself as being “indigenist” in outlook’(509). In
the context of indigenism, what Churchill refers to as an ‘outlook’ I refer to as an indige-
nous ideology. It is a way of thinking that is based on a particular worldview, and the lived
experiences and values of colonised indigenous peoples. It calls for action that seeks the
recognition of their sovereignty and human rights in order to achieve social justice and
self-determination. The indigenous person or activist who employs these tactics is then
identified by Churchill as being an indigenist.

Using Churchill’s description of himself, pulling it apart and examining each state-
ment in detail offers great insights that support the notion that an indigenist is an Indige-
nous person whose:

highest priority . . . is the rights of their people and to achieve this goal they draw on
the traditions, knowledge and values of indigenous peoples from around the world.
(Churchill 1996, 509)

According to Churchill, the indigenist uses the knowledge gained through these traditions,
values and ways of knowing, being and doing in order to ‘advance critiques of, . . . concep-
tualise alternatives to, the present social, political, economic, and philosophical status quo’
(Churchill 1996, 509).

Lester-Irabinna Rigney, an Aboriginal educator from South Australia adds depth to
Churchill’s work by asserting that Indigenism is, ‘multi-disciplinary with the essential cri-
teria being the identity and colonising experience’ of the Indigenous writer (Rigney 2001,
1). Using the insights offered by both Churchill and Rigney, it becomes clear that in-
digenous theory and practice is developed and informed by the struggle for the rights of
indigenous peoples. This struggle then becomes the highest priority in the political life of
an indigenist, often emerging as activism. Further, it is this body of knowledge – the on-
tologies and epistemologies of indigenous peoples of the world, rather than the ontology
and epistemology of the dominant non-indigenous world – that guides the thoughts and
actions of the indigenist.

What is Indigenist theory and practice?

Indigenist theory is one of emancipation and empowerment, developed by indigenous
academics and researchers both nationally and internationally, which works toward a par-
adigm shift that privileges indigenous knowledges. To illustrate how indigenist theory
works in practice, two examples are shared here around validating indigenism and indi-
genist theory.

Example 1: Developing a moral compass
This example deals with the research process of my PhD journey and is found in the paper,
‘Decolonising research from an Australian Indigenous research perspective’ (King 2005).
At that time I was not aware of the developing indigenist theory. However, on analysing
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what was written in that article with regard to the inward moral search that I undertook,
through the questions I asked myself and what emerged through this process, it can be
clearly identified as being grounded in an indigenist ideology that resulted in indigenist
theory in practice. What assisted me in getting to this point was the theoretical frame
within which the questions I asked of myself were placed.

These questions were, firstly, was it appropriate for me as an Aboriginal woman to
undertake research that would be fully focused upon my people? Secondly, what was the
motivation behind my wanting to undertake this research? Thirdly, what if any benefits
would flow on to my family, communities and nations in particular, and what if any bene-
fits might also flow on to other Australian Indigenous peoples? Fourthly, what foundations
might my research be built upon? In other words, what ideology would frame my research?
(2).

These questions were used to develop the moral compass shown in Figure 5.2, which I
drew up and kept in a prominent position in my study so that I would see it each time I sat
down to work. It then guided my research process (Fejo-King 2013). Over time, the moral
compass was refined to its current depiction as shown below.

Figure 5.2 My moral compass.

Example 2: Validating Indigenism and Indigenist theory
In order to find the connections between my use of stories, learning circles, the connection
of all things, and to find a way to describe how this connection works and what it meant
for me, I undertook a search, not knowing in advance where I would be led. The search
was undertaken over a period of four weeks and began with the word ‘metaphor’. How-
ever, I found this this was too narrow and constricting to describe the phenomena that I
was focused on. I then moved on to analogy, allegory, epic, grand theory, cosmos, unity
and finally to cosmology which is described as being the ‘science or theory of the universe’
(Collins Australian Concise Dictionary 2001).
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On locating this word I felt that it warranted further investigation, so I did a Google
search, but added the word ‘indigenous’ before cosmology. It was encouraging to find that
many other First Nations scholars had also found their way to this definition and contrib-
uted to it.

Sinclair included in indigenous cosmology concepts such as ceremonies, and ‘All my
relations’, which she viewed as one of the most significant symbols of indigenous cosmol-
ogy. Translated to English from different indigenous languages, the term means the same
thing and is used in the same context. For Sinclair, the concept of ‘All my relations’ cap-
tured the essence of Indigenous spirituality. She offered the following quote to illustrate
what this concept meant for her and in doing so adds depth to this chapter. King (1990) as
cited by Sinclair (2007) states that:

‘All my relations’ is first a reminder of who we are and our relationship with both our
family and our relatives. It also reminds us of the extended relationship we share with all
human beings. But the relationships that Native people see goes further, the web of kin-
ship extending to the animals, to the birds, to the fish, to the plants, to all the animate and
inanimate forms that can be seen or imagined. More than that, ‘all my relations’ is an en-
couragement for us to accept the responsibilities we have within this universal family by
living our lives in a harmonious and moral manner. (King 1990, 1 cited in Sinclair 2007,
89)

Bringing the indigenist view as shared by King and Sinclair into Australian social work
would mean that there needs to be a clear understanding by the schools of social work and
social work educators, that an indigenist ideology and indigenism are embedded within
the hearts, minds and hands (Kelly & Sewell 2001) of indigenous social work students, aca-
demics and educators. These then equate to practice and guide and shape what we do, just
as it did for Churchill, Rigney, King and Sinclair.

This practice of the heart, learned through lived experiences and gained over many
lifetimes of our ancestors, is then reflected in the knowledge and understandings indige-
nous students bring with them to the education system and which is often not validated
(Baikie 2009; Fejo-King 2013). It is also reflected in the way that indigenous academics
teach, the theorists introduced and studied, and the strategies and tactics indigenous prac-
titioners advocate, the types of struggles they support and the nature of the alliances they
enter into (Churchill 1996, 509).

This then raises two major questions: the first being how can an indigenous ideology,
indigenism, and indigenist theory be successfully integrated into Australian social work
education? The second is what are the challenges to including, developing and delivering
these ways of knowing, being and doing (Arbon 2008; Martin 2008), within a social work
setting when the majority of the educators are not indigenous?

Are Indigenism and Indigenist education, theory and practice new to
Australian social work?

In addressing the first question, I do not believe or support the assertion that these con-
cepts are new to Australian social work. Rather, they can be seen as an example of an
instance of theory catching up to practice, as shown by within an Australian context, the
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inception of Aboriginal organisations such as Aboriginal Health Services (AHS) and the
National Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisation (NACCHO), the Secre-
tariat for National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care (SNAICC), the Link Up services
and Aboriginal legal services and land councils. Even the inquiry into the removal of Abo-
riginal children from their families, more commonly known as the ‘Stolen Generations’, is
grounded in indigenism and indigenist theory in practice; when comparing them to the
definitions provided by Rigney and Churchill, the connections are clear. However, the so-
cial work that contributed to the development of the services identified above pre-date the
naming of the terms and practices described as indigenism, indigenist theory and practice.

Indigenism, indigenist theory, practice and research are ‘new’ buzz-words within
Australian social work and are being treated as though they are new concepts within Aus-
tralian social work. As clearly illustrated throughout this chapter, I argue that this is not
the case. I assert that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social workers developed ed-
ucation, theory and practice from within this framework in the 1970s and perhaps even
earlier, as the impetus for their practice, which was very different to the dominant form of
social work being practised in this country. For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander so-
cial workers the focus, aim and objectives of their practice was indigenist because it was
founded on and informed by these ideological perspectives, but undertaken by ‘unqual-
ified’ indigenous social workers and so was pushed to the margins of Australian social
work.

To treat this form of practice as though it is the new wonder kid on the block that
should be embraced by all is, I believe, illustrative of the arrogance of whiteness within
Australian social work and the continued marginalisation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander social workers, who have been engaged in this form of practice for decades as al-
ready noted throughout this chapter. To help put things into perspective, it is well worth
remembering the following view:

By not looking at where [we’ve] come from, [we] cannot know where [we] are going, or
where it is [we] should go. It follows that [we] cannot understand what it is [we] are to
do or why. In [our] confusion, [we] identify with the wrong people, the wrong things,
the wrong tradition. [We] therefore inevitably pursue the wrong goals and objectives,
putting last things first and often forgetting the first things altogether, perpetuating the
very structures of oppression and degradation [we] think to oppose. (Churchill 1996,
510)

I suggest that it is within social work research that indigenous ideologies, theories and
practices are new. This is as a direct result of the engagement of indigenous social work
academics in this very Western activity and that these concepts have been introduced to
social work theory, education and practice, as a means of ensuring cultural safety for the
indigenous researchers and indigenous groups involved in the research.

Further, it is asserted that, in the 1970s, indigenist theory and practice in the form of
Aboriginal Terms of Reference (ATR) were developed in Australian social work as a crit-
ical response by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social workers to the cultural abuse
experienced by our peoples.

These theories and practices emerged from the desperate needs of Aboriginal and Tor-
res Strait Islander peoples to access services that were not being delivered, to challenge
dominant systems of oppression, to achieve social justice and self-determination. This
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focus on systematic change also places the social work developed and practised by Abo-
riginal and Torres Strait Islander social workers at that time firmly within the Addams
tradition.

Muriel Bamblett of the Secretariat of National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care
Agency (SNAICC) defined cultural abuse as being:

when the culture of a people is ignored, denigrated, or worse, intentionally attacked. It is
abuse because it strikes at the very identity and soul of the people it is aimed at; it attacks
their sense of self-esteem, it attacks their connectedness to their family and community.
(Bamblett 2007)

The question that must be asked here is, ‘Does Bamblett’s definition of cultural abuse fit
what has and is being done to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social workers through
the discounting of their work, their self-esteem and their achievements in the rush by the
broader social work community to embrace the terms indigenism, indigenist theory and
practice today?’ If the word culture is replaced in the quote above with the word ‘practice’,
it raises a whole different perspective, therefore different considerations of social workers
credibility and achievements and could well be viewed as lateral violence in an Australian
social work setting.

The challenges of including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander ontology and
epistemology into the Australian social work curriculum

Indigenism, indigenist theory and practice are about indigenous peoples, acting for indige-
nous peoples, using indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing (Arbon 2008; Martin
2008) to achieve the best possible outcome for their peoples. It is about insider knowl-
edge being applied politically, socially, economically, ethically and morally. It is also about
indigenous leadership. This being the case, it is essential that any social work research,
discussion, books or programs about indigenist ideology, indigenism, indigenist educa-
tion, theory and practice in social work in Australia, be developed and led by indigenous
researchers, academics and practitioners. The practices advocated here fit within an in-
digenist ideology, Aboriginal terms of reference, and culturally congruent practices that
ensure cultural safety as shown in Figure 5.3 below.

Therefore, this ensures that this initiative does not become an exercise in mining and
stripping of Indigenous knowledge systems, and the discounting of the work of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander social workers for an extended period. Ensuring that indigenism
and indigenist theory and practice are not taught by non-indigenous researchers and aca-
demics, or practised by non-indigenous social workers, will certainly be a major concern
for indigenous Elders, communities, academics, researchers and social workers.

This is a huge challenge given that there is such a small number of Indigenous acade-
mics currently employed within the schools of social work. This then bring us to another
vital question: ‘Where does that leave non-indigenous social workers?’ I propose that it is
as allies, which will be introduced and discussed next.
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The role of non-indigenous social work allies

The term ally was used during the 2nd International Indigenous Social Work Conference
held in Winnipeg, Canada (July 2013), to describe non-indigenous social workers and oth-
ers who support the goals, aspirations, ways of knowing, being and doing (Arbon 2008;
Martin 2008), and cultural protocols of indigenous peoples of the world. The support of-
fered by allies included mentoring, support, talking for, working shoulder to shoulder with,
and ensuring that indigenous knowledges were not colonised, misused or misinterpreted.
Allies acknowledged at each point the leadership, expertise and value of the lived experi-
ence of their indigenous peers and were guided by them around how best to work within
indigenous contexts, to achieve the empowerment and social justice goals of these groups.

From the example just shared, it is proposed that the role of allies can be progressed in
similar ways in the Australian setting. However, some more specific ally support could be
offered through the following five points. These points are: first, recognising the work un-
dertaken by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social workers from the 1970s onward,
as the practice of these social workers was firmly placed within the Addams approach to
social work and has achieved outcomes that have changed the Australian political and so-
cial environment, to meet the social justice needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Australians.

Second, social workers examine and learn from what has been happening in the mar-
gins of social work in Australia and document this practice and include it into the history

Figure 5.3 The cycle and aim of indigenist theory.
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of social work in Australia. This will enrich social work in this country, and reveal hidden
knowledge and strengths within social work practice that have existed in the margins for
over 40 years.

Third, that in the search for ‘getting it right’, we do not ‘get it wrong’, by not making
the connections between Aboriginal Terms of Reference and what has been happening in
the margins of dominant social work in Australia for the past 40 years. Our allies should
be working to empower the indigenous social work that began in the 1970s and that con-
tinues today. This will bring about and enhance reconciliation rather than causing further
marginalisation.

Fourth, that the Reconciliation Action Plan that was initiated by the AASW be up-
dated, concluded, launched and rolled out across all states and territories, with the role of
allies being added.

Fifth, understanding the role of allies and working from that position, rather than as
colonisers mining indigenous knowledges. Working as allies will enable non-indigenous
social workers to participate in indigenism and indigenist theories and practices in a posi-
tive way.

Conclusions

This chapter not only introduces the concepts of indigenism and indigenist theory and
practice, it calls for the recognition of the work undertaken by Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander social workers in the margins of Australian social work for the past 40 years. It
also calls for the recognition of Aboriginal Terms of Reference (ATR) as the forerunner of
the terms indigenism and indigenist theory in Australian social work.

A number of questions were raised and answered throughout the chapter around what
is an indigenist ideology, who is an indigenist and how can indigenism and indigenist
theory be taught within the schools of social work and in practice settings. Examples of
indigenism and validating indigenist theory and practice were shared within the chapter,
as a means of illustrating different uses of these theories.

The chapter also provided insights into how non-indigenous social work academics
and researchers can participate in indigenist education, theory and practice as allies.
Examples of how allies worked and were spoken about at the recent 2nd International In-
digenous Social Work Conference in Winnipeg, Canada, were shared to provide insights
and paths to the future. Additionally five points have been identified that would allow Aus-
tralian social workers to immediately take up the role of allies in the Australian context.

Importantly, a number of challenges and cautions have been raised about not for-
getting where we have come from, in an effort to prevent terms that could discount the
practice of many indigenous social workers of the past 40 years, who have worked in the
margins of dominant social work in Australia. It should be remembered that it was these
social workers who, through their efforts and the efforts of their allies of the time, changed
the landscape of Australian politics and policies through activism and structural change
very successfully in the past.
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Envisioning a professional identity:
charting pathways through social work
education in India
Envisioningaprofessionalidentity

Vimla V. Nadkarni and Sandra Joseph

This paper presents an overview of social work as a profession in India,
tracing its historical beginnings, philosophical base, dominant practice per-
spectives, its relevance in the country’s current socioeconomic and politico-
cultural context and its impact on emerging trends in global practice. It also
aims to stimulate discussion on the possible ways through which Social Work
education can make significant contributions in the wake of the changing
trends in state responsibility towards the poor and marginalised and in doing
so carve its professional identity in order to gain its rightful status in Indian
society.

Historical beginnings

The profession of Social Work in India marked its platinum jubilee in the year 2012.
Seventy-five years and more have been critical in the establishment of the profession as an
independent helping profession, interdisciplinary in nature and based on a foundation of
traditional Social Work methods and skills, values and ethics built around humanitarian
principles with a combination of several religio-cultural philosophies rich to the nation.
The Western legacy of professionalisation of Social Work continues in several develop-
ing countries that have adopted an American–Eurocentric model. The initiation of Social
Work education in India was based on Western thought and pedagogy.

Professionalisation of Social Work began with practice in Mumbai (erstwhile Bombay)
in 1936 under the leadership of Sir Clifford Manshardt, an American missionary, at the
Nagpada Neighbourhood House (settlement house for family welfare). He became the
founder-director of the Sir Dorabji Tata Graduate School of Social Work which began with
a Diploma in Social Service Administration. In 1964, the School became the Tata Institute
of Social Sciences (a Deemed University) which offered a Master of Arts Degree in Social
Work.

In the 1950s and 1960s several schools of Social Work started in other parts of the
country with faculty who completed doctoral studies in the US. This was a major factor,
particularly for the growth of postgraduate degrees in Social Work with specialisations in
clinical and non-clinical Social Work. Social Work educators have written extensively on
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the urgent need to indigenise the curriculum. Writings of Gore (1965), Dasgupta (1968),
Banerjee (1972), Desai (1985), Siddique (1987), Desai (2004), Saldanha (2008) and re-
cently by Bodhi (2011) have strongly criticised the Western models and made emphatic
deliberations on the need for a newer and relevant curriculum design for Social Work
practice in India.

It was in the 1970s also that the concept of integrated methods and integrated social
work practice entered the curricula of several Social Work programs across the country.
This led to a greater emphasis on the interface between macro and micro practice using
the systems framework for social change (Pincus and Minahan 1973). Studies reveal the
persistence of American influence over the curriculum and issues relating to adapting
Western Social Work values to the Indian culture (Nagpaul 1993; Mandal 1989; Srivastava
1999). When professional Social Work was ‘imported’ to India from the West, it was
squeezed into the social fabric and forced to deal with several local factors. Thus, the ex-
perience of professional Social Workers is complex and requires a constant dance between
different systems and cultural ideologies (Kuruvilla 2005).

Philosophical base of social work

Given India’s diverse socioeconomic and politico-cultural milieu, it is no easy task in iden-
tifying a single philosophical base for the profession’s existence. As discussed earlier, the
context in which Social Work education emerged in India drew heavily on the American
curricula given its historical beginnings of partnership between the Tata Trust and the US
Education Technical Mission with the Council of Social Work of America (Gore & Gore
1977). In retrospect, the dependence on Western ideologies to a large extent deferred the
indigenisation processes of the profession, perpetuating rigid curriculum structures which
did not evince sufficient credibility, support and recognition from entities that govern the
country’s development or education. However, the arduous journey towards greater inte-
gration of indigenous knowledge and practice frameworks continues.

Social service in India stems from deep-rooted religious beliefs. It existed in the form
of almsgiving and charity to the poor and needy, creation of shelters and kitchens, and in-
stitutions for orphans and elderly, the destitute, and beggars. Philosophies of welfare and
humanitarianism that arose from deep-rooted religious beliefs and practices of Hinduism,
Buddhism, Jainism, Islam, Christianity and indigenous beliefs were at some point the dri-
ving forces behind education and practice of Social Work in India. Kulkarni asserted that
the Indian model is indigenous and the aberrations, if any, are minor (Kulkarni 1993). A
few schools integrated India’s distinguished lineage in the freedom movement and adopted
the thinking of world renowned philosophers such as Gandhi, Swami Vivekananda and
Tagore in their curriculum (Kumar 1998). Yet some other schools emphasised the value of
human rights, empowerment and social justice as their core values in their curriculum.

Increasingly, the trend is that missions of schools are influenced by their affiliations
and political interests of governing members and trustees or on faith and missionary en-
thusiasm. Today there are several central, state, private and deemed universities with:
departments/faculty/schools of social work. Departments of social work are located in
state or national health and mental health academic institutions, and social work courses
are taught in social science departments in a state or central university. These programs
claim to be secular in their curriculum development and teaching approaches. There are
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also Social Work degree programs offered by faith-based ‘minority-labelled’ institutions
(Report of the Consultation on National Network of Schools of Social Work for Quality
Enhancement of Social Work Education in India 2012).

Dominant perspectives on education and practice
Perspectives for practice have changed with the changing economic and political develop-
ments in the country. From charity and reform it gradually moved to welfare and subse-
quently to development and more recently to human rights and social justice. However,
this has not been observed as a linear progress; rather, all forms of practice perspectives
are known to exist simultaneously.

A historic meeting in 1964 of professional Social Workers with Gandhian workers led
to the realisation that while Gandhian workers accepted the need for education and train-
ing, professionals recognised that Social Work needed to move beyond ameliorative work
to social action so as to remedy the roots of social malaise and to change the social order
(Dasgupta 1967 cited in Desai and Narayan 1998, 537, 538). As observed by Gore and Gore
(1977, 265–66), curative Social Work through casework dominated in the Social Work
programs (cited in Mandal 1995). It de-emphasised the needs of social and economic de-
velopment, promotion of preventive services and social action – the prime need of the
country in the post-independence era.

Social Action, Social Policy and Social Administration as important courses were em-
phasised in the Review Committee Report of the Second University Grants Commission
(Mandal 1995, 539). These areas were identified in the National Curricular Review in
1988–1990 undertaken by the University Grants Commission. According to Pathak and
Siddigui (from Mandal 1995, 539) several educators have observed that Social Work edu-
cation has not pursued in practice what it has professed (Pathak 1980; Siddiqui 1984 cited
in Mandal 1995, 539). However, field-based practice as a response to emerging issues in
health education, women’s rights, reproductive and sexual health, HIV/AIDS, child rights,
etc. has moved ahead with the times. This movement is seen in the shift from a clinical-
based remedial approach to a rights-based approach, more concerted use of empowerment
methodologies, social action and involvement in policy efforts.

At the turn of the 20th century, labour welfare persisted as a social work specialisation
in the form of human resource management, although it lost its ‘Welfare and Social Work’
practice features. The focus continues to be on industry and the organised sector in quite
a few schools that offer the specialisation. More recently the issue has been brought to the
fore for debate but the dichotomy of whether it falls in the purview of social work edu-
cation and practice in India still looms large, being contested in several conferences and
seminars.

Global influences in India
Similar to other nations, particularly in the global South, globalisation has posed tremen-
dous challenges for the profession with its accompaniment of privatisation and neoliberal-
isation, bringing both benefits and negative effects to people. Those who are on the fringes
of Indian society – the rural and urban poor, the homeless, malnourished children and
women, dalits (lower castes), tribals and sexual minorities – are bearing the brunt of some
of the negative fall-out of the rapidly increasing emphasis on economic growth and focus
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on foreign direct investment. Studies show lower rates in development indicators among
the marginalised sections, the most economically and socially backward populations in In-
dia. Discrimination on the basis of caste, class, gender, age, religion, disability and sexual
orientation are issues which need attention both from the global to the local context.

Economic growth and development continues to be the priority of the Indian polity.
Natural resources are exploited and people are being ousted from their roots. There are so-
cial movements against expansion of industries like mining for steel or coal, hydropower
or nuclear power projects that are neither environment friendly nor people friendly. ‘Con-
temporary Social Work issues in India cannot be addressed without a shift to a more
politically aware definition of the profession, guiding both national and international goals
for Social Work. Standards that support equity and human rights as well as focusing on ad-
justment are necessary to address these issues in the global context’ (Alphonse et al. 2008).

In the globalised world, protecting the ecosystem is not just the responsibility of a sin-
gle country but is an international political issue. Ecological social work or social work
on environmental issues and environmental justice including climate change are emerging
as critical areas for curriculum and practice in India. New epidemics are appearing while
old ones are re-emerging. According to the National Family Health Survey (NFHS), 43%
of India’s children remain underweight and an estimated 88% between six and 24 months
are anaemic. More recently mobility has become a major issue for development and health
workers.

Use of digital communication and social media has shrunk the world and has opened
up many avenues for sharing of resources, campaigning on common fronts, and attracting
support from people around the globe on several issues. With the opening up of the Indian
Government towards foreign universities setting up campuses in India, without an Indian
partner, the impact on higher education in India will necessarily go through a sea change
in its intake of students, its curricular design and its quality of output. This phenomenon
will also impact upon social work education in the country, a cause for reflection and ac-
tion.

Fortunately, despite the pressures to give in to globalisation demands, Social Work has
maintained a fair balance, and continues to support the development of health and ed-
ucation as human rights (as seen in the National Rural Health Mission and the Right to
Education Bill). Working with the State means also having to deal with the issues of poor
governance of welfare programs where the allocated resources are not reaching the poorest
of the poor in both the urban and rural areas. The big challenge is how education of Social
Work should be positioning itself in India given the strong global influences.

Shift from problem perspective to development perspective
A very significant paradigm shift in social work curriculum was the move from a ‘social
problem perspective’ to a ‘developmental perspective’ in the analysis of social issues. This
was greatly influenced by the World Summit on Social Development in 1995 in Copen-
hagen that led to the United Nations focusing on key social development themes. Social
work educators were thus influenced to integrate development concerns and issues in the
curriculum. This perspective was also integrated in the National Social Work Curriculum
(University Grants Commission 2001). Since the turn of the century, social work teach-
ers have been joining hands with human rights groups to protect the rights of children,
women, prisoners, activists, etc. Social work colleges in India too are gradually incorpo-
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rating the human rights perspective in their curriculum, pioneering programs and policy
change to protect the rights of the child, the girl child, women, and the right to education,
health and livelihood. This is in keeping with the United Nations Human Development
Reports (United Nations Development Programme 2007 and 2009) adopted by the Inter-
national Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW) and the International Federation
of Social Workers (IFSW).

The education of social work in several institutions by and large complies with the
requirements of their respective university standards. The absence of a body that would
govern social work education and practice in the country seems to be a big setback in the
development of the profession in the country. However, a few institutions incorporate the
suggestions made in the Global Standards.

Though international social work is not a dominant practice perspective, there is a
growing trend towards teaching international social work. The Indian Government is en-
couraging universities to open their doors to international students, and compete in the
global market. More departments and schools are thus linking with international social
work programs through teacher and faculty exchanges and online courses. ‘International
Social Work’ is gradually becoming a popular course among Indian students, especially
those who vie for higher studies abroad. Programs abroad are also seeking new sites for
field placements for their students in developing countries and India is providing ample
opportunities for this movement of foreign students coming for short-term or semester
internships earning credits in their home university. The government of India permits in-
ternational students through a Home Ministry providing the opportunity for students to
study in India. This also provides an opportunity of creating an international movement
of social work alumni around the world to work together on the common cause of reduc-
ing inequalities, support for the cause of human rights and social justice for the poor. This
freedom to innovate is feasible in universities or colleges with an autonomous status and
where legal procedures are less cumbersome.

Nevertheless, efforts to indigenise the curriculum tailored to meet the local needs of
the Indian population as well as equip students with the required knowledge on interna-
tional influences and international practice are on the rise in several schools. There is an
attempt at discourse on anti-oppressive practice in the development of dalit and tribal so-
cial work. Social work educators in the country are also leading special centres on social
exclusion and human rights that conduct research and practice with special reference to
minority and oppressed populations.

Local influences on social work pedagogy
The knowledge base for social work education in India is interdisciplinary in nature.
For an in-depth understanding of society, human behaviour and societal development,
foundation courses span a wide range of disciplines like psychology, sociology, medicine,
psychiatry, economics, law, management and administration. Methods courses – Case
Work, Group Work, Community Organisation, Social Work Research, Welfare Adminis-
tration, and Social Policy Analysis and Development – provide the core skills base. History
and Philosophy of Social Work, Ideologies and Perspectives, Social Development and So-
cial Problems are covered as essential and core courses.
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State influence on social work curriculum
In 1990, the University Grants Commission set up a Curriculum Development Cell for
Social Work Education at the Tata Institute of Social Sciences. The 1990 report suggests
that while core subjects remain common across social work programs, there are attempts
made to tailor the curriculum to regional needs. A unified and holistic approach in the
curriculum may not be the answer to solving diverse social challenges. The mission and
goals of social work education, that are adopted from the International definitions of the
International Association of Schools of Social Work (www.iassw-aiets.org), the Interna-
tional Federation of Social Workers (www.ifsw.org), and the National Accreditation and
Assessment Council (www.naac.gov.in), vary in terms of institutional goals, regional chal-
lenges, cultural practices, religious emphases, human rights and justice values and a range
of other contexts in which schools are established.

All courses are subject to approval of Boards of Studies and Academic Councils ap-
pointed by universities and/or the University Grants Commission. In very few instances,
departments or schools have experimented with more generic areas of study like micro
and macro practice, social welfare and social development. Students are required to select
either of the domains. The School of Social Work at Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Mum-
bai, offers nine master’s level degree programs in social work in nine specified thematic
areas prioritising needs emerging from the changing social, economic, political, and cul-
tural scenarios in the country and available expertise (www.tiss.edu).

Fieldwork education comprises several components which are organised across the se-
mesters. The basic framework across most programs is made up of field orientation and
observation visits, rural camps, study tours, block placements and concurrent fieldwork
under the supervision of a field and faculty supervisor. Government and non-government
organisations are identified where students gain a wide exposure to the social realities of
the poor and marginalised. They get hands-on experience of working with people at dif-
ferent levels including systems-based interventions, policy and advocacy work.

The major gap is that universities in India fail to recognise the uniqueness of the social
work curriculum with its field practice laboratory and view it on similar lines to other
departments. This has led to a lack of academic support for fieldwork training which is
an exclusive requirement of the profession. Fieldwork gets further diluted in social work
courses offered through distance and online programs. Social workers graduate from these
courses most often without adequate field supervision.

Due to the increasing emphasis on research and publications, both national and
global, social work educators have been encouraged by higher education bodies, such as
the University Grants Commission and those Universities supported by central and state
governments, to research and publish and demonstrate high quality in areas of research.
There is a dearth of provision in creating proactive scholarship among social work acad-
emics in India. The burden of performance on the educators increases with the balancing
of several tasks simultaneously: teaching, fieldwork supervision, research and writing.
Though these are core responsibilities of the social work educator, processes that can en-
hance and enable better performance need attention.

Continuing faculty development and field engagement
Education and training in the discipline of social work is far more complex in view of its
unique nature. To create a cadre of competent professional social workers requires com-
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petent teachers and practitioners who together form a pool of educators created from a
praxis of reflections on theory and practice. Most social work educators are trained social
work professionals who qualify through passing the UGC governed National Eligibility
Test or the state governed State Level Eligibility Test (www.ugcnetonline.in) to teach at the
college level. Giving priority to past or simultaneous practice experience is always an ad-
vantage. They further qualify with an MPhil or PhD in social work. Schools of social work
are required to mandatorily employ such qualified personnel in the teaching profession.
Faculties are also required to complete certain refresher courses for career advancement.

A major challenge is the lack of faculty development programs or refresher courses
tailored specifically for enhancing capacities of educators. Retaining competent faculty is a
major challenge owing to the larger sociopolitical, financial and infrastructural constraints
that draw them to more fulfilling and greener pastures, even outside the country. The need
for a strong body or network of schools that weaves together the diversities in teaching and
learning methodologies, and ensures high quality in the education and training patterns in
the country, is apparent.

The profession is not governed by an exclusive council or a body that oversees the
areas of social work practice. Therefore no rigid or clearly marked boundaries exist in
the country. Social work practitioners do not require a licence as would doctors, lawyers,
nurses, etc. This has led to several other disciplines entering the domain of social work
practice. Educational programs such as Human Rights, Development Studies, Health Man-
agement, Human Resource Management, Rural Management, Urban Studies etc. are be-
coming independent disciplines or professions, which were once an integral part of the
domain of social work. One tends to agree with Darvill et al. that:

in future Social Workers are likely to be employed less in social services and Social Work
departments and more in multi-disciplinary and multi-agency settings. In these settings
integration of different skills and professional groups is the norm, and this varies accord-
ing to the requirements of user centered services, greater social inclusion and new ways
of working. (Darvill et al. 2001, 4)

The profession is going through the process of re-establishing a national association of
social work educators in the country. Educators are spearheading this effort to create a
credible body that will monitor and enhance the quality of social work education and prac-
tice in India. This effort has taken on a distinct and clear-cut structure in the recent past in
the formation of a National Network of Schools of Social Work (Nadkarni & Desai 2012).
In a recent consultation, a group of senior educators from the network met at Tata Institute
of Social Sciences to launch the Indian Association of Social Work Education (IASWE).
This association is expected to chart new pathways for enhancing the competency and vis-
ibility of the profession through its educational programs.

Indigenous social work theory and practice
One of the most obvious pathways towards creating an identity for social work in India
would be to evoke indigenous theoretical and practice frameworks. With English as the
medium of instruction in most schools, the indigenisation of social work is grossly stunted.
Students from the vernacular (regional language) medium face difficulties in coping with
English as a medium of instruction and expression. Some slim efforts have been made to
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develop literature in regional languages. The absence of indigenous literature in practice
has led to the poor quality of referencing and preparing home-based and classroom as-
signments. Nevertheless, India has a wealth of literature and creative writings in regional
languages relevant to social work education and practice; such literature can be made avail-
able in local languages. This will go a long way in augmenting social work knowledge in
the country. ‘As far as the Indian context is concerned, there is a growing realisation among
contemporary Social Work educators and practitioners alike that there cannot be one over-
arching indigenous Social Work knowledge base’ (Bodhi 2011, 290).

Field action through colleges/schools/departments has been supported as a pedagog-
ical tool to test and evolve indigenous social work practice. These projects that start with
micro-level practice become model programs supported by relevant ministries in the gov-
ernment; they influence national programs and policy, serve as learning centres for social
work students, paraprofessionals and faculty. Several major initiatives in the country range
from work with the most marginalised populations to remedying existing clinical and so-
cial systems or creating new ones.

Several indigenous projects are emerging as models to replicate. For example, CHILD-
LINE India Foundation (www.childlineindia.org.in), which started as a helpline for street
children, has demonstrated the need to reach out to children through the rights-based ap-
proach and policy development on child protection. It is today a national scheme fully
sponsored by the Ministry of Child and Women Development. Inclusive education for all
children through the NGO, ‘Pratham’ (www.pratham.org), started as a pilot project to at-
tract poor children of preschool age to school, as a collaboration of the College of Social
Work in Mumbai and a social entrepreneur. This has become an institutionalised (regis-
tered) movement with branches all over the country and abroad. Integrating the concepts
of social entrepreneurship with social work, a sustainable partnership in the era of global-
isation has been forged.

Social work colleges in some parts of the country have been very sensitive to their local
needs and emerging challenges. Indigenous practice models have also been developed in
the fields of disaster prevention and response, relief and rehabilitation of displaced per-
sons, HIV/AIDS and new emerging diseases, dalit and tribal social work.

Concerns and challenges

The complex Indian reality
The Indian social reality is a complex and multi-dimensional one. Its social, economic,
cultural and political factors capped by its invasive caste, class and gender system call
for more careful and deeper analytical understanding of India’s reality and a social work
response that will necessarily have to be multidimensional. ‘The high degree of ethnic het-
erogeneity and dynamic interface of gender-caste-tribe-religion-class reality coupled with
the dialectical relationship between the “traditional-modern” and “conservative-progres-
sive” subsumed within an overarching frame of institutionalised exclusion and oppression
in the form of caste, is indeed a colossal task to comprehend’ (Bodhi 2011, 292).

The current scenario calls for a curriculum that will depart from its traditional tra-
jectory and move towards one that will equip students with liberatory and emancipatory
ideologies, theories and practice of social transformation with radical underpinnings that
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will respond to the complex Indian social realities. It is in these contexts that social work
education will have to take responsibility and work towards gaining its rightful recognition
in the complex Indian reality.

Need to reposition human resource management
With increasing focus on the services and manufacturing sector in India, there is today
great demand for management skills in business and industry. In this era of an unregulated
labour market, there is increasing need for human resource management and skills in
project planning and development as well as monitoring and evaluation. The response of
social work has been to cater to these capacity-building needs by initiating postgraduate
degrees in these areas which have been the territory of management schools. In turn,
management schools are also preparing managers and social entrepreneurs for the social
sectors.

In the current context where management is the buzzword for any professional
whether in business, health, education or social welfare, there is a danger of social work
losing its people-centred focus. In the process of over-professionalisation, the compassion
and empathy of working with people at the grassroots is replaced by quantitative
performance-oriented targets such as the University Grants Commission’s Annual Self-As-
sessment for Performance Based System Indicators and Scores for promotion of teachers
(www.ugc.ac.in) measuring efficiency and effectiveness of social work practice.

Need for more bachelor level programs
The second major issue has been that social work education in India began with post-
graduate programs rather than undergraduate programs. The first undergraduate degree
in social work began in 1974 at the College of Social Work, Nirmala Niketan, Mumbai
University. The current scenario is that most of the colleges/departments prefer to run
postgraduate programs again due to the jobs available in the government and non-govern-
ment sectors. Only very few five-year integrated social work programs are offered which
start after junior college (12 years of formal education in India).

In the context of graduate education in India, a bachelor’s professional degree is
viewed as the foundation for any profession and the student is expected to complete a pro-
fessional master’s degree for professional practice in that specialisation. The social work
undergraduate program provides the basics in the social sciences or in social work; the so-
cial work graduates are more motivated to work as field practitioners.

Advocacy for creating positions for social work at the bachelor’s level is imperative.
This is part of the process of making social work education more relevant to Indian socio-
cultural settings. There is a need to attract social workers at younger ages so as to mould
them into socially aware citizens and effective social workers. Youth social workers have to
become socially aware and active citizens whose rights are embedded not merely in per-
sonal entitlements, and grounded in location but grounded in personhood. It is essential
to incorporate diversity into our understanding of social rights (Drover 2000).
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People-centredness vs elitism
Professionalisation has been said to create elitism in social work where the field is domi-
nated by the urban middle class. According to Siddiqui (1984), the priority for offering of
courses is the easily available job placements and this influences the selection of students
who fit into these jobs (cited in Desai and Narayan 1998). The Second Review Committee
Report strongly advocates that the profession of social work should be non-elitist both in
the content and pedagogy as well as in the social class from which the students hail:

These developments and the rise of the middle classes have been increasingly making the
job of structural Social Work challenging, so much so that Social Work is experiencing
an identity crisis in India. (Rao 2011, 38)

For students with rising costs of living, the dilemma remains – an elitist job with high
salary or a development organisation with comparatively low salary and no perks. There is
also now greater opportunity for international jobs and projects. There is a danger of fo-
cusing more on projects and consultancy instituted by foreign funding agencies with little
relevance to the country’s needs. Institutions of social work education in India, who face
serious resource crunches, find it increasingly difficult to address these issues.

Need for social work professionals at different levels
According to Fook, the autonomy of all professionals is challenged in the current context.
Managers and bureaucrats are taking control of professional practice due to the increased
emphasis on managerialism and changed funding arrangements. Thus, the assumptions
are being questioned. Professional identities are being undermined and professional
boundaries are weakened. Jobs are represented in fragmented skill or program-based
terms, rather than holistic professional terms. Competition between different professional
groups increases as each one struggles for territory and ascendancy (Fook 2002). Midgley
and others view globalisation as involving complex processes with both positive and neg-
ative impacts. Social work education has to build student and faculty capacity to critically
assess these processes and anticipate the challenges (Midgley 2000).

In a workshop on ‘Perspectives for Social Work Training: 2000 AD’, the alumni of
TISS were divided in their opinions about the future thrust of training. While the majority
advocated for focus on conscientisation of the marginalised, the minority preferred the es-
tablished remedial orientation of social work and clinical social work which was urban-
and middle-class oriented (Desai 1991).

Institutions could encourage academic activism through critical research, policy-level
interventions and by expressing solidarity and support with people-centred movements
(Desai & Narayan 1998, 547). As social workers, we need constantly to translate and com-
municate what the values and goals of social justice mean to different people and groups
(Desai & Narayan 1998, 547).

Considering its size, diversity, poverty levels and increasing disparities, India needs a
range of trained social workers – the paraprofessionals, the graduates and the postgrad-
uates, along with the doctoral-level research practitioners who will work with a holistic
perspective at a variety of levels and catering to a variety of needs. ‘We need the ability to
transfer our knowledge and skills in any setting’ (Fook 2002, 28).
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There is also the realisation that there are many more players involved in these
processes besides the trained social workers. Joining hands with them to work towards so-
cial transformation on a robust foundation of theory and values should be the goal of social
work education. The greatest challenge is to ‘be the change you want to see in the world’. A
majority of schools need to work towards establishing high quality social work education
programs.

Based on the need for a transformative paradigm for social work education, the Na-
tional Network of Schools of Social Work members developed objectives to make social
work education emancipatory and transformative to create an inclusive and just society;
set minimum required standards of curriculum, re-emphasising its ethical foundations;
created a universally accessible repository of high quality knowledge, resources, expertise
and processes of sharing with schools across the country; achieve visibility for the profes-
sion through structures that engage state, civil society, and industry; established linkages
and databases that connect and inform all responsible stakeholders; strived to improve
standards through accreditation systems and periodic reviews; and created representative
scientific associations to explore various facets of social work, taking responsibility for col-
lective advocacy and action (Nadkarni 2012).

Need for a core curriculum framework
The need for a national curriculum when there is extreme diversity in the country is a
question often debated in some fora of social workers. Conceptualising a core framework
for social work theory and practice through praxis, that would serve as the foundation for
the social work curriculum, is the need of the day. This framework could then be devel-
oped further regionally to integrate the local social and developmental issues.

A national consultation to achieve this was organised by the National Network of
Schools of Social Work spearheaded by the Tata Institute of Social Sciences. However,
it was observed that there was a need for greater conceptualisation and re-imagining of
social work education. Efforts to collate the emerging fields of practice and in-depth analy-
sis on various components of social work education is being carried out. A Social Work
Education Observatory as the mechanism to develop and digitise indigenous knowledge
resources and disseminate them to all corners of the country has been envisaged. This
would serve as the knowledge hub that would create country-wide classrooms for impart-
ing basic courses and specialised courses and thus enable students to access knowledge
resources and lectures through web-based systems.

This implies that all institutions would need to develop the technological base, trained
staff, ongoing training and sufficient resources to access the knowledge hub. The National
Network will moot the idea for continuous enhancement of knowledge, promote active re-
search to inform social sector policy evaluation, and change and develop IT and digital
library networks to share knowledge and learning resources so that students located in any
part of the country are able to access quality teaching offered from schools of social work.

Conclusions

While social work in India has not created a visible identity for itself nor has a marked ter-
ritory for practice, the fraternity is aware of the insightful prediction that the social work
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professional ‘will increasingly be required to work in more than one task-specific team
simultaneously, and change teams thereafter. They will have key roles in setting up, main-
taining and changing teams’ (Darvill et al. 2001, 4).

An important aspect that is critical to envisioning a professional identity for the pro-
fession in India is to chart out a clear curriculum that emphasises critical and analytical
thinking to enable students to commit themselves in working towards development needs
of the poor and marginalised people: the dalits, the indigenous people, children, women,
girls, the socially stigmatised and all groups that are increasingly deprived of social safety
nets with the reducing investment of the government in social sectors. Indian social work
educators need to continuously tailor programs and update themselves on current knowl-
edge frameworks in order to carry forward a professional approach in the plans for work,
especially in the most poor and backward areas of the country. In doing so, the profession
of social work will gain its rightful recognition and acceptance in Indian society. The task
may be uphill but it will move towards the achievement of what social work definitions
portend in all the major bodies of social work education in the world.
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7
Social work education in Indonesia:
challenges and reforms
SocialworkeducationinIndonesia

Fentiny Nugroho and Kanya Eka Santi

The social work profession in Indonesia has not yet become a desirable oc-
cupation that parents would like their children to take up, as opposed to
a doctor or an engineer. This is partly because the profession is not widely
known yet in Indonesia. Why is this the case? It is a relatively new devel-
opment in Indonesia, which began around the late 1950s when the Ministry
of Social Affairs commenced to recruit social workers as its employees.
Furthermore, the term ‘social worker’ is not considered attractive as an oc-
cupation. In Indonesia, social work philosophy is ‘helping people to help
themselves’. The concept of a ‘helping profession’ is not regarded as based on
science and knowledge, because in the daily life of Indonesian society ‘help-
ing others’ is common, because the general nature of Indonesian society is
still in a close relationship, so they tend not to feel the need for a ‘helping
profession’. Research conducted by the Asian Pacific Association for Social
Work Education (APASWE) revealed that in the country many people do
not know about the profession of social work. For those people, volunteers
are social workers (Sasaki 2013).

This condition is a major challenge that must be faced by social work /
social welfare education in Indonesia. How can we make efforts to make so-
cial work widely known, and social work become a desired profession? This
chapter will discuss the debates around social work, which incorporate chal-
lenges encountered and the efforts made for social work development.

Debates and contextual analysis

Who is a social worker?
In Indonesia there are still debates around social work. Firstly, according to the general
public and volunteers, anyone who works in the field of social welfare is called a ‘social
worker’. Especially in the field, they feel that it is non-professional social workers who
mainly assist them in dealing with their problems. In contrast, social workers take the view
that not everybody who works in the field of social welfare is a social worker; some of them
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are professional social workers, while others are volunteers. For this latter group, social
workers are those who have graduated from a bachelor or ‘Diploma 4’ program in social
welfare.

Misperception about the profession of social workers in Indonesian society is one of
the main factors that make the profession less attractive, because to them helping can be
done by everyone, without specific education. Thus, a ‘helping profession’ is not consid-
ered as a profession; especially in this society, helping/social support can be obtained from
the extended family and neighbours. In order to affirm that the social worker is a profes-
sional, the association of social workers in Indonesia is called the Indonesian Association
of Professional Social Workers (IPSPI). The society’s views on the profession of social work
cause the professional social workers to encourage and facilitate the issuance of Law No.
11/2009 on Social Welfare. According to this law, someone who has not graduated from a
school of social welfare cannot be called a professional social worker; they are called wel-
fare workers (tenaga kesejahteraan sosial) and volunteers. The stipulation of Law No. 13/
2011 on the poorest of the poor, and Law No. 11/2012 concerning the child judicial sys-
tem, demonstrate the growing recognition of social work as a profession in Indonesia. In
line with the establishment of the Asean Social Work Consortium in Manila (the Philip-
pines), the Indonesian Social Work Consortium was founded in 2011.

Social work reform in Indonesia began especially with the issuance of the Law on So-
cial Welfare No 11/2009, which recognised the ‘professional social worker’ as a graduate
of a social work school. This law clearly distinguishes the role from the ‘volunteer’ and
‘welfare worker’ who may come from other disciplines. This Act was reinforced by the
Regulation of Minister of Social Affairs No.108/2009 on the Certification of Professional
Social Workers and Welfare Workers, as well as the Regulation of Minister of Social Affairs
No.107/2009 on Accreditation of Social Welfare Institutions.

To improve the quality of education in Indonesia, the Ministry of Education and
Culture requires the accreditation of the delivering university, as well as undergraduate,
masters and doctoral programs once every five years. This is conducted by the National
Accreditation Board of Higher Education. Especially for departments of social welfare, ac-
creditation is the process of monitoring the program and assuring the quality of graduates.

In line with these social work reforms, the Indonesian Association of Social Work /
Social Welfare Education (IPPSI), which is an organisation consisting of 37 Indonesian
schools to develop social work/social welfare education in Indonesia, formulated a stan-
dardised national curriculum. It consists of 19 core courses (57 credits) that must be taken
by students of the bachelor level. Overall they must pass 144 credits to earn a bachelor’s
degree. Within the remaining 87 credits, there is an ample space for school members to
design courses in accordance with the features of curriculum at the respective universities,
incorporating the strengths of the school, as well as the local culture and the existing hu-
man resources.

The Ministry of Education requires that to be a lecturer in a Bachelor program, one
must minimally hold a master’s degree. In addition, to teach in the master’s program, one
must have obtained a PhD degree. Currently in Indonesia there are two schools – Univer-
sity of Indonesia and University of Padjadjaran – that have programs from a bachelor to
doctorate. Besides an academic degree, a faculty member requires a number of credits for
his/her promotion namely, in teaching, research/scholarly work, community services, and
supporting aspects such as involvement in committees and organisations both on campus
and off campus. For lecturers of a department of social welfare, the community service ac-
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tivities enrich their practice experiences and skills, which are very important for teaching.
As social work is an applied science, the schools invite practitioner guest lecturers to teach.
In formulating the national core courses to standardise social work education in the coun-
try, IPPSI refers to the needs of local and national levels, as well as the global curriculum
standard. The curriculum also incorporates the rules on the competence-based curriculum
established by the Higher Education section of the Ministry of Education and Culture. The
competences consists of: the foundation of personality; mastery of knowledge and skills;
ability to work; attitudes and behaviours in the work according to the level of expertise as
well as the understanding of the ‘rules’ of the society.

Most of the elements in the ‘Global Standards for Social Work Education and Training’,
which are formulated by the International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW)
and the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW), have been adopted in the core
curriculum of social welfare education, such as courses on Sociology for Social Workers
and Psychology for Social Workers, which in the Indonesian core curriculum are put to-
gether to be one course called ‘Social Work/Welfare Theories’. The other courses taken
from the Global Standards are: Human Behavior and Social Environment, Ethics and Hu-
man Rights in Social Work, Human Service Management, Social Planning and Policy
Analysis, Social Work Research, Supervision and two Practicum. For the course on so-
cial work methods, IPPSI made changes. If previously there was only one course on Social
Work Methods, in the formulation of new core curriculum, which adopts the Global Stan-
dards, the method course has added the courses/subjects as follows: Social Work Practice
with Individuals and Family, Social Work Practice with Groups, and Social Work with Or-
ganisations and Community. So altogether there are four courses on intervention methods
(Sewpaul & Jones 2004). This is a more appropriate design, as the essence of social work is
helping clients to deal with their problems; therefore, the intervention methods must be a
major feature. Similarly, a course on Social Work Practice in Multicultural Society, which
had not previously been included in the national curriculum, at present has become a core
course in accordance with global standards. As the core courses, they are compulsory for
social work students all over Indonesia.

In the core curriculum, students must minimally undertake two placements. The first
is ‘a concurrent placement’ (two days a week), the second is ‘a block placement’ (four days
a week). In preparation for placement, there is a briefing for students to review skills that
so far have been taught in class. Placement is a very important component in social work
education because through placements the students can practice to develop themselves in
the application of theories, values and skills for helping clients.

Based on the above description, it is obvious that social work practice – the same as
other professions – is based on theories, values/ethics and skills, which cannot be under-
taken by those without social work or social welfare education.

Social work or social welfare?
The second debate concerns whether to use the term ‘social work’ or ‘social welfare’. In
Indonesia, the school name is ‘Department of Social Welfare Science’, although in daily
English translation people call it ‘Department of Social Welfare’. In general, all over the
world the school’s name is ‘Social Work School’ or ‘Social Work Department’, although
there are some schools, such as the University of California, Berkeley, and in South Korea
that use the name ‘School of Social Welfare’.
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Figure 7.1 This photo was taken by Dina Hidayat, a student who is doing her placement with an agency
dealing with child trafficking. In a trafficking prevention program, together with the agency’s staff, the
student makes a banner, which is installed in one of the villages, where many trafficking cases occur. This
banner states ‘Come on, together we protect our village from human trafficking, free-sex and child sex-
ual exploitation’. This banner is part of the prevention program.

Those who tend to use the term ‘social welfare’ argue that this is more appropriate
because it is regarded to be a broader term than ‘social work’ and more suitable for de-
veloping countries. ‘Social welfare’ also includes ‘intervention’ against governments, both
at local and national levels; for example, through advocacy on government policies. This
intervention is required to achieve people’s wellbeing. This is highlighted, for example, in
the curriculum of the Department of Social Welfare at the University of Indonesia and
also reflected in its vision, mission and objectives (Faculty of Social and Political Sciences,
University of Indonesia 2009). Furthermore, social workers should be concerned with the
impact of global policies on human lives and the disadvantaged and carry out concrete ac-
tions for dealing with those. This means that the government is also a ‘client’ who needs to
be helped/changed for the society’s best interests. Those who are likely to use the term ‘so-
cial work’ state that social work is also broad, as it includes micro, mezzo and macro levels.
These three levels are described in Kirst-Ashman (1993).

However, referring to the thoughts of Midgley (1995) on social development, it ap-
pears that social welfare is wider than social work because it includes social work, social
policy/administration and social development. Based on observations, it seems that to
some extent the development of social work / social welfare in Indonesia is related to de-
velopment theories, such as modernisation and dependency theories. During the 1960s
or early 1970s when the modernisation theory began to be widely applied in many de-
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veloping countries, including Indonesia, social workers in the country tended to develop
clinical social work, similar to that in the West (developed countries). Based on this theory,
developing countries should imitate the West in order to be developed countries (Foster-
Carter 1986: Roxborough 1979). Everything that comes from the West was seen to be
good. Therefore, it is not surprising that at the time casework and group work, which are
both widely used in Western countries, were also frequently employed in developing coun-
tries, including Indonesia.

Nevertheless, when the dependency theory was introduced in the 1970s, there was
a view that relations with the West can create dependency and underdevelopment as
occurred in Latin America. As a result, there was emerging awareness in developing
countries that they did not need to imitate the West (Foster-Carter 1986). In regard to
social work, there was a slight change in trends: in developing countries, community de-
velopment started becoming popular. Khinduka, for example, states that for developing
countries, where massive poverty is a major problem, community development is more
appropriate (Khinduka 1971). Although casework and group work are still relevant, ap-
parently these methods are not quite suitable. Moreover, social planning and policy also
became very important. Their role at a state level (not only at the program level) is critical
to the welfare of citizens.

In connection with the debate over social work or social welfare, Indonesian social
work practitioners and educators have decided to accommodate both; for example, for ed-
ucation associations, it is expressed as the Indonesian Association of Social Work / Social
Welfare Education. In general, the direction of education is moving toward both social
work and social welfare. For example, some universities such as the School of Social Wel-
fare (under the Ministry of Social Affairs) and the University of Padjadjaran focus on
learning and strengthening the practice of social work. Widuri School of Social and Po-
litical Sciences emphasises more clinical social work, while the University of Indonesia,
for example, gives more focus on social welfare as learning objectives. With this broader
scope, this university offers competence in the field of social development for its students.

Is social welfare a science/discipline?
The third debate concerns if it is right to use the name ‘Department of Social Welfare Sci-
ence’? Is social welfare a science/discipline? Some say that it is not a science; social welfare
is a field, and social work is a profession. However, there are also those who regard social
welfare a science, specifically social science, with reference to Zastrow (2004). He states
that social welfare is ‘both an institution and an academic discipline’. As a discipline, social
welfare is based on knowledge and theories, and there are also linkages with other disci-
plines such as health.

Social work / social welfare education in Indonesia emphasises three aspects: knowl-
edge, values/attitudes and skills. Related to the knowledge aspect, social work is eclectic, so
students must learn about many theories from various disciplines like politics, economics,
anthropology, sociology, psychology, health and so on. Certainly, beside these, the students
learn about social work / welfare theories, such as critical theory, empowerment theory,
organisational theory, behavioural theory, etc. At some schools, the students also learn the
development theories, such as modernisation theory, dependency theory, world system
theory and globalisation.
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Figure 7.2 This photo shows the living conditions of the poor in a slum area. In rural areas
there are even more people living in severely disadvantaged conditions. Social workers must
help these people to help themselves. Photo by Novi Kartika.

IPPSI claims that, through undergraduate education, the graduates have developed
general competence, namely as empowerment agents, problem solvers, social welfare an-
alysts and agents of change. Theories, values/ethics and skills are three important aspects
underlying the competencies to be achieved. Thus, social work / social welfare is ‘science’
and ‘art’. Theory and knowledge represent ‘science’, whereas the application of the theory
requiring values and skills represents ‘art’.

In Indonesia, nearly all social welfare science departments are administered within
universities, specifically under the umbrella of faculties of social and political sciences, ex-
cept for schools such as the School of Social Welfare in Bandung. Being under the Ministry
of Social Affairs is beneficial because the ministry can facilitate its human resource de-
velopment; on the other hand, the school is bound by an obligation to educate primarily
for future Ministry of Social Affairs employees – although the students are not absolutely
bound to be its employees – so to some extent the school is expected to make attempts to
fulfil the ministry’s needs for example, in terms of certain practice areas. Thus, students are
prepared to apply their knowledge directly and are ready to work. However, most social
welfare schools are under the university; consequently, as a department, social welfare is a
science. At the beginning of the establishment of the Social Welfare Department, the Min-
ister of Education asserted that if we wanted to be under the university/faculty, it should
be as a science, the same as nursing science, international relations science, etc.; if not, it
should be placed outside the university. This is one of the most important decisions made
by the founders, which is still in operation today.
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As a science, there are linkages with other professions such as health professions. For
example, there are similarities in the university-compulsory courses to be undertaken by
social welfare students and students of other faculties. Additionally, the university-level
service is a multidisciplinary activity, which involves students from all faculties, including
the Faculty of Social and Political Sciences (Department of Social Welfare being part of
this), Faculty of Public Health or Faculty of Medicine. With such cooperation, social wel-
fare and medical students carry out a program together, applying their respective science
and approaches. Furthermore, many students of the Social Welfare Department carry out
placements in health settings. It is expected that in medical case management, psycho-so-
cial aspects of the patients are also considered in diagnosis.

Based on data from IPPSI, schools of social welfare can be distinguished based on
their administering ministry. There are at least three ministries, namely, the Ministry
of Education and Culture, Ministry of Social Affairs, and the Ministry of Religion. The
schools under the Ministry of Education and Culture can be classified into state and pri-
vate universities. The difference of ministry affects the curriculum applied in each school,
especially for courses beyond the core curriculum. For example, at the universities un-
der the Ministry of Religion, there is an emphasis on an Islamic-based curriculum that
corresponds to the core business of the Ministry of Religion which is Islamic religious edu-
cation, in addition to the compulsory courses for Indonesian universities in all disciplines.
Consequently, there are many courses that must be taken by the students which affect the
space for enhancing social work core skills.

Challenges and efforts for development

In Indonesia, most books used for teaching originally come from the West and are in Eng-
lish. Therefore, the Bridging Professional Social Work foundation helps to publish some
books in the Indonesian language and also does translation. This foundation, which is led
by Professor Martha Haffey, gives great support for the development of Indonesian so-
cial work, both educational and professional. This foundation took some initiatives, such
as establishing a Social Work Practice Resource Centre. The other international organisa-
tions, Save the Children and UNICEF, also support the enhancement of the social work
profession, especially the establishment of social work systems in relation to child welfare.
These organisations, in cooperation with the Ministry of Social Affairs, conducted research
on Quality of Child Care in Children’s Social Institutions (Martin, Florence and Sudrajat
2007) which triggered the emergence of awareness about the importance of building a sys-
tem of social work. The research findings confirm that child protection services cannot be
implemented properly in the absence of professional social workers. In this case, all com-
ponents of social work from policy, education, quality of graduates, to the mandates for
social work practice, are incorporated in the system. Moreover, because it is realised that
the development of the social work profession relies heavily on education, Save the Chil-
dren provides IPPSI with great support.

Nowadays nearly all educational institutions think about internationalisation, includ-
ing schools of social welfare. The Education Act also encourages collaboration with inter-
national institutions. To implement this, the universities in Indonesia established a dual
degree program with universities abroad that includes collaboration over student/staff
exchange and research. However, despite the emphasis on internationalisation, social wel-
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fare education programs encourage and provide great opportunities to the local cultural
dimensions. For example, in a course on poverty, the students learn about national (gov-
ernment policy) and global aspects which to some extent worsen poverty; they learn the
theories of poverty that derive from the West, but local factors are also discussed, in terms
of both local cultural values and local government policy; for example, discussing the lives
of an ethnic group in Borneo Island. One of their agricultural products is bananas. The
people have a value/belief that they cannot cut the clump of banana trees; if they do, it
will lead to a big problem for their family members, such as illness or death. Yet according
to modern agricultural science, in a grove of trees there should not be too many banana
trunks. If there are too many, then the fruit will be small and poorly produced. Therefore,
some of them have to be cut down to only about 3–4 trees. Because they have such beliefs,
their banana products are undervalued because they are below market quality standard.
This affects their economic conditions.

Through the discussion of cultural factors, it is expected that when the students grad-
uate and become social workers, they may be more sensitive and understanding of local
culture, both positive and negative. The social worker is a change agent. Thus, if there are
cultural factors that need to be changed, social workers can do it with sensitivity and em-
pathy. The culturally relevant education is also explored by Gray and Coates (2008).

Social work education institutions bear a moral responsibility to make the profession
become well-recognised and respected and to prevent their graduates being unemployed.
Therefore, they conduct continuous promotion initiatives, create an attractive curriculum
design and ensure that the Schools produce high quality graduates. To achieve the ex-
pected quality, the Schools make efforts to meet the standards of higher education in
accordance with the requirements established by the National Accreditation Board of
Higher Education. Moreover, IPPSI as an umbrella of Indonesian schools of social work /
social welfare, facilitates the implementation of a core curriculum as a national standard
for social work/social welfare education. This curriculum also includes the Global Stan-
dard established by IASSW and IFSW. However, the national standard does not stand
alone; this needs to be in line with the standards of practice set by the Indonesian Asso-
ciation of Professional Social Workers and the National Board for Profession Certification
(BNSP). This agency is in charge of certifying all professions in Indonesia. Furthermore,
the implementation of a practicum for most schools remains a problem. This relates to
the low hours available for practicum, the limited number of supervisors and the lack of
practice carried out by the lecturers of social work / social welfare schools. As a result, in-
tegration of theory and practice that should be transferred between the school supervisor
(lecturer) and field supervisor can not take place optimally. Looking ahead, this condi-
tion is certainly a challenge considering the more complex global issues that increasingly
demand competent graduates. Global challenges will be bigger within the ASEAN com-
munity by 2015. The job market for Indonesian social workers will be more competitive
than from other ASEAN countries. Social work leaders in Indonesia have to make more
significant efforts to improve the quality of practice and the work of the lecturer/super-
visor. IPPSI has already held training on practicum and supervision. There are clearly
more training events/workshops required on practicum and supervision, as well as the mi-
cro, mezzo and macro skills, because when we talk about competition in the job market,
the mastery of skills plays an important role. This condition needs to be anticipated even
though there is data that in 2013 there were 139,000 social workers needed, while at pre-
sent approximately 15,000 people are available.
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From the period 2010–2013 several initiatives have been undertaken by the Indone-
sian Association of Social Work/Social Welfare Education to develop social work and
overcome the challenges faced by social work education in Indonesia. The activities in-
clude:

• National Workshop on Core Competence of Social Work and Definition of Social Work
• National Workshop on Core Curriculum; Seminar with APASWE on Development of

Social Work Education: Indonesia and Asia Pacific Perspectives
• National Workshop on the Guidelines of Core Curriculum Contents
• Training on practicum; Seminar with IASSW on Social Work Education in Indonesia:

Indigenous and International Perspectives
• The International Conference on Social Welfare in the ASEAN Region, in collaboration

with the Ministry of Social Affairs and the other social work leaders
• The Indonesian Social Work Consortium (IPPSI is one of the leaders of this consor-

tium) in collaboration with the International Consortium for Social Development-Asia
Pacific, held an International conference: ‘Envisioning New Social Development Strate-
gies Beyond Millennium Development Goals’

• National Workshop on the Competencies of Postgraduate Students of Social Work / So-
cial Welfare Science and Learning Outline for Practicum

• National Workshop on finalisation of Learning Outline / Lesson Plan for Practicum 1
and Practicum 2

• Social work supervision training for lecturers of social work / social welfare schools
• Workshop on Piloting of Core Curriculum of Social Work / Social Welfare Education.

To implement the Regulation of Minister of Social Affairs No. 108/2009 on the Certifi-
cation of Professional Social Workers and Welfare Workers, as well as the Regulation of
Minister of Social Affairs No. 107/2009 on Accreditation of Social Welfare Institutions, the
process of social worker certification and social welfare institutions accreditation has been
achieved. The accreditation of the institutions not only helps to improve their quality, but
also enables the process of making social workers a profession that is widely recognised,
because employing social workers at the institutions is a key feature in their achieving an
A-grade in accreditation.

The other progress identified is the accommodation of human rights perspectives in
social work / social welfare education. In economic globalisation, where individualism,
greed and wealth are important aspects in human life, the idea of human rights provides
an alternative moral reference. Human rights are very important for those who work in
the human services in general and for social workers in particular. Social work is the pro-
fession of human rights; human rights pose many issues and dilemmas faced by social
workers, which can be seen in a new perspective.

Human rights provide a moral basis for social work practice, both at the micro-level
with clients, as well as community development and policy advocacy. Human rights have
developed over three generations (Ife 2001, 24–42):

1. First generation of human rights: civil and political rights. This includes the right to
vote, the right to freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, the right to equal treatment
before the law, citizenship rights, privacy rights, right to disagree, the right to freedom
of religion, the right to participate in society, the right to be treated with dignity, the
right to security, freedom from discrimination, intimidation, torture and coercion.
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2. Second generation of human rights includes social, economic and cultural rights. It is
the right of individuals or groups to receive various social services in order to realise
their full potential as human beings. The rights include the right to work, the right to
adequate wages, the right to housing, the right to adequate food and clothing, the right
to education, the right to adequate health care, and the right to social security. Based
on the second generation of human rights, apparently poverty is a violation of human
rights.

3. Third generation of human rights includes new rights which are meaningful when
linked to the collective level. It is the rights of communities, populations, or nations,
not individuals, although individuals can also obtain benefit from the realisation of
these rights.

The rights include the right to economic development, the right to benefit from world
trade and economic growth, the right to live in a cohesive and harmonious society, envi-
ronmental rights (for example, breathing with no air pollution, rights to water, etc.). So, if
the global free-trade policy causes misery to people, it would be considered a human rights
violation.

The National Association of Social Workers (US) (see www.socialworkers.org/) states
that human rights are basic knowledge and a foundation of social work theory.

Social work intervention which is based on human rights incorporates:

• the rejection of oppression for example, of policies that cause misery for the poor, gen-
der inequality, etc.

• empowerment to overcome unjust structures. It is important to understand the experi-
ences of marginalised groups

• the practice of cultural competency and sensitivity: cultural understanding, non-dis-
crimination

• feminist practice: concern with unjust structures. All humans have the right to be free
from oppression and discrimination.

Based on the above description, it seems that the implications for education should be as
follows:

1. educational process: inclusive, non-discriminatory, open to various opinions (Millam
2011).

2. The curriculum should include, among others:

• critical theory
• advocacy
• gender, feminist perspective
• developing network skills (government and non-government organisations)
• poverty issues
• methods to increase social awareness
• cultural understanding and tolerance and cross-cultural sensitivity (Devore 1986;

Bhatti-Sinclair 2011).

All the efforts above have begun to show positive results, which gives the impression of
a growing appreciation toward the profession. However, although this successful scenario
occurs at the University of Indonesia and although people suggest that one school can-
not represent all school members of IPPSI, we still face challenges such as those related
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to society’s recognition of the social work profession. Based on a survey conducted by the
Department of Social Welfare, University of Indonesia, in 2010/2011 and another survey
implemented by the university in 2010, the research findings demonstrate that on average
the waiting length for graduates to get jobs is between 2.4 and 3 months. The Indonesian
social work leaders and activists continuously work hand in hand and their struggle will
continue.

Conclusions

Indonesian social work is currently still facing challenges which must be dealt with in more
effective ways, otherwise it will become a serious threat for social work development in
the country. The challenges stretch from basic to the complex ones. So far there have been
many efforts to address the issues and make a positive impact.
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8
Social work education in South Asia:
diverse, dynamic and disjointed?
SocialworkeducationinSouthAsia

Bala Raju Nikku

Social work, claiming to be a global profession, is struggling for its legitimate
identity in South Asia. South Asia is home to over one-fifth of the world’s
population, making the region one of the most populous and culturally,
economically, socially and politically diverse geographical regions. Like the
variations across the region, there exist key differences in the growth, estab-
lishment, nature and practice of social work education which is dynamic,
diverse but also disjointed. Imparting social work education in countries of
South Asia is a challenging task due to political instabilities, multicultural is-
sues and low professional recognition. Using a comparative approach, this
chapter analyses the initiation, growth and knowledge base of social work
programs and addresses key epistemological challenges. By doing so, it sug-
gests revisiting social work curricula and teaching practices in the region.
Divided in to five sections, this chapter provides a regional view of the status
of social work education and argues for crafting indigenous social work
knowledge and practices, teaching and practice innovations, and human re-
source development of social work educators and students in this vast and
diverse region.

South Asia as a distinct region

South Asia is home to over one-fifth of the world’s population, making the region both
the most populous and most densely populated geographical region in the world. South
Asia is a distinct geographical entity comprising eight countries: Afghanistan, Bangladesh,
Bhutan, India, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and the Maldives (situated in the Indian Ocean).
The countries of South Asia are very diverse and are part of global flows of people, goods,
services and ideas. Different forms of governance, language, religion, culture and markets
make this region a vibrant one in global political, economic, social and cultural affairs.

About 40% of the world’s absolute poor live in this region. It also contains nearly 400
million or half of the world’s non-literate population. The modernisation of education in
South Asia started after the end of World War 2 in 1945 and has continued over successive
decades, but the process is far from complete.
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Out of eight countries of South Asia, three are land locked (Nepal, Afghanistan and
Bhutan) and six are included as the least developed countries (LDCs) currently in the
world. The LDCs represent the poorest and weakest segment of the international commu-
nity. The political, economic, social and cultural milieu of the South Asia region offers vast
potential for social work. The cultures and philosophies of this region are rich and diverse.
Social work, like the diversity of people, is not a homogeneous entity in the region. Differ-
ent models of social welfare and social work have developed over the past decades.

Despite the existence of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation
(SAARC), there is a lack of a regional human rights mechanism to protect and promote
human rights in the region as a whole. South Asia region has the world’s largest con-
flict‐affected population – around 71 million. Given the vast population of the South Asia
region subjected to exploitation, natural disasters, and marginalisation induced by the var-
ious structural inequalities and less resource entitlements, social work plays a crucial role
in providing a range of services leading to crafting of robust families and communities in
the region. Professional social workers can play a vital role in helping children and youth
to access education, health care, entitlements to food and shelter, and empowerment and
protection of elders, people with disabilities, the poor and vulnerable, to name a few.

South Asian social work and global influences

The changing nature of social problems and new threats to the wellbeing of individuals,
families and communities are not only common to South Asian countries. Social work ed-
ucation has enjoyed respect and recognition in the West, especially for the first half of the
20th century. Unfortunately, in a vigorously changing South Asian region, it may take a few
more years or decades for social work to be recognised as a full profession by the respective
states, though it has much to offer to the wellbeing of citizens. As practice and extension
of remit are basic essential elements of professional social work, educating young people
in social work is not a difficult task as ample opportunities are available for practice and
extension of remit in the region.

Abraham Flexner in 1915 raised a critical question: is social work a profession? Since
then, many social work academics, institutions and practitioners have contributed their
working lives to the development of the social work knowledge base, skills development
and practice standards that ultimately transformed social work from the status of a voca-
tion to a profession that is globally relevant. However, Social Work continued to receive
internal and external criticisms and self-reflection making the profession more resilient.
The South Asian region is no exception to this phenomenon.

In the Asian region, departments/schools of social work began under missionary lead-
ership, mainly originating from influence and patronage of Western countries. As a result,
indigenous methods of social service were largely ignored and emphasis was laid upon us-
ing Western concepts, theories and techniques. South Asia was no exception to this trend.
One of the early such ‘transplants’ was the Tata Institute of Social Sciences established orig-
inally as the Sir Dorabji Tata Graduate School of Social Work in Mumbai, western India, in
1936. The initial dependence on foreign materials and concepts continued to dominate and
led to the application of Western notions in local practices. This historical neglect also re-
sulted in non-inclusion of indigenous materials, case studies, and social action techniques
in the social work curricula and training.
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In the period after World War 2, the profession was globalised, as schools of social
work proliferated across the South, invariably with cultural assumptions originating in the
North (Healy 2001; Midgley 1981). The second wave of influence came right after World
War 2 in the form of United Nations assisted social work education and training with
an objective of strengthening social work education in South Asia. As a result, American
models of social work and values travelled and were transplanted into schools of social
work initiated in Pakistan and Bangladesh. This led to the further US influence on the eth-
nocentrism of social work training in the South Asian region. Scholars like Nagpaul (1972)
termed this as cultural imperialism and Professor James Midgley of the US called it ‘pro-
fessional imperialism’, the term used to characterise the way in which social work on the
Western model has been introduced to Third World countries (Midgley 1981). The profes-
sion’s growth has been characterised as ‘academic colonialisation’ (Atal 1981), mirroring
political and scientific colonisation (Clews 1999).

A third factor that influenced South Asian social work education is the dissatisfaction
with social workers trained in India and other countries because their skills and knowledge
are not US-specific. These schools lacked insights into Asian problems and lacked suitable
staff for training students of social work from developing Asian countries. After com-
pletion of their studies a number of them did not return home; among those few who
returned, they became ambivalent about their role and relevance. As a result, many re-
turned to America and have contributed to social work education there.

Social work education in the region: diversity

India
Social work in India has a long history, originating from a pre-modern charitable response
of individuals or groups of people to address the problems of society, and evolving to the
more modern professionalisation of social work underlined by formal training in theory
and practice (Palattiyil & Sidhva 2012). Social work was introduced into India in the 1930s
by North Americans eager to share the new treatment methods that were proving suc-
cessful in helping many Americans to handle personal problems. India, receptive to new
approaches, then began under American leadership the development of schools of social
work based on the American model and adopting all its basic principles (Howard 1971).
These social workers came to colonial India with a sense of adventure and excitement in
introducing their ideas into a new culture. As a result, in 1936, the first school of social
work, now known as Tata Institute of Social Sciences, was established. The first undergrad-
uate degree in generic social work was started in 1974 in the Nirmala Niketan College of
Social Work in Mumbai.

Prompted by domestic as well as global demand, social work education in India is said
to be on an expansionary route. In the last 25 years the number of departments offering so-
cial work under private colleges has increased due to demand for social workers in India in
the non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and private sector. The increasing marketi-
sation, outsourcing, and Western-style human resource policies are impacting the world
view of Indian social workers.

Major schools of social work are teaching structural social work within the radical par-
adigm, but practice occurs within the community arena, thus lacking the depth and vigour
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that social activism strategy entails (Palattiyil & Sidhva 2012). Despite its 75 years of the
social work education history, India has not been able to come up with national standards
for social work education, coherence in curricula, or implement a licensure procedure; nor
could it form a national association of social workers to implement and regulate the profes-
sional standards. The enactment of a National Bill on social work is necessary not only in
the contemporary scenario of the unregulated and haphazard growth of social work pro-
fession (without any uniform norms of education and practice) but also to get social work
to a respectable, deserving place in the mainstream of professions in India. Despite the
efforts by eminent social work educators, formation of a national association of schools
of social work with regulatory powers and resources remains a challenge given the lack
of statutory recognition of social work as a profession. A national network of schools for
quality enhancement of social work education in India was launched at the Tata Institute
of Social Sciences (TISS) during May 2012, with an aim to address some of these quality
issues (IFSW 2010, 2012).

India is currently witnessing a sea change in the attitudes and aspirations of its one
billion plus population. In all this, social work education could not be left unaffected.
Contemporary social work issues in India cannot be addressed without a shift to a more
politically aware definition of the profession, guiding both national and international goals
for social work (Alphonse, George & Moffatt 2008).

Pakistan
In Pakistan, the first in-service training course, sponsored by the government of Pakistan
and the United Nations Technical Assistance Administration (UNCTAA), trained its first
65 Pakistani social workers in 1953 (Rehmatullah 2002, 1). After the in-service training
courses, a degree course in social work started in Punjab University in November 1954
and a postgraduate degree in 1956. From 1954 to 1962, Punjab University continued the
professional training requirements for the then West and East Pakistan. In East Pakis-
tan (now Bangladesh), however, the University of Dhaka started an MA course in social
work in 1958 and admitted candidates from Karachi and other parts of Pakistan. Subse-
quently from 1958 onwards, the Universities of Dhaka, Karachi, Peshawar, Hyderabad and
Balochistan started master degree programs (see Graham et al. 2007).

Rehmatullah, a pioneer of medical social work, was one of the members of the first
in-service training course that began on 2 October 1952 and lasted till 2 April 1953. There-
after she studied at Columbia University New York and obtained her master’s degree in
social work with a major in social administration. She described in her seminal book Social
welfare in Pakistan, the country’s 50-year history with social work as one of lost promise.
The profession ‘started [in the 1950s] with high idealism and a desire to practice new un-
conventional methods’. But it ‘became victim of political and bureaucratic designs of the
powers that be at a given period in time’. In the process, some of its programs and services
survived, others fell by the wayside. The profession continues to have ‘Western oriented
methods of problem solving’, and ‘it still falls short of the original ideal of develop-
ing indigenous social work literature of our own and developing Pakistani methodology’
(Rehmatullah 2002, 180). It must, in short:

rise again into a scientific program, to review the achievements as well as its failures, and
inject new blood into it [and it must] reshape the practice of social work in the context of
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our strong family system as advised by the first UN advisors who came to Pakistan fifty
years ago . . . It is time to recover the sense of reality. Crutches like those offered by the
‘development experts’ have served their time. Now we should walk on our own feet, on
our own paths, dream our own dreams, not the borrowed ones from the West. (Rehmat-
ullah 2002, xiv, 457)

Currently, social work is taught as a two-year bachelor program (BA) in several colleges
affiliated to universities and a four-year BS program in selected universities. The master
and PhD programs are available in few Universities: presently, the University of Punjab
Lahore, University of Sargodha, Islamia University of Bahawalpur, Bahauddin Zakariya
University in Multan, and Government College Faisalabad located in Punjab province.
The University of Peshawar (KPK province), University of Quetta (Balochistan), Univer-
sity of Karachi and University of Jamshoro (located in Sindh province) are offering the MA
in social work. There are private colleges that are also offering Master’s in Social Work,
for example, Greenwich University (Sindh province), Punjab College, Joharabad Khushab
(Punjab province), in addition to many government universities. Commenting on the past,
current and future trends of social work in Pakistan, Mohamad Jafar, a lecturer at the Is-
lamia University of Bahawalpur, Punjab, noted that

sixty years of social work history in Pakistan could not achieve the status of full profes-
sion. The NGOs are focusing on community development and the government sector
focusing on institutional practices such as child and women welfare, prison reforms etc.
Despite the rich history, social work education is still struggling for achieving quality
standards. There is a need for creating further opportunities for higher training i.e. Mas-
ter’s and PhD in the country. For a population of 180 million a handful of colleges and
universities that are offering social work are not able to train enough and quality human
resources to bring desired changes and make an impact in the society. (Personal commu-
nication, 20 November 2013)

Bangladesh
Social work education also travelled to Bangladesh when it was given independence from
Pakistan. The advent of academic social work in Bangladesh has arisen from the recom-
mendations made by UN experts on welfare for the establishment of a program of profes-
sional welfare practice. The recommendation highlighted the need for scientific knowledge
in the solution of acute and large-scale social problems (Watts, Elliott & Mayadas 1995). In
response to the proposal for the establishment of a school of social work, the government
established the College of Social Welfare and Research Center in 1958, and it commenced
its educational program in the academic year 1958–59 with 15 students registered for an
MA degree in social welfare at the University of Dhaka (Ahmadullah 1986; Taher and Rah-
man 1993). The College of Social Welfare and Research Center, the first social work school
of Bangladesh, was merged with the University of Dhaka (DU) as the Institute of Social
Welfare and Research (ISWR) in 1973. Currently, the Institute of Social Welfare and Re-
search at Dhaka University runs a two-year MA degree in social welfare and a three-year
BA Honours degree in social work. The College of Social Work under Rajshahi University
also runs a three-year Honours degree in social work.
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Currently, several more universities have started social work programs. To produce
local knowledge, the institute at Dhaka University has now set up the Bangladesh Social
Work Teachers Association for developing indigenous materials. Efforts are also being
made to translate the standard foreign textbooks to make learners familiar with basic so-
cial work concepts in the Bengali language.

Sri Lanka
The Department of Social Services was set up in 1948, under the recommendation of a
Royal Commission headed by Sir Ivor Jennings, and the department was entrusted with
implementation of social welfare schemes for disabled people in Sri Lanka.

The Institute of Social Work was thus created in 1952 in Colombo, the first formal
attempt to establish professional social work in the country. Dr Dorothy Moses, first prin-
cipal of the YWCA School of Social Work (later the Delhi School of Social Work under
Delhi University), provided the initiative to create the Ceylon Institute of Social Work in
1952. The School of Social Work has become part of the National Institute of Social Devel-
opment (under the Ministry of Social Services and Social Welfare).

In 2005 the National Institute of Social Development became a degree granting au-
thority (BSW) (Chandraratna 2008). The master programs in social work (MSW) were
established in 2008 (Zaviršek and Herath 2010). The National Institute of Social Devel-
opment (NISD) is an institution of higher learning in social work education in Sri Lanka
established by the National Institute of Social Development Act No. 41 of 1992. It is recog-
nised by the University Grants Commission of Sri Lanka as a degree awarding institution
in Sri Lanka. After the tsunami disaster of 2004, the need for social workers became
greater, and the University of Colombo started to develop a stream of social work within
the Department of Sociology together with the University of Ljubljana (Lešnik and Urek
2010). Recently the University of Ruhuna has started a Community Development Diploma
Programme and the University of Kelaniya and University of Perdeniya are planning to in-
troduce courses in social work (Zaviršek and Herath 2010). According to expert estimates
there were some 800 practicing social workers, while the country would need ‘about 30,000
trained social workers’ (Lešnik and Urek 2010, 273).

Nepal
Nepal is relatively young when it comes to introduction of social work education compared
to India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. Only in 1996 was the first department of
social work with Kathmandu university affiliation started with the support of Nirmala
Niketan, an Indian social work school. The initiation of social work education in Nepal
was largely under the purview of affiliated colleges of the universities (Nikku 2012a). Al-
most all of these colleges providing social work are located in Kathmandu, the capital city
of Nepal, resulting in restricted access to social work education for students from poor and
disadvantaged rural areas of Nepal.

One of the main issues for social work education in Nepal is the lack of coherence and
focus on promotion of social work values. The social work training of the three different
universities that currently exist in Nepal promote different values and methods of social
work. For example, Purbanchal University promotes rights-based values, Kathmandu Uni-
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versity focuses more on clinical social work and Tribhuvan University bases its approach
more on generic social work (Nikku 2009).

Another important issue is crafting indigenous social work in Nepal and bringing co-
herence into the social work curricula that is suitable for the current needs of Nepalese
society. The evidence suggests that the social work curricula developed over a period of
time (1996–2005) under three different Universities in Nepal had signs of indigenous ef-
forts in developing social work curricula suitable to train social workers relevant for Nepal
and its growing needs.

The Nirmala Niketan School of Social Work in India helped St Xavier’s college in
Nepal to prepare a three year bachelor of social work program that was subsequently ap-
proved by Kathmandu University in 1996. Similarly the Tribhuvan University curriculum
development centre renamed one of the courses titled ‘Social Service’ to ‘Social Work’ and
added supervised fieldwork hours as a requirement (Nikku 2011).

In 2005, Purbanchal University constituted a subject committee to prepare the social
work curricula for both bachelor and master programs. The subject committee (the author
of this paper is a member of this committee) is aware of the discourses on indigenous and
Western models of social work and utilised the opportunity to reflect on the models of so-
cial work. Over many discussions and debates a curriculum that is suitable to the country’s
current needs has been prepared and approved by the university. An analysis of the three
social work curricula shows that Purbanchal University, as mentioned previously, adopted
a social development model grounded in rights-based social work, Kathmandu University
focuses on clinical social work and Tribhuvan University is focused more on social service
(Nikku 2010).

The social work curriculum of Purbanchal University shifted from a clinical social
work focus to a rights-based model. This social work curriculum would serve as the first
comprehensive resource available in the country for other colleges, training centres, and
government and non-government organisations for planning and programming of rights-
based training in Nepal and beyond. The course structure includes relevant principles,
guidelines and references that could be easily adapted to the specific situations on the
ground and target groups to be trained (Nikku 2010, 2011).

The title ‘social worker’ is rather loosely used and abused in the context of Nepal. Any-
one in social service work, including politicians, claims that they are doing social work.
There is no clear formal definition stated and adopted either by the University Grants
Commission of Nepal or by any government agencies such as the Ministry of Social Wel-
fare. However, the Department of Social Work at Kadambari College, initiated in 2005 (an
affiliate of Purbanchal University and a founding member of Nepal School of Social Work),
together with other like-minded agencies, came up with the following definition:

‘Social Worker’ in the context of Nepal refers to new graduates and current practitioners
(both Nepalese and other nationals) with recognised social work qualifications, i.e. De-
gree in Social Work (BSW or MSW) or a Graduate Diploma in Social Work or a recog-
nised Social Work qualification. These qualifications should be recognised or acceptable
to associations like the Singapore Association of Social Workers and or International As-
sociation of Schools of Social Work (IASSW), until a formal definition of social worker is
adopted by the Nepal Association of Social Workers which is not yet formed.
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The Nepal School of Social Work came up with another definition for social service prac-
titioners who are already involved in providing direct services to clients and working in
NGOs and international non-governmental organisations (INGOs). This is to make the
public aware of the different roles and to protect the rights of the trained social workers
in Nepal. Currently, the Nepal School of Social Work with other likeminded people and
institutions is also lobbying for accreditation and registration systems to be introduced in
Nepal. It states:

‘Social Service Practitioners’ are those who are working in the capacity of social workers
performing social work functions for the major part of their work but are without
relevant social work qualifications like BSW and MSW. Executive directors, program ex-
ecutives, youth workers, field social workers, case workers, who are not formally trained
in social work per se but are performing social work functions for the major part of their
work can qualify to be accredited as Social Service Practitioners if they meet the entry re-
quirements for Social Service Practitioners. They can become accredited Social Workers
if they go on to acquire a recognised Social Work qualification and also fulfill the other
entry requirements for accreditation.

To sum up briefly, among many professions in Nepal, social work professionals can play
crucial roles in response to Nepal’s post-conflict problems. Unfortunately the state of the
Nepalese State is so weak that the social work profession has not been recognised formally
by the government. The case of Nepal shows evidence of a country where social work ed-
ucation is at the nascent stage, with a need for a critically reflective framework based on
student-centred practices that is crucial to professional development (Nikku 2012a).

Bhutan
The review suggests that there are no opportunities available for professional social work
education in Bhutan to date.

Maldives
The Ministry of Gender and Family of Maldives and the University of Newcastle, Australia,
supported by UNICEF, helped the Maldives College of Higher Education to offer a one-
year Advanced Certificate in Social Service Work in 2007 (Plath 2011).

Afghanistan
The country has a history of turmoil and conflict, especially in the past 30 years. These
conflicts have had a dramatically deleterious impact on the education system within
Afghanistan. University campuses became relative war zones, which resulted in a shattered
infrastructure and forced many faculty members into exile and/or intellectual isolation.
Some faculty members were even killed for their commitment to education (Tierney
2006). The relevant ministries are trying to introduce social work education. In May 2006,
the Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs, Martyrs and Disabled (MoLSAMD) launched the
National Strategy for Children At-Risk (NSFCAR), supported by UNICEF. The govern-
ment recognises that professional social workers are critical to the effective delivery of
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family support and child protection services in Afghanistan. One of the key tenets of the
NSFCAR is the development of staff trained as child protection social workers. Social work
does not yet exist as a ‘profession’ in Afghanistan. There is no school of social work or other
accredited training program. There are no standardised tools, quality benchmarks for ser-
vice delivery, or established minimum standards of care. Relevant legislation and policy is
outdated at best, and is absent otherwise (UNICEF Afghanistan 2009).

Social work education in South Asia: dynamic and disjointed

Throughout its rather young history, social work has been marked by extensive disputes
and self-criticism about its role and identity in the global North and South (Hugman
2008). From Flexner (1915) and Greenwood (1957/1976) to Fisher (1973) and beyond, so-
cial workers have heard criticisms of social work and social work education. In addition,
a series of invited papers and rejoinders from Stoesz and Karger, Brij Mohan, Sowers and
Dulmus in International Social Work journal in 2009 is a valuable source of historical ma-
terial for social work educators such as the current author from South Asia to understand
the development and dynamics of social work education in other parts of the world. In this
section, I further show how social work education in South Asia also reflects these contra-
dictions and conflicts evident elsewhere.

Kendall in 1950 argued that in each country, social welfare, social service, social work,
social development, whatever you name it, is a dynamic activity. The report stated, ‘no def-
inition of social work can be formulated that would be accepted in all countries and might
be put forward as an “international definition”’ (Kendall 1950, 88). These observations ap-
ply equally well to this region. Taking into account social work development across the
globe, there are abundant opportunities for social work to grow in the South Asia region.
The fact is that there are countless challenges due to the variations and differences of edu-
cational systems and standards within the region.

Hammoud (1988) also documented the possible value conflicts across social work in
different countries due to cultural and political differences. The South Asia region is no
exception to these views. The social work educators in the countries of the region have ar-
gued that global social work definition and global social work standards might be of help
but difficult to implement due to the local needs and diversity. Nadkarni (2010) in her edi-
torial for the Journal of Social Work Education highlighted the nature of social work in Asia
that applies to South Asia too:

Social work education in Asian countries today faces several challenges and opportu-
nities. Social work education in Asian countries also needs to address problems arising
from untrammelled growth accompanied by ecological destruction and climate change.
Development itself has thus become a generator of conflict because of competing land
use issues involving the haves and the have-nots in these countries . . . The recognition of
professional social work and the need for quality social work education in Asia has been
moving at a slow pace. (Nadkarni 2010, 15)
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Levels of social work education
The general objectives of social work education, which provides students with the value
system and ethical standards of the profession, providing basic knowledge and developing
skills and competencies to perform the social worker role, have remained across all the
countries within the region with some modifications in order to suit to a particular coun-
try’s religion and other requirements.

Social Work education is found at different levels in the countries of the region. India
has all levels of education at bachelor’s, master’s, postgraduate and PhD levels and even dis-
tance education, compared to Bhutan (for example) with less than one million people that
does not even have one bachelor’s program in social work in the entire country. In Nepal
(30 million people) there are two bachelor’s programs (BA in social work and bachelor’s of
social work) and one master’s program is available.

In Sri Lanka (20 million people) there is certificate, bachelor’s and master’s level avail-
able at one institution. Both Bangladesh and Pakistan offer both bachelor’s and master’s
level of training but are facing competition from other courses and lack of educators and
resources for the department to offer social work. Currently, the four social work schools,
namely the Institute of Social Welfare and Research of Dhaka University, and departments
of social work in Rajshahi University, Shahjalal University of Science and Technology, Ja-
gannath University and National University, have been offering courses at four levels: four
year graduation with honours, one year master’s, MPhil and PhD.

The Maldives (0.4 million people) is currently offering a certificate level whereas
Afghanistan (30 million people) is trying to develop a curriculum for special training of
social work officers. This suggests that at present there is a wide variety of levels, and quan-
tity of provision, that exists in the different countries.

Educational opportunities at the PhD level in social work are lacking in all the coun-
tries except in India and Bangladesh, and this has affected the training of social work
educators and researchers. The doctorate education in social work provided in Indian
schools also needs scrutiny as the quality varies. The doctorate education in social work
is to prepare students for leadership roles in administration and policy, more advanced
and specialised practice, research and teaching. So there is a need for developing such pro-
grams using international experiences in the region for renewal of social work education.

Licensure and professional social work organisations
In none of the countries in the region, irrespective of the history of social work education
and its development, has a licensure procedure been adopted, nor are strong professional
bodies such as national associations of social workers functioning. The exceptions are Sri
Lanka and Bangladesh which claim some form of associations, but they are not strong
and therefore able to influence the social work trajectory in their own countries. The Sri
Lankan Association of Social Workers was founded in 1962 and the Association of Social
Workers in Bangladesh seems to not be functioning anymore. In India some States have
formed state level associations, but again to date a national association could not be formed
due to regional differences, lack of national legislation and social work leadership.
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International social work
Is there any need for international social work teaching and practice in the South Asia
region? This question seems pertinent especially when social work is disjointed in this re-
gion. Communications with colleagues from the region, especially from India and Nepal
at the 2010 joint world social work and social development conference at Stockholm, and
email exchanges suggest that there is a significant need for, and interest in, teaching and
practicing international social work in South Asia. Given the diversity and cultural and
political issues present within the region, it is a fertile ground for international social work
teaching and practice.

The current president of the International Association of Schools of Social Work
(IASSW) is a professor from the Tata Institute of Social Sciences, India. The author of this
chapter is currently serving as a member of the executive board of IASSW, is from India
and worked in Nepal. Faculty members from the Sri Lankan School of Social Work and
Institute of Social Welfare and Research, Dhaka University, are serving on the executive
board of APASWE, providing evidence that social work educators from this region are
actively associated with the regional and global social work organisations. There is also ev-
idence that many schools from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and also countries
like Nepal where social work education is just beginning, have made linkages with schools
of social work around the globe to further strengthen the social work education and pro-
fession in the region (Nikku 2012b).

International organisations like the IASSW, International Federation of Social Work-
ers (IFSW) and International Council of Social Welfare (ICSW) and regional organisations
such as APASWE can play an important role in strengthening social work education in
the South Asian region. A brief analysis shows that their presence in the region is weak,
suggesting that there is a need for social workers from this region to actively participate,
develop partnerships and share their concerns at these international and regional forums
and make use of these bodies to strengthen social work in their own countries.

Social welfare programs and policies
From the above brief presentation on the status of social work in each of the countries in
the region, we can conclude that social work has taken a back seat in most, if not, all the
South Asian nations which do not provide social services and care as a matter of right for
citizens, but do so on the basis of political needs and agendas. The wellbeing of the profes-
sional workforce who work for the wellbeing of others is also at a crossroad. Social work
as a helping profession is in need of help. The level and scope of social welfare services and
the role of civil society in each of these countries are also very varied.

South Asia is home for many non-governmental organisations in which trained social
workers seek employment. The nonprofit sector, with its roots in volunteerism, increas-
ingly plays a central role in South Asia’s cultural, economic and social development.
Throughout the region nonprofit organisations provide vital services especially to the poor
and marginalised, address significant needs of communities, and are increasingly impor-
tant alternative delivery mechanisms for needed services of citizens.

In the last 25 years or so, due to growing disenchantment with the functioning of the
government and the fear that the ‘market’ may not reach everywhere, NGOs have increas-
ingly been recognised as a ‘third’ institutional pillar for the development of an economy.
Most of the activities carried out by the NGOs are on behalf of the government, making
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them mere implementation agencies. The constraints and challenges South Asian NGOs
face are excessive governmental control, a project-based culture and, more importantly,
they lack a proper management system and model of their own. To cope with management
problems, NGOs are heavily dependent on corporate sector management, which, most of
the time, negates the values of this sector (Rahman 2007, 223). Many NGOs are not in a
position or do not have the mandate to employ professional social workers as their em-
ployees. This leads to a problem of continuity in committed leadership as many NGOs do
not have policies in place to prepare successive leaders. Social Work, though a young pro-
fession in the region, might provide answers to these issues.

Working with Muslim clients and communities
Around 62% of the world’s Muslims live in South and Southeast Asia, with over 1 billion
adherents (Pew Forum 2012). Pakistan, Bangladesh and India from the South Asia region
are included in the world list of top 10 countries with the largest Muslim populations.
India has the world’s second-largest Muslim population (next to Indonesia) in raw num-
bers (roughly 176 million) though Muslims make up just 14.4% of India’s 1.2 billion total
population. The three countries of Pakistan, Bangladesh and India together account for
about one-third of the global total Muslim population. This will have implications on how
social work education is structured, course content and what values and philosophy are
taught and practiced. Social work knowledge and skills in a particular country are so-
cially constructed. A brief analysis of social work curricula in the countries clearly shows
the evidence that they are influenced by Western models and hence not entirely cultur-
ally relevant to this region and particularly the Muslim dominant countries. In contrast,
increasingly, models of social work emphasise the importance of understanding clients’
worldviews for effective social work, and integration of spirituality in social work is in-
creasingly being called for (Barise 2005). Further efforts are needed for localisation of
social work within Muslim contexts (Sarker & Ahmadullah 1995) in the region.

Voices of social work educators
Social Work is contextual, yet increasingly crossing boundaries and national borders in
South Asia. As discussed above, several key factors have challenged and influenced social
work education and practice in this region. In addition, social work educators played a
crucial role. Many challenges were reported by social work educator colleagues irrespec-
tive of their location in the region. Some educators (especially from Nepal and Sri Lanka)
shared that it is very difficult for them to separate practice from teaching as their countries
are going through transitions and conflicts and social work is yet to be recognised. Many
social work educators from this region saw themselves as academic activists and are work-
ing closely with a range of practitioners, bureaucrats and policymakers who are often not
trained in formal social work. Many of them also reported that there are not enough acade-
mic opportunities to progress compared to their counterparts in other (especially Western)
parts of the world. Chan and Ng argued that ‘it is important for social work teachers to
adopt a holistic practitioner-researcher-educator role in their everyday practice in order to
create the necessary impact to effect change’ (2004, 312). To further illustrate the point, I
present some voices which show the plight of social work educators:
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In Nepal it is a young and emerging profession. It is only since about 16 years that social
work education has been initiated in Nepal. There is less recognition in our profession
by the state and other development organisations which is the biggest challenge. Another
challenge is we do not have a social work association and hence it is difficult to intervene
in serious social problem cases in the society. (Samjhana Oli, social work educator with
seven years of experience at Nepal School of Social Work)

None of the Sri Lankan public universities offer SWE [social work education]. Only
one institution provides diploma, degree and master degree in Social Work. The institu-
tion is under the purview of the Ministry of Social Services. The social work profession is
not legalised yet. (Sri Lankan social work educator with 15 years of teaching experience)

Conclusions

I must acknowledge and admit that the analysis of the material for this chapter has deliber-
ately used broad generalisations to make a point and to emphasise the differences between
social work education and practice in respective countries to put the regional differences
in focus.

In this chapter, I presented the status and scope of social work education in the South
Asian region, which is in various stages of maturity as an academic discipline and a pro-
fession. Despite the diversity, common threads we see in the life and work experiences of
social work educators and practitioners are: commitment to social justice, social work val-
ues and ethics, skills and competencies. One of the major challenges in the region is to
indigenise social work literature (theories and practice) in order to reflect local culture and
values. Another goal is to encourage indigenous social work practices to train social work
graduates with appropriate skills and attitudes.

It is evident in this chapter that the presence and influence of social work education
in the region is growing over the years and more departments/schools of social work have
been established in the past decade. The caution here is in relation to the mushrooming
growth of social work departments in affiliated colleges of Universities in India, leading
to lower quality standards. The lack of clear state support for social work education in
Pakistan and Bangladesh also needs to be analysed and addressed. Afghanistan needs im-
mediate help in initiating social work training to be able to help the country’s ongoing
reconstruction process. At the same time the lack of presence of schools of social work
or educational opportunities for professional social work in Bhutan and Maldives may be
a point for further reflection. The presence of only a few schools in Nepal and Sri Lanka
needs further assistance nationally and internationally and can make crucial contributions
to the growth of social work in South Asia.

Social work education in the South Asia region is facing an uncertain future within the
academy as it has to compete with other market-oriented disciplines. The social work ed-
ucational programs are yet to gain public and state support and perceived relevance. There
exist tensions among the Universities and institutions offering social work at different lev-
els due to their differences in mission, purpose and values. In a healthy environment these
differences should be serving as a springboard of ideas rather than hurdles. Despite these
tensions, social work education has contributed to training of staff who in turn directly
or indirectly contributed in addressing social issues in the region. In addition, social work
education and practice in this region has been shaped by different forces such as religion,
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political situation, availability of trained staff and donor influences in a particular country
in the region. Social work knowledge and skills are socially constructed. The rich diversity
of this region should trigger innovations in social work practice in working with different
cultural and religious client groups.

To conclude, this chapter provides a valuable but brief comparison of, and discussion
on, the social issues and status of social work education in the respective countries of the
region. It also presents the formal and informal social welfare systems and the role so-
cial work education could play. This chapter also shows how social work in the South Asia
region is diverse and also divided, and argues for an indigenous base of social work knowl-
edge. It calls for a unified approach and recognises the need for governments, university
administrators, and international and regional organisations to come forward to help so-
cial work educators and leaders to strengthen social work training and practice in their
respective countries. I further argue for a common base of social work knowledge and
praxis for South Asia as a distinct political and cultural region. I have also tried to raise
further discussion on how social work institutions, academics, development practitioners
and the state can further promote the process of academic and professional renewal in the
region.

This chapter is dedicated to Shireen Rehmatullah of Pakistan and Armaity Desai of In-
dia, the founding President of the Asian and Pacific Association for Social Work Education
(APASWE), for their lifetime passion to build social work scholarship.
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9
Social work education and family in
Latin America: a case study
SocialworkeducationandfamilyinLatinAmerica

Carolina Muñoz-Guzmán, Sandra Mancinas and Nelly Nucci

The chapter develops a comparative analysis of three social work programs
applied in three Latin-American countries, to answer the question whether
these programs do or do not include teaching about families in a way that
students are prepared for, enabling clients to challenge and transcend op-
pressions that disempower them (Dominelli 2002). To attain that goal, we
identified three key dimensions that help students in achieving a compre-
hensive sociopolitical and integrated analysis about familial contexts, and
constitute basic content in social work programs that should provide 1) ac-
knowledgement of social and demographic changes, 2) a critical approach to
social policies our states are adopting, and 3) a dialogue with vulnerable and
marginalised families about their needs and the challenges they experience.
Through analysis of each case and cross-case analysis, we answer the ques-
tion guiding the study and propose some future challenges.

The purpose of this chapter is to develop a comparative analysis across three Latin-Ameri-
can countries on how social work education about families reflects expression of two main
features for practice: families in their own private domains (referring to conformation of
domestic spaces of social reproduction) and family policy carried out in each country (Ar-
gentina, Chile and Mexico). The approach social work education may have towards these
two factors becomes crucial in order to understand the achievement of social work’s pro-
fessional mission of transcending oppressions and accomplishing empowerment of people
(Dominelli 2002), and is particularly relevant for the Latin-American region, given the
centrality of the family in Latin-American people’s everyday life; social work and families
are intrinsically merged in most of the public and private actions oriented towards social
welfare.

In Latin America, social work schools began including families as a particular subject
of study in their programs during the period of post-reconceptualisation and after the
breakdown produced by the social movement of reconceptualisation through the 1960s
and 70s, as a result of academic and professional debates on epistemological theory per-
spectives and methodological options for social work. From these discussions the institu-
tion of family became relevant for the academic field because it is one of the main subjects
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that social work interacts with. Family was acknowledged then as an organisation where
the key social reproduction of its members occurs.

In regard to the post-reconceptualisation, the process is a reaction to the prior Latin-
American movement of reconceptualisation of social work. Social work in the 1960s ques-
tioned its professional practice as one profoundly influenced by society’s economic and po-
litical forces, and marked by apathy in response to inequities caused by structural sources
of oppression over excluded groups in society. Assuming a critical perspective of capital-
ist societies (Faleiros 2011; Netto 1976), this movement was based on a Marxist analysis
of capitalism, searching for transformations of social structures, critically analysing so-
cial work’s daily practices, and questioning its servile disposition towards dominant social
structures.

The process following this movement, post-reconceptualisation, brought a new search
for the foundations of the profession, based on a critical appraisal of the reconceptualisa-
tion outcomes. Basically, the previous process was accused of being too ideological, and
there was a new focus on working with families, which replaced the traditional work with
the individual case, and made broader the intervention towards groups and communities,
based on renovated conceptual and epistemological frameworks as well as intervention
methodologies.

For those who support the idea of social work as a profession that interacts with social
actors (families, groups, communities and institutions) searching for solutions to daily life
complexities, the study of life conditions and family organisation in each socio-historical
context becomes significant, as well as the distribution of social reproductive responsi-
bilities of the state, the market and families. The members of families request different
resources to satisfy their needs; those resources are their labour activities (paid or domes-
tic labour), as well as formal and informal cross-over points indicating exchange relations
and mutual help relations (Jelin 2000). The relationship between families and social work
professionals occurs in institutional contexts related to social policy, conforming fields of
power relations affected by time and space.

Therefore, how students of social work are taught about family conformations will tell
us about how social work thinks about the relationship between the family relationship
and the state and wider society; how social work envisages and carries out research with
families; how it answers questions in relation to what aids or obstructs the development of
the capacity to care; and how social work deliberates about the fields of power where social
work intervenes. The approach to these key topics will elucidate how social work education
in the Latin-American region tackles a vital subject for students and practitioners alike:
the role of social workers in enabling their clients to challenge and transcend oppressions
that disempower them (Dominelli 2002).

This chapter is devoted, then, to compare social work education about families in the
Latin-American region, taking three case studies as theoretical samples. Three schools of
social work were studied in their teaching of social work and families; specifically, the
modules dedicated to family are reviewed. The structure of the chapter justifies first the
relevance of teaching about families for social work. Secondly, it discusses how social
contexts have changed in Latin-American societies, producing a tension between develop-
ment, globalisation and public action, presenting a number of issues between the political/
economical approaches in each country in serving the poor/excluded. These discussions
identify the emergence of key dimensions that need to be acknowledged in the curricula
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of social work education in order to ensure its fidelity to social work principles of social
justice.

Latin America: a changing society

Nowadays it is undeniably the case that the whole world is immersed in transformations:
post-modernity and globalisation have wrought effects on many structures, including one
of the most core institutions: the family. It is understood as ‘a social institution, the most
representative of the human systems, based on socio-ecological relations with the environ-
ment and the cultural context to which it belongs and represents’ (Quintero 2001, 7). The
importance of family lies in its centrality for society to function. Therefore, if sociocultural
contexts change family will change too, and vice versa.

‘Concepts, definitions, measurements and perceptions of family life, family policies
and policies that impact on families are not constant over time or space’ (Hantrais 2004,
p.1), because they need to respond to an increasingly complex family structure; social work
education is challenged too to respond to the new plurality of family life. This is expressed
in decreasing fertility rates, increases in rates of divorce and separation of families, and
changes in gender roles. All of the three countries under study in this chapter are affected
by these tendencies.

To face these challenges, social work education needs to acknowledge and give legit-
imacy to new family conformations as well as study family policies from a critical stance,
because these become the instruments to support families in coping with complex needs.
The critical perspective in social work education becomes a core approach, to prepare
students to support families in challenging structures that disrupt egalitarian relations
among individuals, families and communities (Dominelli 2002). An approach of this na-
ture should lead to family policies ensuring gender equality, reconciliation of work and
family life without making undue demands on women, intergenerational solidarity, life-
long learning, and the expansion of day-care systems for children, among others.

New family configurations are emerging rapidly in the Latin-American region but are
still considered as atypical families; previously the family could only possibly be conceived
as a two-parent structure, as an unbreakable morally, legally and religiously sanctioned
structure, whilst today it becomes more evident that a hegemonic model of the family does
not seem to belong to the era of globalisation (Quintero 2001, 9). According to Arriagada
(2007), the traditional family is no longer the main household structure in Latin America,
due to modifications of the basic conditions of life affected by globalisation and moderni-
sation. These conditions are related to urbanisation, and then linked to industrialisation
(demographic shifts and modifications in the production process), an expansion of female
employment and new consumption patterns, as well as new ways of employment and con-
sumption and greater access to, but more segmented, social services (education, health,
among others).

Key demographic shifts are expressed in the decrease of birth rates: in Chile the cur-
rent birth rate is 0.99%, one of the lowest in Latin America. The decrease has been drastic;
in the last 40 years this rate has decreased 54% (INE 2012). In México fertility rates have
also decreased from 5.7 children per woman in 1976 to 2.2 in 2006 (INEGI 2009). As for
Argentina, the birth rate has decreased from 1970 (23 per thousand) to 2012 (17 per thou-
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sand), as well as the average number of children per woman of 1.4 or more per year: in
1979, 3.73; 1990, 2.99; 2000, 2.48; and in 2010, 2.21.

Naturally, this has affected family size. In Chile, between 1992 and 2002, the average
number in a family was reduced from 4 to 3.6 people; by 2012 this average was 3.28 family
members per group. In Mexico, family size was reduced from 6 children per woman in
1975 to 5 in 1979, 4 in 1985, 3 in 1994 and 2.2 in 2000. Even though these trends are ob-
served in different continents, the speed of change in such a short period may provoke
particular difficulties in the society to adjust to such a radically different scenario, espe-
cially if family has been a core institution, as we will see later.

The basic idea of a ‘nuclear family’ as the model for the design of family policies is
currently challenged by demographic trends in the region. The three countries show new
types of family conformations as well as transformations in the family life cycle, based
on the postponement of the arrival of the first child, and the decrease of the average size
of households. Although the most common familial organisation is still the nuclear two-
parent household with children, increasingly it is observable in the three countries that
this configuration is changing towards new ones, such as single-parent households with
children, unmarried cohabitation and an incremental increase in the number of divorced
couples. New patterns in marriages, divorces, re-marriages etc. contribute to a different
family landscape.

The former transformations in the three countries have affected gender roles. In-
creasingly there are more households headed by women, with a weakening of the male
breadwinner and female career model. Sources of transformation are anchored also in im-
provements of social indicators like longer life expectancy, a rise in general schooling and
education, especially for women, and increase of female access to the workforce. How-
ever, it is observable that there is an unequal access to these improvements through the
different socioeconomic groups, negatively affecting lower socioeconomic groups. Certain
changes in family conformations and practices are affecting mainly higher income groups,
such as schooling and female access to the labour market. Other changes negatively affect
poor families; in the three countries there has been a rise in the number of female-headed
households in the poorest families. These groups are characterised by women holding
mostly non-qualified jobs and family responsibilities, which means that they have young
children, school age children and teenagers to care for as well as work responsibilities.
This information concords with empirical evidence establishing that young households
with small children or of school age have more probabilities of being in disadvantage and
poverty than those households with parents at a more advanced stage in life (Kaztman &
Filgueira 2001).

These families are also characterised by their low school attainment. In Argentina,
Mexico and Chile, the relationship between education and income is relatively stable until
12 years of education, after which additional years of education increases income. Accord-
ing to Raczynski (2000), most of the adults from families living under the basic subsistence
line and in poverty have not completed twelve years of education, limiting their access
to better paid jobs. Their low attainment influences also their children’s school achieve-
ment. According to the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and
the Caribbean (2007), in Latin America the educational level of parents plays a more
important part than income in explaining children’s educational performance, negatively
affecting results, school dropout, and predicting low educational attainment. Low educa-
tional level of poor families impacts also their precarious economic status, expressed in a
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range of activities with common employment patterns: non-standard employment, being
underpaid and under-protected by labour laws, and often insecure employment, affecting
particularly women, who not only have precarious access to the labour market, but see
themselves as restricted by cultural patterns.

Modernity in the family would be expressed as the exercise of democratic rights, au-
tonomy of their members and more equity, but it becomes fractured when families have to
struggle against market competitiveness and the unequal distribution of wealth, a feature
of Latin-American societies. Inequality is the reality for many Latin-American families;
Jelin (1998) claims that Latin-American families carry out the functions of social support
and protection when it comes to responding to social and economic crises (unemploy-
ment, death, low incomes); the family then appears as a strategic resource of great value,
which is an outcome related to governments’ social, political and economic options.

Therefore, demographic shifts, new types of family structure, changes in the family life
cycle and transformation in gender practices are general trends in Chile, Argentina and
Mexico, but certainly with different features. Chile and Argentina are located in the south-
ern part of South America, while Mexico is in North America. Chile has been considered
an archetype of privatisation and the neoliberal economy with social policies as strategies
for economic growth. However, this is a country where a neoliberal model of development
has increased the already present forms of socioeconomic stratification, affecting Chileans’
perception of economic and social insecurities, inequity and lack of trust in others and
institutions (UNDP 2009; Marcus 2004). In Chile political power is concentrated in the ex-
ecutive branch, which initiates most legislation, and is highly centralised, with presidential
appointment of the regional executives and the provincial governors. Argentina and Mex-
ico are different; both have federal states leading to a decentralisation of power, favouring
regional variation according to local needs.

Even though in these countries there is decentralisation, it does not necessarily bring
more equity. In Mexico economic policy had produced an important negative effect in in-
come distribution. According to Székely (1995), some measures such as privatisation and
financial liberalisation have led to a concentration of resources’ ownership in few people.
This, in a country historically unequal, unavoidably means that differences tend to expand.
A similar situation is found in Argentina, where the federal system isn’t always favourable
to equality; there are large inequalities between provinces. As a neoliberalist model was in-
stalled, inequalities and poverty growing with it transformed the role of the market which
has become a regulator of social risks, and the state only attends to extreme situations.
Consequently, people’s needs were conceptualised as residual rights of specific groups, and
assistance policies assumed the character of compensatory policies. Resources to families
in poverty were given only from targeted programs.

Political and economic approaches frame the type of welfare regime implemented in
each country, and the kind of family involvement in it. The next section reviews theories
of welfare regimes and how they can be apply to the countries under study.

Welfare regimes and social policy in Latin America

The acknowledgement and critical review of types of welfare regimes affecting families
gives to the family a clearer perspective. To compare social policy from a social work view-
point, there are several frameworks to guide the discussion; one of these is the typology
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introduced by Esping-Andersen in The three worlds of welfare capitalism (1990). Later de-
bate about this typology has led to criticisms of it and this critique in Europe has led to the
development of more sophisticated models of comparison (Hantrais 2004). Currently, the
review of the social investment approach becomes a crucial means of appraisal for social
work to analyse the relation between social policies and families (Jenson 2009; Morris &
Featherstone 2010).

Esping-Andersen (2000, 53) claimed that in welfare regimes the family must not be
considered as only a shelter of privacy and a place of consumption, but also as one of the
most important actors, whose decisions and behaviour influence directly the welfare state
and labour market. This view is shared in Latin America; Jelin (2005) proposes consider-
ing the family as an organic part of broader social processes that include productive and
reproductive dimensions; cultural patterns, political systems, labour markets and social
network organisations, in a way that demographic processes such as fecundity, divorce,
ageing, among others, are as much part of family processes as social, economic and cul-
tural processes, with all interrelated to public policy.

Hantrais (2004) suggested a categorisation with four ‘regimes’ of family: de famil-
ialised, partly defamilialised, familialised, and refamilialised types of welfare states.

These regimes reflect different ways to mix social service providers with family respon-
sibilities, leading to highly variable consequences in terms of the role of the family, but
also in terms of resource distribution between richer and poorer, men and women, gen-
erations, immigrants and natives, etc. (Nygren, in press)

Under these classifications, in the three countries under study, a liberal and conservative
welfare mix is recognisable, combining familialised and defamilialised policies. In the case
of Mexico – and following here the classification of Esping-Andersen (2000) – Mexico’s
social welfare regime is closer to the Mediterranean model. Social policy appears strongly
familialised, influenced by patronage and the Catholic Church. In Mexico, families have
been made responsible for solving family problems in cases where protection systems are
weak; in practice, the family, particularly the poor ones, is the only institution that ame-
liorates the effects of economic crisis, unemployment and disease (González de la Rocha
2006, 3). Family has been regarded as a central body to improve the level of success of so-
cial policy (Székely 2003). These features are also seen in the Chilean case.

These approaches are not free from economic options taken by these countries. We
have identified in different stages for México, Chile and Argentina an economic liber-
alisation approach (Sheahan 1997, 7). The model has brought negative effects for these
countries’ poorer socioeconomic groups, even though direct social aid has been promoted
to lessen the impact on the poor through the implementation of methods that do not
interfere with markets. These policies led to a divided society, because they caused margin-
alisation and the risk of social exclusion.

Following Hantrais (2004), we will understand partially defamilialised policies as
those that in their discourse appear supportive of families, but stay far from intervening
in private life, reducing coordination between policy actors (Hantrais 2004, 202). These
policies are seen frequently under liberal approaches, based more in risks than rights.
Familialised policies often appear to be influenced by Catholic social doctrine and the
principle of social support, i.e. social policies are aimed at addressing situations where pri-
mary social networks (especially the family) fail. Thus, a familialised system does not mean
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‘pro-family’ but rather proposes policies in which family members are primarily responsi-
ble for the welfare of the rest of the family.

A deeper critical scrutiny of Latin American welfare mix and family policies is found
in Jenson (2009). The author has claimed that, currently in Latin America, neoliberalism
is being replaced by the social investment perspective.

In the social investment perspective the state may have a legitimate role if it acts to
increase the probability of future profits and positive outcomes. This objective-setting
in future terms is exemplified by the overriding concentration, now shared by policy
communities in Europe and Latin America, on breaking the intergenerational cycle of
poverty and disadvantage rather than on ending poverty (ECLAC 2007, Chapter V, for
example) (Jenson 2009, 450)

The focus of this approach is represented by the value of present investment for future re-
turns and the value of policy based on its outcomes. Spending strategies as well as policy
instruments are shaped by the social investment perspective’s underpinning ideas, pre-
ferring life-course perspectives instead of cross-sectional measures of the here-and-now,
or the increase of the value of asset building. All of these shifts in ideas about time and
about appropriate policy instruments buttress new ideas and practices about social citi-
zenship (Jenson 2009). The new perspective privileges structural adjustments that ‘make
markets the distributors of wellbeing, families responsible for their own opportunities, and
the community sector the final safety net’ (Jenson 2009, 454).

The effect of this perspective on family policies is the reconfiguration of a ‘rights di-
mension’ by giving a ‘child focus’ to social rights (Jenson 2001; Jenson & Saint-Martin
2003 in Jenson 2009, 458). Examples of this are found in programs like ‘Oportunidades’
in Mexico, ‘Plan Nacional de Familias por la inclusión social’ in Argentina, and ‘Chile
crece contigo’ in Chile. It also has been expressed in the extensive use of conditional cash
support programs as preferred policy instruments, which demand from citizens some pre-
specified actions (Jenson 2009).

Underlying this approach is a dilemma for social workers when working in child wel-
fare. In a context where there is a rise of formal early intervention to invest in children,
legislation supports family involvement:

yet the prevailing political and social environment seeks to position vulnerable families
outside of mainstream discourses and services, and resists their ongoing involvement in
the welfare of their children. (Morris & Featherstone 2010, 563)

According to Morris and Featherstone (2010, 563):

a number of problematic binaries have operated, such as children versus parents, and
hardworking families who can access modernised support services versus the small num-
ber of failing ‘high-risk high-cost’ families . . . Furthermore, as we have suggested above,
families within this group, alongside others, have also been called upon by government
policies to provide care often with inadequate resources or rights available to them.

The new perspective then, with its child-centred and human capital emphases of the social
investment strategy, ends up strengthening the idea of children who should be invested in,
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to achieve future success and social cohesion, with the help of parents controlled by the
state, while the social work focus is on families who were defined as failures (Jenson 2009).

Therefore, the challenges for social work education and family issues are complex, and
require a comprehensive sociopolitical and more integrated analysis. It is not only about
acknowledging social and demographic changes our societies are going through, nor only
about studying critically the social policies our states are adopting; it is also about what
Morris and Featherstone (2010) claim as an urgent need ‘dialogue with vulnerable and
marginalised families about their needs and the challenges they experience . . . what risks
they consider they pose’. Social work education on family issues must ensure social work-
ers are able of understanding ‘how we know what we know and how that knowledge is
grounded in connectivity within everything that we do’ (Bellefeuille & Ricks 2010, 1241).

In the current context, with a strong preeminence of liberal and social investment ap-
proaches, social projects are predefined, and only poor and inadequate primary research
with such families has been carried out (Nixon & Parr 2008) to inform those projects.
For instance, in Chile the focus has been on professionals’ implementation capacities, but
weak attention has been given to how difficulties are experienced by families. Are all these
challenges acknowledged and addressed in social work education on families? This is the
analysis we carry out to finish this chapter.

Neoliberalism and critical perspectives as factors affecting anti-oppressive
social work

The analysis of our case studies is led by the question of whether the social work programs
in the three selected Latin-American social work schools include teaching about families
in a way that is conducive to discarding top-down and hierarchical relations with people,
and promoting more dialogical and collaborative relationships (Dominelli 2002). To attain
that goal, we have identified three key dimensions that help students in achieving a com-
prehensive sociopolitical and integrated analysis about familial contexts, constituting how
basic content in social work programs should provide 1) acknowledgement of social and
demographic changes, 2) a critical approach to social policies our states are adopting, and
3) a dialogue with vulnerable and marginalised families about their needs and the chal-
lenges they experience.

To study the social work programs from three different Latin-American countries, the
analysis was carried out within each case and across countries. Therefore each case is now
analysed as a unit, in order to develop later a comparative analysis across the three coun-
tries.

In the case of Mexico, the social work program from Universidad de Nuevo León
currently is in transition from a program that analysed family issues from Urie Bronf-
frenbrenner’s systems theory perspective and gave special attention to sociodemographic
change and its repercussions on how families reconfigure their composition. However, the
fact that the specific module teaching familial transformations is optional does not ensure
that all social work students get these fundamental contents. The second characteristic of
this first program is its descriptive approach to the neoliberal model applied in Mexican
society, which is seen clearer in the module Social Theories II; in it there is not a critical
discussion about the impact of the model on social production and reproduction of fami-
lies.
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Lastly, in the module Social Policies and Social Work, even though it is focused on dis-
cussing sectorial social policies implemented in the country, families’ interpretations and
appraisal of these policies are absent in the contents of the program. In addition, there is
no special validation of families’ contribution and responsibility in the success of the poli-
cies’ outcomes.

The second highlighted program in the Mexican case shows the general tendency
of national educational policies aiming for the development of competences, with an
emphasis on a practical approach. In this program there is an emphasis on two main the-
oretical constructs – general system theories and human development – which are based
on motivational schools of thought coming from existentialism and the psychology of Carl
Rogers; this program replaced the module Social Work with Families, which included the
understanding of sociodemographic variables affecting policies and family intervention.
Although other programs such as Approaches to Social Work, Socio-communitarian Hu-
man Development, and Law, include the family unit as one of the objects of study, the focus
of the teaching is placed on the attainment of specific skill-based educational outcomes.
Therefore, there is not a clear fidelity in these two programs to the three core dimensions
identified earlier for our analysis.

In the Argentinean case, based on the Universidad Nacional de Cordoba, contents
related to demographic transformations and new familial conformations are covered by
the module Scenarios, Processes and Subjects; this includes topics that contribute to the
understanding of social actors: socioanthropological, cultural, psychosocial and human
development contents. These contents are studied again in the module Theories, Spaces
and Strategies of Intervention, which deepens the interpretative efforts to understand the
meaning families give to their daily lives. The dimension related to political-economic con-
texts and their impact on family life is covered in this case in several sub-modules (Social
Policy, Health and Public Policy, Education and Public Policy) which are articulated within
a larger area of intervention strategies that studies concepts of and state interventions on
families. Both modules also incorporate families’ daily practices as strategies to live and
cope that should be part of considerations about professional intervention.

In the Chilean case, based on the Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile, there are
only two modules whose contents give special attention to the family as a whole connected
with the rest of the spheres of social life; these are Social Work and Families and Social
Policy and Family. Because of the short time invested in these subjects, the challenge of
teaching about sociodemographic change and family reconfigurations is achieved to an
extent, but the capacity to review policy approaches is restricted to the descriptive level,
rather than a critical appraisal of them and their impact on family life. Achieved to a lesser
degree has been the response to the challenge of listening to the voice of the families to
integrate this in reflexive practices to improve interventions.

Additionally, the particular approaches used to understand family issues, such as
Urie Bronffrenbrenner’s systems theory, ecological perspectives, and strengths perspective
bring the risk of giving responsibility only to clients in solving their crises, instead of devel-
oping more holistic understandings about the disempowerment these families experience.

The general review of the three programs shows limitations in Mexico and Chile to
fully embrace the unique role social work has advocated: ‘educate students to be change
agents and to enable clients to alter their social environments’ (Reisch 2013). However, it
seems to be that Argentina has kept its loyalty to social work’s mission, and we have tried
to find some answers to why this might be the case.
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One reason for the strong differences between different countries is the degree of au-
tonomy universities have from higher education policies. In Argentina, state universities
have sustained an important defence of civic education and responsibility towards society
in their curriculum. Even though this autonomy was interrupted during many periods by
both democratic and military governments, some measure of university reform was es-
tablished in the years following the end of the dictatorship in 1983. During these critical
periods there was a strong reflexive action among the body of social work professionals
and faculties allowing some filters against the neoliberal logic that was preeminent at that
time in the country. In 1995 there emerged a point of inflection from the faculty body con-
vening a Specificity of Social Work and Professional Training.

This meeting allowed the rethinking of the academic training in terms of the ethical-
political dimension, theoretical-epistemological dimension and methodological-instru-
mental dimension, as it recognises the need to rethink Social Work and reinforce our
explanatory theories, and produce new knowledge to confront the profound contextual
transformations. (Acevedo et al. 2007, 5)

Consequently and consistently over time there have been academic meetings arranged
dedicated to discuss the training and curriculum reform processes in social work careers.
There is clearly an important heterogeneity and diversity in social work training in Argen-
tina. However, there is also an agreement about how social work programs should seek to
strengthen critical perspectives and transfer them into teaching and practice.

Mexico and Chile have been affected by a strong regulation of the higher educational
system, leaving few spaces for autonomy that protects the particular emphases and com-
mitments social work has. Specific aspects jeopardising social work’s mission have been
recognised by Reisch (2013, 715) in regard to US social work education:

the growing stratification of social work faculty; the increased reliance on untested online
methods of education; and the emphasis on quantitative ‘outcomes’ as indicators of ed-
ucational success. At the same time, social work education in the US has been unable to
respond effectively to the implications of demographic and cultural diversity.

The constant effort in Mexico and Chile to attain American’s standards have put social
work schools under pressure to achieve outcomes that are not always compatible with pro-
fessional values, and the lack of a strong corporative defence has reduced the capacity to
subvert this, especially when funds are dependent upon achieving state goals.

This last point raises a second difference between Argentina’s case and the other two
cases. Unlike Argentina, although in Mexico and Chile there are professional organisations
and councils, these are still weak in their contribution to building professional cohesion
and a strong corporative defence (Ribeiro et al. 2007). Currently, in Mexico there is the
Mexican Association of Educational Institutions of Social Work, which states that one of
its objectives is to improve the academic level of social work, but has not issued any state-
ment about the intrusion of the neoliberal logic in the training of social workers. In Chile,
practitioners’ associations and the discipline of social work appear fragmented, limiting its
already limited influence.

A third difference is in the critical approach of the programs to the neoliberal effects
on social policies, strategies and instruments. It seems that the Argentinean programs bet-

Global social work

122



ter acknowledge the negative effects of social investment perspectives, and this is achieved
by emphasising an approach to reality from hermeneutical perspectives that gives central-
ity to relational ties with clients. In contrast, the use of perspectives coming from ecological
theory and systems theory in Mexico and Chile relates more to a vision centred on the
satisfaction of individual needs (Jani & Reisch 2011). The impact can be seen then in ‘an
emphasis on individual change, rather than social action’ (Reisch 2013, 723).

Lastly, if we look at the general distributions of modules in each program, there are
policy modules dedicated to teach macroeconomics, legal regulations, and social analy-
sis among other relevant subjects. However, if the implications of the labour market,
legal frameworks and changing social action are not problematised, then few steps can be
achieved to help students in raising resistance and change from their practices. On the
contrary, the risk of adapting to the ´disciplinary regime´ of neoliberalism becomes higher
(Reisch 2013, 71).

Conclusions

From within and a cross case analysis it clearly appears that the three programs achieve
the first dimension identified as key to promote social work’s mission: the programs under
study acknowledged demographic and sociocultural changes in family life. However, this
first accomplishment is minimised in two cases, Mexico and Chile, because these are not
so strong in applying a critical approach in the modules reviewing policy approaches, and
do not provide the means for students to listen to the voice of the families, to integrate it
in reflexive practices to improve interventions. The risk these deficiencies bring to social
work education is the lack of a comprehensive analytical capacity in social work profes-
sionals, which becomes a barrier to re-think policies and programs implemented in each
country. The outcome, then, is professionals with few skills to offer in cooperative interac-
tion with families, helping them to recover intimacy and trust.

Our analysis led us to articulate the trends of higher education in Mexico and Chile
that had a rigid conceptualisation of quality, produced by weak critical appraisal of social
policies. The consequence is a threat for the role of the family in regard to resource
distribution between different groups and genders and a tendency to an unquestioning ac-
ceptance of market-oriented solutions.

In Argentina these trends have been resisted by a strong corporative defence of social
workers, demonstrated in collaborative actions that are sufficiently empowered to prevail
upon social work ethics, developing the capacity to fight successfully for professional au-
tonomy. This last aspect has been aided by the higher education autonomy from market
forces. We would now question if neoliberalism has been working against social work ed-
ucation, and is it not time to do something?
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10
Social work education in the Caribbean:
charting pathways to growth and
globalisation
SocialworkeducationintheCaribbean

Letnie Rock and Cerita Buchanan

Professional social work education began in the English-speaking Caribbean
in 1961. Over time there has been a gradual development of undergraduate
and graduate social work programs in the region. These programs which
vary in some respects are delivered in multidisciplinary departments in col-
leges and universities in the region. In every institution a small number of
social work faculty members deliver social work training which focuses on
preparing social workers to practice in the Caribbean or elsewhere. In addi-
tion to the core courses and electives taught in these programs there is the
requirement of a supervised internship that takes place within social service
agencies. This internship may vary in duration and intensity according to the
level of the training offered. Most programs have a regional orientation but
faculty are being encouraged by the Association of Caribbean Social Work
Educators (ACSWE) to use the IASSW/IFSW Global Standards to bench-
mark for excellence.

The Caribbean region is subdivided into English-, Dutch-, Spanish- and French-speaking
territories as a result of their history of colonisation. Due to this divide, there is little con-
sensus and holistic identity about the Caribbean in terms of history, problems, resources,
policies, and programs and this has influenced social work education as it developed in the
countries of the region (Dolly-Besson et al. 1983). The social work programs as they evolve
are not homogenous and the English-, Dutch-, French- and Spanish-speaking countries all
have different approaches to the delivery of social work education. Some programs adopt
a North American approach to training but ensure that Caribbean content is infused in
the curriculum while others have a predominantly European orientation. The European
orientation is particularly noticeable in the programs that are delivered in countries that
have remained territories of European countries. For example, social work education as
offered in the Dutch-speaking Caribbean countries of Aruba and Curacao is still influ-
enced by the philosophy surrounding social work education in the Netherlands. Thus, it
is not very compatible with local needs. However, the local faculty have recognised a need
to move away from a Eurocentric approach to practice to a greater Caribbean slant and
as a result the universities in these Dutch territories are trying to make their social work
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programs more culturally relevant by adding Caribbean content into the social work cur-
riculum (Baker & Maxwell 2012).

This chapter provides an overview of the past and current delivery of social work
education in the English-speaking Caribbean. It will discuss the programs and the meth-
ods presently used in preparing students for practice. The status of social work education
vis-a-vis educational programs in the allied professions, the internationalisation of the cur-
riculum and the use of the Global Standards in program and curriculum development will
be included in the discussion. The programs offered by The University of the West Indies
will be used as the specific point of reference.

Before 1838 (emancipation of the slaves), social welfare services were virtually non-
existent in the British Caribbean colonies because of the nature of the slave plantation
economy. Little provision was made for the wellbeing of the ex-slaves following emanci-
pation and over time the sociopolitical conditions of the masses in the British colonies
became so dire that it led them to revolt in 1937 (Augier et al. 1970). The British Govern-
ment investigated the cause of the unrest in its colonies through the Moyne Commission
in 1938. Following the investigation, a report was written known as the Moyne Report
(Maxwell 2002). Based on the recommendations of the report, the British Government
passed a Colonial Development and Welfare Act in 1940 which established a Colonial De-
velopment and Welfare Fund. Funding for social programs in the colonies was provided
from this fund through the Colonial Development and Welfare Office in Britain (Augier et
al. 1970). This assistance by the British Government in the early 1940s led to the develop-
ment of social welfare systems and the introduction of social work in the region. Thus, it
can be said that social welfare services in the British West Indies developed as a mandate
of the British Colonial and Welfare Office (Maxwell 2002; Dolly-Besson et al. 1983), out
of a need for social and economic justice and to meet the welfare needs of the poor and
disadvantaged. Social welfare agencies were set up in some colonies including Barbados,
Guyana, Jamaica and Trinidad. Persons were appointed as social welfare officers and sent
to universities such as Swansea, the London School of Economic and the University of Ed-
inburgh in the United Kingdom for professional social work training (Maxwell et al. 2003;
Dolly-Besson et al. 1983). A decade later it was documented in a Colonial Development
and Welfare Report that ‘the climate of public opinion in the West Indies has changed,
and there is more acceptance of the need for skilled professional direction of social work’
(Colonial Development and Welfare Report 1953 as cited in Maxwell 2002). These early
services were delivered using the welfare model and the casework approach to practice
in countries such as Barbados and Trinidad (Dolly-Besson et al. 1983). In Jamaica, ‘the
emphasis was on community development’ (Dolly-Besson et al. 1983, 3). The casework ap-
proach was passed down through the years but social work education in the Caribbean has
been trying to move practitioners away from this old method of social work intervention
which tends to encourage client dependency, to a more dynamic, pragmatic, developmen-
tal and empowering approach to helping through a focus on ecological and empowerment
theories and the strengths perspective.

Maxwell (2002) gives an excellent account of the development of social work in the
English-speaking Caribbean. He maps the transition from the pre-20th century colonial
era through the post-1938 (World War 2) period to the end of the 20th century. He high-
lights the provision of state sponsored poor relief that catered to the basic needs of people
through a welfare model and makes reference to the employment of the first social welfare
officers in the region. He mentions the early initiatives that were undertaken to profes-
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sionalise social services in the region. These included professional training for the newly
appointed social welfare officers in the 1940s and 1950s ‘to perform as multifunctional so-
cial work practitioners’ (19), and the streamlining of the social services to serve the needs
of a varied clientele. He also briefly notes the measures that were taken over the years ‘to
provide training and professional education for the social workers staffing the various ser-
vice agencies’ (29). These included the development of the two year professional certificate
program offered by the University of the West Indies (UWI) Mona in 1961 and the ex-
pansion of social work education across the region to the University of Guyana in 1970
and to two other campuses of UWI, the Cave Hill and St Augustine Campuses in 1988
and 1990 respectively. Maxwell (2002) also acknowledges the role of various non-govern-
mental organisations in the development of social work and social welfare services in the
English-speaking Caribbean in the first part of the 20th century and describes the growth
of the government social services sector in countries of the region during the latter part of
the century.

The history of social work and social work education in the English-speaking
Caribbean is still being written but much has been documented by Caribbean scholars
(Rock 2013; Baker & Maxwell 2012; Watkins & Holder-Dolly 2012; Rock 2011; Nettleford
2005; Maxwell et al. 2003; Maxwell 2002; Dolly-Besson et al. 1983). ‘These scholars agree
that formal social work education was started in the English-speaking Caribbean in 1961
when a two-year professional certificate course was introduced at the Mona Campus’
(Rock 2013, 735). This program later developed into a full-fledged three year baccalaureate
program in 1970 (Maxwell et al. 2003; Dolly-Besson et al. 1983). Today the Mona Campus
also offers the MSW which was started in 1993. The second oldest program in the English-
speaking Caribbean was started in 1963 by the UWI Social Welfare Training Centre in
Jamaica. This developed into a four-month certificate course in social work for parapro-
fessionals. This program still exists today and brings together students from all over the
Caribbean to train in Jamaica. Over the last three decades several other tertiary-level insti-
tutions in the Caribbean also began to offer social work programs either at the certificate,
diploma or degree level. However, none of these programs are offered through schools or
departments of social work. They are located in college or university departments which
also offer programs in other disciplines such as political science, psychology and sociol-
ogy. This presents challenges for the social work programs as they have to compete for the
scarce resources available in the departments (Maxwell et al. 2003).

Context and philosophical underpinnings of social work education in the
Caribbean

Social work services in the Caribbean have been growing in response to the varied social
needs of the people and social work education is increasingly being seen as critical to
enable the preparation of social workers for professional practice with vulnerable pop-
ulations. In 2013 there are over 18 tertiary-level institutions in over 19 countries in the
Caribbean region which have taken on the mandate of offering social work training. Five of
these programs are located in Jamaica, four in Trinidad and Tobago and two in Barbados.
With the introduction of online social work programs by UWI Open Campus in 2009, per-
sons in 17 Eastern Caribbean countries can also have access to social work education. The
programs offer various qualifications. These include the certificate in social work, the asso-
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ciate degree in social work, the baccalaureate and master degree and the PhD degree which
is offered by two of the programs. The baccalaureate degree (BSc and not BSW) is the most
common qualification offered (Baker & Maxwell 2012, 385). The certificate programs are
often year long and are geared towards meeting the educational needs of paraprofession-
als engaged in social work related duties. The diploma and associate degree programs are
generally two years in duration and the baccalaureate programs are three years in duration
if undertaken on a full-time basis. There are a few programs which offer introductory (4–6
months) certificate courses and 12 month diploma programs.

The institutions that offer social work programs in the Dutch and English-speaking
Caribbean include the four campuses of the University of the West Indies (Cave Hill
Campus, Barbados; Mona Campus, Jamaica; St Augustine Campus, Trinidad and Tobago;
and the Open Campus), Northern Caribbean University (Jamaica), the University of the
Southern Caribbean (Trinidad and Tobago), the University College of Trinidad and To-
bago; the University College of the Bahamas, Barbados Community College, The Sir
Arthur Lewis Community College, St Lucia, the University of Aruba, University of the
Netherland Antilles (Curacao), the University of Guyana, The International University of
the Caribbean (St Kitts and Nevis), Jamaica Theological Seminary, Montego Bay Commu-
nity College (Jamaica), TA Marryshaw Community College (Grenada), the University of
Belize, the Caribbean Nazarene College (Jamaica) and the College of Science, Technology
and Applied Arts of Trinidad and Tobago (COSTAATT). The philosophical approach to
the delivery of social work education as well as the curricula content of these programs dif-
fer and there are efforts by the Association of Caribbean Social Work Educators (ACSWE)
to get the programs to use the Global Standards as a way of ensuring that they use basic
international guidelines in the planning and delivery of social work education. The pro-
grams delivered by the four campuses of UWI are harmonised to some degree to facilitate
the transfer of students from one program to another if they so desire.

At the inception of the certificate program in social work at the Mona Campus in
1961, the countries of the English-speaking Caribbean were colonies of Britain and this
early course was patterned to a large extent after existing programs in social administration
at universities in the UK (Watkins & Holder Dolly 2012; Maxwell et al. 2003; Dolly-
Besson et al. 1983). When the Mona baccalaureate program was instituted in 1970 it also
had a British orientation but ‘there was a significant modification of the program in the
mid-1970s bringing it more in line with the professional requirements in North America
and Britain’ (Maxwell et al. 2003, 13). As other programs emerged in the English-speaking
Caribbean, they gravitated towards the North American approach to the preparation of
students, not only because they tended to adopt the Mona model but because some of the
faculty members had received their professional training in North America (Maxwell et al.
2003). Additionally, because of the dearth of Caribbean social work literature for teach-
ing, the books and much of the materials used in the programs were authored by North
American and European scholars. A decade ago Maxwell et al. (2003) cited this as a mat-
ter for concern and challenged faculty members to increase their research output as a way
of producing indigenous theories and textbooks. However, the situation still exists and the
lack of local empirical literature presents some epistemological challenges for the programs
since students receive little grounding in the theory and concepts of the Caribbean real-
ity that would enable them to have a greater understanding of the problems that exists in
their own locales. However, it must be emphasised that Caribbean thought and experi-
ences are being increasingly infused into the curriculum with the understanding that there
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are cultural considerations and challenges to fully adopting non-Caribbean paradigms and
models of practice.

It should be noted, however, that a number of Caribbean social work scholars, includ-
ing faculty of the University of the West Indies, have produced some excellent publications
against the odds. Some have written chapters in edited social work text books and arti-
cles in journals which are disseminated internationally and there are manuals and other
materials with a Caribbean focus that are produced by local social work faculty. The As-
sociation of Caribbean Social Work Educators (ACSWE) has provided two vehicles for
Caribbean social work colleagues to share their research and scholarship. These are the
Biennial Social Work Educators’ Conference and the Caribbean Journal of Social Work,
a peer-reviewed journal that was initially funded by a grant from the International As-
sociation of Schools of Social Work (IASSW) and the University of Connecticut, School
of Social Work, US. The journal has been published since 2002 and has become a useful
medium for the dissemination of indigenous social work research and other scholarly writ-
ing with a Caribbean focus (Rock 2013). However, the rallying call for Caribbean social
work faculty to pursue a program of culturally relevant social work research to guide policy
and build models of intervention that can fully inform practice with Caribbean popula-
tions (Maxwell et al. 2003; Rock & Valtonen 2002) still remains. A major obstacle is that
the programs in the region have a small number of social work faculty members who are
burdened with many teaching and related responsibilities which afford them little oppor-
tunity to engage in scholarly research and writing.

Delivery of social work education

Within UWI, social work education is delivered mainly by faculty who hold qualifications
in social work. There are some PhD trained faculty but most people hold the MSW as
their most advanced qualification. There is a general understanding and appreciation of
the skills and knowledge base required to be a social work educator and this is considered
when hiring new social work faculty members who usually have a wealth of on-the-ground
experience of different kinds, which underpins their teaching. However, non-UWI pro-
grams do not follow this requirement and will employ faculty who hold a BSc and/or
master’s degree in psychology, in counselling or a related discipline. Thus, without a so-
cial work qualification or social work experience, people are hired as faculty to teach social
work. This compromises the standards of the profession. It is a very troubling issue, and so
there needs to be consensus among programs in the region about the skill set and knowl-
edge base required for teaching in the discipline. Today many of the social work lecturers
who are employed in the regional institutions have been trained in North America or the
Caribbean and to a lesser extent in Europe.

An important task for ACSWE is to establish that social work education which in-
volves students in an internship in a social service setting is the professional training for
social workers. Although the length of classroom instruction and the duration of the in-
ternship may differ according to the course of study being undertaken, the internship is a
most critical component of social work training. ACSWE also needs to encourage institu-
tions that offer social work programs to use the Global Standards for the Education and
Training of the Social Work Profession (www.iassw-aiets.org/global-standards-for-social-
work-education-and-training ‘the Global Standards’) as a guide for program development,
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employment of staff, recruitment of students, and the organisation, administration and
governance of the program. Advocacy regarding licensing and registration of social work-
ers in the Caribbean must become the mission of trained social workers in the region.

The general aims of the social work programs offered by UWI are: (1) to create a cadre
of social work trained professionals suitably qualified to intervene in the lives of persons
who are vulnerable and at-risk, to motivate, empower and help these individuals lead ful-
filled lives; and (2) to produce graduates who are mature, work ready, attuned to clients,
who have the ability to advocate on behalf of persons for social and economic justice and
who understand the nature of national, regional and global social problems. The missions
of the social work programs tend to be aligned with the mission of their institutions. Al-
though the syllabi are designed to a large extent to reflect the Caribbean reality, they also
incorporate a global perspective. The curricula of the programs do vary based on the level
of the qualification being offered but a generalist approach is usually adopted at the un-
dergraduate level. The generalist approach to practice focuses on the empowerment of
clients and knowledge is grounded in the strengths perspective, systems theory and eco-
logical theory. Psychological theories are also incorporated where applicable. This generic
approach to preparing students to work with individuals, families, groups and communi-
ties is useful as it exposes students to all levels of practice – micro, meso, and macro – and
helps to position young graduates for the social work job market. It also equips them in a
singular way to work within the local social service system, as they acquire broad skills for
networking and collaborating across different areas of the human services.

The curricula of the undergraduate programs include courses in social work, psychol-
ogy and sociology and core courses in social work ethics, counselling, developmental and
abnormal psychology, social research and statistics, work with individuals and families,
group work theory and practice, community organisation, social work administration, so-
cial policy, and human behaviour or at least some variation of these. Apart from the core
social work theory and practice courses, students usually have access to a wide range of
electives. These will vary from program to program but may include courses in ‘crisis in-
tervention and areas relevant to special population groups, such as abused and neglected
children, the elderly, disabled, substance abusers and persons affected by and infected
with HIV/AIDS. Students may also take advantage of electives offered in other disciplines’
(Rock 2013, 738). This approach to training is necessary because in recent times the bach-
elor level graduate in the region is being sought to fill roles in many sectors such as HIV/
AIDS, trauma and grief counselling, domestic violence intervention, child abuse preven-
tion, and substance abuse management. As graduate education expands in the region,
some of the jobs in these niche areas are being filled by MSW graduates.

‘At both the undergraduate and graduate levels the social work course content is in-
fused with modules on the history of the profession, human rights, social and economic
justice, social work principles, values and ethics’ (Rock 2013, 737). The coordinators of the
programs are also encouraged to periodically renew their curricula to keep them current.

The supervised internship (practicum) in a social service agency is an important part
of the social work curriculum in all programs and at all levels of certification. The structure
of this practicum may vary across programs. For example, ‘the curriculum of the cur-
rent B.Sc. Social Work program at The University of the West Indies Cave Hill Campus
in Barbados combines two years of classroom coursework and one year of field instruc-
tion’ (Rock & Ring 2010) while the Mona and St Augustine campuses deliver a concurrent
placement. The length of the placement (hours of work in the agency) usually varies ac-
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cording to the level of training – certificate versus degree. What is common is the intensive
exposure of the student on internship to work with vulnerable populations and in ar-
eas such as probation and correctional services, child services, welfare and social service
programs, substance abuse management, victim support, community development, HIV/
AIDS, clinical services (hospital and mental health), social service administration and
management, and school social work, among others. The Global Standards state that ‘field
education should be sufficient in duration and complexity of tasks and learning opportuni-
ties to ensure that students are prepared for practice’ (Sewpaul & Jones 2004) and also that
‘issues regarding cultural and ethnic diversity, and gender analysis are to be represented in
the fieldwork component of the program’ (10).

The internship is generally supervised by a trained faculty member and/or field place-
ment coordinator and in each agency by an agency supervisor who is suitably qualified to
support the student and provide practice guidance in the agency. However, due to the lim-
ited number of openings for internships in traditional social work agencies, students may
be placed in non-traditional settings where there may not be suitably qualified practicing
social workers to supervise the student. In such cases the practicum coordinator provides
direct supervision to the student. The internship affords students the opportunity to en-
gage clients in the agency setting and to ‘integrate the theory learned in the classroom
with practice’ (Rock & Ring 2010, 177). A strong component of this internship at UWI is
a weekly Field Integrative Seminar which allows students to process and assess their level
of engagement in the agency, their success in applying the theory learned in the classroom
to their work with clients, their own suitability for the social work profession, and benefit
from peer support. As social work and psychology programs have increased in the region
and as the number of students in these disciplines has grown, there is an increasing de-
mand for supervised internships for students in social service agencies. In small countries
such as Barbados this has led to great difficulty in procuring agency placements and cre-
ated a need for social work students and faculty to look beyond the borders of their own
country and be prepared to engage in internships in other countries of the region or inter-
nationally.

Graduate social work education is delivered mainly by the three UWI Campuses,
Mona, Cave Hill and St Augustine. Graduate students are given the opportunity to pursue
the MSW in clinical social work, administration and management, community and policy
practice or HIV/AIDS (Baker & Maxwell 2012). A master’s degree in mediation studies is
also delivered under the auspices of the Social Work program at the St Augustine Campus.
New MSW programs are beginning to emerge as other universities in the region are get-
ting involved in graduate social work education.

The internationalisation of social work education

Social work programs in the English-speaking Caribbean are placing great importance on
cultural relevance and working with diversity. The UWI endeavours to ensure cultural rel-
evance and reliability by including information about the local peoples’ beliefs, customs
and general way of life in the social work curriculum. The Caribbean has a mix of peoples,
and although most persons are of African descent, there are various ethnic groupings
and indigenous populations (Baker & Maxwell 2012) and therefore social workers must
be appropriately trained to work with the local populations and with cultural sensitivity.
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Knowledge of the local scene and cultural underpinnings in client case management, com-
munity engagement, clinical practice in hospitals, schools and other settings is essential
for the social worker. This is supported by Dominelli (2012) who states that ‘emphasis on
the local is important because this is the space where everyday life practices occur’ (45).
However, Healy (2002) notes that while working in their own countries, social workers
also need to know how global issues impact their various clients, their agencies and oth-
ers around them and how to deal with others who come to their countries. She also states
that the practitioner comes into contact periodically with situations that require knowl-
edge beyond the borders of his/her own country and that ‘social work programs should
prepare students to understand and address the local manifestations of global problems’
(4). Furthermore, the local social work programs ‘exist within institutions and communi-
ties that are trying to survive in the turbulent, global environment and this in itself creates
a tremendous impact on the profession’ (Rock 2013, 738) as it develops in the region.

Internationalisation and globalisation are terms used frequently in reference to social
work education and practice. In social work education internationalisation may be in-
troduced via the curriculum. Dominelli (2012) defines internationalisation as ‘those
processes whereby people interact across national borders, cultures, traditions, and every-
day life routines through organisations that link the local with the global and vice-versa
to promote human wellbeing through egalitarian practices’ (45). There are a variety of
models and possibilities when internationalising the social work curriculum (Hokenstad
2012; Healy 2012), and social work programs in the English-speaking Caribbean have ap-
proached the internationalisation of their curricula in different ways. For example, the
practice models and perspectives used in the programs in the English-speaking Caribbean
are of North American and/or Eurocentric origins and therefore strongly influence the
delivery of social work education in the region. Additionally, international content is pur-
posefully infused into the curriculum and students and staff are afforded opportunities for
exchange and engagement to share best practices and knowledge of what is happening in
the profession globally so as to maintain a global reach in the programs. Students and fac-
ulty also participate in international exchanges. Living in a global world is a factor that is
increasingly emphasised through courses that include content on global development and
global social issues, global models of practice and international case studies. A focus on
human rights also engages students in the Caribbean in discussion on the UN interna-
tional conventions and treaties.

Caribbean programs have a history of training students to work not only in their
own countries and throughout the region but internationally on graduation. Apart from
classroom instruction the campuses of UWI make gallant efforts to prepare students for
the global marketplace including through international linkages. Many Caribbean families
also have ties with relatives who have migrated and so the Caribbean social work gradu-
ate is also increasingly migrating in search of work or further study. These graduates are
often recruited by agencies abroad and they need to be able to make the transition (Rock
2013). Some agencies in countries such as the US, UK, and Canada may require Caribbean
graduates to pursue short courses in order to become registered and gain license to prac-
tice in their country but this is not considered a barrier. The Caribbean and International
Social Work Conferences which are held in the Caribbean biennially, and the agreements
and memoranda of understanding (MOUs) that are signed with other international uni-
versities and which facilitate international student and faculty exchanges also promote the
internationalisation of Caribbean programs (Rock 2011). Students from the Mona, Cave
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Hill and St Augustine campuses participate in international exchange programs annually.
Social work educators must be aware that, in whichever part of the globe they work, their
students need exposure to the world view.

Some Caribbean social work programs and by extension their faculty are members
of IASSW and the North American and Caribbean Association of Schools of Social Work
(NACASSW). The Cave Hill program was involved in a global group work project with
international partners and the International Association of Social Work with Groups.
Membership in these bodies and the presentations made by faculty from the Caribbean in
International conferences, meetings and seminars foster international visibility, allow per-
sons from the region to make a contribution to social work education at the international
level and contribute to the transfer of information.

The Global Standards for Education and Training of the Social Work
Profession

‘The purpose of social work is to promote human wellbeing, human rights and social
justice, with special attention to those who are marginalised by society, experiencing op-
pression, poverty or disability’ (Huxtable et al. 2012, 232). The Global Standards which
were adopted by IASSW and IFSW in 2004 and made available via their websites to social
workers around the world promote the purpose of social work. These standards constitute
guidelines for program development and are basically the ideals to which social workers
and social work programs may aspire as they work towards enhancing their approach to
the profession.

The social work programs in the Caribbean have been made aware of the Global Stan-
dards through various media including the IFSW (www.ifsw.org) and IASSW (www.iassw-
aiets.org) websites and ACSWE. However, there is no empirical evidence that the pro-
grams, apart from those offered on the UWI campuses, have used these standards as a
framework in the development of their programs or in the renewal of their curricula. The
UWI programs are subject to a quality assurance review every five years and in 2006 one of
the recommendations of the Social Work Self-Assessment Team for the Cave Hill Campus
was that the Global Standards be shared with and reviewed by the campus administra-
tion as a way of gaining support for needed resources for program development. In the
review of the social work program of the St Augustine Campus in 2011, ’the transferabil-
ity between countries of quality standards for both teaching and research’ (Taylor & Rock
2011, 365) was discussed. The UWI programs have therefore sought to use the standards
as guidelines to help ensure that their programs are of a sufficient standard and quality that
students are adequately prepared for professional practice. Careful thought is given by fac-
ulty to the core curriculum of their program and the Global Standards which address the
‘domain of social work’, the ‘domain of the social worker’, ‘methods of social work practice’,
and the ‘paradigm of the profession’ provide useful information. Objectives with regards
to cultural and ethnic diversity, and gender analysis, social work values and ethics and hu-
man rights are also incorporated into the curricula as suggested in the Global Standards.
The Global Standards have proven to be most useful as a point of reference and to bring
added credibility to small social work programs which are being delivered in small island
developing states.
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Conclusions

Today, almost 73 years after the recommendations of the Moyne Report, and 52 years
since the first social work education program was offered at the Mona Campus, there are
numerous ‘state-sponsored social services created along the lines of the welfare systems
found in the former or current colonial states’ (Baker & Maxwell 2012, 384) throughout
the Caribbean. There are also several social work education programs that are being of-
fered by tertiary institutions. However, despite this growth in services and programs, the
social work profession is still fighting for recognition in the Caribbean as many persons
including politicians equate charity and voluntarism with professional social work. In fact
the mindset of many persons is that the church welfare worker and other ‘do-gooders’ who
provide assistance to the poor are social workers. This has caused some problems for the
profession since social service agencies continue to hire non-social work trained personnel
to perform social work duties and bachelor level trained psychology and sociology grad-
uates are employed as social workers. While it may be useful to employ persons in allied
fields to perform social work related duties in countries of the region where there are not
enough professionally trained social workers, this practice is unacceptable in those places
where programs are graduating social workers on an annual basis. The local professional
associations often make a response to this practice as they seek to establish that social
work is a profession in its own right. In Barbados the professional association has worked
with government to establish various categories for the employment of persons who per-
form social work or social work related duties in government social service agencies. The
same is true for the Jamaica Association of Social Workers (JASW www.gojasw.org) which
launched the new code of ethics (gojasw.org/wp-content/uploads/213/12/COE1.pdf) for
Jamaican professional social workers and allied professionals last year (June 2012). This
group is now assiduously pursuing licensing and registration of its members. Although so-
cial workers are recognised for their work with vulnerable populations and their role in the
creation of social policies to address social issues, they need to be licensed and registered
to uphold their unique professional status.

In social work education the responsibility is to continue to train persons to the
highest level in the profession and maintain accreditation of programs. This includes the
delivery of quality postgraduate education (MSW and PhD) and continuing education for
social work practitioners and supervisors. Thus far, there are only a few universities in
the region including three of the UWI campuses which offer MSW and PhD social work
programs in social work. It can be said that UWI is leading in postgraduate social work
education (Baker & Maxwell 2012). Many of the other programs, although not yet ready to
offer graduate level training in social work, also need to aspire to offer graduate education
so that more students can study to the highest level in the profession without having to go
abroad. It is also necessary for coordinators of the social work programs in the region to
meet periodically to review their curricula so that programs benefit from new trends and
insights and seek ways to address the regional and global demands impacting the profes-
sion as well as the emerging social issues in the region. The programs also need to work
towards professional accreditation and the professional associations toward the licensing
and registration of social workers in the Caribbean. Much of this is a work in progress but
it will determine how and when social work will achieve professional recognition through-
out the Caribbean region.
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Social work in the English-speaking Caribbean emerged out of a need for equality
and social justice for the people of the region. Today the programs are being encouraged
to adopt a rights-based approach to practice as they intervene with individuals, families,
groups and communities. The quest for social justice is critical and must affect legislation,
policy and program organisation. The global agenda on social work and social develop-
ment (www.iassw-aiets.org/global-agenda) challenges social workers globally to commit to
a number of agenda action items including the ‘promotion of social and economic equali-
ties’.

Social work education in the Caribbean is advancing amid the challenges which in-
clude limited financial resources to deliver programs and fund research activity, a paucity
of local empirical research to drive the development of indigenous theories, a limited num-
ber of professionally trained agency supervisors to supervise students on internships, few
faculty members holding the PhD qualification, scarcity of social work jobs for graduates
and the employment of non-social work personnel to perform social work duties in social
agencies, the perceived low status of the profession, the lack of licensing and registration of
social workers and the lack of an accreditation system for programs (Rock 2013; Watkins
& Holder Dolly 2012).
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11
Social work education and training in
southern and east Africa: yesterday,
today and tomorrow
SocialworkeducationandtraininginsouthernandeastAfrica

Rodreck Mupedziswa and Refilwe P. Sinkamba

In Africa, social work is considered a young profession, as it was imported
from the West at the beginning of the last century. Critics have expressed
concern that African social work education, because of its Western roots,
lacked appropriateness and relevance. Many institutions in southern and
east Africa have heeded the call to strive for relevance. Studies, however, re-
veal that enormous challenges have been encountered in attempts to realise
relevance, while at the same time ensuring adherence to IASSW Global Stan-
dards. The impediments have included problems in generating indigenous
teaching materials, lack of resources, lack of appropriate field placements,
etc. Using empirical data, this paper commences by chronicling the histori-
cal development of social work education and training in Southern and East
Africa, before surveying its current state, and concluding with comments on
prospects for the future.

Social work education in Africa: yesterday

Social work education in Africa has a colonial heritage having been imported from the
Western world, especially Europe, in the last century (Mwansa 2011; Mupedziswa 2001).
There has been disgruntlement around issues of relevance and appropriateness of social
work in Africa. In the 1970s, African scholars (Midgley 1981; Ragab 1982; Safari 1986;
Kaseke 1991; Hall 1990; Mupedziswa 1992; Osei-Hwedie 1993b) began to express dis-
content regarding the type of social work that was being ‘foisted’ on the people of the
continent. The then umbrella body for social work education and training in Africa (As-
sociation of Social Work Education in Africa (ASWEA) 1982, 11) added its voice to these
concerns by observing that:

African social work must proceed from remedial social work – foreign by nature and ap-
proach – to a more dynamic and more widespread preventive and rehabilitative action
which identifies itself with African culture in particular and with the socioeconomic poli-
cies of Africa in general.
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Commentators contended that to become relevant, the social work profession in Africa
had to assume a developmental orientation, and this had to start at the level of education
and training.

Social work education and training in Africa began in the 1930s in such countries as
Egypt and South Africa. In the case of South Africa, the Jan Hofmeyer College was one
of the early institutions established in 1924, while in Egypt the Higher Institute for Social
Work in Cairo was among the first in 1946. In Ghana the School of Social Welfare Ac-
cra had its humble beginnings around 1946. Ten years later in 1956, the teaching of social
work commenced at the University of Ghana. The 1960s saw more schools of social work
being established in Africa, including the School of Social Work in Zimbabwe in 1964 and
the Oppenheimer College of Social Science in Zambia which was absorbed into the Uni-
versity of Zambia in 1965.

The School of Social Work at the University of Khartoum in the Sudan was established
in 1969. In Ethiopia, a fully fledged university department of social work was launched in
1966. The Department of Social Work, University of Botswana, was established in 1985.
According to Midgley (1981, 61), by 1973 the International Association of Schools of So-
cial Work (IASSW) had 25 schools of social work from Africa in its register. The numbers
of social work education institutions have continued to increase; for example, Uganda cur-
rently boasts 21 institutions offering social work.

Programs offered
The various social work education and training institutions in Africa have offered a di-
versity of programs. Certainly not all of them have offered high quality qualifications in
social work. Criteria used to determine quality of training have included admission re-
quirements, length of training and affiliation to universities. On the basis of such criteria,
the United Nations (1971) reported that in the 1970s there was a relatively small number
of independent or university-based schools of social work in African countries, and that
most of the personnel in the field were without advanced education or professional quali-
fications.

Some institutions could not be regarded as professional schools of social work because
of the nature of their offerings. A number of African countries had community de-
velopment training centres which did not train social workers per se. Thus, in Africa
discrepancies were evident in terms of training standards of different institutions. There
were also variations in the extent to which these different institutions conformed to in-
ternational standards, guidelines and expectations. Even so, they all purported to train
personnel who were expected to promote the general social welfare of the people. In
Africa, the length of training and qualifications awarded by different schools of social work
have clearly not been standardised (Mupedziswa 2001; Osei-Hwedie 1993b).

Overview of traditional curricula in use
In many countries in Africa, social work education and training programs were first es-
tablished either by outsiders, mostly from the West who doubled as consultants, or at least
with the assistance of local practitioners who had been trained in the West, hence who had
a Western orientation. Consequently, the curricula that were adopted reflected the West-
ern influence. Some of the Western countries had so much influence that they even offered

Global social work

142



generous scholarships to train students from the developing countries (Midgley 1981).
Some of the scholars that were offered these scholarships, upon returning from abroad,
perpetuated the Western influence.

According to Midgley (1981, 72), studies of the curricula of schools of social work
in developing countries (those in Africa included) carried out in the 1960s revealed that
the content of social work training in these countries conformed with Western, partic-
ularly American, approaches. The curricula of these institutions thus had many features
which were in tandem with those of the Western world (Mupedziswa 2005). For exam-
ple, the teaching of social work methods emphasised Western techniques and themes of
case work, group work and community organisation. This observation was corroborated
by Ragab (1982) and Muzaale (1987), who expressed concern over the inappropriateness
of the approaches. Such an orientation of social work education would not assist students
to relate theory and practice in the classroom as they acquire principles, values and ethics
(Mupedziswa 2001; Mupedziswa 2005; Mwansa 2010).

Research done in this regard also made some disturbing discoveries with respect to
literature used in social work education and training in Africa. Most African schools of
social work were found to be dependent on Western social work literature and, sadly, few
efforts had gone into developing indigenous teaching materials. Referring to the situation
in Asia, Nagpaul (1972) lamented that it was unfortunate the schools of social work in that
part of the world were dependent on Western literature. He admonished that the West-
ern textbooks used had been written with a Western audience in mind. The same could be
said about the African situation. As long ago as 1964 a report of a Consultant Team for the
Study of Schools of Social Work in Africa (Economic Commission for Africa 1973) had
similarly noted with regret that social work educators in the continent were having to con-
sult foreign textbooks which they and the students found difficult to use as a foundation
for professional training and practice and whose content was not applicable to their situ-
ation. This problem appears to have continued unabated in some institutions. Indeed, the
majority of the textbooks currently in use in Africa have neither taken cognizance of in-
digenous social, economic and political conditions nor the contribution of African social
scientists (Mwansa 2010).

Apart from classroom instruction curricula, there is also the fieldwork element. In
most schools of social work in Africa, students have been placed (for fieldwork attach-
ment) with various agencies such as government departments, hospitals, psychiatric and
rehabilitation units, parastatal organisations, private industry, mines, local authorities and
non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Preoccupation has been with urban placements
at the expense of rural placements. Njau (1986, 93), for example, commenting on the situ-
ation at the University of Nairobi, Kenya, had this to say:

Out of 40 weeks of fieldwork in 3 years of (degree) training, the students have an option
to work in the rural areas for only 8 weeks of their second year block (fieldwork) place-
ment, if they chose to do so. The rest of the time is spent in fieldwork in and around
Nairobi.

Institutions elsewhere in the continent have had similar experiences; and while some, like
Makerere University in Uganda, have taken steps to do something about this anomaly
(Ankrah 1987), many others have not.
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Safari (1986) has identified a number of challenges associated with choice of place-
ments in social work education and training institutions in Africa:

1. shortage of suitable staff in agencies (i.e. to supervise students)
2. competition for a limited number of places for fieldwork
3. limited opportunities to explore suitability of agencies which take students
4. lack of suitable accommodation for students and supervisors
5. To the four problems noted above could also be added lack of financial resources

which limits the placement choices (Mupedziswa 2001).

These challenges have been confirmed by researchers who recently conducted a study of
25 social work institutions in southern and east Africa (Hochfeld et al. 2009). While these
challenges might be experienced in both urban and rural areas, they are mostly prevalent
and acute in rural rather than urban areas.

The problem of the shortage of suitable staff to supervise students in agencies, for
example, is mostly a rural phenomenon. In many African countries the vast majority of
trained personnel prefer to work in urban areas, partly because of the ‘urban biased’ nature
of the education system they went through, but also because most employment opportu-
nities are concentrated in urban areas, and so is infrastructure.

Lack of proper accommodation for students and supervisors may be both an urban
and a rural problem, but it is more acute in the rural situations. Generally students going
on urban placements can easily arrange to stay with relatives and/or friends. But such an
arrangement is for obvious reasons only possible in very rare occasions in rural settings.
The concern about competition for a limited number of field places is more of an urban
than a rural problem because, due to urban bias, fieldwork in many African countries is
concentrated in urban areas.

As education and training institutions in Africa have grown and expanded, it has be-
come more and more difficult to find placements for students. The limited budgets for
fieldwork training have also made it virtually impossible to send students to places that are
too far away and scattered all over the countryside. Safari (1986) echoed this concern, and
explained that it is the prohibitive costs involved that make it difficult for institutions in
Africa to consider rural placements. Njau (1986, 93) also expressed reservations about us-
ing rural placements, especially due to the distances involved. She noted that,

The distance between some rural agencies and the social work training institutions
(which are mainly urban based) makes it difficult for trainers to identify suitable rural
fieldwork agencies and fieldwork supervisors, and they therefore prefer to place students
in nearby agencies where communication and effective supervision can be carried out.

Yet as the number of social work education institutions increases, there will be a need to fo-
cus on rural placements as urban placements cannot absorb everyone. Also, as institutions
move in the direction of a developmental social work approach, rural placements become
an imperative.
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Social work education in Africa today: debate over relevance and
appropriateness

Issues around flaws of the traditional curricula spelt out above triggered the debate over
relevance and appropriateness in the 1970s. Appropriateness refers to the most suitable
method (of intervention in a given situation) based on an understanding of the context of
the needs in the particular situation and an understanding of what would be the most ef-
fective method or combination of methods to achieve the goals of social work intervention
in that situation (Willmore 1985, 24). In order to realise relevance, there is a need to em-
ploy appropriate strategies and methodologies. Without use of such appropriate strategies
and methods, the goals of relevance and appropriateness would almost certainly remain a
pipe dream. The two concepts (relevance and appropriateness) therefore go hand in glove.

Many commentators (e.g. Hampson 1987; Mupedziswa 1992) have argued that the
concept of relevance is in itself a positive, progressive and pragmatic idea, and that it is not
only a useful concept but central to the debate; hence it needs to be analysed at two related
levels, namely at the level of theory and of practice. They do, however, concede that realis-
ing relevance remains a Herculean task, especially where it relates to social work in Africa
in particular. The greatest concern relates to what constitutes relevant aspects and also how
to realise that relevance.

As noted, the concept of relevance, as it relates to social work, can be analysed at
two levels – i.e. at the theory and practice levels. The social work profession in Africa has
for several decades now been embroiled in debate over how best to realise relevance. In
1971 the Fifth United Nations International Survey of Social Work Training (UN 1971)
addressed the issue of relevance, acknowledging in the process the inappropriateness of
American social work theories to programs of other societies. Some authors (e.g. Khin-
duka 1971; Lasan 1975) also addressed the issue of relevance in the context of social work
theory and practice, reaching similar conclusions in as far as its central role in social work
is concerned.

At the level of social work theory (i.e. education), the argument has been that efforts
must be made (particularly in Africa) to come up with relevant theories that would hope-
fully better inform practice. Thus, relevance, when addressed in relation to theory, focuses
more on the need for social work education to be appropriate to the needs of social work
practice in a given situation.

When considering the concept of relevance in the context of social work practice,
three basic schools of thought seem to predominate: these could be referred to as the con-
servative, the pragmatic, and the radical schools of thought. The conservative school would
argue that there is no need to tamper with existing forms of practice which, by accident
of history perhaps, happen to be Western in origin. What needs changing is the environ-
ment to enable it to suit these existing Western approaches, as basically the approaches are
tested and tried, with universal appeal and application. The pragmatic approach, on the
other hand, would argue, among other things, that social work scholars in the developing
world should not expend energy and waste effort striving to reinvent the wheel as such but
should simply work towards attempting to modify existing theories, irrespective of the fact
that they originate from the West. Where a theory hails from is immaterial; what matters
is its potential efficaciousness. Finally, the radical approach would dismiss the arguments
presented above and urge practitioners to change strategies and models completely and
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come up with new approaches that are more relevant to local situations. It calls for the de-
velopment of new theories better suited to situations in the developing world.

The critics of the conservative view (Ragab 1982; Midgley 1981; Ankrah 1987, etc.)
argue persuasively that the most critical constraint seems to be the Western theories and
methods that the social work profession in Africa has lavishly employed, and which are
neither appropriate nor effective. Because the theories and methods are inappropriate
then, they cannot be expected to address meaningfully the question of relevance
(Chitereka 2009). The critics further note that the Western models are narrow, remedial
and curative in nature; that these models tend to ignore the issue of traditional forms
of welfare and hence they come short as they are not rooted in local culture, that they
focus on individual pathologies (e.g. crime, prostitution, delinquency etc.) at the expense
of structural issues imbued in the rubric of poverty, i.e. issues like homelessness, unem-
ployment, etc. (Chitereka 2009; Mupedziswa 2005; Midgley 1981).

The two approaches (conservative and pragmatic) differ slightly in the way they
approach the pertinent question of realising relevance. While the pragmatic approach ad-
monishes against throwing away Western theories, as all that is needed is modification of
these theories to suit local conditions (Midgley 1981), the radical approach is more rev-
olutionary, arguing as it does that there is indeed a need to discard Western theories and
methods in favour of locally developed new theories rooted in local tradition and culture
(Mwansa 1992; Osei-Hwedie 1993b; Ragab 1982).

Context is also an important factor when considering the concept of relevance. It
should be noted that social work practice does not occur in a vacuum; it happens in so-
ciocultural, economic and political contexts. In fact, in countries like Egypt for instance
(Walton & El Nasr 1988), the religious element is considered just as important as other re-
lated factors. The concept of relevance therefore has to be tackled in relation to a host of
related factors, including sociocultural and socioeconomic contexts. Very often there has
been a tendency to ignore the political dimension, important though it may be. And yet
relevance can only be realisable if the political context is taken into cognisance (Ankrah
1987). It is the sum total of these various dimensions or contexts that will provide a con-
ducive atmosphere for realisation of relevance.

Social work education in Africa today: towards a social development approach

The debate on relevance and appropriateness, meant to steer social work in Africa in the
direction that will enable it to realise relevance, has culminated in calls to adopt a develop-
mental approach. The social development package comes with a number of new concepts.
The next few paragraphs consider the concept of social development, before an attempt is
made to unpack some of the key related concepts.

Social development concept

Efforts to realise relevance in social work education and practice in Africa have, as noted
above, culminated in calls for the adoption of a social development orientation. Social de-
velopment is a relatively new and in some ways revolutionary perspective on addressing
social problems. Social work educators and practitioners alike have not yet achieved con-
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sensus as to its content and practice requirements (Muzaale 1987), although scholars like
Patel (2007), Midgley (1997, 1996) and Gray (1996) have made serious attempts to unpack
this concept. Sanders (1982) defined social development as a process of planned institu-
tional change to bring about a better fit between human needs and social policies and
programs. The concept describes a radical change of mission, knowledge base and practice
skills in social work. Muzaale (1987) added that social development can be viewed as the
proposed package of social work’s contribution to the redefinition of the content, objec-
tives, methods and social structures of development. Its core skills include policy analysis,
planning, community organisation, program evaluation and social advocacy. Hollister
(1982) observed that the knowledge base of social development includes a mastery of the
ingredients of social structures, economic structures and political structures.

The concept of developmental social work emerged in the wake of calls by African
scholars for social work in Africa to move away from the remedial, residual, social control
thrust to focus more attention on an approach which emphasises social change. Commen-
tators (e.g. Muzaale 1987; Osei-Hwedie 1993b) explained that in traditional social work
the emphasis had been on relief type of welfare assistance. Muzaale (1987) observed that
the recent failures of development programs to reduce poverty in developing countries in
general and Africa in particular had led social workers to question their own practice par-
adigm and redefine the purpose of development.

Social development is seen as a holistic approach to development which encourages
the maximum participation of people, particularly the marginalised, in collaboration with
the various agencies. Hall (1990, 149) explained that, ‘A social development orientation in
social work means that social work as a profession can begin to address issues of struc-
tural inequality and social disadvantage’. This view is corroborated by Elliott (2012, 103)
who states that ‘Social development offers a progressive model of social work practice with
goals of social justice, and empowerment of the oppressed, the marginalised, or excluded
population’. The approach is preventive and proactive rather than remedial and reactive,
aiming at long-term change for the benefit of the majority of a country’s population. Social
development advocates for self-reliance and participation, and stresses the need for en-
hancement of people’s capacity to work for their own welfare and that of the society. Thus,
empowerment and capacity building are considered important elements in this approach
(Mupedziswa 1988, 2001).

Paira (1982) postulated that the broad mission of social development is to contribute
to the emergence and maintenance of a society in which organisations and institutions
are more sensitive and responsive to human needs. This contention is corroborated by de
Graaf (1986) who emphasised the element of people’s control over their resources. He ar-
gued that social development should involve the capacity of the people to control, utilise
and increase their resources, adding that a community which does not control its infra-
structural arrangements can be a victim of external factors.

Selected concepts in social development perspective

There are a number of concepts which are in tandem with a social development orientation
to which social work education in Africa has been urged to pay particular focus; namely
indigenisation, authentisation, radicalisation, reconceptualisation and recontextualisation.
Commentators have argued that all these concepts ought to be viewed not as multifarious
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strategies but merely as tools for achieving the same goal – that of realising relevance
through promotion of the social development approach.

Indigenisation: this is a concept characterised by appropriateness, which means pro-
fessional social work must be appropriate to the needs of different countries (Midgley
1983, 170). Shawkey (1972, 3) has referred to indigenisation as a process of adapting
imported ideas to fit local needs. Indigenisation therefore emphasises modification of im-
ported ideas to fit local needs. African scholars who subscribe to this view do not call for
a reinvention of the wheel (Mupedziswa 1992), but rather, adaptation of existing methods
and theories with a view to making them more relevant to the needs of Africa. Critics (e.g.
Hall 1990) have argued that indigenisation simply entails modification of existing models
of social work, to suit different cultural contexts, and this may not be sufficient. The critics
would prefer to see much more than the apparently ‘cosmetic’ changes implied in indigeni-
sation.

Authentisation: Ragab (1982, 21) defines authentisation as, ‘The identification of gen-
uine and authentic roots in the local system, which would be used for guiding its (i.e. the
community’s) future development in a mature, relevant and original fashion’. It refers to
the creation or building of a ‘domestic model of social work’ (Walton & El Nasr 1988, 136)
in light of the social, political and economic characteristics of a particular country. The
approach contends that each country should develop its own theory and practice, based
on its own experience, for its own use. This new thinking admonishes social work train-
ing institutions and practitioners alike to be wary of applying social work principles from
the West indiscriminately, without due regard for appropriateness. Critics, however, regret
that the approach is too theoretical and hence unworkable. They argue that the building of
a domestic social work implies reinvention of the wheel, which is a total waste of resources
(Mupedziswa 1992). Proponents of this view have been accused by some scholars of being
‘fundamentalist’ in their approach to issues, as evidenced by some of the jargon they em-
ploy.

Reconceptualisation: this concept relates to the reformulating of concepts so that they
fall in line with efforts to empower the marginalised groups in society. The term has its
roots in Latin America where it was influenced by the work of Paulo Freire’s conscien-
tisation approach and also liberation theology. It denotes building new ‘constructs’ on
the basis of these observations. Osei-Hwedie (1993a) observed that reconceptualisation
‘makes room for adaptation and modification of old ideas, knowledge and process of prac-
tice as well as the emergence of new ones, all in the effort towards appropriateness of social
work professional education and practice’. Reconceptualisation aims to raise the conscious-
ness of individuals and society. Activities incorporated in the reconceptualisation concept
include consciousness raising, training, organising and social mobilisation, with the basic
aim of liberation of the human being. In the context of this approach, schools of social
work would be expected to organise programs in such a way that they work critically with
organisations and institutions that serve the masses (Molina 1992), achieving a dialectic
interaction of theory and practice and developing a new image of social work in the social
consciousness by society; a school which responds totally to the realities of the present.

Radicalisation: this refers to a disposition to make a marked departure from the usual
or the tradition to effecting extreme changes in existing views, behaviours, conditions or
institutions (Ankrah 1987). Radicalisation has to do with getting to the root of issues in
social development. It thus refers to developing a practice paradigm with African roots.
Ankrah (1987, 9) argues, ‘To radicalise roles is to prescribe behaviours that directly ad-
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dress the conditions of Africa, not those pervading elsewhere’. The calls for radicalisation
have come in the wake of a realisation that the models currently operational in Africa are
at best ineffective, and at worst weak and inappropriate. Mwansa (1992, 2) observed that
for social work to be meaningful to the process of social development in Africa today, it
must depart from its current liberal manner of practice to adopt a more pragmatic, radical
approach. Ankrah (1987) opined that there is an imperative that African social work finds
a way from the slavish replication of inherited forms. Critics have, however, dismissed it as
a Marxist approach which by definition is violent and whose ultimate aim is the overthrow
of the existing sociopolitical institutions. Others view it as being a method of confronta-
tion and a violent way to bring about change.

Recontextualisation: this focuses attention on attempts to put social work in Africa
into its proper perspective (Mupedziswa 2005). It attempts to achieve this by urging the so-
cial work profession to revisit the conditions and circumstances under which social work is
taught and practiced in the continent, with a view to recasting its orientation (Mupedziswa
2001). The concept urges social workers to consider alternative forms of operation, based
on an analysis of various factors in the local social system, including power and the con-
stellation of forces at work in a given situation. It further urges the profession in Africa
(as elsewhere) to select those alternatives that are likely to deal most effectively with a par-
ticular situation and circumstances (Molina 1992). Recontextualisation calls for vigilance
on the part of the social work profession in Africa, to ensure the profession is not caught
unprepared for this. The term also implies that practice is determined by theoretical con-
siderations based on having put each problem in its proper context in terms of social,
economic, cultural and political considerations. Critics, however, observe that there is very
little if anything to distinguish this concept from the others discussed before it.

Challenges in promoting the developmental social work approach in Africa

Over the last few decades, many social work education and training institutions in Africa
have heeded the call to move in the direction of developmental social work. A study by
Hochfeld et al. (2009) entitled ‘Developmental social work education in Southern and East
Africa’ found that all 25 institutions of social work education that responded to the study
(including those from Ethiopia, Tanzania, Uganda, South Africa (Rwanda) had aligned
their programs in the direction of a developmental social work approach. However, they
all reported facing challenges of different types, and these are considered below.

One challenge related to the fact that there is a general lack of indigenous materials for
use in schools of social work in Africa. Social work literature used in African institutions is
Westernised material from Europe, America, Australia and other countries. Consequently,
students and educators remain frustrated because the literature used is unable to appre-
ciate African culture and its diversity (Mwansa 2011). Hence, the call to synthesise the
Western theories and models based on African values and culture in an effort to have an
appropriate social work education that is specific to the African population (Mwansa &
Kreitzer 2012). Due to the nature of the curriculum that is heavily Westernised, there is
a lack of fitness-for-purpose between social work education and the service needs of the
communities (Hutton & Mwansa 1996; Mupedziswa 2005, 2001).

Curricula which lack relevance have been noted to be a major problem in most social
work institutions in Africa. This problem is critical, particularly given that it is the curricu-
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lum that will ultimately determine the type of graduate who will be churned out. Graduates
who are trained using inappropriate curricula are likely to turn out to be a liability to the
social work profession in the continent as they might perpetuate inappropriate forms of
social work. Such graduates are also likely to show little commitment to change. It has been
observed that Africa lacks curriculum experts who would normally assist in curriculum
development efforts. Agouba (1976, 54) corroborated this by noting that there was limited
expertise for curriculum design and also often different understandings of the concept of
social work among African social work educators.

In most African countries the number of social workers that graduate each year is neg-
ligible. In addition, there has been the perennial problem of the ‘brain drain’ (Mupedziswa
& Ushamba 2006). A few countries (e.g. in the Great Lakes Region) still do not have social
work (professional) training programs of their own. Thus, limited output of trainees is a
problem which often has a ripple effect in the African continent. The build-up of training
resources in the field of social work in Africa thus ensures just a minimum supply of work-
ers required in the existing social work field.

The problem of inadequate resources is not unique to the field of social work in Africa.
However, in the social work education field, this problem has often severely impeded
programs. In many African countries the classrooms are cramped and equipped with in-
adequate or inappropriate materials for meaningful learning. Agouba (1976, 54), writing
a few decades ago, pointed out that lack of adequate funds to improve, promote and ex-
pand training, or to increase staff numbers, were common problems in many schools of
social work in Africa. The situation has hardly changed over the years. The shortage of staff
has sometimes resulted in part-time educators being recruited, but some of them may not
have the correct orientation or commitment to the goals of appropriateness and relevance.
Many schools of social work in Africa, because of shortage of resources, depend largely on
donated books from the West, some of which are old editions, besides being inappropriate
for the local situation (Mupedziswa 2001). A further problem is that although local mate-
rials are increasingly becoming available, many of these remain unpublished due to limited
resources.

Similarly, there is limited research carried out locally that can be used as literature for
the classroom (Mwansa 2010). Coupled with this are challenges regarding the class assign-
ments given to the students. The Western literature provides case studies that are totally
different from the actual scenarios in Africa, and this often poses a great challenge when
students are faced with cases during practice, as some of the theories learned are not ap-
plicable there. There is a need for transformation of social work education with a view to
reorienting the curricular and teaching methods to synthesise with indigenous informa-
tion so that social work can be effective and relevant (Osei-Hwedie & Rankopo 2008).

Schools of social work in Africa have also often had to grope in the dark as a result of
unclear national policies with regard to the position and role of the social work profession.
Some governments, because they are not well acquainted with this relatively young human
service profession, have tended to at worst ignore the profession completely, and at best do
little to acknowledge this profession’s pertinent role in national development. In instances
where governments support tertiary education through loans and grants, sometimes social
work students have been discriminated against through either lack of support or inade-
quate support (Mupedziswa 2005).

The lack of well defined, stable social policies in various African countries has also
caused problems in terms of designing training programs that will address national needs.
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Ideally, it is on the basis of clear social policies that schools of social work can attempt to
base or relate education and training of their professionals. Because of such constraints,
however, social work education sometimes lags behind and inadequately responds to the
pressing problems faced in the continent.

There are often two types of Western trained personnel teaching in social work insti-
tutions in Africa today. One category comprises the expatriates, born, bred and trained in
the West, who make their way to Africa for a variety of motives. While some are motivated
by a genuine desire for cross-fertilisation of ideas and experiences and a desire to help in
the development and promotion of social work education in Africa, others may come for
adventure and even personal aggrandisement. It is the latter category that has set the clock
backwards where advancement of relevant social work education in the continent is con-
cerned. However, even with those who are committed, who mean well, sometimes their
Western bias and background has not helped matters where issues of appropriateness of
models of education and training are concerned.

The second category relates to social work educators who are locally bred but who opt
to go and train as social workers in the West. Many of these are wittingly or unwittingly
influenced by their Western training, and have at times wrought havoc where attempts
to promote appropriate local education programs are concerned. Again while some such
persons genuinely believe their Western training is superior, and hence Western oriented
social work programs should prevail in Africa, others will be committed to change but, un-
wittingly, their Western background will distort their good intentions. It must be stressed
that not all African social work educators trained in the West suffer from this effect; there
are some who have used their Western training to advantage by employing that knowledge
to critically look at local conditions and proceeding to do something about these. How-
ever, this breed of Western trained local educators who have kept their heads above water
is very rare in Africa.

Social work in Africa tomorrow: the way forward

Social work education and training in Africa has come a long way. The profession, how-
ever, suffers from lack of relevance and appropriateness in terms of practice knowledge,
value base, philosophy and ideology. There have been concerted calls for these institutions
to adopt a developmental social work approach in order to realise relevance. Many of the
institutions have heeded this call and have proceeded to embrace the developmental ap-
proach. Naturally they have encountered challenges along the way. What is encouraging
though is that many of the institutions have tried to do something in terms of addressing
the challenges. Clearly, social work educators in Africa have to be proactive in the struggle
for their profession to realise relevance. Only in that way can the tomorrow of social work
in Africa be expected to be bright.
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12
The current status and future
challenges of social work education in
South Korea
SocialworkeducationinSouthKorea

In-young Han and Jung-won Lim

The growth in the number of social workers in the past six decades has been
accompanied by a dramatic shift in social work education in South Korea.
However, the quality of social work education was not fully considered. Thus,
this chapter sets out the history and current status of social work education
in South Korea, and discusses the contemporary challenges and the future
of social work education in South Korea. First, current status and issues re-
garding academic programs, curricula, field education, and the social work
licensure system are addressed. The challenges for social work education in
South Korea are then discussed. The areas of accreditation reviews to verify
each program, course development beyond the licensure examination, the
improvement in the quality of field education, and efforts to improve social
work competencies are all then examined.

A social work education program was first established at Ewha Womans University in the
middle of the 20th century with a limited number of classes in casework (Hong, Kim, Lee
& Ha 2011). Since then, social work and welfare in South Korea has grown rapidly. Ac-
cording to the Korean social work statistical yearbook (Korea Association of Social Workers
2012), there were 556 graduate and 482 undergraduate programs in social work and so-
cial welfare, and 505 vocational schools offered a specialised program in social work in
2010. Recently, web-based social work education as well as continuing education programs
have been expanding. Approximately 57 web-based ‘cyber colleges’ and 66 continuing ed-
ucation centres offer social work education. Nationally, there is a significant number of
general social service agencies, as well as social welfare agencies for specific populations
(i.e. people with disabilities, the elderly); these agencies have a significant role in a va-
riety of settings within the social work educational field. These programs produced 492
social work educators (faculty members), and a total of 110,082 licensed social workers
who hold a level 1 social work certification in 2013. Of these licensed social workers, 751
mental health social workers, 666 medical social workers, and some school social workers
are working toward obtaining additional certificates in specific settings.

In accordance with the current numbers of academic programs, field education set-
tings, educators, and licensed social workers, there are numerous issues and challenges for
social work education in South Korea. These challenges may be a consequence of social
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work scholars’ concerns about the rising number of social work education programs and
the concurrent changes in social welfare policy and social problems in South Korea. Ko-
reans in the social work profession have made short- and long-term commitments to
manage the diverse social problems in Korea; thus, the social work profession can be said
to be in a development phase. At the same time, social work education is expected to
expand continuously to address diverse learning needs and to provide high-quality edu-
cational opportunities. The recognition of recent changes and challenges in social work
education as well as the attempts to improve social work education in South Korea may
help to establish the legitimacy of the field in terms of official educational standards. The
purpose of this chapter is to describe the history and current status of social work educa-
tion in South Korea and to discuss the contemporary challenges and the future of its social
work education. Issues related to academic programs, curricula, field education, and the
social work licensure system will be addressed.

The history of Korean social work education

The first social work education program began at the Ewha Womans University in 1947.
Since then, several universities in South Korea (e.g. Kangnam University, Seoul National
University) have established departments of social work. Social work education in South
Korea has been modified to respond to education reforms, but the underlying values
and functions of social work undergo gradual changes. Generally, Korean social work
education can be categorised into three stages: (1) the Department of Social Work era
(1950–1960); (2) the Department of Social Welfare era (1970–1980); and (3) the Depart-
ment of Family, Society, and Welfare era (1990–current).

The Department of Social Work era
An important trait of Korean social work education is that the department of social work
was created before social welfare policies and standards of clinical practice were estab-
lished. This characteristic differentiates South Korea from other nations, such as the United
States or Japan, where the principles of social work practice and social work education
were established before social work education was implemented. Lee and Nam (2005) ar-
gue that Koreans simply imported the social work education system of the United States,
as if they were transplanting an organ, without considering how the clinical experiences,
experiments and research, philosophies and social movements would apply in a South Ko-
rean context. However, the system was also imported for a practical reason: during the
first stage of social work education, many Korean educators obtained doctoral degrees in
the United States and were then hired at universities in South Korea. Their employment at
universities stimulated the development of a new social work education system that was
based on the missions of schools of social work in the United States. Thus, courses on the
traditional social work practices, ethics and values in the United States have been included
in the social work curriculum. For example, casework, group work, community-based or-
ganisation, human rights and social justice were required topics in social work education
during this stage. However, there were limitations on the ability to practice social work
skills and values in the South Korean cultural context: social services in the public and pri-
vate sectors were not linked to social work education, and people in social work service
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agencies did not fully understand the social work service delivery systems or social work
education.

The Department of Social Welfare era
In the 1970s, South Korea made significant efforts to achieve economic growth, and the
South Korean Government prioritised the economic development of poor communities.
In response, social work students focused on volunteer activities to promote development
in poor communities, which is one aspect of social work practice. While social work ed-
ucation programs in the United States focused on integrative social work methods in the
1970s, the core content in social work education programs in South Korea continued to
include traditional social work practices, such as individual, group, and community-based
organisational practices. This trend continued until the middle of the 1990s, and many
Korean educators learned through trial and error (Lee & Jung 2012). When politics and
values in South Korea gradually shifted toward supporting the welfare society, several so-
cial work educators began discussing their educational identities. During this stage, the
number of social work programs in South Korea increased rapidly, and social work educa-
tion in the United States emphasised the interaction between micro and macro social work
practices. In colleges and universities in South Korea, departments of social work became
departments of social ‘welfare’.

The Department of Family, Society, and Welfare: the globalisation era
As the open education movement grows in South Korea, new education systems have
emerged, including the school system (called ‘hack-boo-jae’ in Korean), the double-major
system, and minimum-grade-for-credit system. During this stage, the number of private
universities has increased significantly as higher education has been popularised in South
Korea. While social work education in the United States has been implemented at the mas-
ter’s level, social work education in South Korea has primarily focused on undergraduate
programs that are based on the school system and the minimum-grade-for-credit system.
Consequently, one challenge has been to effectively provide social work knowledge, skills,
and abilities that balance micro and macro practical approaches, theory and practice, and
science and skills with an education that includes social work values, philosophies and
ethics. This situation has caused confusion regarding the identities and professionalism of
social work and welfare academics and education programs; thus, diverse changes have
been made in social work policies and the new licensure system which embrace status-re-
lated and organisational tactics. That is, according to the Social Welfare Service Act, the
social work licensing examination has been administered by the government since 2003.
With the diverse changes in social work education, the number of programs has increased
to more than 550 graduate and 480 undergraduate programs in social work and social wel-
fare. These programs have produced more than 70,000 social workers who work in diverse
areas of social work practice, including the micro, mezzo, and macro sectors.
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The current status of social work education in South Korea

Academic programs
There are several types of social work education programs in South Korea. At the bachelor’s
level, four-year and two-year colleges provide social work education. At the master’s level,
professional graduate programs, general graduate programs, and special graduate pro-
grams offer social work and welfare courses for professional or academic social workers.
As another vehicle of social work education, web-based educational institutes, which
are known as ‘cyber colleges’, deliver academic programs completely online. Continuing
education programs offer a broad spectrum of post-secondary learning activities, and pro-
grams provide social work education to non-traditional students who require non-degree
career training, workforce training, or formal personal enrichment courses. Because each
program has a different mission and different goals and values, the quality of the academic
courses, field practices, educators and students varies. For example, social work programs
that are provided by two-year colleges, cyber colleges and continuing education institu-
tions are designed to produce personnel who can work in general social service agencies.
These programs tend to provide social work education so that students can meet the min-
imum academic requirements to obtain a level 2 social work certification. Although the
duties performed by social workers holding a level 2 social work certification are similar to
those of social workers holding a level 1 social work certification (e.g. counselling, referral,
program development, policy proposals, etc.), social workers holding a level 2 social work
certification do not have opportunities such as higher-level promotions, higher salaries,
management/supervision, and establishment of social work agencies. Thus, because the
missions and values of social work education programs differ, the quality of social work
education depends on the educational setting.

Table 12.1 shows the numbers of academic programs that provided social work edu-
cation in 2007 and 2010. According to the Korean social work statistical yearbook (2012),
the number of departments of social welfare increased to 31 in 2010, and the number of
departments that are similar to social welfare increased to 242. The number of social wel-
fare educational agencies increased by 130% from 2007 to 2010. While the quality of social
work education differs according to the type of academic setting or program, the signifi-
cant increases in the number of social work education programs indicate that social work
has been integrated into Korean culture, and social work education is continuing to ex-
pand in South Korea.

Social work curriculum
The Korean Council on Social Welfare Education (KCSWE) currently attempts to stan-
dardise the social work curriculum, as the official educational standards did not appro-
priately guide the social work curricula in colleges and universities. For example, in many
social work programs, the link between theory and practice is weak, and there is often no
attempt to combine academic education with field education. In fact, one responsibility of
the KCSWE is to evaluate and accredit undergraduate and graduate social work and wel-
fare programs; however, the KCSWE is not currently conducting accreditation reviews to
verify that each program is appropriate.
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Table 12.1 Social work education programs in South Korea in 2007 and 2010 (Korean social
work statistical yearbook 2012).

Departments of so-
cial welfare (social
work)

Departments of
social wel-
fare–related
majors

Total

2007 2010 2007 2010 2007 2010

Professional colleges 51 71 60 434 111 505

Two-year and four-year colleges 115 147 93 335 209 482

General 51 65 10 165 61 227

Special 90 118 81 189 171 307

Graduate schools

Professional 8 10 16 12 24 22

Two-year college 2 1 6 7 8 8Cyber colleges

Four-year college 13 11 12 38 25 49

Total 331 423 278 1177 609 1600

Nevertheless, the KCSWE recommended 35 courses for achieving the required com-
petencies for the social work profession. The recommendations serve as a resource for
social work educators in curriculum development. In addition, the 35 courses help stu-
dents who are enrolled in a minor in social work or who are interested in obtaining a
social work degree through a continuing education program to obtain the eligibility re-
quirements for a level 2 social work certification. Generally, the courses are categorised
into four domains: (1) required courses that prepare students for the social work licensure
examination, (2) required courses with material that is not included on the social work li-
censure examination, (3) elective courses, and (4) optional courses. The first domain refers
to the required courses that are included in the social work licensure examination as eligi-
bility requirements for a level 1 social work certification (e.g. Human Behavior and Social
Environment, Social Work Practice, etc.). The second domain refers to courses that are
required for credits but are not included in the social work licensure examination, but stu-
dents who would like to obtain a level 2 social work certification are encouraged to take
these courses (e.g. Introduction to Social Welfare and Social Work Field Instruction). The
third domain includes elective courses that should be taken for credits to obtain a level 2
social work certification, and students are required to take at least four courses (e.g. Fam-
ily Welfare, Social Work Practice for the Elderly, etc.). Finally, there are several optional
courses that are neither required nor elective. Certain social work programs offer these
courses based on students’ needs and national and international trends (e.g. Family Ther-
apy, Poverty, etc.). Courses categorised into each domain are detailed in Table 12.2.
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Table 12.2 Required and elective courses in social work and welfare program courses (Korea
Association of Social Workers 2012).

Courses

Required courses (examina-
tion courses)

Human Behaviour and Social Environment

Research Methods for Social Welfare

Social Work Practice

Skills & Techniques for Social Work Practice

Community-based Social Services and Practice

Social Welfare Policy, Social Welfare Administration

Introduction to Social Welfare Law

Required courses (non-ex-
amination courses)

Introduction to Social Welfare

Social Work Field Instruction

Elective courses Family Welfare, Correctional Social Welfare

Social Work Practice for the Elderly

The Study of Social Problems, Social Security

History of Social Welfare, Social Welfare Ethics

Statistics for Social Welfare, Child Welfare

Volunteer Management, Social Welfare for the Handicapped

Mental Health, Social Work in Mental Health

Social Welfare for the Youth

Program Development and Evaluation, School Social Work

Optional courses Family Therapy, Poverty, Theories of Welfare States

Case Management

Field education
Field education is an integral part of the social work and welfare programs in South Korea.
According to section 2.1 of the Enforcement Ordinance of Social Welfare Service Act, cor-
porations, institutes, agencies and groups that are related to social work and welfare are
used as field instruction sites. To qualify as a field supervisor, social workers should (1)
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hold a level 1 social work certification and have at least three years of social work experi-
ence or (2) hold a level 2 social work certification and have at least five years of social work
experience. A minimum of 120 hours of field experience is required, and a maximum of
three credits can be earned for one field placement. Generally, students can decide whether
to complete the field placement during the summer/winter vacation or during an academic
period (spring/fall). If the students are engaged in the field placement during an academic
period, they are required to work eight hours per week and can complete their placement
after a minimum of 120 hours. If students are in the field during a vacation, they are re-
quired to work eight hours per day and five days per week to complete the minimum 120
hours (Korea Association of Social Workers 2010).

The field education standards for social work and welfare programs are that field set-
tings should provide social work education from qualified field supervisors. The basic field
supervisor qualification is a level 1 social work certification. Field supervisors with a mas-
ter’s degree are required to have taken the field practice course at least one time during
their academic program. Additionally, field supervisors should have at least 5 years of post-
master’s social work experience and should have supervisory experience. Field supervisors
with a doctoral degree are required to have taken the field practice course at least one time
during their academic program and should have at least one year of post-master’s social
work experience that included supervisory experience.

Generally, the field practice experience begins with the basic tasks of field experience
and clinical practice, including orientation and administrative tasks. The orientation in-
cludes an introduction to agencies and regions, client-related practices, the attitudes and
roles of students, the overall schedule, and assignments. In addition, the preparation and
submission of case and daily reports are reviewed. The administrative tasks are associ-
ated with the management and preparation of agency operations and budgets as well as
decision-making processes. Next, the students are engaged in diverse activities, including
case management, individual and group therapy and programs, community-based social
work practice and organisation, and social development. The content of social work field
practices is dependent on students’ preferences and on the needs of social service agencies.
Students may be actively involved in individual counselling, family counselling and ther-
apy, social surveys, or community-based approaches. During the field experience, students
are required to submit progress notes for case interventions and daily activity notes. Table
12.3 indicates the number of students who were engaged in field experiences in 2012.

Social work licensure system
The major focus of social work education in South Korea has been to prepare students for
the social work licensure examination (Hong et al. 2011). According to section 11.3 of the
Enforcement Ordinance of Social Welfare Service Act, the Korean Government requires
that people take a national examination to obtain a level 1 social work certification. For a
level 2 social work certification, undergraduate students take at least 10 required courses
and four elective courses related to social work and welfare, which is the equivalent of a
bachelor’s degree. Graduate students must major in social welfare or social work (other
majors are not allowed) and take six required courses and two elective courses, and they
must complete one social work field experience; this coursework is equivalent to a mas-
ter’s or doctoral degree. The required courses for the social work licensure examination
are grouped into three categories: (1) basic social welfare (i.e. Human Behavior and Social
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Table 12.3 Average number of students engaged in social work field practice in 2012 (Korean
social work statistical yearbook 2012).

The number of schools %

Average number of students
engaged in social work field
practice per semester
(N=479)

Mean (SD) 67.11 (95.88)

≤10 100 20.9

11~30 209 43.7

31~50 106 22.2

51~100 53 11.1

>100 10 2.1

Average number of students
in charge of social work field
practice per faculty

Total 478 100.0

Environment/ Research Methods for Social Welfare); (2) social work practices (i.e. Social
Work Practice, Skills & Techniques for Social Work Practice, Community-based Social
Services and Practices); and (3) social welfare policy (i.e. Social Welfare Policy, Social Wel-
fare Administration, Introduction to Social Welfare Law). The Social Welfare Service Act
in South Korea requires that social workers receive at least eight social work continuing
education credits per year to maintain the social work certification. The continuing edu-
cation system caters to professionals at different levels and in different careers. Figure 12.1
indicates the number of licensed social workers in South Korea.

With the general social work licensure examination, several specialties, such as men-
tal health social workers, medical social workers, and school social workers, have estab-
lished their own certification and training programs. For example, to obtain the level 2
mental health social work certification, the Korean Association of Mental Health Social
Workers (KAMHSW) requires that students receive at least one year of training in mental
health education agencies after passing the social work licensure examination. In the train-
ing agencies that are assigned by the Ministry of Health and Welfare, the trainees should
receive a total of 1000 hours of training, including 150 hours for theoretical education,
830 hours for practical education, and 20 hours for academic activities. The level 1 men-
tal health social workers should hold at least a master’s degree in social work/welfare and
must be trained by mental health professional agencies for at least 3 years. After obtaining
a level 2 certification, trainees should receive at least five years of training in mental health
agencies, a mental health centre, social rehabilitation facilities, long-term mental health
facilities, an alcohol counselling centre, or other counselling centres. Trainees should also
obtain more than 20 points related to mental health academic activities and pass the qual-
ification test of the Korean Association of Mental Health.

In 2008, the Korean Association of Medical Social Workers (KAMSW) established a
certification system for the purposes of enhancing the professionalism of social workers in
health care settings, providing differentiated health care services, and managing the quality
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of health care services. In addition, the KAMSW organises the training system for trainees
who want to work in medical care settings.

School social workers have received school social work education and training in ad-
dition to field experiences in school social work settings, but the Korean Government does
not provide any qualification regulations for school social workers. As a private section,
the qualification committee in school social work permits people who have trained at least
20 hours per year to commit to being a school social worker.

Associations for social work education

Three associations represent social work education: (1) the Korean Council on Social Wel-
fare Education (KCSWE), (2) the Korea National Council on Social Welfare (KNCSW),
and (3) the Korea Association of Social Workers (KASW). Each association has a different
mission and plays a different role in improving the quality of social work education in
South Korea. We will briefly introduce the major activities and primary roles of each asso-
ciation.

The Korean Council on Social Welfare Education (KCSWE)
The KCSWE was established in 1966 for the purposes of improving networks with in-
ternational agencies and developing social work education. The major activities include
conducting research on social work education curriculum, releasing publications related
to social work education, and coordinating curricula among national and global social
work agencies. The KCSWE is composed of the following seven committees: general af-

Figure 12.1 Change in the total number of licensed social workers in South Korea (Korean so-
cial work statistical yearbook 2012).
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fairs, education, international, external cooperation, evaluation and accreditation, editing,
and credentials and membership. Beyond the responsibilities and duties of each commit-
tee, the KCSWE disseminates guidelines for social work courses, holds annual meetings
with the committee chairs, and evaluates social work education programs.

Korea National Council on Social Welfare (KNCSW)
As a public organisation that was established by the Social Service Act, the KNCSW’s di-
verse activities contribute to the development of social welfare in South Korea, such as
coordinating and consulting on efforts to promote the private sector of social welfare,
developing policy, conducting surveys and research, providing education and training,
performing volunteer activities, conducting informational business, and implementing
activities for economically disadvantaged and underserved populations. The KNCSW’s
major functions and responsibilities include the following: (1) developing social work re-
search and surveys, (2) preparing policy-related proposals, (3) educating and training
social workers, (4) promoting social welfare, (5) engaging in fundraising for social services
and research, (6) creating publications, (7) supporting and collaborating with city and
provincial social welfare agencies, (8) coordinating with internal social work agencies, (9)
promoting volunteer activities, (10) developing social work services and resources, (11)
developing informational projects, and (12) conducting other social work services that are
assigned by the Ministry of Health and Welfare. Since the revision of the Social Service
Act in 1998, all social welfare agencies are required to be evaluated and accredited at least
once every three years; thus, the KNCSW is responsible for reviewing and evaluating the
qualifications of all social work agencies. In addition, the KNCSW operates the Volunteer
Management System, operates the food bank, and manages under-served populations.

Korea Association of Social Workers (KASW)
According to the Social Service Act section 46, the KASW is the support organisation for
social workers. The KASW develops and disseminates professional knowledge and skills,
provides social work education and training for quality improvement, and increases the
welfare of social workers. The major activities include developing and disseminating pro-
fessional knowledge and skills for social work and welfare, providing education and train-
ing for social workers’ professional practices, conducting surveys and research related to
social welfare, creating publications, and providing educational opportunities and collabo-
rations with national and international social work professionals. The KASW comprises 16
associations for social workers in cities or provinces. In addition, the KAMSW, KAMHSW,
and Korean Society of School Social Work are members of the KASW. The KASW manages
a continuing education centre that administers the level 1 certification test and provides
over 8 hours of continuing education per year for social workers. To maintain their qualifi-
cations, social workers are required to enrol in courses on social welfare ethics and values,
social work practices, social welfare policy and laws, social welfare administration, and re-
search methods in social welfare.
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Contemporary challenges and the future of social work education in South
Korea

The growth in the number of social workers in the past 6 decades has been accompanied
by a dramatic shift in social work education in South Korea. Given that many people
were interested in becoming social work professionals and were motivated to attend social
work programs for different reasons, professional social workers must be successfully and
continuously trained to meet their professional goals. Although social work education in
South Korea has been growing at a fast rate, the quality of social work education (i.e. aca-
demic programs, curriculum, field education, and the social work licensure examination),
which should align with an increase in the quantity of programs, was not fully considered.
In fact, social work education in South Korea should consider two issues related to educa-
tional and social welfare policy goals. First, social work and welfare programs at colleges
and universities are generally designed to prepare professional social workers for different
types of clients. Second, social workers can be employed by several types of social service
agencies that all depend on social welfare policies to satisfy the needs of their consumers
and providers (Lee & Nam 2005). Given that social welfare policy in South Korea currently
requires social workers to play diverse roles and to serve diverse functions in social service
agencies, a vision is necessary to improve the quality of services and to develop systems of
social work education in South Korea.

First, there are many different types of social work education programs in South Ko-
rea, and each type has a unique educational mission and set of objectives. The KCSWE
recently announced that only 77 schools were registered in the KCSWE, which indicates
that only 16% of the schools are registered KCSWE members. Given that the KCSWE
disseminates guidelines for social work and welfare courses and evaluates social work ed-
ucation programs, all schools should register with the KCSWE so that they can provide
appropriate and systematic social work education. The KCSW should also initiate and con-
duct accreditation reviews to verify each program.

Second, most of the social work and welfare curriculum is based on the social work li-
censure examination; courses that are not included in the licensure examination are rarely
considered. Furthermore, courses are still based on the content and culture of the United
States, and the course content does not always consider the South Korean context (Hong
& Han 2013). To improve students’ competencies, the social work and welfare curricu-
lum should reflect current social problems and international changes. For example, issues
related to multiculturalism and diversity have been raised as a result of the rising rate of
immigration in South Korea; thus, courses related to international social work and cultural
diversity should be included in the social work and welfare curriculum.

Koreans also face other diverse issues that have not been considered. For example,
foreign workers, women immigrants by marriage, mixed race children, and people who
have relocated from North Korea (known as ‘sae-ter-min’ in Korean) are becoming clients.
Professional social workers need to provide diverse social services that can help these
clients adjust in new social environments. Meanwhile, the international standard for social
work education requires that social work education address diversity (Han & Kim 2006).
A number of social work programs at colleges and universities in South Korea include
courses related to international and multicultural social work in their curricula. For ex-
ample, the graduate school of social welfare at Ewha Womans University offers classes
such as International Social Work and Cultural Diversity and Social Work Practice (Hong
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et al. 2011). The underlying purpose of the current curricula on multiculturalism is to
educate the future generation of social workers about the importance of social develop-
ment and joint collaborations with other countries, particularly underdeveloped countries.
To achieve this purpose, courses should be developed to enhance cultural competency
through joint collaboration and partnership between social workers and social service
agencies for ethnic minorities and immigrants in South Korea. Beyond the social work li-
censure examination, the following courses on social changes and trends may be valuable:
Human Sexuality and Social Work Practice, Unification and Social Welfare, Understand-
ing Social Enterprise in Theory and Practice, Military Social Work, Cultural Diversity and
Social Work Practice, International Social Work, International Cooperation for Regional
Development, and Regional Study and International Volunteerism.

Third, the qualification standards for field experience supervisors in South Korea are
insufficient for providing the appropriate practical skills and competencies to students.
Specifically, to be an academic supervisor, the qualification standards require at least one
year of practical social work experience under the supervision of an individual with a
doctoral degree; these academic supervisors do not have enough practical social work ex-
perience to provide student supervision. Furthermore, the field supervisors in the field
tend to provide practice-focused supervision only, which does not appropriately link the
experience with academic knowledge and skills. For two-year colleges and cyber colleges,
the field education is not long enough to be regulated by a systematic and organised man-
ual.

Currently, the minimum required time for field education is 120 hours. In fact, that
amount of time is relatively and absolutely limited to applying academic knowledge and
skills to field settings, acquiring experiences related to social work values, and practicing
concrete skills with clients. Most social work programs in the United States require approx-
imately 1000 hours for two-year master’s programs. Consequently, additional hours should
be required to provide experience in social work skills and values.

In addition to increasing the qualifications of supervisors and the amount of time in
the field, the core content of field education should be enhanced to improve the quality of
field education. During the orientation, academic supervisors at schools and universities
should address the goals, attitudes, ethics, expectations and emotional feelings of students
in relation to their field placements. The KASW recently standardised the process of
obtaining field supervisor and academic supervisor certifications. To obtain the certifi-
cations, courses on the theory of supervision, field administration, writing proposals for
field supervision, attitudes and roles for field supervisors, case management, program
development and evaluation, resource development in non-profit organisations, organisa-
tion management and administration, and regulation for financial accounting are offered.
Supervision-related continuing education programs should enhance the capabilities of
field supervisors (Jang 2011). In addition, each agency should support supervisors who re-
quire additional attitude, skill and knowledge development.

Fourth, the KCSWE recently redefined courses to standardise social work education in
South Korea, and courses to pass the social work licensure examination were established.
This development implies that the minimum requirements for social work education were
standardised to follow the regulations of the Social Work Act in South Korea. For ex-
ample, to be a certified medical social worker or mental health social worker, students
are required to receive training in field settings for a certain time period before enter-
ing the actual field. General social workers who are employed in general social service
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agencies must also receive annual continuing education. While regulations regarding so-
cial work and welfare have been established, efforts to address the working conditions of
social workers, such as salary, conflicts and the environment, are relatively undeveloped.
Indeed, compared to other professionals, the salaries of social workers are lower and their
rate of leaving the profession is higher. Furthermore, everyone who passes the social work
licensure examination automatically receives the level 1 certification, which allows indi-
viduals to work in a social work setting without receiving additional training in social
work practices. To improve both social work competencies and job satisfaction in the so-
cial work field, people should be sufficiently educated to apply their knowledge and skills
to clients. Consequently, additional professional training after obtaining the certification
may be necessary to improve workers’ individual competencies and to translate their skills
into real-life practice. Furthermore, a positive relationship between the schools and social
service agencies will be helpful to enhance the quality of social work education, increase
skills and knowledge that can be applied to practice, better understand social changes, and
maximise the engagement of students in field settings.

Conclusions

This chapter addresses many of the efforts to enhance social work education in South
Korea and the challenges in this process. These efforts reflect the growth in social work
education in South Korea. However, these efforts do not always reflect the true gaps and
challenges in the goals of social work education in South Korea. Nonetheless, the chal-
lenges do suggest further areas for increased attention, including variation in the quality of
academic programs; the need for curriculum development within bachelor’s, master’s, and
doctoral education programs; content on working with new clients; differentiating skills
and practice preparation; barriers to interactions between students and faculty; faculty de-
velopment; collaborative efforts between schools and field sites; the quality of the social
work licensure examination; continuing education for licensed social workers; and engage-
ment in global issues. We hope that this chapter promotes the improvement of social work
education in South Korea and challenges us to think about the similarities and differences
in social work education between South Korea and other countries.
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Social work education in Aotearoa/New
Zealand and Australia
SocialworkeducationinAotearoa/NewZealandandAustralia

Barbara Staniforth and Carolyn Noble

Aotearoa/New Zealand and Australia have unique histories which have
strongly shaped the development of social work education within their set-
tings. This chapter explores the commonalities and differences of each coun-
try in relation to the development of the profession and the provision of so-
cial work education. Particular emphasis is placed upon the role of Aotearoa/
New Zealand’s bicultural status and Australia’s incorporation of indigeneity
in the shaping of the delivery and curricula within social work education.
This chapter also explores how social work education in the South Pacific is
offering a valuable contribution to the development of an indigenous-cen-
tred social work education.

Social work education posits itself both as a universal (global) and local endeavour. How-
ever, the International Association for Schools of Social Work’s (IASSW) Global Standards
(Sewpaul & Jones 2004), while encouraging sufficient interpretation and application at lo-
cal levels, provides quite concrete criteria on such things as: social work’s core purpose;
program objectives and outcomes; standards regarding core curricula (including field ed-
ucation); staffing; school structure, administration and governance; and a code of conduct
for the social work profession as a way of setting the benchmark for professional standards
for both education and practice. This prescription, we argue, introduces tensions as to how
the global and the local (indigenous models of social work education) are to be balanced.
While Aotearoa/New Zealand and Australia’s professional associations also set concrete
criteria governing national education standards for social work practice, there has been a
more conscious attempt to privilege and include the indigenous voices to enrich and en-
hance the educational project. This is despite the history of oppression and displacement
of indigenous peoples, the traditional landowners before white settlement. How this inclu-
sion has been undertaken will be presented in this chapter.

While we, the authors, are both white female academics and as such we recognise the
role in colonisation that our ancestors have played, we have been fortunate to teach in pro-
grams where strong indigenous voices have shaped the way that social work is taught and
practiced. Therefore we have chosen to focus this chapter on the influence of our countries’
histories and indigenous contributions as one way of addressing the tension between the
global and the local in curricula design and delivery.
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Historical settlement: Australia

The impact of European settlement in Australia continues to have a profound impact on
the indigenous peoples of the land – socially, culturally, politically and educationally. Aus-
tralian Aboriginal culture is believed to be among the oldest continuous cultures in the
world (Bennett 2013). The word Aboriginal is a unitary construct that deflects attention
away from the rich diversity in Aboriginal communities. At the time of white settlement
there were believed to be about 700 tribal groups and languages in common use, each
placing a different emphasis on kinship, relationships with families, each other, and the
ecosystem of the land and country. While contact with its nearest neighbour, Indone-
sia, dated well before the 15th century, was based on trade and cultural exchanges, the
European contact was motivated by colonisation and control over the country’s wealth,
resources, land and peoples. So in 1770 when Captain Cook arrived in Australia he de-
clared Botany Bay and Sydney Cove as the first of many British settlements across this
vast land. Ignoring the indigenous peoples, the British settlers declared the land and area
as terra nullius (empty land) and ready for colonisation, sending convicts to populate the
land on their release from custody (Bennett 2013). The British imported their system of
governance and culture, including their welfare system based on the Poor Laws introduced
in Britain in 1601, relying on the church and its parishes for the provision of welfare for
the ‘destitute and homeless’, mainly women and children. Post-colonisation, the newly fed-
erated states assumed the role of providing welfare assistance as Australia moved towards
a universal welfare system when the social and economic impact from the Great Depres-
sion of the 1930s and both World Wars resulted in previously viewed deserving citizens
uprooted into poverty and unemployment as a result of structural factors outside their
control (Chenoweth and McAuliffe 2012). A welfare state continues in some form today
with the state and federal governments providing assistance for their citizens in health, ed-
ucation, social planning and the development and delivery of social and welfare services to
mitigate against social impacts such as poverty, crime and unemployment which resulted
from rapid industrialisation and uneven urban growth.

Australian Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islander peoples have their own histories of
human problems and ways of addressing them; mostly passed down by oral traditions.
However, when the state assumed responsibility for the welfare of Australian Aboriginals
starting in the latter part of the 18th century to the present day, the policies have moved
from protectionism, to assimilation, to cultural genocide, to recognition of past harms,
to cultural protection and self-determination (Bennett 2013). In addition to the Indige-
nous population, Australian welfare politics were also influenced by selected immigration
from peoples from Europe, the Pacific and more latterly Asia as well as a small number of
refugees from war-torn countries from across the globe resulting in a growth of a vibrant
multicultural society. In brief, Australia’s welfare policies have been forged in the tensions
between its colonial settlers, its indigenous inhabitants and more latterly its immigration
policies and practices, creating both a bicultural and multicultural society, also with its
own inherent tensions.
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Historical settlement: Aotearoa/New Zealand

The indigenous people of Aotearoa/New Zealand are the Māori (also referred to as Tangata
Whenua, or people of the land) who are the descendants of the great Polynesian ocean ex-
plorers who are said to have settled in Aotearoa/New Zealand in the 13th century (King
2003). By the 16th century most of the country had been settled and the beginnings of
tribal Māori society were in evidence. In 1769 Captain James Cook of the British Royal
Navy arrived (King 2003). While the French arrived soon after, like Australia, the country
was to be colonised by the British. Unlike Australia, however, the Crown recognised that
Tangata Whenua had rights, and in 1840 the Crown and different Māori Chiefs through-
out the country signed the Treaty of Waitangi (Te Tiriti o Waitangi), which would become
the founding document of Aotearoa/New Zealand. As in Australia, the English imported
a welfare system similar to the English Poor Laws, which became the basis upon which
Aotearoa/New Zealand’s welfare system for Pakeha (European settlers) would be based.
Different systems were initially put in place for the Māori, and Pakeha settlers (Tennant
1989). Colonisation, death by imported European disease, land confiscation and other
factors would all play a devastating role for Māori and relations between Māori and non-
Māori would form a significant backdrop of the country’s development.

The evolution of social work as a profession

For both Australia and Aotearoa/New Zealand, formal social work was initially a global
endeavour, being imported from the UK and the US. The developing trajectories, however,
were to be influenced by their local contexts. Their indigenous peoples, social and eco-
nomic movements as well as the space that they occupied geographically would all play a
part in creating a social work identity unique to each country.

Nash (2001) and Walsh-Tapiata (2004) acknowledge that Māori were engaged in many
of the roles and tasks associated with social work in terms of care for their own commu-
nities many years prior to colonisation. Formal social work, in its professional Western
construct, was, however, quite slow to emerge in Aotearoa/New Zealand.

Post-colonisation, many people would become engaged in roles that would soon be-
come known as social work; however, they did not identify them as such. For example,
child welfare workers, school teachers and nurses carried on social care functions without
identifying them as being unified within the umbrella of social work.

It was not until 1964 that the New Zealand Association of Social Work was formed
(which would later become the Aotearoa/New Zealand Association of Social work in
1998). It became a member of the International Federation of Social Work (IFSW) in the
same year (Nash 2001) and is a current member of IASSW as well.

Two issues were significant in the development of social work in Aotearoa/New
Zealand. The early development of social work concurred with a widening recognition that
the rights of indigenous people had been violated. In 1980, the South African Springboks
rugby team was due to tour Aotearoa/New Zealand. A movement developed within the
country to halt this tour on the grounds of South Africa’s apartheid regime and the fact that
black players were prohibited from playing. This movement concurred with protests that
demanded return of Māori lands that had been stolen over the previous generations. Social
work was at times seen to be linked with an oppressive state and to represent the interest of
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maintaining the status quo. Divisions occurred within the profession. These divisions be-
came linked to the second significant issue in terms of the profession’s development: that
of the drive towards a more professional identity for social work (Staniforth 2010). Those
pushing for increased educational requirements for social work and registration of social
work were seen to be separate from those with a more grassroots (often identified as flax
roots in Aotearoa/New Zealand) who were seen to be more concerned with professional
status than the wants and needs of the people, and more particularly oppressed people.
‘The emphasis on the professionalism of social workers and their academic training was
seen as discriminating against people who were often qualified by life and culture to do
the work more effectively’ (Ministerial Advisory Committee on a Perspective for the De-
partment of Social Welfare 1986, 23). While voluntary registration for social workers came
into effect in 2003, the debate continues of whether to allow non-qualified social workers
into the professional association, and there is a continued push to make registration of so-
cial workers mandatory.

Social work’s professional and educational identity and development are currently
held and maintained by four key stakeholders. These include the Council for Social Work
Education of Aotearoa New Zealand (CSWEANZ), the Aotearoa New Zealand Associa-
tion of Social Workers (ANZASW, which includes the Takawaenga o Aotearoa (Māori)
social work caucus), the Social Workers Registration Board (SWRB) and the newest mem-
ber, the Tangata Whenua Social Worker’s Association (TWSWA) which was formed and
launched in 2009 (personal correspondence, M. Scott, 28/08/2013).

In Australia social work was also initially influenced by the UK and US experiences
and scholarship; however, a localised practice model was quick to develop post-World War
1. From the 1880s there were philanthropic endeavours as well as faith-based organisa-
tions delivering services and programs to help marginalised people, especially women and
children who were destitute, and activists worked tirelessly to create a better and more eq-
uitable society. In particular, in New South Wales, it was social activists in the national
women’s association that influenced the establishment of social work as a beginning pro-
fession from as early as the 1800s (Chenoweth and McAuliffe 2012).

In Australia, the period after World War 2 saw the rise of a welfare state and social
workers’ role in the assessment and provision of welfare services and social, emotional and
financial support, designed to help mitigate the effects of changing social conditions. Up
until the late 1970s in Australia, the welfare systems were committed to providing uni-
versally for their citizens, and services were developed with the prime aim of enhancing
the wellbeing of the whole community. However, all from the late 1980s, with increasing
concern about the growth in welfare spending and an ideological shift away from support-
ing the community to encouraging individuals and families to take more responsibility
for their care, the influence of neoliberal ideology heralded a decline in publicly funded
services, reduction in universal entitlements, and a move towards more scrutiny and ac-
countability of individual welfare provisions and programs (Lavalette 2011). Managerial-
ism, competition and privatisation dominated the welfare discourse. Government funded
services diminished, human services programs and provisions were contracted outside of
the state and the private-for-profit services were strengthened as a result. This changing
landscape has created new tensions for social workers. With the rise in the more con-
servative neoliberal philosophy determining public policy, social workers, as government
employees, are increasingly finding themselves in the middle between enacting polices that
support the more conservative elements of the current status quo and ones that advocate
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for a shift in power to the least powerful – a key philosophical underpinning of social
work’s commitment to social justice, human rights and an empowered citizenry.

As social work progressed over the decades a number of unsuccessful attempts have
been made to achieve registration in Australia and these continue. Registration is seen by
the Australian Association for Social Workers (AASW) as an important process to ensure
the ongoing legitimacy of social work as a profession in the human services industry and to
shore up practitioners’ rights to practice independently, claim government financial sup-
port and protect consumers from harm as well as holding social work more accountable
for this work (Chenoweth and McAuliffe 2012). The debate continues.

In 1972 the then Australian federal labour government adopted the policy of self-
determination for indigenous communities to decide on the pace and nature of their
future development. Aboriginal specific services were established such as the Department
of Aboriginal Affairs, Aboriginal Legal Aid medical services and housing and welfare
schemes (Green and Baldry 2012). In 1997, land rights legislation was passed and the
Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody was established in 1987. In 1990,
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) was legislatively established
while Eddie Mabo successfully challenged the terra nullius notion in 1992, thus recog-
nising that indigenous peoples were the first inhabitants of the country. The Native Title
Act (1993) followed and many other initiatives to improve cultural relations and undo the
long-term cultural harm suffered by the indigenous peoples were established. In 1997 and
then in 2007 the issues of the stolen children and child sexual abuse were addressed, and
in 2007 the Australian Government gave the indigenous peoples a national apology, which
gave all Australians some hope for a different future. These developments have had an
important influence on the development of an indigenous approach to social work educa-
tion and recognition by the profession to acknowledge this history and social work’s past
and ongoing obligation to Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islander Australians (Green and
Baldry 2012).

Evolution of social work education in Australia and New Zealand

Australia
In Australia the first social work training was offered by institutes that were separate from
the universities as early as the 1920s. These institutes offered specific training in particular
areas of practice and the formalisation of university-based qualifications came in the 1940s
when universities in Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide began offering specific social work
training. By 1976 there were 11 schools of social work across Australia offering bachelor
degrees and today there are 29 Universities offering programs in both undergraduate and
postgraduate professional qualifications as well as postgraduate research, MSWs, DSWs
and PhD programs. This growth is linked to the expansion of the tertiary sector and the
growth in demand for social and human services workers. When social work moved from
the institutes to the universities, a more generic curriculum was developed, with employ-
ers and academics exerting their influence on what should be included in the programs,
with the professional association having the final say (Chenoweth and McAuliffe 2012).

The Australian Association for Social Workers (AASW), established in 1946, regulates
the training of practitioners through its role in the national accreditation of programs and
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hence the graduates that enter the profession. It also disciplines members who have been
found to have acted unethically and will withdraw accreditation of courses if standards,
resources, governance and curricula fall below its nationally set criteria. Current curric-
ula guidelines encourage a more radically informed approach to practice by including
a structural analysis in the theory and practice strands and more latterly the new Aus-
tralian Social Work Educational Accreditation Standards (ASWEAS 2012) encourage full
incorporation of alternative cultural knowledge into the educational curricula with impor-
tant flow-ons into practice, policy and research. Further, Australian social work academics
have led the epistemological challenge to the more conservative and individual (case work
and case management) approach to include broader critical social analysis both nationally
and internationally. For example, the consideration of a multi-cultural practice which pro-
motes the acceptance of diversity and difference in both theory and practice, in order to
reflect the concerns of the multifaceted nature of the community in which it is located, is
a required aspect of curricula. So too is the need to internationalise the curricula by in-
cluding more international literature, exploration of other countries’ culture and context
of practice, and encouraging the link with international issues and local practices. A strong
commitment to social justice, human rights, gender and minority groups’ democracy is re-
flected in its ontological foundations. A key core curricula consideration is the inclusion
of Aboriginal and Torres Straits knowledge and practice across the programs as well as in
stand-alone units of study (where possible).

The baseline qualification is a four year undergraduate program but a two-year post-
graduate Master of Social Work (Qualifying) (MSW[Q]) has more recently emerged for
people with under-graduate qualification in cognate areas in the human services. The usual
social science knowledge (social systems, psychology, political economy, law, sociology,
philosophy) and social work theory and methods, and practice competencies and exten-
sive field education make up the curricula. Programs can be offered on or off campus or
online as long as students are on campus for five days each academic year. The issue of
field placements continues to pose difficulties in both countries as the length of time (1000
hours) and availability of agencies willing to take students are a constant concern.

Aotearoa/New Zealand
The history of social work education in Aotearoa/New Zealand has been written in detail
by Nash in her 1998 doctoral thesis. In this she indicates that professional social work ed-
ucation emerged relatively late in Aotearoa/New Zealand. While, like in Australia, there
was a system of social security in place that was meant to serve its population from cra-
dle to grave (The Social Security Act 1938), the government at the time saw the expressed
need for social work as an indictment on its much lauded welfare state. As a result, the
first social work education program (first intake 1950), located at Victoria University in
Wellington (the nation’s capital), was not permitted to call itself such, with the qualification
being named the Diploma in Social Sciences. This was a two-year postgraduate diploma
that produced a very limited number of graduates, not nearly enough to meet the need
for qualified social workers at that time. It would be approximately another 25 years be-
fore undergraduate social work programs would be established with Massey University on
the North Island and University of Canterbury on the South Island. The two-year Diploma
of Social Work followed in 1980, situated in the Auckland Teacher’s College (now the
University of Auckland). From the mid-1980s onward, numerous social work diplomas,
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certificate and degree programs were developed. These were situated mainly in univer-
sities, polytechnic institutes and in wānangas (tertiary education providers that provide
programs from a Māori cultural perspective).

The Aotearoa New Zealand Association of Social Workers (ANZASW) initially pro-
vided accreditation for social work education programs. With the advent of the Social
Workers Registration Act 2003, this task was assumed by the Social Workers Registration
Board, which currently provides accreditation to programs, which enables graduates from
those programs to achieve provisional registration upon graduation (SWRB 2013b). There
are currently 17 institutions in the country that provide either a qualifying bachelor’s de-
gree (three or four years) or master’s degree in ‘social work’ (SWRB 2013a). The SWRB has
signalled to institutes that the minimum requirement will shift from a three-year under-
graduate qualification to a four-year qualification, which will take effect from 2017 (SWRB
2013b). This is a development that has been praised by some as it brings Aotearoa/New
Zealand into line with many other countries, and decried by others as it has the potential
to make the qualification less accessible to groups such as Māori due to increased costs and
longer time away from the family or the workforce that will be required.

Contribution indigeneity has made to social work education

We have discussed that both countries began their education programs through importing
ideas from overseas, and we note the reflexive nature of globalisation as both countries
have borrowed from, and contributed to, international discourses surrounding social work
education and practice. Part of this contribution has been made through the knowledge,
skills and values of our countries’ indigenous peoples, and other people native to the Pa-
cific whose knowledge, educational processes and ideas form part of the ‘local’ of each
country, and have much to offer the global. We have chosen to explore two aspects of how
indigenous process and knowledge have contributed to social work education. From Aus-
tralia we discuss some of the ways that indigeneity is embedded in the curricula, while
from Aotearoa/New Zealand we focus more specifically on theory.

Australia
The Australian Social Work Education and Accreditation Standards (2012) specifically
deem that all Australian social work courses cover ATSI attitudes, values, knowledge and
skills as core curricula. Further, the preamble for both the AASW Code of Ethics (2010)
and the AASW newly formed Practice Standards (2013) note great advances in developing
a collaborative and integrated social work response to issues ATSI peoples face. Each of
these documents begins by stating:

1. Social work acknowledges the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, the First
Australians, whose lands, winds and waters we all now share, and pay respect to the
unique values, and their continuing and enduring cultures which deepen and enrich
the life of our nation and communities.

2. Social workers commit to acknowledge and understand the historical and contempo-
rary disadvantage experienced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and
the implication of this for practice.
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3. Social workers are responsible for ensuring that their practice is culturally competent,
safe and sensitive. (Briskman 2007; Zubrzycki and Crawford 2013; Green and Baldry
2012)

Further, each of these commitments requires curricula that support its implementation. In
summary, this is done in several ways. The first is incorporating an indigenous world view
– ‘ways of knowing’ – as well as ‘ways of being’ and finally ‘ways of doing’ (see Australian
Social Word Education and Accreditation Standards 2012, section 3.3.4; 20–24). The sec-
ond is to show respect for ATSI peoples and for non-white peoples to challenge racism and
oppression in practice and educational processes, and work to address their consequences.
The third is to review how the history of social work has been influenced by colonisation
and how as a consequence ‘white politics’ and ‘whiteness’ dominate its epistemology and
pedagogy and to work at decolonising its impact. Fourth is to link social justice and hu-
man rights in developing an anti-racist practice that informs the development as well as
research and policy changes. The fifth is to acknowledge the resilience of ATSI peoples,
and their strengths and survivorship in the face of extensive racism, oppression and the
trauma of dispossession from their land and the legacy of the Stolen Generations. Sixth
is to acknowledge the importance of working communally rather than individually. Sev-
enth is to work in true and real collaboration in both the classroom and the workplace in
the development of an Indigenous social work. In essence to open up dialogue by inviting
yarning, learning and listening to indigenous peoples as they talk and act from their lived
experiences and provide them in the curricula. Finally (although not exclusively) to incor-
porate a critically reflective aspect to education and supervision in order to begin the work
outlined above.

We, along with others (Zubrzycki and Crawford 2013; Green and Baldry 2012) would
argue that an important contribution that this scholarship offers social work education
more generally is of ‘turning the lens’ on whiteness within educational content and
processes and actively redressing the fact that indigenous peoples are at the bottom of
the communities’ race-aligned hierarchies. The constant question and challenge for social
work education is how to continue to address this situation in the curricula, the classroom,
practice and the profession more broadly. The contribution of ATSI scholars in defining
ways of including indigeniety in the social work curricula as outlined above is an impor-
tant way forward. Aotearoa/New Zealand has also made some strides forward in these
regards.

Aotearoa/New Zealand
Aotearoa/New Zealand is a relatively small country sitting in the middle of the South Pa-
cific region. It has evolved a unique identity based on its Māori heritage and pioneer spirit.
A reflexive relationship has also existed with the many Pacific Islands that surround it. All
these influences have played a part in how social work education has evolved and is cur-
rently delivered.

One of the distinguishing features of Aotearoa/New Zealand’s colonisation was the
signing of the Treaty of Waitangi (Te Tiriti o Waitangi) between the British Crown and
some of the chiefs of Aotearoa/New Zealand. The key points of the treaty were that Māori
chiefs gave the Queen governance over the land, that Māori chiefs were given exercise of
chieftainship over their lands, villages, and property or treasures, and that Māori would
have the same protection and rights accorded to British subjects (State Services Commis-
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sion 2005, 15). Controversy surrounded the treaty, however, as more than one version
was signed (three in English and one in Māori). Key terms were confused in the transla-
tion, which would cause significant misunderstandings and conflict in the years to come
(Ruwhiu 2013). Regardless of these controversies, the Treaty established the foundation
of biculturalism within the country and entrenched the rights of Māori people as Tan-
gata Whenua. As described earlier, formal social work education was just establishing a
‘critical mass’ at a time when the social fabric of the country was shifting from being a rel-
atively conservative agriculturally-based country to a country that would become known
for speaking out against human rights abuses, including the ones occurring on its own soil.
Social work’s identity was closely aligned with these developments.

In 1986 the government commissioned a report into practices within the Department
of Social Welfare that found extensive evidence of institutional racism in the provision of
service and the department itself. The report, known as Puao te Ata tu, would become a
seminal document in social work education and practice (Hollis-English 2012). The family
group conference, which entrenches the rights of whanau (extended family) and is used in
child welfare decision-making and young offender restorative justice programs, emerged
from this report. These approaches have been deemed to be more in line with Māori cul-
tural world views and practices.

In 1993 the social work association, ANZASW, developed a code of ethics and bicul-
tural code of practice. A bilingual (Māori and English) version was adopted in 2007. This
code of ethics, as well as the code of conduct developed by the SWRB, form the basis on
which schools of social work base their teaching and curricula around ethics and practice.

During the course of the evolution of social work education, there has been a parallel
development of programs developed and delivered by Māori academics for Māori stu-
dents, often delivered through wanangas (which have also had a number of non-Māori
students) as well as recognition that students in ‘mainstream’ programs needed to become
more aware of the Māori world (te ao Māori) and to gain competence in being able to
work with Māori clients. The ANZASW lists one of its practice principles as ‘The social
worker demonstrates a commitment to practicing social work in accordance with the Code
of Ethics (2007) and an understanding of Te Tiriti o Waitangi Articles 1, 2, 3 and 4’ (AN-
ZASW 2007) while the SWRB requires that social workers demonstrate the competence to
practise social work with Māori (SWRB 2010a).

Some training programs have specific papers or courses devoted to working with
Tangata Whenua, while others embed the whole of their programs within this context.
While much of the content taught in social work programs in Aotearoa/New Zealand still
resonates with Western theories and models, Māori models of wellbeing have also been
embedded within social work curriculum. Durie’s (1985) Māori model of wellbeing, Te
Whare Tapa Wha, uses a metaphor of the walls of the meeting house, which need to be in
balance to hold up the house. These walls are hinengaro (thoughts and emotions), wairua
(spirituality), whanau (family) and tinana (physical). They are also held up by a strong
foundation of relationship to the whenua or the land. Māori ceremonies and processes,
such as that of the powhiri, have also been adopted within social work practice. These in-
clude the use of karakia (prayer), waiata (song) and the joining together over kai (food)
(Munford and Sanders 2010; Webber-Dreadon 1999).

While concepts such as ‘evidence-based practice’ or ‘practice-based evidence’ have
influenced what is taught, in New Zealand this has often been filtered through a critical
lens in terms of what constitutes evidence, and a growing recognition about the impor-

13 Social work education in Aotearoa/New Zealand and Australia

179



tance of the inclusion of Tangata Whenua and other groups’ voices in determining what
works in practice. Ruwhiu notes that all social work in New Zealand should be familiar
with the history of Tangata Whenua/Tauiwi (people who have come from elsewhere) re-
lations and the importance of the narrative in the formation of identity and concepts of
wellbeing (2013).

While discussion around the how social work is conceptualised and taught within the
various Pacific Islands is beyond the scope of this paper, we acknowledge the influence
and contribution that Pacific Island peoples have made upon social work education and
practice. Pasifika models of wellbeing have also been included in ‘mainstream’ social work
education.

The most well-known of the Pacific Island models is the Samoan Fonofale Model
(Polutu-Endemann 2001). Developed by Polutu-Endemann, this model has similarity to
the previously discussed Whare Tapa Wha Model. In this model, the fale (meeting house)
is held up by different posts (pou-tu). These posts are representative of the spiritual
(fa’aleagaga), mental (mafaufau), physical (fa’aletino) and ‘other’ realms of wellbeing, such
as gender, age, sexuality and socioeconomic status, which sit on a foundation of the ex-
tended family (aiga). These are held in place by culture, or the roof of the fale, and sit
within context, time and environment (Mafile’o 2013).

As Ruwhiu (2013) espouses three important considerations in becoming competent
to work with Māori, Faleolo provides guidelines (2009) for achieving cultural validity in
social work education. These include establishing a social work curriculum where cultural
content is ‘strong, authoritative and equitable’ (153); incorporating assessments that utilise
cultural knowledge and practices, and acknowledging parables as culturally valid knowl-
edge (153).

While social work in Aotearoa/New Zealand is deemed to occur within a bicultural
context, the country itself has become increasingly multicultural in terms of its makeup.
The ANZASW has particular interest groups for African, Chinese, Filipino, Indian, and

Figure 13.1 Te whare tapa wha (Durie 1985).
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Pasifika social workers (ANZASW 2013). These groups serve to provide a mutual connec-
tion for social workers from various minority ethnic groups and can also act as consultants
in relation to policy, research and practice. The core competencies of the SWRB indicate
that social workers must demonstrate ‘competence to practice social work with different
ethnic and cultural groups in Aotearoa/New Zealand’ (SWRB 2010b).

Conclusions

Like many places in the world, the tensions between the global and the local are felt within
the Australian, New Zealand and South Pacific contexts. The contribution of Aotearoa/
New Zealand’s bicultural status on the development of social work and Australia’s attempt
to include indigeniety into the social work curricula are making some progress in breaking
down the institutional barriers that decades of white privilege has created. This also has
implications for the promotion of effective cross-cultural practice and enables social work-
ers to work not only with indigenous communities but other ethnicities characteristic of
Australia and Aotearoa/New Zealand’s multicultural populations. While links with inter-
national and global contexts are important, it is in the local that significant changes can
occur.

Just as the proposed new definition of social work, which is emerging from extensive
cross-cultural and cross-national collaboration and consultation, needs to hold the balance
of global and local, so does social work’s educational curriculum. Schools of social work
will need to be proactive in ensuring that their students are adequately prepared for both

Figure 13.2 Fonofale model (Polutu-Endemann 2001).
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the local and the global contexts. We hope that some of the examples put forward in this
chapter are helpful in providing ideas on ways forward within these dialectical tensions
as both our countries move towards celebrating the incorporation of indigenous histories,
voices and learning in their social work programs.

The authors would like to acknowledge the images created by Dr Simon Nash.
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14
Social work education in the United
States: beyond boundaries
SocialworkeducationintheUnitedStates

Clara Shockley and Frank R. Baskind

Today in the United States of America, social work education at the baccalau-
reate, master’s, and doctoral levels enjoys high demand, while continuously
evolving in response to its environment and the changing context of profes-
sional practice. This chapter explores the salient features that propel Ameri-
can social work education towards excellence. These include the Council on
Social Work Education’s Educational Philosophy and Educational Standards
(EPAS); the credentials and scholarship of the faculty who craft the programs
and curricula; accreditation standards that address global awareness; the val-
ues and ethics of the profession; and economic and social justice through a
lens of cultural competency. Contemporary issues in American higher ed-
ucation also are identified to illustrate social work education’s responses to
evolving trends in university teaching.

With an explosive demand for social workers for service in health care, mental health, so-
cial services, and other areas, the education of social workers currently enjoys a dynamic
confluence of development and historical contribution. According to the US Bureau of La-
bor Statistics, the growth forecast for social work jobs in the US for the period 2010 to
2020 is 25%, where the anticipated growth of the national average for all professions is 14%
(Bureau of Labor Statistics 2014). Likewise, US social work education currently possesses
among the strongest vitality, demand and discovery in its history, with over 100,000 indi-
viduals enrolled in the US for social work study in both full- and part-time study. Through
development of evolving best practices techniques and the shared knowledge across disci-
plines, social work education is positioned for growth and impact in the future. Informed
by an emphasis on ethical practices and keenly aware of concern for cultural competence,
social work education in the US works towards inclusion of ideas, individuals and best
practices.

In the US, social work education involves completion of degrees at the baccalaureate,
master’s and doctoral levels, with a strong emphasis on continuing education for prac-
titioners, scholars and leaders of social work. Institutions of higher learning in the US
typically require four years of study for the baccalaureate degree and two years of full-time
or its equivalent study to fulfil the master’s degree.

185



The baccalaureate degree is pursued by those who seek a career as a beginning pro-
fessional social work practitioner. The BSW degree involves four years of full-time study
or equivalent, with a multidisciplinary general education curriculum that leads to the last
two years learning ethics and values, practice theories, and social welfare policy, research
knowledge, and field practicum internships essential for social work practice. It is the
first professional degree preparing students for generalist social work practice. The MSW
requires two years of full-time study or equivalent, and equips the social worker with
knowledge and skills for advanced practice in a variety of different fields of practice.

Regarding the number of US social work students for the 2012 academic year, bac-
calaureate enrolment is 52,789 full-time students with 7279 part-time students. For MSW
graduate programs, student enrolment is 34,484 full-time and 19,351 part-time (CSWE
Annual Statistics 2012). For the most recent period for which numbers are available
(2012), 15,946 baccalaureate and 22,441 master’s degrees were awarded (CSWE 2014).

Number of social work degree programs

In conjunction with growth of social work demand, the number of social work programs
has grown over the past several decades in the US Today there are 490 accredited bac-
calaureate programs, which offer studies to meet the Bachelor of Social Work degree, and
also, as of June 2013, there are 228 accredited social work programs that offer the Master
of Social Work degree. As of October 2013, there are 19 BSW programs in candidacy sta-
tus working towards initial accreditation and ten new MSW programs in candidacy status
working towards initial accreditation (CSWE 2013).

For MSW studies, advanced concentrations generally are in Direct Clinical Practice,
or Macro Practice. Within these concentrations there may be areas of focus that may
include Gerontology, International Policy and Practice Issues, Physical, Mental and Behav-
ioral Health, Organisational Management and Leadership, and Community Organising,
Planning and Development. Professional development and the related continuing educa-
tion are expectations of practicing and licensed social workers, and key elements of the
network of social workers across academia and regional and local settings and communi-
ties where US social workers live and work. This open-minded exchange of ideas continues
to ensure quality social work education in the US

The Council on Social Work Education

The development, implementation, and oversight of social work educational standards in
the US are coordinated by a non-profit organization with the mission to validate the qual-
ity and content of social work education nationally. The Council on Social Work Education
(CSWE) in the US is an ‘association of social work education programs and individuals
that ensures and enhances the quality of social work education for a professional practice
that promotes individual, family, and community wellbeing, and social and economic jus-
tice’ as described on their website at www.cswe.org. Oversight of US social work education
includes graduate and undergraduate programs at both the baccalaureate and master’s lev-
els. Originating in 1952, CSWE connects social welfare agencies, individual social workers,
plus educational institutions and members across the profession, for the advocacy and
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advancement of sound social work education for best practices, cultural learning and ad-
vocacy and furtherance of social work education (CSWE 2014).

Accreditation

Commission on Accreditation (COA)
As the governing body, CSWE has oversight of the delivery of social work education to
ensure quality and practice competency in the US. Within the Council on Social Work
Education, there is a unit that holds the responsibility for the accreditation standards
that define this competency and ensure that the educational intentions for social work
meet them. The Commission on Accreditation (COA) within CSWE develops standards
for accreditation, moving the conceptual aspects required within social work educational
programs into standards. The Council on Social Work Education serves as the sole accred-
itation source for social work education in the US, and holds recognition from the Council
for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA). Other programs recognised by CHEA in-
clude the Council on Occupational Education, the Middle States Commission on Higher
Education, and the Western Association of Schools and Colleges.

CHEA is a liaison group designed to provide accountability and transparency for the
public regarding fulfilment of the guidelines for accreditation. Thus, CHEA, which is sanc-
tioned by the US federal government as the group that recognises CSWE as source for
social work education accreditation standards, confirms completion of the standards and
makes them public. A not-for-profit, self-regulating agency, CHEA maintains accredita-
tion requirements for social work education and these then sanction CSWE’s accreditation
of educational programs for social work education.

These guidelines of accreditation establish standards that educational institutions fulfil
for professional social work education. Periodic re-assessment of accreditation and ac-
creditation standards generate the guidelines by which CSWE reviews how and where
quality social work education is delivered. Such competence involves careful and detailed
standards, which are systematically reviewed, studied and updated by the COA, which
is comprised of 25 members chosen as being committed to fair and impartial standards.
Most noteworthy of the standards is the focus on continuous assessment and improvement
of the program and its curriculum.

Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS)
As one critical component of its oversight of accreditation for social work education,
CSWE maintains standards for accreditation, articulated in its Educational Policy and Ac-
creditation Standards (EPAS). CSWE’s EPAS Handbook articulates the components of the
following standards for accreditation: program mission and goals, explicit curriculum, im-
plicit curriculum, and assessment (CSWE 2013).

These four overarching themes within EPAS provide the framework for the detailed
elements that are required for a social work education program to meet in order to gain
full accreditation. An integrated curriculum design possesses each of these four areas. Pro-
gram mission and goals means that the core aspects of social work’s mission and values will
be evident within the curriculum for each program that pursues accreditation. Integrity,
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competence and scientific inquiry are among the shared goals for social work, and are in-
cluded here. Explicit curriculum identifies the specific components of pedagogy, including
the curriculum content that makes up foundational coursework for generalist learning re-
lated to the BSW and curriculum for advanced practice to be learned at the MSW level.
The EPAS competencies detail the foundational learning and practice behaviours that each
program must provide in order to reach and to maintain accreditation. Implicit curricu-
lum, the third of the four standards within the EPAS, involves the culture for learning
social work, for each of the programs that seeks accreditation. Within this standard are
topics that include transparency of policymaking, commitment to diversity, availability of
resources, the environment for discovery and learning, and matters that relate to the cli-
mate for social work education in the program seeking accreditation. Assessment involves
the assurance that competencies are met within the education structure for each school
that seeks accreditation. Review, awareness and intentional change to the curriculum, both
explicit and implicit, are elements of programs that reflect effective assessment and a self-
examination to attain standards. Thus, these four standards detail how programs will attain
academic excellence via models of curriculum design that are both traditional and reflect
emerging types of learning. In this way, the EPAS ‘support[s] academic excellence by es-
tablishing thresholds for professional competence’ (CSWE 2008, 1).

Considering the rigorous standards and contributions of these agencies, CSWE’s Of-
fice of Social Work Accreditation (OSWA) carries out a process of accreditation that
involves numerous steps and includes a benchmarking process, site visits to the educa-
tional programs, program self-review and compliance guides, and reviews by the members
of the Commission on Accreditation.

Social work core competencies

Colleges and universities that offer social work education and degrees utilise competency-
based learning for development of the explicit and implicit curriculum that prepares
students for either BSW and MSW practice. With competency-based learning, the focus is
on the knowledge, values and skills required for either generalist or advanced social work
practice.

To master the skills needed for social work practice, the BSW programs equip students
for generalist practice, and the MSW programs produce advanced practitioners. Related
directly to the prior discussion of accreditation of social work programs at US colleges, the
BSW includes courses, projects and studies that relate directly to social work and issues
specific to its generalist practice, social work values and ethics, and knowledge. These in-
clude the methods, approaches, communication skills, intellectual insight, and generalist
knowledge required by professional social workers. At the MSW level, more sophisti-
cated and complex skills and practice behaviours are required that include the application
of research knowledge. These skills translate as core competencies that social workers at
different levels must master for professional practice. Each of the ten competency areas
details practice behaviours which illustrate, order and create operationalised measures for
practice outcomes.
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Table 14.1 EPAS ten core competencies for US social work education (CSWE 2008).

Specific compe-
tency

EPAS explanation of competency Examples of competencies

1. Identify as a so-
cial worker and act
accordingly.

Social workers serve as representa-
tives of the profession, its mission,
and its core values. They know the
profession's history. Social workers
commit themselves to the profes-
sion's enhancement and to their
own professional conduct and
growth.

• advocate for client access to the services
of social work

• practice personal reflection and self-cor-
rection to assure continual professional
development

• attend to professional roles and bound-
aries

• demonstrate professional demeanor in
behaviour, appearance, and communica-
tion

• engage in career-long learning
• use supervision and consultation.

2. Apply social
work ethical prin-
ciples in practice.

Social workers have an obligation
to conduct themselves ethically
and to engage in ethical decision-
making. Social workers are
knowledgeable about the value
base of the profession, its ethical
standards, and relevant law.

• recognise and manage personal values in
a way that allows professional values to
guide practice

• make ethical decisions by applying stan-
dards of the National Association of
Social Workers Code of Ethics and, as ap-
plicable, of the International Federation
of Social Workers / International Associa-
tion of Schools of Social Work Ethics in
Social Work, Statement of Principles

• tolerate ambiguity in resolving ethical
conflicts

• apply strategies of ethical reasoning to ar-
rive at principled decisions.

3. Apply critical
thinking in mak-
ing judgements.

Social workers are knowledgeable
about the principles of logic, sci-
entific inquiry, and reasoned
discernment. They use critical
thinking augmented by creativity
and curiosity. Critical thinking
also requires the synthesis and
communication of relevant infor-
mation.

• distinguish, appraise, and integrate multi-
ple sources of knowledge, including
research-based knowledge, and practise
wisdom

• analyse models of assessment, prevention,
intervention, and evaluation

• demonstrate effective oral and written
communication in working with individ-
uals, families, groups, organisations,
communities, and colleagues.

4. Engage diversity
and difference in
practice.

Social workers understand how di-
versity characterises and shapes
the human experience and is criti-
cal to the formation of identity.
The dimensions of diversity are
understood as the intersectionality
of multiple factors including age,
class, colour, culture, disability,
ethnicity, gender, gender identity
and expression, immigration sta-
tus, political ideology, race,

• recognise the extent to which a culture's
structures and values may oppress, mar-
ginalise, alienate, or create or enhance
privilege and power

• gain sufficient self-awareness to eliminate
the influence of personal biases and val-
ues in working with diverse groups
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religion, sex, and sexual orienta-
tion. Social workers appreciate
that, as a consequence of differ-
ence, a person's life experiences
may include oppression, poverty,
marginalisation, and alienation as
well as privilege, power, and ac-
claim.

• recognise and communicate their under-
standing of the importance of difference
in shaping life experiences

• view themselves as learners and engage
those with whom they work as infor-
mants.

5. Advance hu-
man rights and
social/
economic justice.

Each person, regardless of position
in society, has basic human rights,
such as freedom, safety, privacy, an
adequate standard of living, health
care, and education. Social work-
ers recognise the global
interconnections of oppression
and are knowledgeable about the-
ories of justice and strategies to
promote human and civil rights.
Social work incorporates social
justice practices in organisations,
institutions, and society to ensure
that these basic human rights are
distributed equitably and without
prejudice.

• understand the forms and mechanisms of
oppression and discrimination

• advocate for human rights and social and
economic justice

• engage in practices that advance social
and economic justice.

6. Engage in
research-informed
practice and
practice-informed
research.

Social workers use practice experi-
ence to inform research, employ
evidence-based interventions,
evaluate their own practice, and
use research findings to improve
practice, policy, and social service
delivery. Social workers compre-
hend quantitative and qualitative
research and understand scientific
and ethical approaches to building
knowledge.

• use practice experience to inform scien-
tific inquiry

• use research evidence to inform practice.

7. Apply knowl-
edge of human
behaviour in the
social environ-
ment.

Social workers are knowledgeable
about human behaviour across the
life course; the range of social sys-
tems in which people live; and the
ways social systems promote or
deter people in maintaining or
achieving health and wellbeing.
Social workers apply theories and
knowledge from the liberal arts to
understand biological, social, cul-
tural, psychological, and spiritual
development.

• utilise conceptual frameworks to guide
the processes of assessment, intervention,
and evaluation

• critique and apply knowledge to under-
stand person and environment.

8. Engage in policy
practice to advance
social and eco-
nomic wellbeing.

Social work practitioners under-
stand that policy affects service
delivery, and they actively engage
in policy practice. Social workers
know the history and current
structures of social policies and
services; the role of policy in ser-

• analyse, formulate, and advocate for poli-
cies that advance social wellbeing

• collaborate with colleagues and clients for
effective policy action.
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vice delivery; and the role of prac-
tice in policy development.

9. Respond to the
contexts that shape
practice.

Social workers are informed, re-
sourceful, and proactive in
responding to evolving organisa-
tional, community, and societal
contexts at all levels of practice.
Social workers recognise that the
context of practice is dynamic, and
use knowledge and skill to re-
spond proactively.

• continuously discover, appraise, and at-
tend to changing locales, populations,
scientific and technological develop-
ments, and emerging societal trends to
provide relevant services

• provide leadership in promoting sustain-
able changes in service delivery and
practice to improve the quality of social
services.

10. Assess, evalu-
ate, and intervene
with individuals,
families, groups,
and communities.

Professional practice involves the
dynamic and interactive processes
of engagement, assessment, inter-
vention, and evaluation at multiple
levels. Social workers have the
knowledge and skills to practice
with individuals, families, groups,
organisations, and communities.
Practice knowledge includes iden-
tifying, analyzing, and
implementing evidence-based in-
terventions designed to achieve
client goals; using research and
technological advances; evaluating
program outcomes and practice
effectiveness; developing,
analysing, advocating, and provid-
ing leadership for policies and
services; and promoting social and
economic justice.

Engagement
• substantively and affectively prepare for

action with individuals, families, groups,
organisations, and communities

• use empathy and other interpersonal
skills

• develop a mutually agreed-on focus of
work and desired outcomes.

Assessment
• collect, organise, and interpret client data
• assess client strengths and limitations
• develop mutually agreed-on intervention

goals and objectives
• select appropriate intervention strategies.

Intervention
• initiate actions to achieve organisational

goals
• implement prevention interventions that

enhance client capacities
• help clients resolve problems
• negotiate, mediate, and advocate for

clients
• facilitate transitions and endings.

Evaluation
• critically analyse, monitor, and evaluate

interventions.

Faculty credentials and scholarship

Social work educators in the US share several key credentials, beginning with the MSW
degree, with the completion and award of the doctoral degree becoming the academic
expectation for university instruction of social work. Other key traits of social work ed-
ucators include active publications and peer-reviewed scholarship, research on issues of
theory, practice and social justice, and participating in community service. Social work
educators in the US serve as innovators in thinking, social work action and leadership
for their educational institution, for the local community where they reside, and in global
initiatives. Faculty development and collaboration among social workers across the US
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happen with research studies, data collection, scholarship, and programs that cross bound-
aries of university affiliation, state lines or geographical settings to allow social work
practice and education to remain vital, immediate and relevant.

Education for social work practice

Field education
Field education is the critical element of learning and the signature learning format for
study of social work at US universities and colleges. Field education is the direct placement
of student social workers for supervised field instruction of the practice and performance
of the core competencies in a professional setting that delivers social work services. The
purpose is to provide real life learning experiences for the student learner in the profession
to integrate theories, concepts, and skills. On site in the placement setting, social work
professionals assist, guide and provide immediate oversight of the field education by com-
municating directly with the student, as well as with the academic liaison. According to the
EPAS, a minimum of 950 hours of field education are required in graduate study, existing
as 14 to 21 hours’ field placement weekly. For the BSW, a minimum of 450 hours of field
placement are required.

Key elements of field education are the development of social work values and ethics,
critical thinking, and practice skills by the student. Field education is the means by which
a student learns by firsthand practice in the work location of the demands, dilemmas,
interactions and services that social work provides. Field instructors oversee the develop-
ing social worker as they perform tasks, witness ethical issues in social work and grow
in judgment and professional practice skills. Field education placements are designed for
hands-on experience, as the student gains in knowledge and insight and their tasks grad-
ually grow in complexity. While the student’s role, functions and duties grow at the field
placement, competencies and confidence also grow in degree of complexity, responsibility,
judgment and independence.

Coursework and community involvement
Social work classes include lectures, case studies, the use of role plays, and small group
projects for collaborative learning and presentations. Collaborative learning and the dis-
cussion and response to real-world problems in the classroom are used as preparation
for professional challenges to come. Courses also offer extensive reading assignments, re-
search and writing, exams, and online learning experiences. In learning practice skills or
clinical roles, theory and role play are used as a format for instruction, as well as case
studies. The curriculum includes evidence-based practices as a focus for study of theory,
research and practice behaviours.

Economic and social justice through cultural competency
In US social work education, a commitment to social justice and to improving the quality
of life for all populations and humans is key. A recent review of the 2013 Journal of Social
Work Education shows a range of topics including immigration issues, non-traditional and
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world spirituality practices for social work, an exchange program between a US university
and Ghana, lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender outreach and sensitivity for policy and prac-
tice, and communication as a priority in US multinational agency settings. Social workers
share a goal to end the oppression, injustice and lack of opportunities for all groups and
people. They do so via outreach, education, provision of services, the democratic politi-
cal processes, advocacy and by consideration and execution of programs to connect with
those who have less opportunity. Increasing global issues also affect US social workers.
Due to the world’s recovery from international wars, a severe rise in mental health issues
in the US, the Arab Spring, and the economic issues impacting quality of life, US social
workers are alert to social justice principles. These give social work education the goal of
providing skills to respond to need wherever in the world it exists: essential services and
support to those with restricted opportunity is a critical focus for social work education.
More than ever, a multidimensional society exists in the US, reflecting a portrait of race,
culture, class, sexual identity, religious or spiritual interests, and ethnic backgrounds.

Social work education seeks to prepare practitioners to meet the current and the an-
ticipated concerns of marginalised groups, communities, personal histories and peoples.
Methods of engagement, activism, and techniques for effective outreach, sensitive and cul-
turally alert communication skills, inclusion, and culturally informed service delivery are
among the social justice topics that US social workers practice and pursue. The concentra-
tions that social work education offers for study of special topics reflect topics of special
concern for US social welfare. These include gerontology and ageing, trauma, prevention
and treatment of substance abuse issues, child and family welfare, military and veterans’ is-
sues, and advanced/clinical social work practices. Social work education seeks to heighten
awareness, engage solutions, research vital alternatives, examine explanatory patterns, and
intervene in progressive and helpful ways.

Resources of NASW and the Code of Ethics

With membership of around 150,000 and founded in 1955, another central organization
coordinating social work issues in the US on a national level is the National Association of
Social Workers (NASW). Among noted features and services of the NASW is their Code
of Ethics, which offers a detailed design for ethical practice and values for professional so-
cial work practice. These are infused in the EPAS and are embedded in the BSW and MSW
programs in the US.

The National Association of Social Work also supports and emphasises the importance
of social justice, social work education, professional development, cultural engagement
and sharing within and beyond social work, and service. The NASW publishes reference
works, guides to professional standards and thematic concerns plus the aforementioned
Code of Ethics and these may be accessed at the organisation’s website at
www.socialworkers.org.

Contemporary issues in US social work education

Dynamic response to current and upcoming topics in the field is an important component
of social work education in the US. Thus awareness of the contemporary issues that affect
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social work students and their learning is crucial. These topics represent evolving trends
related to US social work education. Financing a US social work education, social work li-
censure for US practice, global initiatives, the doctoral degree for social work, and distance
learning are issues that represent concern, potential change, and close consideration by the
US social work profession.

Tuition

The cost of social work study in the US varies and is determined largely by the university
where the student enrols. A glimpse at tuition for MSW study in the US ranges from ap-
proximately $5000 to around $43,000 per year; often tuition and fees do not include living
expenses for the student, such as room and board or transportation costs. Many univer-
sities offer scholarship programs, need-based tuition remission, or work study programs.
For the BSW degree, annual costs for the period ending 2011 range from around $8000
per year at the most affordable institution to $32,671 for private four-year US institutions,
with these figures including room and board.

Costs for social work higher education in the US are growing at a rapid pace and this is
a serious concern for social work educational leaders and the social work profession. From
2000 to the current academic year, costs for undergraduate education in the US rose 42%,
vastly higher than cost of living or income grew. CSWE reports that the median amount
of loans, called student debt, for 2012–13 for US social work learners is $25,840 total bor-
rowed to finance a baccalaureate degree. The median amount borrowed for MSW degree
costs equals $36,337 (CSWE 2012/13 Annual Report).

Licensure and the Association of Social Work Boards

Independent of social work education, yet a logical and critical indirect link, is the li-
censure process for practitioners of social work in the US Individuals often pursue social
work education in order to gain licensure as a social worker, which in the US is a separate
process, distinct from higher education and the pursuit of social work education. For the
US, social work licensure is coordinated through the Association of Social Work Boards
(www.aswb.org/SWLE/SWLE.asp). The ASWB manages the US standards and content for
examination of all US social work licensure within a central repository based upon indi-
vidual states’ exam content and cultural competencies.

Following completion and official verification of fulfilment of all educational stan-
dards and after the awarding of the relevant degree, BSW or MSW, a student may wish or
need to seek licensure to practice. In many US states, an individual may not refer to them-
selves as a ‘social worker’ unless they hold the certification of that state’s health professional
licensure. Individual states have different eligibility for licensure, so a social worker inter-
ested in licensure would contact the state where that person resides. Commonly, licensure
is offered at varying levels such as Graduate, Generalist, or Clinical social worker licensure,
depending upon the university degree fulfilled, the level of field or professional experience,
and the verified US professional social work supervision. Almost every state maintains a
website outlining licensure types for all professions, including social work, via the Social
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Work Board of Examiners for that state. These individual websites detail the requirements,
fees, and timeline for earning licensure.

The implications of licensure requirements for social work students involve the added
obligations, fees and requirements for state license. These regulations are embraced by so-
cial workers in the sense that they validate and make official the social work field, but
licensure can involve time, registration and waiting periods for exams, and qualifying tasks
that sometimes take years to complete. Social work education leaders in the US are vigilant
regarding the need for the separate arenas of education and professional social work licen-
sure to remain in sync, echoing the careful review of ethics, clinical procedures, diagnostic
guidelines and other complex areas of social work practice.

Global awareness evident in the EPAS

Social work education remains aware and seeks to address through practice competencies
for learning that ours is a global practice realm, and not merely a local one. The EPAS illus-
trate this, with emphasis for social work learning on diversity, engaging difference, human
rights and socioeconomic justice. Essential human rights for all people, and outreach for
those whose rights are restricted or limited, is a central theme in the EPAS, which empha-
sises a global perspective.

Related to CSWE’s embrace of global concerns with commitment to solutions, is the
Katherine A. Kendall Institute for International Social Work Education. Founded in 2004
with a commitment to outreach for international issues in social work education, the in-
stitute sponsors international conferences, research initiatives with a global scope, and
promotes collaborative programs that link research and worldwide dialogues for social
work learning. A world-renowned advocate for social justice and key to the development
of social work education standards, Kendall was born in 1910 in Scotland and after emi-
gration to the US at age ten later embraced the social work practice with an MSW from
Louisiana State University in 1939 and a PhD from the University of Chicago in 1950 in
social service administration. She served in leadership for national US social work bod-
ies, and played a critical role in creation of the CSWE. Having served as associate director,
executive director and other positions with CSWE, her passion for international unity of
social work learning and for its causes governed her career. Around 1945 she was a staff
member in the international office at the US Children’s Bureau, and work at the United
Nations (UN) followed in 1947. There, her research and writing on international social
work issues led to publication of Training for social work: an international survey, prompt-
ing the UN passage of a resolution calling for professionalisation of social workers. The
book greatly affected positive growth and development of social work education and the
profession, worldwide.

From 1954 to 1963 in a voluntary role, Kendall served as Secretary of the International
Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW), helping to transform this organisation-
from mostly European in scope to a global agency. She retired in 1978. Later, in 2004
– indicative of her passion for international learning in social work – she endowed the
Katherine A. Kendall Institute of International Social Work Education, based at CSWE,
for the promotion and enhancement of international understanding for social work. Nu-
merous projects, conferences, and topics are evident within the Institute, including human
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rights, global migration and disaster management. Africa, Asia, Latin America, the US and
the Caribbean are sites of some of the programs of the Institute.

Citing the broadening scope and myriad issues of a multinational community, the
CSWE Katherine A. Kendall Institute aims to unite resources with the heightened and
related skills social workers need to practice in an internationally informed context. The
primary purpose of the institute is to support social work education for global awareness
of the highest standards of social work learning with an international scope. Promoting
programs to nurture solutions for worldwide topics, and building of needed skills, the in-
stitute urges collaboration and exchange of global ideas for international social work gains.
The institute funds collaborative efforts to globalise and connect data collection, research
initiatives and programs that improve international understanding. This is merely one ex-
ample of growing awareness of the need to internationalise social work education and
build contacts, effective solutions and social work standards worldwide.

Themes and special topics for social work education

A concern for global topics serves as a strong and ongoing issue for social work education
in the US. Among the myriad issues of current research and dialogue for social work edu-
cators are found: internationalising social work education, issues of HIV-AIDS, evidence-
based practices, treatment interventions and techniques for direct practice, innovations in
social work learning, personal identity, communication techniques, strategies for self-care,
the professional–personal balance, social policy, agency and university collaboration for
community growth.

Doctoral education in social work

On the horizon appears debate and discussion in the profession regarding doctoral study
in the field of social work. The Doctorate of Philosophy (PhD) in social work emphasises
research, theory and intellectual contributions to the field, while the Doctorate in Social
Work (DSW or Prof D) specialises in further study of clinical practices for social work.
Different US universities offer these degrees each with unique characteristics, but a larger
dialogue regarding the application of either degree to social work education remains. Some
CSWE programs are discussing the implications of a change if the criteria for some federal
clinical grant awards are to be awarded exclusively to DSW or clinical doctorates in social
work. This beginning discussion begs clarification in the interest of committed students of
social work who seek to maximise their learning and high level studies with demands of
the profession and of the job market. The most recent document issued on Advanced Prac-
tice Doctorates is a report of an invitational think tank in September 2013 that addresses
the question: ‘Does the marketplace want or need doctoral level social work clinicians?’
(Social Work Policy Institute 2013, 15). Some conclusions generated by the report indi-
cate the need for further examination and wider discussion regarding the advance practice
doctorate across the profession, inclusion of US federal agencies in the examination of op-
tions, and study of levels or patterns of interest in the DSW degree.
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Online education and distance learning

Distance education where social work students complete classes online towards comple-
tion of degrees is growing in popularity. The trend is for continued increase in online
degrees offered for both the BSW and MSW curriculum (CSWE 2014). With students
juggling work obligations and their family life, the independence and virtual access are
very popular for US students of social work. For the most recent period that CSWE has
numbers available, five US universities offer online study for BSW degrees. There are 25
distance learning MSW programs available, as of 17 October 2013 (CSWE Annual Report
2012–2013). Individual schools’ websites detail whether courses are available to take re-
motely, and outline how field education is coordinated during the degree studies. Students
are urged to confirm CSWE’s COA accreditation status of any college where they enrol for
study of social work, and to examine all requirements and fees that relate to completion of
the degree.

Conclusions

Social work education is continually evolving in the US, involving ongoing response by
educators to environmental changes, social and cultural dynamics, and global issues. As
shown, maintaining excellence via the highest standards for teaching and learning requires
continued enhancement of programs and curricula. Priority consideration of values and
ethics of the profession continues as a standard for US social work education. With vigi-
lance for cultural competency, economic and social justice are upheld as hallmarks for US
social work. Contemporary issues represent several topics of current concern and oppor-
tunity for leadership in these trends, and growth in the US social work profession.

References

Bureau of Labor Statistics (2014). Occupational outlook handbook: social workers, United States
Department of Labor. Retrieved on 22 April 2014 from www.bls.gov/ooh/
community-and-social-service/social-workers.htm.

Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) (2012/2013). Annual report. Retrieved on 22 April 2014
from www.cswe.org/File.aspx?id=69934.

CSWE (2012). 2012 statistics on social work education in the United States. Retrieved on 22 April 2014
from www.cswe.org/File.aspx?id=68989.

CSWE (2008). Educational policy and accreditation standards. Retrieved on 22 April 2014 from
www.cswe.org/File.aspx?id=13780.

Social Work Policy Institute (2013). Advance practice doctorates: what do they mean for social work
practice, research, and education. Washington, DC: National Association for Social Workers
Foundation.

14 Social work education in the United States

197

http://www.bls.gov/ooh/community-and-social-service/social-workers.htm
http://www.bls.gov/ooh/community-and-social-service/social-workers.htm
https://web.archive.org/web/20160807141940/http://www.cswe.org:80/File.aspx?id=69934
https://web.archive.org/web/20160819162126/http://cswe.org/File.aspx?id=68989
https://web.archive.org/web/20160817020110/http://www.cswe.org:80/file.aspx?id=13780




15
Social work education in the United
Kingdom
SocialworkeducationintheUnitedKingdom

Brian Littlechild and Karen Lyons

This chapter examines key areas in social work education theory, practice,
and research in the UK, including the main methods used and the client
groups with whom social workers engage.

The chapter sketches the origins and development of social work edu-
cation and identifies key features currently framing social work education
(SWE). The latter include factors associated with higher education systems
and policies as well as those specific to social work in its organisational
frameworks and as a profession. The staffing of social work programs and
the role of research in relation to theory and practice development are dis-
cussed. A major section presents the predominant practice models, methods,
theories and perspectives and their associated histories and epistemological
challenges. Mention is made of contributing disciplines (e.g. sociology and
law) and the key teaching and learning strategies utilised, including in re-
lation to issues of cultural relativism and understanding, and international
influences. Conclusions are drawn regarding the health of the discipline in
the UK.

Social work as a recognised activity dates back to the late 19th century in the UK and social
work education (SWE) has had a long and somewhat chequered history. One purpose of
this chapter is to describe the context within which SWE has developed, with an emphasis
on current contextual influences. More importantly, the chapter aims to analyse the con-
temporary features of social work, both as a discipline within higher education, and as a
form of professional education with a primary task of preparing students for a variety of
roles in ‘real world’ social work. The main organisational features of SWE are described,
as are the regulatory frameworks and professional goals and ethics influencing the design
and delivery of programs at a range of academic and professional ‘levels’. It should be men-
tioned here that different factors have impacted on social work in Scotland and Northern
Ireland in the relatively recent past and some of these have had implications for SWE. This
chapter therefore relates specifically to England, although generic programs are the norm
throughout the UK and a first degree (BA or BSc) in social work is currently the nationally
accepted qualification.
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A wide range of ‘external factors’ impact on social work and therefore on SWE. These
include political direction and economic factors affecting the funding of social work agen-
cies and education programs. In addition, the needs of service users; expectations of other
professional groups and the wider public; and media pressures also influence professional
and educational developments. Internally, debates reflect ambivalence about the purpose
of SWE and the form it should take, raising questions about ‘who teaches social work’ as
well as content and pedagogical approaches. Similarly, there are varied understandings of
the role of research and therefore its form and focus. A major section presents the predom-
inant practice models, methods, theories and perspectives and their associated histories
and epistemological challenges. Mention is also made of contributing disciplines (e.g. so-
ciology and law) and the key teaching and learning strategies utilised, including in relation
to issues of cultural relativism and understanding; anti-oppressive strategies; and interna-
tional influences.

Significant features of SWE in the UK have been expectations about the roles that
social work employers (initially) and then service users would play in the structure and
delivery of SWE, creating distinctive requirements on social work for close working rela-
tionships between university staff and social service agencies and those with whom they
work. The major factors impacting on social work practice learning are identified and con-
sideration is given as to how well students are prepared for practice. In addition, the special
needs of newly qualified social workers and staff moving into specialist areas of work have
been recognised leading to the establishment of various forms of post-qualifying and post-
graduate education and training.

Following a section summarising the major trends in the development of SWE and
its organisational context, this chapter focuses on the content of programs and their re-
lationship to regulatory frameworks and ‘readiness to practice’ drivers. A further section
discusses staffing and research issues as well as mentioning some new initiatives which
may impact on social work in higher education. The chapter concludes with a considera-
tion of the current state of SWE in England.

British social work education: history and organisational context

The first training opportunities for ‘social workers’ were afforded by a voluntary agency,
the Charity Organisation Society (COS), in the late 19th century, and, by the early years of
the 20th century, social work training had gained a place in various universities, notably
in London, Birmingham, Liverpool and Glasgow. These were all cities with high rates of
poverty with associated problems of squalid living conditions and ill health; and SWE in-
cluded community work, allied to the earlier establishment of ‘settlements’ (forerunners
of community centres) in the poorest parts of many cities. Some of the notable figures in
the development of social work had their earliest experiences in the Settlement houses and
subsequently made significant contributions to social work organisation and policy devel-
opments as well as education. One such person was Eileen Younghusband who, later in the
20th century, also contributed to international developments in SWE (Lyons 2008).

One outcome of World War 1 (1914–18) was an increase in interest in psychiatric con-
ditions and treatments, and by the 1930s there had been significant growth in psychiatric
(including psychoanalytical) services (as well as the beginnings of psychology as a disci-
pline). These changes were reflected in SWE in the ‘psychiatric deluge’ (Payne 2005). On
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many courses this meant less concern about policies and interventions appropriate to the
social conditions of poor people, relative to a greater emphasis on intra- and inter-personal
relationships. This emphasis shifted again in the post-World War 2 period (1939–45) when
a raft of welfare legislation laid the basis for the development of services and provisions
broadly termed ‘the welfare state’. One result of this was that sociologists and social policy
analysts began to examine the outcomes of policies and programs aimed at general im-
provements in living standards and individual life chances, only to find, by the late 1960s,
that old social divisions had resurfaced and new forms of social inequality had taken hold.
Research had resulted in ‘the rediscovery of poverty’, a condition thought by many to have
been eradicated, though it was now framed as a relative rather than absolute condition
(Townsend 1979). As in previous eras, SWE was expected to mirror the shifts in political
concerns and policy direction, although at this stage social work itself was being carried
out in a range of agencies relating to different ‘client groups’ and courses tended to reflect
the fragmentation of the field and provide ‘training’ in specialised fields.

In organisational terms, the earliest social work courses were established at postgrad-
uate level in universities. These were usually allied to ‘social studies’ awards, constituting a
continuous thread (with modifications) through to current forms of social work education
and awards at master’s level. The possibility of being awarded a professional qualification
at two different academic levels has led to anomalies and complications in most recent or-
ganisational changes in the structure of SWE (see later). SWE has often recruited mature
students but, apart from occasional efforts to adapt course length and attendance require-
ments to recognise this and the gendered nature of social work, gaining a professional
qualification normally required attending a full-time course (at whatever academic level)
until late in the 20th century.

From the 1970s, following the expansion in higher education through the estab-
lishment of a large number of polytechnics (similar to German Fachhochschulen), the
majority of students qualified at Diploma in Social Work (DipSW) level, awarded by the
academic institution after two years of study at undergraduate level, with the Certificate of
Qualification in Social Work (CQSW) being awarded concurrently by the professional reg-
ulatory body, the Central Council for Education and Training in Social Work (CCETSW
1979–2001). Some universities continued to offer postgraduate courses to people who had
gained undergraduate degrees in ‘relevant subjects’, affording some a postgraduate award
in conjunction with a basic (rather than advanced) professional qualification. Organi-
sational changes which took place in 1970, notably the establishment of unified Social
Service Departments offering services across a wide range of client/user groups (with the
exception of School Welfare and Probation Services), also resulted in shifts in the focus
and content of social work courses which were now primarily ‘generic’. A national division
of responsibilities for youth and community services and for social services, between the
Departments of Education and of Health respectively (and reflected at local authority and
institutional levels), supported moves to establish separate courses and awards for youth
and community workers. By the early 1980s the few remaining joint awards were ended
with the establishment of separate bodies to regulate such courses and approve awards; and
units or modules on CQSW courses equipping students for community work (and also of-
ten for group work) were largely discontinued. However, changes also reflected a moral
panic about child abuse – most specifically, public concern about the deaths of children at
the hands of their parents or primary care givers, particularly if these families were already
under the supervision of social workers (Parton et al., 1997). Thus, there was an increased
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emphasis in many courses on work with individuals and families, including teaching and
assignments aimed at developing skills in child observation and communicating with chil-
dren.

Apart from a trend towards skills training rather than theoretical developments in so-
cial work education in the latter decades of the 20th century, there were also other shifts in
course content. The first was related to developing racism awareness, equal opportunities
and, eventually, anti-oppressive strategies, while the second laid an increased emphasis on
teaching about the law. Anti-racism teaching and learning was required by CCETSW from
the 1980s and inputs to courses were often first provided as short courses on anti-racism,
add-ons to the main structure and content of programs. Subsequently, they were usually
incorporated into mainstream teaching and extended into units or modules to address
other forms of inequality and discrimination, e.g. based on gender, sexuality or disability.

In relation to the legal content of social work programs, a series of studies in the
1990s demonstrated that about 80% of students leaving social work education programs
gained employment in local authority Social Service Departments, a statutory agency
where legal requirements predominated in terms of the provision of services and the style
of practice. Preventive work increasingly became a thing of the past or the responsibil-
ity of other agencies (including in the voluntary sector) and occupational groups. Many
social workers complained that, in an increasingly managerialist environment, there was
decreasing scope for relationship-based work and interventions beyond the assessment
stage. It seemed as if what social work educators aimed to equip social workers to do was
out of step with what they might be expected to do in practice.

The passing of the National Health Service and Community Care Act (1990) had
signalled national moves to a mixed economy of care and increased emphasis on care
management roles. This led in turn to the establishment of a parallel, employment-based
route to a different qualification, Certificate in Social Services (CSS), which was offered in
conjunction with some further and higher education institutions for about a decade. In ad-
dition, the government decided that changes should be made in the work of the Probation
Service requiring the introduction of different training for Probation Officers and its com-
plete separation from SWE. Thus, by the end of the 20th century, a more diverse range of
awards existed in what might be called the ‘social professions’ and an increase in the modes
of delivery was becoming apparent.

By the 21st century the government concluded that neither SWE nor its regulatory
body were ‘fit for purpose’: approval was finally given for the replacement of the two year
diploma/CQSW award by a three year degree, with provision for postgraduate conversion
courses to continue as two-year masters’ programs. These programs were to be regulated
by a new agency, the General Social Care Council (GSCC, one each for England, Northern
Ireland, Scotland and Wales 2001–12): this agency would not make a separate award but
would require successful students to register in order to take up any post labelled as social
work. Thus, social work finally achieved what many (including educators) had long argued
for – provision of three-year educational programs and qualification at degree level (in line
with many other countries in Europe and around the world) and restriction of use of the
title social worker to those holding a professional qualification. However, the story does
not end there since, by 2013, there have been further organisational changes in higher ed-
ucation and externally; several social work courses or departments have closed since the
1990s; SWE as a whole is in 2013 once again under review; the agency responsible for reg-
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ulation has changed; and a new form of fast track training is being initiated, as we discuss
later.

Course content, regulatory frameworks and readiness for practice

As indicated above, and in contrast to SWE in many other European countries, the content
of British SWE courses has for some time been prescribed by regulations set out by gov-
ernment and its agencies. In 2010 the Social Work Reform Board was established as a
government response to a child’s death that raised severe doubts about the competence
of social workers in protecting children already known to be at risk of abuse. Its pur-
pose was to set out an agenda for social work and social work qualifying education and
recommendations were made in 2012. Meanwhile, in 2011, a new body was established
by government, the College of Social Work (with the aim of raising standards in social
work and SWE. (It is intended that this should become a self-funding body, independent
of government). The college has no regulatory powers, but its Professional Capabilities
Framework (PCF, see later) and its standards are taken into account by the current regu-
latory body, the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC) when validating programs
(see later).

One stream of the Reform Board’s work (of which one of the authors was part) focused
on the ‘Calibre of Entrants’. Traditionally social work courses have accepted some mature
students with ‘life experience’ who may, however, lack good academic qualifications. Con-
cerns were raised about how to assess at entry stage empathy for and understanding of
service user issues and the potential to learn about and carry out the complex tasks of
social workers, while also raising the academic standards on courses. The result was that
academic entry requirements have been made more stringent, but concerns persist about
both the suitability of students and the direction in which SWE is being pushed, i.e. to a
more elite form of training (see also later) and away from a previous commitment to open
access, providing opportunities to a wide range of applicants. The responsibility for driving
this and other aspects of the agenda passed to the College of Social Work in England from
2012.

At the same time as the drive to raise academic standards, a key debate continues to be
whether social work theory is sufficiently related to practice and, indeed, how much theory
is needed to prepare students to become qualified social workers. The government’s influ-
ence on the content and processes of SWE is now exercised through the Health and Care
Professions Council (HCPC) which took over most of the responsibilities of the GSCC in
2012. As mentioned above, courses have increasingly phased out approaches such as case-
work (based on psychodynamic ideas) and community work, since they do not fit with
government priorities, nor with the requirements of most employers. As with the GSCC
before it, the HCPC stipulates that employers should have a substantial say in the develop-
ment and ongoing review of courses.

The HCPC Standards of Proficiency for social workers in England

Approaches and focus: social workers must be able to

• understand the need to promote the best interests of service users and carers at all times
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• understand the need to protect, safeguard and promote the wellbeing of children, young
people and vulnerable adults

• understand the need to address practices which present a risk to or from service users
and carers, or others

• be able to use practice to challenge and address the impact of discrimination, disadvan-
tage and oppression

• be able to support service users’ and carers’ rights to control their lives and make in-
formed choices about the services they receive.

Teaching and learning methods used to enable students to meet these requirements in-
clude lectures; seminars; small group and individual tutorials; problem-based learning;
case studies and group exercises; visits to students on practice placements (‘three-way
meetings’ between the student, practice educator and tutor); and, increasingly, online
learning with the use of exercises, quizzes, online group discussions, etc.

One of the recommendations of the Social Work Reform Board was that there should
be more emphasis on skills development, so, as from 2013, courses must include 30 days
of skills training (assessed) before students can start practice placements. Considerable
emphasis is placed on assessed practice learning in placements provided by social work
agencies which are supported financially by the government’s Department of Health (agen-
cies get a daily fee for taking a student). Students usually undertake two or three assessed
placements in different settings and these must total 200 days. A professional award can-
not be made to anyone who fails a placement.

Practice learning therefore has a high priority in the assessment of students and great
emphasis is placed by universities and the HCPC on the development and support of both
placements and practice educators so that these are ‘fit for purpose’. Panels have been es-
tablished comprising university and agency staff and often also service users and/or carers
to assess reports from the practice educators, who may be challenged to provide further ev-
idence as the basis for decisions about passing or failing a placement. Prior to placements,
practice educators are required to have undertaken training (provided by the universities)
for their role. Guidance is issued for students and practice educators on the processes and
regulations governing placements and these are monitored and supported through three-
way meetings (usually two or three per placement) as well as workshops for the practice
educators.

The main areas to be addressed in course content include:

• sociological ideas
• social policy
• psychology (e.g. human growth and development, mental health and learning disabili-

ties)
• anti-oppressive practice
• law
• ethics teaching – this is variable, and often subsumed into the discussion of professional

behaviour and regulation.

Key areas of policy and practice currently influencing SWE are individualisation; person-
alisation and individualised packages of care (with a new emphasis on ‘re-enablement’);
adult and child safeguarding; inspection and regulation; legal aspects; interagency and
inter-professional working (Wilson et al. 2011; Littlechild & Smith 2013), and risk assess-
ment and management (Littlechild 2008; Littlechild & Hawley 2010).
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The HCPC also takes into account the provisions of the College of Social Work; the
central government’s Department of Health; and the education sector’s Quality Assurance
Agency (QAA). The last body sets the academic descriptors of program levels for the BA/
BSc in Social Work as well as for the master’s degree which enables students with a rele-
vant first degree to gain a professional qualification after two years. The HCPC validates
social work qualifying courses which satisfy its Standards for Education and Training;
its Standards of Proficiency (as described above); and also the Professional Capabilities
Framework (PCF) issued by the College of Social Work. On qualifying, people wishing to
work in social work designated posts must register with the HCPC, which also has powers
to strike off social workers who are judged to have failed to meet its Standards of Profi-
ciency and its ethical statement.

With regard to the Professional Capabilities Framework (PCF), this was developed by
the Social Work Reform Board, but is now ‘owned’ by the College of Social Work. It was
framed with the intention of moving SWE away from previous requirements regarding
competences to a more rounded focus on capability. This reflects a move from a mecha-
nistic tick box approach to a more holistic approach (The College of Social Work 2012b).
The PCF sets out nine domains of social work, and how those entering the profession and
then progressing through it attain those domains. Whilst not technically regulatory, this
framework is being used extensively by the HCPC, social work agencies and qualifying so-
cial work courses (Figure 15.1).

Figure 15.1 Professional capabilities framework for social workers (The College of Social Work
2012a).

Social work courses have to demonstrate to the HCPC that they are meeting the HCPC
requirements for a qualifying course by having to map their learning outcomes to the el-
ements of the PCF, and the HCPC’s own Standards of Proficiency. For example, students
should be enabled to:
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Demonstrate a critical understanding of the application to social work of research, theory
and knowledge from sociology, social policy, psychology and health. (Knowledge 5.1)

Demonstrate a critical knowledge of the range of theories and models for social work in-
tervention with individuals, families, groups and communities, and the methods derived
from them. (Knowledge 5.8)

Understand the inter-agency, multi-disciplinary and inter-professional dimensions to
practice and demonstrate effective partnership working. (Contexts and Organisations
8.7)

In order for universities to be approved to run social work qualifying programs, they have
to ensure that their students are able to ‘meet all the standards of proficiency to register
with us and meet the standards relevant to your scope of practice to stay registered with
us’.

The following selection of a few key points from HCPC Standards for validating social
work courses gives a flavour of the emphasis placed on different areas by them:

4.7 The delivery of the program must encourage evidence-based practice.

5.1 Practice placements must be integral to the program.

6.1 The assessment strategy and design must ensure that the student who successfully
completes the program has met the standards of proficiency for their part of the Register.

The main aim of social work qualifying education from the HCPC’s perspective is to pre-
pare students at the point of qualification to be able to meet its Standards of Proficiency
(see HCPC Standards for Education and Training 2012).

As a result of the policies and laws set out above, the new roles and skills for social
workers have become the planning of care packages and services; resource allocation; as-
sessment; and care management functions. Setting and reviewing performance indicators
and outcomes based on the achievement of measurable objectives within predetermined
procedures and resource allocation decisions based on government guidance and regula-
tion have assumed greater importance than direct work with service users, with inevitable
implications for the content of courses.

Earlier theories which emphasised social beings as members of social systems and
the relationship between social problems and social and political systems have been dis-
carded in the face of a general climate which places responsibility on individuals for their
own behaviour and wellbeing (including income or lack of it). The individualisation of so-
cial problems has led to the teaching of theories and methods that are now focused on
work with individuals and families, and formal organisations, at the expense of therapeu-
tic, community and emancipatory approaches. The key elements of methods and models
are individualised approaches, such as ‘process’ casework, often now focused on assess-
ments for services, and referring on to other agencies, i.e. care management. Methods
taught tend to be short term and time limited approaches; for example, task-centred work;
crisis intervention; cognitive behavioural approaches; and targeted programs. Family ther-
apy was popular in social work practice some 15 or so years ago, but the focus has moved
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to training-based work, such as in parenting programs. Solution-focused models based on
strengths rather than deficits are examined in some courses. In summary, there has been a
general move away from group and community work (seen by some as more likely to raise
questions about and pose challenges to government policies) and from therapeutic work
with individuals and families, in favour of more conservative and functional approaches.
However, some have identified a renewed interest in direct work with children and also in
relationship-based work (e.g. Wilson et al. 2011).

Staffing, research and new developments

Alongside the external pressures on SWE to move in particular directions, there have also
been issues of visibility and identity within higher education, with implications for the
staffing and research roles of social work educators themselves. Is it an academic discipline
or a form of professional education (or even training)? Such debates are partly related to
the alliances and organisational bases of social work courses – which have rarely been lo-
cated in departments labelled Social Work. In the 1990s more than 50% of respondents to a
survey described their alliances as primarily with staff in academic subject areas while the
remainder were more allied with professional educators (Lyons 1999). Developments over
the past decade or so, including the need for universities to cut their costs, suggest that
possibly more programs are now located in professional departments and students may in-
creasingly be taught some of their modules alongside other students in related fields for
example, health or youth and community work.

With regard to staffing, for many years practice experience tended to be prized over
academic qualifications in the appointment of staff, which, together with the responsi-
bilities associated with the social work educator role (e.g. including placement visits),
perpetuated a state in which theory and practice were divided; and the creation of new
knowledge through research was not seen as the responsibility of social work educators
themselves. Around 2000, a shift in this situation occurred, partly as a result of a series
of seminars (initiated by social work academics with funding from the Economic and So-
cial Research Council, ESRC) aimed at improving the theoretical base of social work and
the research activities of staff. Further impetus was given by a national Research Assess-
ment Exercise (RAE) in which social work educators from a minority of universities were
amongst those whose work was included, resulting in specific funding for further research
(to some institutions) and also the award of other funding for capacity building for re-
search in social work. One outcome of this raised profile was what some hoped, and others
feared, an increased academisation of social work education, with increased recognition
given to the academic qualifications of newly appointed staff and increased expectations
regarding their research activities.

In a demographic review of the UK social sciences, Mills et al. (2006) identified social
work education as having high retirement and appointment rates and that 47% of the staff
were aged 50 and over. In a subsequent research project into the implications of genera-
tional change in the social work academic workforce, Lyons and Maglajlic (2010) received
41 responses to a survey of 76 out of 100 programs in the UK (54% response rate, cov-
ering 479 staff). Data indicated that 10% of staff had retired in the past three years, that
one in six were planning to retire in the next five years and that 60% of posts created by
retirement were filled by first-time academics. Of the newly appointed staff, half came di-
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rect from social work practice, with 20% coming from research posts and the remainder
mainly from other posts in social services (e.g. managers, training officers); 20% of the new
entrants already held a PhD while 40% were undertaking – or intending to undertake –
doctoral research. The findings also showed an increase in the proportion of women staff
(already high) and a decrease in the numbers of staff from black and ethnic minorities
(already low). A related analysis of 44 advertisements for social work posts identified that
only three-quarters stated that a social work qualification was essential and this, with other
anecdotal evidence, suggests that social work posts in some universities are open to col-
leagues from neighbouring disciplines. This is turn raises concerns about the implications
for the development of professional identity in students at a time when social work in the
field has been undergoing significant changes and a narrowing of its remit.

The situation regarding research has also changed over the past decade with the ex-
pectations of, and opportunities for, staff partly mirroring a continuing split between the
old universities (established prior to 1992) and the new ones (based on the granting of
university status to polytechnics in that year). Despite some notable exceptions, there has
continued to be an emphasis on research in the old university sector while many new
universities see themselves as primarily teaching institutions. In parallel, the competition
for research funding from the main funding body (ESRC) and various charities has in-
creased in anticipation of further rounds of national assessment exercises (e.g. the REF
due in 2014), with the promise of further funding for the winners. This has led to a clearer
concentration of a minority of social work staff in research centres and/or engaged in
multi-disciplinary research teams (mainly in the old university sector), with staff in the
new universities, whatever their inclinations, finding it increasingly hard to gain access to
research funding and/or to undertake individual (unfunded) research programs (includ-
ing for doctoral purposes). Sabbaticals, previously already rare in the new university sector,
are now virtually unheard of and current anecdotal evidence of difficulties recruiting to so-
cial work posts (at various levels, up to and including professors) further reduces the time
available for staff to undertake research.

The current staffing difficulties perhaps partly relate to the lack of a strong research
culture in the profession as a whole and the lack of value placed on research in the wider
political and policy context. However, a recent emphasis on evidence-based practice has
pushed social work educators and those researching social work to reconsider the design
of research projects (not least if they wish to win funding). The preferred mode of much
social work research in the past has been in the qualitative paradigm, including the de-
velopment of evaluative studies and approaches involving service users (e.g. Shaw 2012),
but more emphasis has been given recently to adopting positivistic designs and quanti-
tative methods (e.g. randomised control trials). This may put social work educators at a
further disadvantage since few have had the necessary training in research skills and most
do not include such teaching in their own qualifying and post-qualifying programs. How-
ever, some see this challenge as an indication of the maturing of social work into a proper
discipline, gradually building the capacity to create its own knowledge base, for use in so-
cial work education and the wider professional field.

However, the regulatory developments described above suggest less valuing of re-
search and staff development opportunities. For instance, there is now no regulatory
framework for post qualifying continuing professional development (as previously existed
in the provisions of the GSCC). Every three years, social workers need to demonstrate
to the HCPC how they have kept up to date with their continuing professional develop-
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ment (CPD) but there are no specific links required in relation to research or academic
awards. In addition, CPD is no longer one of the items included in government targets for
local authority employers to meet and, given cuts in spending, there has been a decrease
in support for CPD programs (including those provided by universities). Against this, in
line with the government objective of raising the status and standards of the social work
profession, two new training initiatives have recently been established, Step-up to Social
Work (www.education.gov.uk/b00200996/step-up) and Frontline (www.education.gov.uk/
a00225213/frontline). These are both intensive employer-led programs at master’s level,
that set out to attract academically high-achieving students, who may, if they continue in
the profession, be more inclined towards research.

Finally, another recent external change which may impact adversely on university-
based social work education is the reduction in the amount of money to be paid in
bursaries to students gaining places on social work undergraduate and postgraduate de-
grees. These awards were introduced in the early 2000s following a fall in the number of
recruits to SWE and calls for parity with other shortage occupations (including nursing
and teaching). Bursaries have been effective in raising recruitment levels but it seems as if
funding of the new initiatives mentioned above has now taken priority over maintaining
traditional recruitment patterns.

Conclusions

SWE in England illustrates a number of points which may or may not resonate with
readers outside the UK. A significant one is the extent to which it reflects national char-
acteristics, culture and concerns in a particular time and place. Over a history spanning
more than a century, social work has become a unified and apparently stronger profession,
but, as with some other professions, it has also become increasingly subject to government
expectations and requirements. These in turn are also reflected in other aspects of welfare
changes which require individuals to take increasing responsibility for themselves, their
relatives and neighbours (so-called ‘care in the community’), only drawing on (or being
referred for) public funding and/or social work services when a crisis is reached and/or
the behaviour of individuals or families falls outside the tolerated norms. A culture of sur-
veillance and regulation extends to the professionals who work with people in distress and
social workers have found themselves increasingly subject to bureaucratic procedures and
restrictions.

Similar drivers have been evident in government interventions and regulation of SWE
which now shows some contradictory trends. On the one hand, there is an increased
recognition of the need for developments in theory and research as these relate to practice,
while on the other hand, students are required to spend more time on skills training and
in practice placements and the money available to fund practice-related research is scarce.
There is an increased recognition of the need for interprofessional cooperation, which
theoretically could be achieved through increases in joint education, but the economies
of scale required of universities usually mean delivery of generic courses to large groups
without the opportunity to explore what the term might mean for different occupational
groups in practice. There is also a recognition in some quarters that we live in an intercon-
nected world where economics and migration are defining features of many societies – yet
these topics are rarely addressed in the English SWE system due to crowded timetables and
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prescriptive guidance as to content relevant to a narrow form of social work – and perhaps
the assumption that there is little to be gained from comparative or international study.
Finally, the values of social work are compromised in a situation where policies aimed at
extending opportunities to people who might otherwise not qualify for higher education –
but who might make very good social workers – are overtaken by policies which empha-
sise academic qualities.

In all of this, the costs of SWE in England, the pressures on staff which prevent full
engagement in research activities, and the various points of conflict which arise between
institutions and professional bodies (e.g. around assessment) undoubtedly place SWE in a
vulnerable position within the university sector – as demonstrated by the periodic loss of
courses when universities seek to cut their costs and/or raise their research ratings. In par-
allel, the pressures and initiatives to increase the power of employers in relation to social
work training and qualification suggest a future in which occupational standards prevail
over critical thinking and professional practice and values. While we do not think that so-
cial work as a profession has been eroded to a point of no return in England nor that SWE
is about to cease in universities, the situation with regards to future developments is, to say
the least, uncertain.
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Part 5
Social work and the welfare state
Socialworkandthewelfarestate





16
International social work education: the
Canadian context
Internationalsocialworkeducation

Mehmoona Moosa-Mitha

In this chapter I analyse themes that emerge from scholarship on interna-
tional social work education in the Canadian context. I focus on interna-
tional student exchanges in my analysis through a centring of the multi-
cultural/settler identity of Canadian society. I reflect on the definition of
global oppression, student outcomes and the Canadian liberal welfare state,
through the lens of the multicultural/settler identity of Canadian society,
which serves to collapse the binary that exists between national and in-
ternational as the basic assumption within which international social work
education normatively operates. It also highlights different motivations pre-
sent when minority students undertake international social work exchanges.
It emphasises the geo-political nature of space and boundary crossing and
makes explicit the colonial nature of power relationships that divide the
world into a global north and south.

International social work education has rapidly become a desired educational objective
in many schools of social work throughout Canada, largely through student/educator ex-
change programs (Tiessen 2012; Heron 2006; Lyons et al. 2012). This is the case for many
reasons such as: the growing awareness of the global nature of social issues (Caragata &
Sanchez 2002); neoliberal globalisation of the economy and university participation in it;
and a long history of international social work practice by professionals in the global north
working in the global south (Healy 2008).

According to Midgley (2001), international social work education is concerned with
four broad categories:

1. impact of globalisation
2. impact of globalisation on social work practice
3. comparative enquiry and
4. professional collaboration and international exchanges.

In this chapter I will be focusing my analysis on the phenomena of Canadian student inter-
national social work practica as a part of a reciprocal exchange with countries in the global
south or as a one-way placement of Canadian students in the south. International student
exchanges are the predominant form within which internationalisation of social work edu-
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cation takes place, particularly in light of government support for such programs (Tiessen
2012). Moreover, a discussion on Canadian student international practica also serves as an
entry point for analysis of the other aspects of international social work education identi-
fied by Midgley.

In this chapter, I centre the settler/multicultural nature of Canadian society in the ex-
isting scholarship and discussions of Canadian international social work education. My
intention in doing so is twofold: firstly, to highlight racialised and Indigenous students’
experiences and knowledge as subjects of international social work exchange programs.
As Razack and Badwall (2006) have pointed out, much of the literature on social justice
perspectives of social work focuses on the white subject as the learner; secondly, to con-
textualise Canadian international social work education through a discussion of critical
social work theory and practice. Centring the multicultural/settler character of Canadian
society in theorisations of international social work education adds considerably to present
scholarship. For example, it results in recognising the heterogeneity of Canadian society
generally and the Canadian student population that participates in international social
work education more specifically. It challenges the national/international binary within
which analysis of international social work is conducted by presuming the national to
be ‘here’ and international within a geographical space of ‘there’. Canadian immigrant
presence is built on a transnational identity with multinational ties that cannot easily be
dichotomised as national and international (George & Delarosa 2009). It brings a geo-
political analysis of colonial oppression that is manifest within a neoliberal international
economic order and at the local level of nation-state boundaries, and it recognises the
voices, experiences and subject positions of racialised and Indigenous Canadian students
and scholars.

I begin my analysis by summarising the neoliberal, social justice and critical/postcolo-
nial frameworks within which international education gets contested. I then focus on an
analysis of the implications of a critical/postcolonial understanding of international social
work education through a centring of the discussion on its multicultural/settler reality. I
undertake this analysis by discussing three aspects of Canadian international social work
education: 1) definition of global oppression; 2) student outcomes envisaged through par-
ticipation in international social work education; and 3) globalisation and the neoliberal
Canadian welfare nation-state.

Neoliberal, social justice and critical/postcolonial perspectives on international
education

The impetus for internationalisation of education comes from many sources including
students themselves who wish to enrich their learning through travel and work abroad
programs of education (Tiessen & Epprecht 2012; Tiessen 2012; Heron 2011). There are
also government funded initiatives for Canadian youth such as the Association for Uni-
versities and Colleges in Canada (AUCC) who have been promoting internationalisation
of education in order to encourage students to become ‘responsible and engaged global
citizens’ (Tiessen 2012, Tiessen and Epprecht 2012; Heron 2011). Another source for in-
ternationalisation of education in Canada is the Students for Development Program (SFD)
that provides opportunities for students to participate in international education. This fed-
erally funded program has provided more than 1000 students opportunities for practicum
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placements since 2005. In 2010, it significantly expanded its scope (AUCC 2010). Other
Canadian governmental and non-governmental organisations are also active in promoting
international education, in tandem with the AUCC, in the name of encouraging Canadian
citizens take up the role of being ‘global citizens’ (Tiessen 2012).

Internationalisation of education, particularly as it is linked to the idea of the global
citizen, can be understood in three ways, all of which are present, directly or otherwise,
in the literature within the Canadian context. The first and predominant view can be
characterised as a neoliberal perspective of international education. Within this perspec-
tive, international education is understood in instrumental terms as a means to promote
globalised and corporatised education that can allow students from the global north a
competitive advantage to benefit from global capitalism (Jorgenson & Shultz 2012). Post-
secondary institutions see their particular role as being that of ensuring that students
are linked to the knowledge economy, which forms an important basis to the running of
globalised economies (Tiessen 2012; Heron 2011). Its neoliberal character is apparent in
its instrumental view of education as a means to pursuing individual self-interest rather
than as a means of pursuing collective notions of social justice (Rhoads & Szelényi 2011).
Knowledge is viewed as a commodity and students as human capital studying within
educational institutions that are aligned with the government’s mandate of readying gen-
erations of Canadians to participate in a global marketplace (Jorgenson & Shultz 2012;
Tiessen 2012).

The second is a social justice perspective that has its roots in international devel-
opment theories often reflective of the philosophical orientations of non-governmental
organisations from the global north engaged in social justice projects in the global south
(Choudry 2010). The social justice perspective is concerned with an examination of the
unequal power relations that characterise global relationships. In particular it criticises the
role of transnational corporations and powerful governments like the US as engines of ne-
oliberalism and proposes a greater strengthening of social democratic governance locally
(Choudry 2010). Within this critical perspective, structural programs and the capitalist
economic system are identified as resulting in global injustices (Heron 2006). An example
of the structures in place that maintain global injustices are the structural adjustment debt
programs and the various free trade agreements that privilege countries of the global north
and maintain a north–south divide. Social democratic governance within countries of the
global north is found to be lacking due to the neoliberalisation of the welfare state that is
seen to have moved away from the heyday of social welfarism that was the liberal welfare
state (Choudry 2010).

A third perspective, a critical postcolonial analysis of international education, builds
on the social justice perspective by looking at both structural as well as a socio-historical-
cultural analysis of the push to internationalise education (Jorgenson & Shultz 2012). In
so doing, insights from the writings of postcolonial intellectuals are used to point out that
internationalisation of education through exchange programs of students from the global
north going to countries in the global south have to take into consideration that all these
countries are former colonies (Heron 2006). Globalisation, as the context for the interna-
tionalisation of education itself is both a capitalist and a colonial project (Choudry 2010;
Ife & Tesoriero 2006). As Heron (2006) points out, globalisation is defined as ‘the inte-
gration processes of global economy that began with European exploration five centuries
ago and that operate today to maintain the North/South divide’. Postcolonial theorists An-
drotto and De Souza suggest that international education needs to be ‘other wise’, by which
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they mean that critical examination of the genealogies of production and the effects of un-
equal relations of power and privilege have to be recognised (cited in Jorgenson & Shultz
2012). The damage of colonialism needs to be taken into account into the present as well as
the new face of colonialism through the spread of the capitalist market economy and the
global social injustices that result in its wake (Heron 2005). Having historical awareness,
for example, results in critiquing social justice perspectives on international education for
being nostalgic about a liberal social welfare state when in fact it was always exclusionary,
and continues to be oppressive in relation to Indigenous people’s welfare as well as those of
racialised citizens in Canada (Choudry 2010).

Several scholars have spelled out the implications of a critical postcolonial analysis of
international education as being the following: engaging in international education in ways
that are widely inclusive of institutions in the global south; including a historical and so-
ciocultural analysis of oppression (Rhoads & Szelényi 2011); and understanding the global
nature of social issues as they relate to local ones (Jorgenson & Shultz 2012). Heron (2011)
adds that a postcolonial analysis must not only be aware of the history of colonialism but
also that of debt and mechanisms like the structural adjustment program and ‘free trade’
that keep the global south in a subjugated position relative to the global north. She points
out that there is a direct relationship between the impoverishment of the south and the
economic base of the middle class in the global north. According to Tiessen and Epprecht
(2012), having this awareness means, amongst other things, that a mutuality of benefits
must accrue as a result of international education exchanges and not a one-way benefit for
students living in the global north, as is the case at present within neoliberal practices of
international education.

I will examine the implications of critical postcolonial perspectives of international
education in terms of social work education in the next section. I will do so through an
examination of its definition of oppression, student outcomes and the neoliberal welfare
state.

Global oppression and international social work education

A beginning entry point into understanding global oppression and the role of social work
in it would be to clarify the relationship of social work to that of the Canadian nation-
state. Social work as a profession is both nationalist in its practices and part of the liberal
nation-building project in all Western welfare states including Canada (Moosa-Mitha,
forthcoming). As an arm of the state, Canadian social workers are mandated to practice
in line with state policies that have historically excluded racialised bodies on the basis of
their precarious citizenship status and continue to do so. The nationalist basis of social
work practices can be made clear to social work students, using postcolonial theoretical
insights, by challenging the notion of space as being neutral (Razack & Badwall 2009). The
geo-politisation of space can be undertaken by undertaking a historical examination of
the colonising practices of the Canadian nation-state in relation to the Indigenous peoples
of Canada and social work’s role in it (Razack 2012, 2009). It is important that Canada’s
settler identity is made clear to social work students as an example of global capitalist
practices that have a long history and are intimately connected with the nation-building
project. Similarly a history of the Canadian nation-state’s exclusionary practices in rela-
tion to immigrants arriving from countries from the global south must also be included
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as an example of the international dimension of the geo-politics of space. Understanding
global oppression as the politisation of space in historical terms can also explain present
day injustices as a legacy of colonialism, both locally and in relation to countries of the
global south. Politisation of space can also explain injustices that occur presently such as
the fortification of welfare states that increasingly seek to exclude immigrants and refugees
fleeing from war and famine; itself a sign of the effects of globalisation. It can also make
students aware of the rise of securitisation states that treat Muslims and Arab-looking peo-
ple as suspect and are treated by social workers as such (Razack & Badwall 2006).

Aside from understanding the politics of geographical space and social workers’ role
in it as part of the nationalist project, postcolonial understandings of oppression will chal-
lenge social workers’ perceptions of social problems in the global south as though they
simply exist without any historical antecedents (Heron 2011). Rather than becoming ob-
jects of study by social workers from the global north studying in the south, it will help
turn social work students’ gaze to take on a more reflexive stance because it will help make
clearer the complicity of social workers as a profession that enacts nation-states’ exclusion-
ary policies of social care and as people from the privileged north (Heron 2011; Tiessen
2012). Understanding the processes of colonisation of space will also make it easier for stu-
dents to see the global dimensions of local issues.

Centring the multicultural/settler reality of Canada can also unsettle homogeneous
and fixed understanding of global oppression. The narratives of indigenous peoples in re-
lation to colonisation are multiple and changing as they resist and have continued to resist
its many effects. Similarly countries of the global south have their own individual histories
of oppression and colonisation that take on shifting contemporary manifestations. Razack
(2012) reminds us that racialised students from Indigenous as well as other immigrant
communities will have very different experiences of interlocking oppression that cannot be
‘known’ in advance with any degree of certainty. Critiques of international social work ed-
ucation have long noted the universalising tendencies of consultant social work educators
from the global north advising on the development of social work education to universities
located in the global south (Midgley 1981; Bogo & Herington 1988). Haug (2005) pro-
vides a pointed critique of social work educator exchanges when he accuses educators of
conducting ‘professional imperialism under which the dominant model of social work has
been disseminated around the world where . . . primarily Western ‘experts’ teach or con-
sult in non-Western countries, while ignoring power differences between them’ (127).

What postcolonial analysis does provide for is a framework that is rooted in critical
examination of relations of power, both locally and globally, that results in social injustices.
It undertakes this analysis by recognising the historically derived nature of such injustices
and the ‘materially linked interlocking systems of oppression’ (Tiessen & Heron 2012). It
also means that the diversity of ways by which colonisation has occurred and continues to
occur is not being acknowledged.

Centring the multicultural/settler nature of Canadian society also results in breaking
down the binary of national/international in other ways. Immigration, which is largely de-
fined in unilateral terms as the movement of people from one country to another, in fact
represents a far more complicated reality. Immigrants who arrive from the global south
into countries in the global north, for example, often move back to their countries of ori-
gin for periods of time, or may move to a third place, before re-settling into their host
countries (Stasilius 2008). Their participation in their countries of origin may be more
than superficial. For example, countries like India and Turkey have special status for non-
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resident Indian and Turkish people by allowing them voting and investment rights that
recognise them as being transnational (Stasilius 2008). Moreover, many people around
the world identify in ways that are not contained by nation-state boundaries. This is true
of many Catholics, Jews, Muslims and Indigenous peoples. The world is in fact far more
transnational than assumed in the literature on international social work.

Student outcomes when undertaking international social work education

Understanding the motivation behind undertaking international social work education
projects is crucial to the pedagogical experiences that students will experience. George and
Delarosa (2009) point out that international social work education could be undertaken
for the sake of getting on the bandwagon of government sponsored programs in order
to benefit from resources attached to such programs. Tiessen (2012) and Epprecht (2004)
similarly question the motivations of students and educators who want to participate in
international volunteer opportunities and student placements. A study examining the ben-
efits that agencies in the global south accrue from the presence of students from the global
north suggests that while the agencies were positive about student presence and felt that
they brought in new ideas and had a greater knowledge of information technology, their
contributions were rather superficial, particularly if their stay was under three month, as is
generally the case (Tiessen 2012). This and other studies (Heron 2011) concluded that the
benefits to the individual student from the global north were more likely greater in terms
of greater appreciation of global realities and enhancement of resumes than it was to the
agencies in the global south.

Using a postcolonial point of view Tiessen and Epprecht (2012) suggest that it is
imperative for international student exchanges to be of mutual benefit and there be a
mutuality of exchange of both benefits and burdens that come with globalisation. This
translates into students becoming more aware of their own responsibilities as students
coming from a privileged background as well as additional resources for social work agen-
cies placing students in the global south. While there are some cases of students from the
global south going to do their practica in the global north, by far the predominant model
is of a one-way direction with students from the global north exceeding the number of stu-
dents participating in an international student exchange (Razack 2009).

Examining motivations of students from the global north for undertaking interna-
tional social work education is revealing. For most students the motivation is that it is an
interesting way to travel, to get cross-cultural skills and to help countries that are perceived
as being poorer and experiencing a lot of social problems (Heron 2011). Upon their re-
turn, Canadian students largely report feeling that the educational experience was a good
one and cite increased global awareness of social issues, friendships with people from an-
other part of the world and having a sense of adventure as some of the indicators of a
successful international exchange program (Heron 2011; Razack 2009; Tiessen 2012). The
motivations of students from the global north going to undertake international social work
experiences or arriving from there are largely ‘me’-centred (Heron 2011). In spite of the
fact that some students talk about the desire to go for their practicum in the global south
in order to ‘help’, it’s a form of altruism that also tends to centre themselves rather than
the other. This is largely the case because students tend to take an uncomplicated position
vis-a-vis helping the other to produce a subject position of the social work helper who is
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innocent of the unequal power relations that result in social injustices in the first place
(Heron 2011; Razack 2009).

One of the motivations cited most often by students interested in undertaking inter-
national social work practica is learning cross-cultural skills by immersing themselves in
cultures that are foreign to them (Tiessen 2012). If we were to centre the multicultural/
settler reality of Canada, then the possibility of working across cultures can exist locally.
Moreover, such a desire needs to be interrogated to understand it further. Neoliberal dis-
courses on internationalisation of education also tend to use cross-cultural competency as
a desired outcome of international education. In their case, having a cross-cultural aptitude
puts students in the best position to compete within a global market by enabling them to
move around a borderless world with relative ease (Jorgenson & Shultz 2012. The geo-po-
litical nature of nation-state boundaries is not simply about cultural differences but rather
of racialised processes of colonisation.

Heron (2006) and Tiessen (2012) critique students’ desire for cross-cultural skills on
the basis of its consumerist orientation to learning. According to them, students perceive
international social work education through the exchange program as consisting of the
gaining of an ‘authentic’ experience of learning in exchange for the time and money stu-
dents pay to receive it. Upon returning from an international exchange, they find that
students still explain their learning in similar terms as when they left such as ‘develop-
ment of cross cultural skills’ and ‘increase in cultural understanding’. Aside from the fact
that this learning is still couched in self-oriented terms, they find naïve the view, im-
plicit in such articulations, that encountering difference is the same as knowing difference.
They remark on the neoliberalism implicit in the view of social work students to acquire
something that is couched largely in self-referential terms and is understood as being un-
dertaken for instrumental reasons such as student enhancement of their resumes.

There has been a concerted attempt by social work educators intent on tapping the po-
tential of international social work education to raise students’ critical consciousness about
global injustices in ways that are more than superficial (Fairchild et al. 2006). Larson and
Allen (2006) did in fact set out to work with students to undertake international social
work education with the explicit purpose of increasing their level of conscientisation –
loosely defined as raising critical awareness of the structures of oppression that permeate
globally. Having undertaken a preparatory program prior to undertaking their placement
where students were exposed to the structural and historical reasons that keep Mexico (the
destination for Canadian student placements) at a certain level of poverty, students were
then placed with community development projects in Mexico. Larson and Allen (2006)
found that there was indeed a rise in awareness of the global structural nature of oppres-
sion and a clear sense of implication of their own role in it. However, the real marker for
having achieved conscientisation was theorised in terms of behavioural changes, and in
their study Larson and Allen found that while there was some indication of behavioural
change, it faded over time. Other studies (Tiessen 2012; Heron 2011; Razack 2011, 2009)
have found that over time there is limited active engagement with issues of global social
justice once students come back from their practica. George and Delarosa’s study (2009) is
an anomaly as it found that students remained actively engaged with issues of global injus-
tice having come back from their practica in India. It is possible that these were students of
colour with previous ties to India, although George and Delarosa do not make that explicit
in their article. Suffice it to say that if the intention of educators is to ensure that students
achieve a level of critical consciousness of the structural nature of oppression and privilege
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and can see their role in it through taking an activist stance in resisting global injustices
locally, the evidence is dubious that this outcome is achieved, particularly over time.

Basing discussions on desired student outcomes as a result of undertaking inter-
national social work education adds to the critical perspective already present in the
scholarship in a significant way. There is a propensity in relevant literature to assume that
the students engaging in international social work education are white (Razack & Badwall
2006). As George and Delarosa point out, students of colour, particularly those who under-
take international exchanges by visiting their countries of origin (or that of their parents),
do not necessarily regard visiting these countries as ‘international’ but rather as ‘national’.
For example, South Asian-Canadian students, the case in point for George and Delarosa’s
analysis, consider engaging with agencies in India as an extension of their national iden-
tity; insofar as they identify both as Indians as well as Canadians. This of course does not
mean that South Asian students should not need to understand their own privileged po-
sition in relation to residents of countries in the global south, but it does mean that their
motivations for going may be very different and have not really been captured adequately.

To a degree it is possible to generalise from the evidence that we have regarding im-
migrant contributions and sense of responsibility towards their countries of origin. We
know that countries like India greatly benefit from the patriotic sense of responsibility that
results in Indian non-residents going back for a period of time to contribute to the knowl-
edge base of such countries, particularly in relation to information technology (Stasilius
2008). Thus, much of the discussion on the neoliberalism embedded in ‘I’-oriented student
motivations may actually not bear relevance to students from immigrant backgrounds pre-
cisely because of their sense of responsibility to give back to the society from which they
first arrived into Canada; and this desire cannot easily be critiqued as arising from a sense
of entitlement to ‘help elsewhere’ (See Heron 2006). Perhaps these students are engaging
in international social work as an instantiation of ‘engaged and responsible global citizens’
that Canadian Government agencies have identified as being the goal behind their support
of internationalisation of education.

There are other ways that geo-politics can affect students from immigrant back-
grounds. At the moment one such issue is the long-running war on terror that Canada as
an ally of the US has been involved in. International exchanges for students of Middle-
Eastern backgrounds or who are Muslims have a wholly different set of concerns that they
engage in if they decide to undertake international exchanges in their countries of origin.
Firstly, it is harder to organise such international exchanges, as governments do need to
be working collaboratively at some level for such exchanges to be resourced. Secondly, the
multinational identity that Canadian Muslims hold makes it hard to be representatives of
two nation-states when the states themselves are in conflict with each other.

If the popular imagery of Canada is white, it is also non-native. The motivations and
desired outcomes of Indigenous students are even less analysed or examined. Indigenous
students crossing nation-state boundaries through international education programs have
a different geo-political relationship to this border crossing than white settler students. It is
not a movement from a colonial country to a former colon; rather, it is that of a colonised
people going to a formerly colonised one, or if the exchange is latitudinal then to another
colonial power. Pflanz (2011), an Indigenous Metis student who undertook an interna-
tional student exchange practica from Canada to Denmark, reflected on the privileges that
such a move carried precisely because of the fact that her own Indigenous status was often
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overlooked from both the sending and the receiving country and the resulting treatment
of her as any other ‘white’ student.

In the end, recognising the realities of students of colour and Indigenous students en-
gaged in international education exchanges may well be to recognise the difficulties that
nation-states have with truly global identities that transcend nation-border states. Owning
multiple national identities or indeed identities that have statehood boundaries imposed
on them as a result of colonisation may prove to challenge the very notion of the interna-
tional and hence of international social work education as it is currently defined.

The neoliberal welfare state

In considering the issue of internationalisation of social work education, it is important
to ground it within both the profession of social work and the nature of the welfare state
within which social workers in countries of the global north practice. The social justice
perspective of international social work education, particularly due to the international
development context within which it formulates its vision, tends to idealise liberal welfare
states of the 1970s and 80s (see Choudry 2010). In doing so it ignores the nature of exclu-
sions that resulted from the practices of the Canadian welfare state, particularly in relation
to Indigenous and racial minority communities. This not only means that transposing the
ideals of liberal welfare states in other parts of the world is another form of colonization; it
also means that the narratives of an idealised past itself need interrogating.

International social work education must also take into consideration that the neolib-
eralisation of welfare states such as Canada is itself linked to globalisation. The Canadian
state acts within a global arena to purchase social services, such as certain health care ser-
vices, at a cheaper rate within a marketisation discourse of welfare states (Stasilius 2008).
Another example of globalisation and its link to the neoliberalisation of the welfare state
is the fast tracking of Filipino nannies who come to Canada to do care work for young
children and the elderly to address the gap created by a retreating welfare state in Canada,
resulting in care provision for those families who can afford to purchase it (Stasilius 2008).
In the case of social work, globalisation is as much about disengagement of the responsi-
bilities the state has towards its citizens as it is about citizens becoming more responsible
for their own care by purchasing care within a global market.

Recognising not only the postcolonial reality of globalisation but also its increasingly
neoliberal character, particularly in countries of the global north, facilitates student learn-
ing as a result of exchanges where alternative notions of care, such as community develop-
ment models of care, help teach students from the global north other ways of doing social
work (Larson & Allen 2006). Self-reflexivity about the drawbacks and absence of welfare
states in the global north should facilitate the treatment of countries of the global south as
viable resources for teaching alternative ways of undertaking social care. This is precisely
what some educators from Canada have aimed to do when organising international ex-
changes for their students (see Larson & Allen 2006).

Moreover, social work, as I have already discussed, is an arm of the liberal welfare
state in countries of the global north, and as such it is constituted by and within the
nation-building project of colonial Canada. This is not the case only in historical terms,
but continues to be so within ‘postcolonial’ Canada. Internationalisation of social work
education must take into considerations the restrictions and barriers that social workers
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encounter when working with refugees, immigrants or generally anyone with a precarious
citizenship status. Social workers themselves carry some of the biases against the presence
of immigrants and refugees that emanate from the social policy context of liberal welfare
states in the global north (Park & Bhuyan 2012). This hierarchical nature of citizenship as
experienced by minority Canadians in their own society also has a bearing on how stu-
dents of colour and Indigenous students understand their own sense of national belonging.
It is important therefore that scholarship on international social work education does not
treat Canadian students as constituting a homogenous group even within critical perspec-
tives on international social work education by assuming that the basic aim of undertaking
such education is to interrogate their own sense of ‘innocence’ and privilege in relation
to countries of the global south. While this is true in some ways, differential citizenship
claims and social exclusions experienced on the basis of race and indigeneity must also
be recognised when undertaking preparation for international social work education ex-
changes.

Conclusions

In this chapter I have undertaken an analysis of some of the main themes that emerge
within the scholarship on international social work education in the Canadian context. I
have done so by focusing on one aspect of international social work education, namely
international student exchanges from the global north to the global south. My thesis has
been to insert and centralise the multicultural/settler identity of Canadian society in the
scholarship on Canadian international social work student exchange programs in order to
highlight some of the significant ways in which it adds to critical analysis on this topic.

Focusing on definition of global oppression, student outcomes and the Canadian
liberal welfare state, I have suggested that centralising the multicultural/settler identity
of Canadian society serves to collapse the binary that exists between national and in-
ternational as the basic assumption within which international social work education
normatively operates. I have also brought attention to the very different motivations and
dynamics present when minority students undertake international social work exchanges.
By examining the differential nature of experiences of Canadian citizenship based on stu-
dents’ social identity location, I have suggested that the scholarship on international social
work education must treat Canadian students as a heterogeneous group.

Lastly I have argued that centralising the multicultural/settler identity of Canada
brings to the forefront the geo-political nature of space and boundary crossing. Taking this
seriously makes the historical and contemporaneous reality of the colonial nature of power
relationships that divide the world into a global north and south more apparent.
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17
Economic crises, neoliberalism, and the
US welfare state: trends, outcomes and
political struggle1
Economiccrises,neoliberalism,andtheUSwelfarestate

Mimi Abramovitz

The rise of neoliberalism in the US represents a response to the second eco-
nomic crisis of the 20th century. Seeking to restore profits and economic
growth, neoliberal proponents called for redistributing income upwards and
downsizing the state. The resulting tax and budget cuts, privatisation, devo-
lution and weakening of social movements led to greater economic insecu-
rity/poverty, increased social problems, greater privatisation of services and
increased regulation of the poor. Neoliberalism created enormous wealth
for the top earners but it failed to produce the promised economic growth.
Three intertwined political tactics helped to convince the American public
to support polices that undermined their well-being and political power: the
fabrication of a crisis, the generation of four panics and the exploitation of
the resulting fears to impose policies that people would not otherwise stand
for. Social workers are encouraged to engage in political struggle to reverse
the unjust outcomes of the neoliberal assault on welfare states around the
world.

Neoliberalism is a theory of political and economic practices and a set of economic policies
that have become widespread in the last 30 to 40 years in the United States and interna-
tionally. It is most often associated with the structural adjustment programs administered
by the World Bank, the International Monetary Organisation and the World Trade Orga-
nization. However, neoliberalism has also governed domestic policy in the United States,
Canada, Great Britain and Western Europe during the last three decades. While the term is
less familiar in the United States, Reaganomics, supply side economics, and conservatism
– which refer to similar policies and practices – gained control of US public policy in the
mid-1970s and early 1980s and remain in place today.

Based on a belief in the inherent wisdom of the market, neoliberal advocates regard
market dynamics (e.g. private property rights, limited government, free markets, and free
trade) as the central mechanism for governing economic, social and political life (George

1 This chapter is a shorter and revised version of M. Abramovitz (2012). Theorising the
neoliberal welfare state for social work. In M. Gray, J. Midgley & S. Webb (eds), The SAGE
handbook of social work (pp. 33–52). London: SAGE Publications.
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1999; Harvey 2005). However, their call for limited government applies largely to domes-
tic social programs. It does not rule out – and often supports – active state intervention
on behalf of defence, national security, corporate welfare, and a range of policies that pro-
mote profitable economic activities (Harvey 2005). On the grounds that ‘irresponsible’
behaviour violates mainstream norms, neoliberalism also joins with social conservatism to
endorse practices that monitor, regulate, and control the lives of the poor. These include
greater use of welfare-to-work programs, stricter sentencing laws, zero tolerance polic-
ing, active deportation policies, increased policing of public schools and in general more
surveillance of program clients among many other intrusive or punitive actions (Schram,
Fording & Soss 2008).

Supporters defend neoliberal economic policies with two main arguments: (1) there
is no alternative to the market economy, and (2) that a rising tide lifts all boats. The first
view, popularised by conservative British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher (1975–1990),
holds that to avoid disaster, societies have no choice but to uphold free markets, free trade
and globalisation. The second argument implies that the benefits of business-friendly ne-
oliberalism will automatically trickle down to the average person. These ideas have become
embedded in the taken-for-granted consciousness to the point where (1) they are regarded
as ‘common sense’ by millions of people around the world (Ferguson 2004; Harvey 2005)
and (2) have made anything other than cooperation with its principles appear both utopian
and foolish. Critics, in contrast, say neoliberalism’s ‘survival of the fittest’ approach to so-
cial welfare and civic life has transformed social welfare policy in ways that undermine
the delivery of social services, increase poverty and inequality, create serious hardship for
many individuals and families, conflict with social work values and ethics (Dominelli 1999;
Garrett 2010) and have not produced the promised economic growth.

Despite the similar terminology, neoliberalism contrasts sharply with liberal political
theory that guided the development of welfare states since the 1930s in the US, Britain,
Western Europe and Scandinavia. Esping-Andersen (1990) identifies three types of liberal
welfare states: the liberal welfare state (as found in the US and UK), the conservative-cor-
poratist welfare state (e.g. Germany), and the social-democratic welfare state (e.g. Sweden
and Denmark). Each reflects a different interpretation of the relationship between the indi-
vidual, the market and the state. Liberal political theory remains pro-market but calls upon
the government to mediate the market’s excesses by ensuring a minimum level of wellbeing
below which no one should have to live (Mullaly 2007; Wilensky & Lebeaux 1958). In the
expanded social democratic version, this socially constructed standard of income, nutri-
tion, health, housing, and education enables individuals to thrive, rather than just survive,
and is provided as a right, not as charity (Marshall 1992; Mullaly 2007).

The US welfare state and 20th century economic crises

Neither the rise of the welfare state nor the neoliberal effort to dismantle it was merely ac-
cidental. Rather, both events in the US are best understood as a response by business and
government to the two major economic crises of the 20th century. The first crisis – the col-
lapse of the economy in the 1930s – brought the New Deal. The second crisis that arose in
the mid-1970s gave rise to Neoliberalism (Bowles, Gordon & Weisskopf 1986; Kotz 2003a,
2003b; Lippit 2010; McDonough et al. 2010). The social structures of accumulation (SSA)
theory (Bowles et al. 1986; Kotz 2003a, 2003b) explains that in the US and around the
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world each crisis surfaced when the institutional arrangements that had created the con-
ditions for profit-making in the prior 50 years began to deteriorate. The policies no longer
worked for the powers-that-be and had to be restructured or ‘reformed’.

The first economic crisis in the US and the New Deal

The first crisis in the US marked by the 1929 stock market crash revealed that the social
structures of accumulation (SSA) created in the 1890s to resolve a prior economic crisis
had collapsed. The 1930s elite blamed their economic problems on the laissez-faire para-
digm of minimal government action that had guided public policy during the preceding
50 years. They concluded that the nation needed a more active state to save capitalism from
itself (Woolner 2011). However unwillingly, they called upon the federal government for
help. Faced with extreme hardship, the poor, working class, and middle class also took to
the streets to demand a new and stronger government response. With considerable po-
litical struggle Washington responded with a new SSA (i.e. the New Deal) designed to
stimulate economic growth and mute the Depression-era social unrest.

The New Deal ushered in a major restructuring of the political economy based on re-
distributing income downward and expanding the role of the state. The new SSA included
two major social welfare components: (1) the progressive income tax code – i.e. 25 brack-
ets, a tax rate of 94% on the top bracket, and high corporate taxation (Tax Policy Center
2012a, 2012b); and (2) the transfer of social welfare responsibility from the states to the
federal government. The latter created an entitlement to income support some 50 years
after most other industrial nations had invested in social welfare. The sea change was
legitimised in the late 1930s by two events. The US Supreme Court declared the consti-
tutionality of federal responsibility for the general welfare, and leaders of business and
government accepted the economic theory of the British economist John Maynard Keynes.
Keynesianism called for greater government spending to increase aggregate demand and
otherwise stimulate economic growth and argued that a modest degree of deficit spending
usefully stimulated the economy. The wide range of New Deal programs helped business,
banks, farmers, workers and some families (mostly white) get back on their feet (for years
many programs excluded black domestic and farm workers). Despite this new spending, it
took the stimulus of war production to produce a full economic recovery.

The post-World War 2 welfare state

From 1945 to 1975, often called ‘the golden era of capitalism’, the welfare state grew in
response to population growth, the emergence of new needs, increased revenues, greater
administrative capacity and the victories of the increasingly militant social movements de-
manding a larger share of the economic pie (Marglin 2000). The new welfare state won
widespread support. It helped to ‘save capitalism from itself ’ by carrying out a complex set
of social, economic and political functions that mediated poverty, enhanced profits, and
muted social unrest.

The social functions of the welfare state included both relief and regulation. Following
the New Deal and into the 1970s, rising revenues enabled the government to provide a
minimum level of income below which no one was expected to live, especially not the
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white middle class. Overall federal revenues rose from 16.5% of GDP (1947) to a peak of
19.7% (1969) (OMB 2012, Table 1.2) and payments to individuals rose from 3.9% of GDP
(1947) to a high of 10.4% (1976) (OMB 2012, Table 11.1). The resulting downward redis-
tribution of resources reduced poverty from a high of 22.4% of the US population (1959)
to low of 11.1% (1973) (US Census Bureau 2013). The redistributive policies also narrowed
the inequality gap causing the share of the national income held by the top 20% of earners
to fall from 42.7% (1949/1950) to 40.6% (1974) while the much smaller share held by the
bottom 20% rose from 4.5% (1949) to a high of 5.7% (1974) (US Census Bureau 2013). In
exchange for greater economic security, program recipients often had to comply with white
middle-class work and family norms or risk penalties for departing from these prescribed
roles. That is, the rules and regulations of the expanding welfare state regulated the lives of
individuals by enforcing the class, race and gendered status quo (Abramovitz 1996).

The economic functions of the welfare state helped to create the conditions for prof-
itable economic activity and secured at least some corporate support for its programs. Less
widely recognised than its social functions, on the economic front the welfare state also
helped business by: (1) increasing purchasing power which ensured the daily consump-
tion of goods and services; (2) supporting families who in turn supplied business with a
healthy, educated and socialised workforce; (3) providing care to those too old, young or
ill to support themselves, activities typically carried out by women’s unpaid labour in the
home (Abramovitz 1992a); (4) pressing down labour costs by supplementing wages; and
(5) quieting social unrest resulting from market inequality. The expanded welfare state –
combined with technological advances, pent up postwar demand, the Cold War arms race,
and US control of world markets – fuelled economic growth. From 1947 to 1973 the real
GDP increased an average of 4.03% a year (Officer & Williamson 2011). The expanding
welfare state helped to raise the standard of living for many, if not all, US households, es-
pecially the white middle class, marked by the growth of both private sector wages and the
median family income (Mishel 2012). Since wages rose in tandem with increased produc-
tivity, workers reaped a fair share of the enlarged economic pie that their efforts helped to
create (Bernstein & Allegretto 2007).

The political functions of the welfare state promoted political stability. For one, welfare
state rules and regulations typically enforced work and family norms and otherwise con-
trolled daily behaviour. More systemically the welfare state mediated the contradiction
between market inequalities and the democratic promise of equal opportunity for all. New
Deal legislation, especially the Social Security Act (1935), the Wagner Act (1935) and the
Taft Hartley Act (1947), reduced political conflict by establishing an informal set of mutual
expectations known as the ‘labour accord’ in which trade unions exchanged higher wages,
better working conditions and access to public benefits for longer contracts and fewer and
less militant strikes, thereby contributing to the social peace (Lippit 2010; McDonough et
al. 2010; Neumann & Rissman 1984). In the 1960s, business and government entered into
similar race and gender ‘accords’ in which the civil rights and women’s liberation move-
ments exchanged an improved standard of living for less political conflict (Abramovitz
1992b). Overall employee compensation rose from 60.1% of the national income (1947)
to a high of 66.7% (1980). While corporate profits rose, they fell from a high of 13.6%
(1950) as a share of national income to low of 7.3% (1982) (Aron-Dine & Shapiro 2007).
The capacity of the expanded welfare state to reduce poverty and lessen inequality eased
the political discontent among the disadvantaged, legitimised ‘the system’ as fair to all, and
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otherwise contributed to economic stability and electoral calm on which business profits
depended.

Second economic crisis

From 1935 to 1975, the expanding welfare state sustained its social, economic and political
functions with reasonable success until the structural shifts in the domestic and global
economies undermined the effectiveness of the postwar Social Security Act. Third World
revolutions (e.g. Vietnam and others) reduced world power, US loss of access to cheap raw
materials abroad, and mounting international competition signalled the end of post-war
prosperity. The social movement victories also shifted the balance of power from the haves
to the have-nots. Like a strike fund, the economic backup provided by unionisation and
access to more substantial welfare state benefits emboldened workers to demand higher
pay, women to challenge male domination, and persons of colour to challenge white su-
premacy. However, these gains also raised the economic costs of corporate investment and
the political costs of maintaining the social peace. Taken together, all these changes weak-
ened the SSA set up in the 1930s to promote profits, political stability and family wellbeing
(Weisskopf 1981).

Faced with falling profits, the national elite decided that the New Deal, the post-war
welfare state, and the war on poverty were part of the problem rather than part of the so-
lution and argued for their demise (Harvey 2005). The welfare state, already an easy target
owing to ongoing racism and hostility to the poor (Abramovitz 2011), became a poster
child for the neoliberal attack on ‘big government’ for several reasons. Globalisation left US
firms less reliant on US workers (Greenhouse 1983) and therefore less willing to support
social programs that previously helped them to maintain the current and future workforce
and to appease militant social movements. The elite also blamed welfare state spending for
the enlarged deficit, rising interest rates, and other investment barriers (Amott 1993).

Neoliberal response: U-turn in public policy

Neoliberalism, the dominant response to the second economic crisis of the 20th century,
surfaced in the mid-1970s and took hold in the 1980s. The new social structure of accu-
mulation, best known as Reaganomics or supply-side economics, was launched in full by
the Reagan Administration and pursued in varying degrees by every US administration
since then. Seeking to restore the primacy of the market, redistribute income upwards and
downsize the state, neoliberalism called for undoing the New Deal and Great Society. Hop-
ing to dismantle the post-war welfare state, neoliberalism rejected government action as a
way to mediate the contradictions between the requirements of economic production (e.g.
low wages and high unemployment) and the foundation of family functioning (e.g. high
wages and low unemployment).

The now familiar institutional arrangements put into place to achieve neoliberal goals
and restore the primacy of the market included: (1) cutting taxes for wealthy individuals
and corporations to reduce revenues and limit the progressivity of the tax code; (2) shifting
social welfare responsibility from the federal government back to the private sector (pri-
vatisation); (3) shifting social welfare responsibility from the federal government back to
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the states (devolution); (4) reducing federal oversight of business, banks, labour markets
as well as consumer and environmental protections (deregulation); and (5) weakening the
influence of social movements best positioned to resist this austerity program. At the same
time, the New Right gained ground and called for (6) restoring patriarchal ‘family values’
and (g) a colour-blind social order to undo the gains of the women’s liberation and civil
rights movements.

The impact of neoliberalism: more poverty, inequality, privatisation, and
discipline of the poor

Neoliberalism represents a U-turn in public policy. From 1945 to 1975 US fiscal policy was
governed by Keynesian economic theory that recommended modest deficit spending to
stimulate the economy. A combination of numerous tax brackets and high marginal tax
rates ensured that revenues nearly covered the costs of government in 21 of these 30 years
with deficits running less than 1% of the GDP (OMB 2012, Table 1.3). During this now
demonised era of big government, the nation prospered: the economy grew, poverty and
inequality fell, wages and productivity increased in tandem and the standard of living rose
for most people.

By the mid-1970s the neoliberal drive to downsize the welfare state began to take its
toll. In 1981 Reagan declared, ‘The taxing power of government must be used to provide
revenues for legitimate government purposes . . . It must not be used to regulate the econ-
omy or bring about social change’ (Weisman 1981, 1). Changes in the US tax code (fewer
brackets and lower marginal tax rates for individuals and corporations) followed by the
2008 economic meltdown forced revenues down from 19.0% of GDP (1980) to 15.1%
(2009/2010) and 15.8% (2011) – lower than in 1951 (OMB Table 1.2). At the same time,
federal spending dropped from 21% or 22% of the GDP (1975 to 1996) to 18% or 19%
(1997–2007). It might have continued to fall but for the economic collapse that required
new and additional spending. The meltdown and the slow and jobless recovery, itself
a product of prior policies, led to various government responses including a stimulus
package, the bank bail-outs, emergency unemployment insurance benefits, foreclosure as-
sistance, plus the cost of wars, all of which forced spending up to 24.1% of GDP (2011) –
the highest level in any year since World War 2 after which it fell to 22.8% in 2012 (OMB
2012, Table 1.2). The gap between revenues collected and spending created an unusually
large federal budget deficit.

The proponents of shrinking the state pointed to the growing deficit to press for more
neoliberal tax and spending cuts. The resulting retrenchment undermined the social, eco-
nomic and political functions of the welfare state that had previously fostered individual
and family wellbeing, the conditions for profitable economic activity and social peace. In-
stead of generating economic growth as promised, the data show that neoliberal strategies
increased economic insecurity, poverty and inequality, as well as the privatisation of social
services, and efforts to discipline the poor. Given social work’s location at the juncture of
the individual and society, the profession once again faced picking up the slack.
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Economic insecurity

Economic security in the US increased during the neoliberal period. In 2011, 46% of US
residents did not earn enough to cover basic expenses, plan for important life events like
college, or save for emergencies like unexpected health bills. They lived somewhere above
the poverty line but constantly faced the danger of a financial catastrophe (WOW 2011).
Wages that once increased in tandem with productivity now lagged far behind due to out-
sourcing production, technological change and weaker unions (Lach 2012; Mishel et al.
2009; Mishel et al. 2012). The Department of Commerce reported that during the 2000s
big brand-name multinational corporations that employ a fifth of all American workers
cut their US workforces by 2.9 million while increasing employment overseas by 2.4 mil-
lion. At the same time, union membership fell from a peak of 35% of the civilian labour
force (1955) to a low of 11.3 (2012) (US Department of Labor 2013a), but only 6.6 % in
the private sector, the lowest level in a century (US Department of Labor 2013b). Reflect-
ing these trends, the share of national income going to wages fell from a high of 66.3%
(1970) to a low of 49.6% (2011), lower than in 1929 (Aron-Dine & Shapiro 2007; Norris
2011). Meanwhile the share going to profits rose from a low of 8% (1973) to an all-time
high of 14.2% (2011) (Norris 2011). Alan Greenspan (1997), former chair of the US Fed-
eral Reserve Board and neoliberal champion, once explained how business benefited from
workers’ rising economic insecurity: a ‘heightened sense of job insecurity . . . helps to sub-
due wage gains’

More poverty and inequality

In contrast to falling rates during the post-war period, poverty jumped from a low of 11.1%
(1973) to a high of 15.2% (1983) and fell only slightly to 15.0% in 2012 (US Census Bu-
reau 2012b). The inequality gap became an inequality chasm. In 2011, Latinos were most
likely to receive poverty-level wages (43.3 %), followed by African Americans (36.0 %) and
whites (23.4%) (Mishel et al. 2012)

The share of the national income held by the top fifth of earners (which had fallen dur-
ing the postwar years) rose from 43.6% (1967) to 51% (2012), the second highest share on
record; the share of the bottom fifth fell from a high of 5.7% (1974) to a low of 3.2% (2012)
(US Census Bureau 2012a). Inequality increased in almost every state of the union (Mc-
Nichol, et al. 2012) and the always wide racial disparities grew wider. More than 27% of
blacks, 25% of Latinos, and 12.3 % of Asians lived in poverty in 2012 compared 9.7% of
whites (non-Hispanics) (US Census Bureau 2012b). In 2012 white (non-Hispanic) earners
comprised 78.5% of those in the top fifth of earners compared to 6.7% for blacks, 7.8% for
Hispanics (of any race), and 7% for Asians (US Census Bureau 2012b).

More social problems

The growing poverty and inequality bred by neoliberalism generated economic hardship
as more and more poor and working-class families earned too little or lacked the cash
benefits they needed to buy food, housing, health services and childcare (Boushey et al.
2001). The long-term negative impact of cuts to health, training programs and all levels of
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education will be felt for generations to come, particularly in communities that are dispro-
portionately younger, have less access to academic programs, fewer financial aid resources
and diminished job-training opportunities (Cardenas 2012). In a study of more than 20
rich nations Wilkinson and Pickett (2009) found a linear relationship between inequality
and presence of health and social problems. The nations with largest inequality gap suf-
fered the most health and social problems and the inequality gap predicted the level of a
country’s health and social problems more accurately than its poverty rate. Sadly the US
had the largest inequality gap in the world. 50 US, states with the greatest inequality gap
also had higher rates of health and social problems. According to Nobel Laureate in eco-
nomics, Joseph Stiglitz (2013), widening inequality (at its deepest level since before the
Great Depression) is holding back the nation’s economic recovery as it leaves the middle
class less able to find work, consume, invest in education and pay taxes. He adds, ‘market
forces do not exist in a vacuum – we shape them. Other countries like fast-growing Brazil
have lowered inequality while creating more opportunity and higher growth (Stiglitz 2013,
8).

Privatisation of services

Despite mounting social problems, neoliberal privatisation strategies that favoured the pri-
macy of the market shifted social welfare responsibility from the public to the private
sector. As early as 1997, a Council of State Governments survey found that of all gov-
ernment departments, social service agencies were most likely to report increasing their
use of privatisation over time (Johnson 2001). Privatisation has penetrated deeply into
social work agencies. For example, marketisation, the earliest form of privatisation, trans-
ferred services such as prisons, welfare-to work programs, and public school management
into the hands of private, non-profit agencies and/or for-profit corporations. Since then,
managerialism has begun to bring market principles into social services through the adop-
tion of business management models. According to the Government Management Reform
Act of 1994, ‘To be successful in the future, government must, like the private sector,
adopt modern management methods, utilise meaningful program performance measures,
increase workforce incentives and flexibility without sacrificing accountability, provide
for humane downsizing opportunities, and harness computers and other technology to
strengthen service delivery’ (Nightingale & Pindus 1997). More recently financialisation
has deepened market penetration of social services by introducing the private investment
model in social services (e.g. social impact bonds to fund social programs), defined as
leveraging private sector capital to finance social services. For example, Goldman Sachs re-
cently invested about $10 million in programs aimed at reducing the recidivism rates for
Riker’s Island correctional facility youth.

Privatisation advocates also support the renewed emphasis on efficiency, productivity,
and performance outcomes while critics suggest that these emphases risk undermining the
quality of care and increasing the commodification of interpersonal relationships embod-
ied in caring work (Dominelli 1999; Ferguson 2004; Garrett 2010). In a study of the impact
of the neoliberal welfare reform on non-profit human service agencies in New York City,
Abramovitz (2005) found that social service workers were doing more with less. They re-
ported running uphill just to fix the problems retrenchment created for their clients. They
felt less effective, had less control over their work, and experienced troublesome ethical
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dilemmas leading to significant stress and burnout. Agency directors who adopted com-
pensatory strategies to make up for lost funds reported ‘mission drift’.

Disciplining the poor

Neoliberalism also promoted the welfare state’s capacity to control or regulate the be-
haviour of the poor that had lessened during the more liberal postwar era. The greater
directive, supervisory and punitive policies now disciplined subordinated populations for
failure to integrate themselves into low-wage labour markets and/or to follow heterosex-
ual marriage norms, most of which fall heavily on persons of colour (Schram et al. 2008).
In Regulating the Lives of Women, Abramovitz (1996) found that neoliberalism’s new rules
and regulations penalised women viewed as departing from prescribed work and fam-
ily roles and otherwise engaged in so-called ‘irresponsible behaviour’. The latter included
abortion, single motherhood, and same-sex marriage, among other personal choices.

How did this happen?

Social workers, among many others, have asked how it is that ‘the people’ were convinced
to accept a U-turn in public policy that undermined their wellbeing, self-interest, and po-
litical power. Two explanations come to mind: moral panics and the shock doctrine

Moral panics
Since the mid-1970s, the war on the welfare state has played to four prevailing ‘panics’ that
blinded people to their own self-interest: (1) the economic panic among the anxious mid-
dle class suffering falling wages and disappearing jobs; (2) the racial panic among white
people which surfaced as persons of colour and immigrants began to institutionalise their
hard-won gains and when the US elected a black president; (3) the moral panic induced
by changes in women’s role and family structures advancing women’s and gay rights, and
(4) the political panic among business and government leaders who feared the disaffected
might rise up and blame them for the nation’s mounting social and economic problems.
By playing the race, welfare, gay marriage and/or immigration cards, neoliberal advocates
convinced many people to vote for measures that undermined their economic security and
the common good. The politics of fear and hate have kept people divided, blinded to their
shared interests and, until recently, demobilised.

Shock doctrine
Neoliberals also resorted to what Naomi Klein (2007) calls the ‘shock doctrine’ to win sup-
port for their austerity agenda. The ‘shock doctrine’ refers to the creation or exploitation
of a crisis or a disaster and the manipulation of the resulting panic to impose policies that
people would not otherwise stand for. Neoliberals historically and to this day have stoked
fears of the budget deficit to shock or frighten the American people into supporting deep
tax and spending cuts. The federal budget deficit amounted to less than 1% of the GDP in
most years from 1945 to 1980 (except for the mid-1970s recession). Nonetheless Reagan
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used the ‘shock doctrine’ to win the Presidency and launch the neoliberal agenda by telling
the country that the federal debt was ‘out of control’ when in fact it was the lowest share of
the GDP in 50 years. During the last 40 years neoliberals have enacted tax and spending
policies that intentionally created federal deficits that far exceeded 1% of the GDP in all but
four years (1998–2001). Deficits ranged from a low of 1.6% of the GDP (1979) to a high of
5%, climbed to 10% (2009), fell to 8.7% (2011) and then to 7% (2012) (OMB 2012, Table
1.2) still the fourth highest share of GDP since 1946 (Cove, Edwards, Rafferty, Regan, and
Shakin (2012).

Echoing Klein’s shock doctrine analysis, Nobel Peace Prize winner and economist Paul
Krugman (2012) explained that: ‘all the hyped up talk about the deficit . . . is yet another
disingenuous attempt to scare and bully the body politic into abandoning many programs
including the major entitlement programs that shield both the poor and the middle class
from harm’(Krugman 2012, A29). He and other neoliberal critics explained that seeking
to build public support for their anti-government agenda, neoliberals defined the deficits
as a spending rather than a revenue problem and did so by ignoring the following im-
portant trends: (1) Economic growth during the tax hike period (1993–2001) exceeded
growth in two tax cut periods (1981–1993 and 2001–2007) (Ettilinger & Irons 2008). (2)
From 2001–2007, entitlement spending accounted for 10% of the deficit and discretionary
spending for 7%, compared to 48% for tax cuts (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities
2008). (3) Current projections indicate that between 2012 and 2019 virtually the entire
deficit will stem from the tax cuts (if extended in full), current wars and lingering ef-
fects of the recent downturn. (4) Finally, total spending (outside of health care) for low
income programs oft-blamed and frequently targeted for major cuts is expected to fall
below its prior 40-year average by 2020 (Kogan 2012). Based on these kinds of data, Krug-
man (2012) and others have concluded that the revenue gap is a side effect of the depressed
economy rather than social spending and therefore cutting domestic programs or other-
wise attempting to shrink the deficit rapidly will only make things worse. This is especially
so for low-income programs whose costs (outside of health care) are not rising as a percent
of GDP and thus do not contribute to the nation’s long-term fiscal problems (Kogan 2012).
On the other hand, social programs keep people out of poverty. Without the safety net,
28.6% of the population would have lived in poverty in 2010, nearly twice the actual 15.5%
(Sherman 2011). Porter (2012) posits that cuts in discretionary spending ‘would turn the
government into little more than a heavily armed pension plan with a health insurer on
the side’ (Porter 2012, 5).

Future of neoliberalism

Proponents of neoliberalism promised their pro-market, anti-state strategy would generate
economic growth that would trickle down to the average person. However, the data show
that while wealthy individuals and large corporations benefited from the upward redis-
tribution of income and wealth produced by neoliberal policies, the promised economic
growth failed to materialise. From 1950 to 1976 real GDP growth averaged 3.98% per
year (Officer & Williamson 2011). As the post-war social structures of accumulation that
motored this growth lost steam, advocates of neoliberalism insisted that their tax and
spending cuts would pay for themselves. However, this supply-side strategy failed. Instead,
from 1976 to 2007 the economic growth rate fell from nearly 3.98% to 3.09% a year. Dur-
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ing the subsequent economic meltdown (2007 to 2009) the average annual growth fell to
minus 1.55%. As the economy began its slow recovery from 2009 to 2012, the growth rate
increased slightly to an average of 2.38% per year. However, during the neoliberal period
(1976 to 2012), overall growth averaged only 2.83% (Officer & Williamson 2011). Harvard
economist Lawrence Katz told The New York Times, ‘This is the first time in memory that
an entire decade has produced essentially no economic growth for the typical American
household’ (cited in Herbert 2010, A7).

Even prior to the sharp drop in economic growth that accompanied the economic
meltdown, some neoliberal moderates began to question the neoliberal strategy aimed
at downsizing the state. As far back as 2004, Orszag (2004) – then Brookings Institute
economist, observed that the deficit-financed tax cuts were unlikely to have significant
positive effects on economic growth in the long term, and might well reduce it. In 2006,
Robert Rubin, then director of the Hamilton Project at the Brookings Institute, former
Treasury Secretary under Clinton, and Obama’s economic advisor, issued a report that
concluded that ‘getting government out of the way’ is fundamentally misguided since
sound government policy is essential to maximising long-term economic growth. To en-
sure the productivity of workers and advance the US’s ‘promise of opportunity, prosperity
and growth’ the report called for government-supported access to financial assistance, ed-
ucational training opportunities, and basic healthcare. Market forces, it added, must be
supported and supplemented by an effective public role, one in which government ensured
that the rules of the game were fair, transparent, and binding for all parties’ (Altman et al.
2006, 14).

During the 2008 presidential primaries, even conservative New York Times columnist
David Brooks (2008, n.p.) wrote: ‘Supply Side Economics had a good run . . . today’s Re-
publicans [must] envision a different role for government than the 1980’s Republicans
because workers want a government that is on their side’. Brooks recommended child tax
credits, universal healthcare, a tuition tax credit, and wage subsidies for laid-off work-
ers forced to take low-paying jobs. Brooks (2008) and Rubin (2006) both concluded that
the neoliberal tax cuts and hostility to government spending had become counterproduc-
tive. Both implicitly acknowledged the need for government to restore its traditional social
(wellbeing), economic (profitable economic growth) and political (political stability) func-
tions. The defeat of the Republican/Tea Party agenda in the 2012 US presidential election
suggests that public opinion may be moving in the same direction. In his second inaugural
address President Obama (2013) also pointed to the importance of an active government
when he declared: ‘Progress does not compel us to settle the centuries-long debate about
the role of government for all time – but it does require us to act in our time’.

Others worried that the neoliberal strategy aimed at redistributing income upwards
created too much inequality with problematic economic and political consequences. The
data show that each time the share of income controlled by the top 1% (and top 10%)
peaked, a major economic crisis followed. In 1928, after 50 years of laissez faire economic
policy, the top 1% of US households claimed a record 23.9% of the pre-tax national in-
come, the largest share since 1913. The following year the stock market crashed leading to
the Great Depression. In 2007, after almost 40 years of neoliberal laissez-faire policies, the
top 1% of US households again claimed a high 23.5% of the pre-tax national income, the
highest share since 1928. In 2008, the US stock market crashed again, leading to the re-
cession (Story 2010). Joseph Stiglitz (2013) suggests that this widening inequality is both
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holding back the nation’s economic recovery and sending the ‘American Dream’ – a good
life in exchange for hard work – to a slow death.

Others say that too much inequality undermines democracy. In 2006, Janet L. Yellen,
President and CEO of the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco, declared: ‘there are signs
that rising inequality is . . . impairing social cohesion, and could, ultimately, undermine
American democracy’ (n.p.). Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis (1856–1941) summed
the problem up many years ago when he said ‘We can have democracy in this county or we
can have great wealth concentrated in the hands of a few but we cannot have both’ (cited
in Collins & Yeskel 2005, 13).

While the relationship between inequality, economic crises, and political democracy
continues to be debated, one researcher suggested that inequality might have ‘pushed peo-
ple at the bottom of the ladder toward choices that put the financial system at risk’ and that
‘putting too much power in the hands of Wall Street titans enables them to promote poli-
cies that benefit them but that could put the system in jeopardy’ (Story 2010, n.p.). As early
as 1998, the author of a Morgan Stanley economic report stated:

With worker rewards (compensation) lagging worker contributions (productivity) since
the early 1980s, I have argued that it was only a matter of time before a politically inspired
backlash would occur that would shift the pendulum of economic power from capital
(shareholders) back to workers. While it hasn’t happened yet, there is no reason to believe
that such a reflex action won’t occur at some point in the not-so-distant future. (Foster
2004)

In April 2000, William R. Cline, a trade expert at the Institute of International Finance,
told Business Week: ‘What worries many people about globalisation [linked to neoliberal-
ism] is that the US does little to help those who lose out. You want to make sure that the
benefits of trade are fairly shared’ (in Bernstein 2000, n.p.). Former Federal Reserve Chair-
man Alan Greenspan stated, ‘an increased concentration of income . . . is not the type of
thing which a democratic society, a capitalist democratic society can really accept with-
out addressing . . . because excluding significant parts of the population from the fruits of
economic growth risks a backlash that can threaten prosperity’ (in Altman et al. 2006, 18).
Writing in The New York Times, Peter Goodman (2007) noted ‘unease with market forces
can be heard . . . [t]he invisible hand is being asked to account for what it has wrought’.

It is unlikely these observers could have anticipated the 2008 economic meltdown or
the Occupy Wall Street Movement that erupted in the US on September 17 2011 when
‘the 99%’ converged on Wall Street to let the 1% know ‘just how frustrated they are with
living in a world made for someone else’ (Ryan 2012). Occupy Wall Street exposed the
growing economic divide, put inequality on the public agenda for the first time in decades,
and drew thousands of people into the streets in the US and around the world. Presi-
dent Obama (2013) also recognised the role of collective action in creating the conditions
of the modern society when in his inaugural speech he celebrated Seneca Falls, Selma
and Stonewall – historic makers respectively of US women’s rights, civil rights and gay
rights movements. By rebuking, however mildly, both the attack on big government and
the assault on social movements, was President Obama rejecting the neoliberal paradigm
launched by President Reagan 40 year ago? Reflecting on the US economic meltdown Kotz
(2009) asked if rather than just another financial downturn, the US could be facing a sys-
temic crisis of capitalism that would only be resolved through major restructuring of the
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political economy. As with prior economic crises, the answers depend on the outcome of
the current political struggle represented by current legislative battles, electoral shifts and
street protests.

Conclusions

This article reviews the trajectory of neoliberalism in the US and its impact on the US
welfare state. Although the details differ from one country to another, neoliberalism has
produced rather similar outcomes internationally. Social workers in the US and around the
world downplay or ignore the need for political struggle at their own risk. If we become
silent, tolerate, or promote neoliberal strategies, we implicitly align ourselves with prin-
ciples and policies that foster hardship, decimate human services, and violate the social
justice underpinnings of social work. Although some people think taking a stand politi-
cises a previously neutral, objective, and apolitical profession, the historical record shows
that social work has always been political in that it deals either with human conscious-
ness or the allocation of resources. Since social workers cannot avoid the political, it is far
better to address the issues explicitly than to pretend they do not exist. The history of the
profession suggests activism on behalf of social work values offers a more ethical and effec-
tive option than calls for social work to avoid the political. Without such political struggles
over the years, neither social work nor society would have changed for the better.
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The Nordic welfare model, civil society
and social work
TheNordicwelfaremodel

Gurid Aga Askeland and Helle Strauss

Over several years the United Nations (UN) has been ranking the Nordic
populations amongst the happiest in the world. One of the factors that seem
to contribute to the happiness is an underlying trust between people. An-
other factor is the income equality with a small gap between rich and poor.
Equality is one of the characteristic aspects of the Nordic welfare state. Equal
communities produce less social problems, such as lower crime rates, less
substance abuse and less mental health problems.

The chapter introduces the Nordic welfare state model, and some of the
characteristics of the civil society. It briefly discusses how the welfare state
and civil society influence social work education and practice.

The Nordic welfare state is a well-known concept. It refers to the five Nordic countries of
Sweden, Finland, Iceland, Denmark and Norway. While there are variations between these
countries, there are major similarities that distinguish the Nordic welfare model from sys-
tems in other countries in the world. This chapter will primarily consider Denmark and
Norway.

The welfare state developed in a period when Denmark and Norway were rebuilding
after World War 2. It built on reforms and regulations from the late 18th century onwards
when structures in communities were changing due to industrialisation and urbanisation.
We are aware that our countries today are rich and prosperous, which influences the way
our societies deal with welfare. Both countries have a population of about five million.
While Denmark is a member of the European Union and Norway is not, both countries
are to a much lesser degree affected by the financial crisis that has hit southern European
countries.

A few decades ago several politicians and researchers predicted a cut-back of welfare
state services. It was claimed that globalisation would put pressure on the Nordic welfare
state and make it impossible to maintain this welfare model. But despite undeniable prob-
lems posed by globalisation, the Nordic welfare model has proven to be highly resilient
and popular (Greve 2007).
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Different welfare models

There exists no generally accepted definition of welfare, and the term is used with different
meanings. In this chapter we refer to the welfare state as the way a country arranges for,
creates, regulates and finances social institutions. The welfare society or regime are con-
cepts which came into use in the 1990s when it was admitted that the responsibility for
pursuing the welfare state lay in the cooperation and interaction between the state, civil
society and the market.

Welfare models have been explained as three types by Esping-Andersen (1990):

• Liberal/Anglo-Saxon model (UK, US, Canada, Australia and New Zealand): social ben-
efits reserved for the neediest. The state is responsible for core services, mostly in
cooperation with non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Individual freedom and
self-responsibility is valued.

• Corporatist–Conservative, also called the Continental Model: social security is funded
mainly by mandatory regulated insurance linked to work.

• Social Democratic – Nordic countries: universal model characterised by progressive tax
rates, and the state carries out most of the social welfare (Esping-Andersen 1990).

In many countries in the world, including the Mediterranean countries, social problems
are expected to be taken care of by the extended family, the church or voluntary organ-
isations. Today the three models mentioned above, are carried out in blended forms in
various countries. Some general characteristics, however, are still recognisable as particu-
lar for the Nordic welfare model.

The Nordic welfare state is multi-dimensional and aiming at a high level of human
wellbeing. Johansson defines this by nine components: ‘health, employment, economic
resources, knowledge and education, social integration, housing and neighbourhood, se-
curity of life and property, recreation and culture, and political resources’ (Johansson cited
in Kvist et al. 2012, 2).

Values behind the Nordic welfare states were consolidated by the social democratic
parties in Norway, Sweden and Denmark. According to this understanding, citizens were
born into a social community. A slogan created by the Social Democrats put people in the
centre of the policy, ‘Denmark for the People’ (Christiansen 2007).

The seeds for the welfare state in the Nordic countries were planted long before the
social democratic parties came into government. Nevertheless, the model is called a social
democratic one as the growth of the welfare state happened when these parties were in
power, and therefore have been credited for it. Nonetheless, it is important to emphasise
that all political parties in Nordic countries have over the years and to a very large degree
agreed with the basis of the welfare state.

Ideology of the Nordic welfare regime

Universalism is a central aspect of the Nordic welfare systems by which basic, standard
support for every citizen is secured through social laws. This means that any individual
or family, rich or poor, is entitled to social security. Universal rights are linked to illness,
disability, unemployment, old age pension and child raising (child benefit). This system
provides a basic feeling of security in everyday life, and as legally based rights, avoids con-
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veying a sense of charity. Universalism was not primarily a social democratic principle, but
a compromise of risk-sharing between different classes. Later on it has become a politi-
cal and social value adhered to by all parties and a basic characteristic of the welfare state
(Kuhnle 2012).

Solidarity is an important principle by which ‘the broadest shoulders bear the greatest
burdens’. The fortunate support the less fortunate, and stronger people take care of the
weaker, because the individual sees itself as part of a unity, where the cohesion of the com-
munity is not just a political cliché, but a set of community rules – a way of acting – which
is rooted in the common culture. There is an expectation that nobody exploits the system.
Everyone does his/her duty and receives his/her rights.

Equality in relation to social security, free health care, education and job opportunities
is an ideal of the Nordic welfare state. The state aspires to achieve formal equality in several
ways, like by sex discrimination acts, and in Norway quotas for admission to various ed-
ucation programs, and board positions for women in the public and private sectors. Real
equality, however, is difficult to obtain, as the state cannot make up for differences in pri-
vate networks, informal resources and support systems. Equality in result is not obtained
by universal rights alone as less advantaged people will need more support in order to
achieve the same opportunities as more advantaged ones (Hansen 2007). Accordingly,
social work and social care systems as well as means-tested benefits are necessary supple-
ments to the universal rights.

Principles of the Nordic welfare state

The structure of the Nordic welfare model is based on politically agreed principles to enact
or be responsible for:

• political conflict resolutions and decision making, based on consensus
• financing the welfare policy
• organising the services
• content and extent
• welfare policy resulting in less poverty and less income difference (Kuhnle 2012).

The welfare system builds on a long tradition. In Denmark the first poor laws mentioned
were in 1708, in Norway 1755. Whether the governments are liberal, conservative or social
democratic, the differences in their interpretation of the welfare system are rather small,
as the majority of the populations agree with the ideological basis of the welfare state. It
is based on a balance between the authority of the state and the freedom for the individ-
ual. Our parliaments consist of many different political parties and also our governments
are often formed as a coalition of two or three parties. This model has been possible as
the Nordic countries have developed a specific parliamentary democracy of consensus be-
tween the parties (Kuhnle 2012), made possible by there being less opposition between
classes in the Nordic countries than in the rest of Europe. The welfare state deals with es-
sentially democratic decisions on issues such as state investments, employment, housing,
health, social security and education, and whether the state manages these in such a way
that at least some minimum standards are achieved.

Globalisation has made the economy more complex. However, in this global market
the Nordic welfare states have been, in spite of high wages, high taxes and with high levels
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of public intervention, very competitive. Some companies that have moved offshore have
started to move their businesses back home. Competitive success has been due to high ef-
ficiency, know-how, innovation and a trusted public sector with minimal corruption. This
has resulted in these countries maintaining prosperous economies as well as commitment
to a state-supported welfare sector. One strategy has been an emphasis on human-capital
formation and high labour-force participation.

The Nordic Governments have been following a mixed economy, which is a combina-
tion of a planned and market economy. The state constitutes a large part of the economy as
it provides a good-sized amount of jobs in the public sector. This facilitates a strategy of ac-
tive interventions with high public expenditure in order to maintain high employment and
social welfare. Through the progressive tax system the necessary redistribution of wealth is
provided. This progressive tax system is an important basis for financing the welfare state.

To pursue an extensive welfare state, a stable, sufficient tax income is necessary. This
has been achieved by keeping up a high employment rate which also requires women to
take part in the workforce and become taxpayers. As a consequence of most women work-
ing outside the home, the state has had to take over several of the obligations that used to
be family responsibilities. Thus, a need emerged for care institutions for children provided
by the public, as well as institutions and home care services for disabled and elderly peo-
ple. This again created new workplaces, particularly for women. In order to secure a high
quality service, institutions should be staffed with professional people, which relies on ed-
ucational institutions to train them.

A basic idea is to make it possible for the society to alleviate its social problems and
to enrich and equalise the living conditions of individuals and families (Greve 2007). In
this way the most socially damaging effects of the market are reduced. The welfare system
represents a compromise between the need for profit maximisation of the market and the
consequent social insecurity for individuals, and, on the other side, individuals’ need for a
minimum of social security.

Administration of the welfare state

The distribution of public welfare state services in the Nordic countries is divided between
the state and municipalities. While the social security scheme is rules-based, founded on
universal rights and financed by the state, the social services are means-tested and covered
by the municipalities. The majority of the social workers are employed by the municipali-
ties and provide supplementary social services based on assessments. Social workers’ tasks
in the municipalities are primarily within child protection, integration into the labour
market, social benefits, housing and supporting vulnerable people and families. Addition-
ally, social workers are employed in hospitals, mental health, probation, refugee centres
and in voluntary and private organisations.

User participation, which can be traced back to the social work original principle of
client self-determination, has now been adopted and included as a principle in the social
legislation. In reality, user participation is interpreted and practised to various degrees,
from filling in various forms, to expecting users to express their opinions or to make their
own decisions. An example of the latter is that disabled people are entitled to hire personal
assistants paid by social security.
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The public organisation and administration of social work in the Nordic countries has
been influenced by neoliberal principles politically and economically (Høilund and Juul
2003). The new public management (NPM) approach has recently permeated the welfare
regime, with its market orientation philosophy, privatisation, competition, standardisa-
tion, contracting, outsourcing, accountability and control. Citizens become consumers in
the NPM system with purchase-provider arrangements. Language, titles and concepts are
changing to fit with business and management ideology: people have become products;
social workers are titled ‘social entrepreneurs’ and ‘result managers’. Social work and social
workers are less frequently used concepts in public documents and laws.

There is also a change from political and professional social work leadership to man-
agement leadership, followed by reorganising and merging of services into bigger units.
The idea has been that transferring the NPM system, developed with business methods,
into the public sector should increase the quality and efficiency of the latter, and reduce the
encroachment of the state (Payne & Askeland 2008; Greve 2007). However work principles
in a business sector might not work as well in a non-profit public sector. Thus the influence
of NPM has resulted in increasing bureaucratization, creating dilemmas for social workers
in relation to their values and professional approaches.

What is described above is supported by a Finnish study based on interviews of 24
social service workers. It shows that the social sector increasingly operates according to
market principles and economic-rationalistic framing of time, contrary to the relational
understanding of time in social work. ‘To maintain their sense of self as skilled profession-
als, workers actively re-access and adjust their identities to exigencies of working life, but
not without difficulties’ (Hirvonen & Husso 2012, 351).

Social workers’ potential to support individuals in their decisions for positive change
is often based on a trusting relationship developed over time. In social work, following
bureaucratisation the request for professional assessment has declined and professional au-
tonomy reduced. Social workers experience less time and space for relationship building
and individual needs-assessment based on a holistic approach (Røysum 2009, 2010).

For some time politicians and administrators have become more aware of how time-
consuming administrative procedures are, detracting from resources that could be used in
services that assist people. The new conservative Norwegian Government, in office from
2014, has as one of its goals a reduction of bureaucracy in public services. The municipal-
ity of Copenhagen in October 2013 decided upon an ambitious ‘trust reform’ making the
social services more efficient and promoting professional core performances by dismissing
demands for unnecessary time consuming documentation and procedures (Rasmussen
2013).

NGOs and private organisations

As a supplement to the services provided by the welfare state, NGO, private and volunteer
organisations have always existed, partly supported by public funding. As mentioned
above, the role the voluntary organisations play has been particularly acknowledged since
the 1990s. Sometimes voluntary organisations function as an eye opener for the public
as they may recognise and deal with people’s immediate needs in a less bureaucratic way.
Examples are crisis centres for women with violent partners, and drop-in centres for pros-
titutes, homeless people or drug addicts. NGOs have thus been forerunners before the state
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took over responsibilities. Private organisations may be non-commercial or commercial
enterprises, which offer services for the public sector, for instance in foster care, child and
youth institutions and services for people with substance abuse.

Civil society

A high percentage of the population use their voting rights compared to most countries.
The voting rate for the national parliaments in Norway was 78% in 2013. In Denmark
about 8% voted in 2011, which is the highest percentage achieved in that country. This may
show that the population trusts the voting system and the political system and wants to
make their contribution. Although voting not compulsory, many people consider voting a
moral duty. Freedom of speech, free press, transparency in the public sector and access to
social media makes it possible for people to express their opinions, and politicians are eas-
ily accessible. This has an ideological basis, and voter influence is greater due to the relative
small population in our countries compared with many other countries.

In the Nordic countries about 40% of the population is engaged in voluntary or-
ganisations compared with 20% in the rest of Europe. On average people uphold 6.5
memberships in various organisations, which is twice as many as in Western Europe (Ar-
nesen et al. 2013). Voluntary organisations contribute to the democratisation of a country.
People are occupied with voluntary work in areas of sport, culture, health, in church and in
other religious organisations. In addition, people might unite temporarily to pursue a com-
mon interest like refurbishing public institutions. Voluntary activities also provide people
with social relations, social networks and may result in better health (Loga 2010).

Work is a deeply rooted value for Nordic people influenced by a protestant thinking
(Kærgård 2007); although today the Nordic countries are secular societies. Employment
serves two purposes: financial self-support and work as an activity which at the same time
gives better self-esteem and accomplishment as well as access to social relationships and
informal network in the workplaces.

Membership in trade unions is high although declining. The labour movement has
had significant influence on the development of the welfare state (Wahl 2009). In negoti-
ations with the employers’ organisations salaries, standard working conditions, including
average working hours (now approximately 37 hours weekly) and vacation (around five
weeks a year) are settled. In case important national services are put at risk by strike
or lockout, the state may become involved as a third party during negotiations. The
parliaments in our respective countries will then launch impose compulsory mediation,
whereby the conflict will be settled by arbitration.

Participation and influence on working conditions is legally stated, and decision-
making about the future in public and private workplaces takes place in boards through
democratic processes where employees are represented. The distance between manage-
ment and employees is small and the relationship is based on mutual trust. Employees have
high degree of autonomy and influence how their work is carried out, and in some profes-
sions possibly from a workplace at home. Similarly, parents are represented on boards in
their children’s institutions and schools (Gudmestad 2013).

The Nordic countries are considered to be family– and women friendly with a balance
between work hours, family responsibilities and leisure time. Equality between women and
men has been facilitated by women’s participation in the labour market, which also made
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them independent of a male provider, and by many women taking up important civil and
political positions, supported also by women’s rights organisations.

Even if quite a few women have double workloads, it is fairly common that household
responsibilities and tasks linked to children are approximately equally split between part-
ners. Parental leave can be divided between parents according to different legal regulations.
In Denmark the mother has 18 weeks of maternity leave. The parents can divide an
additional 32 paid weeks according to their preference and 14 weeks without funding.
Mandatory leave for fathers has been discussed but was not passed through legislation. In
Norway parents may choose between 100% payment for 47 weeks or 80% for 57 weeks.
Twelve weeks each are reserved for of the mother and father, the rest has to be divided be-
tween them according to their preference. Parental leave is an active policy instrument to
change the male role, by emphasising the fathers’ duties and rights, which have resulted in
fathers strengthen their relationship with their children (Kabeer 2008).

Schooling is compulsory for 10 years in Denmark and 12 in Norway. Free education
for everybody including university level has been an aim in the Nordic welfare state, which
has resulted in a high degree of social mobility. Access to education is a feature of social
justice and applies to any citizen regardless of life conditions and social class. Public grants
and study loans have been supporting young people in their aspirations for higher educa-
tion. Anybody who has skills and desire should have access to compete on equal terms for
the highest posts in society regardless of social origin.

Children are trained in democratic processes and asked to express their opinions in
kindergartens, schools, higher education, in pupils’ councils and at home. They are used to
having their voices heard and expect to be able to negotiate their rights. Children’s opin-
ions must be heard before formal decisions that affect them are made, even from a very
early age. For instance, this includes decisions concerning parents’ custody by divorce and
interventions by child protection services.

Social work education – past and present

The welfare state developed particularly from the 1960s onwards with an expansion of the
social security system and social services as well as in the health and educational sectors.
The 1970s has been called the golden age of social services with a focus on prevention, ed-
ucation and rehabilitation.

Accordingly, there was a growing demand for a profession to staff the bureaucracy that
was established to carry out tasks related to the social policy laws and regulations. Social
work was found to be an appropriate profession to perform the functions, and separate
schools of social work were established during this period, building on the short and few
courses developed in the 1920s and 1930s. During the few last decades social work educa-
tion has been expanded and merged into universities or university colleges.

Social work education has been reorganised to adhere to the Bologna system of higher
educational programs. The countries’ educational institutions offer bachelor’s and mas-
ter’s degrees and some also PhDs. While the bachelor programs are based on a generalist
model, masters’ programs have different profiles and offer various specialisations. Some
master’s and PhD programs are primarily social-work oriented and others are interdisci-
plinary.
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Who decides the content of the educational programs?

The state regulates the structure, length and content of the social work education through
governmental frameworks and publicly funded evaluations organised by relevant govern-
ment department, to ensure equal quality on a national level. Various stakeholders, such
as government officials, the social worker union, labour union, educational staff, students
and user organisations are invited to voice their opinions in hearings. Social work educa-
tion has also been influenced by new public management.

Apart from the governmental framework, there is a certain freedom for the educa-
tional institutions and staff to prioritise specific courses and curriculum, and thus decide
which ideologies and theories to emphasise. Sometimes professional unions will be invited
to have their say. Students have their influence through membership on the institutional
board.

Most social work programs on a bachelor level emphasise basic knowledge, skills and
attitudes that prepare students to reflect on and adjust to various future jobs and organisa-
tional and political changes. In accordance with that social work in our context is closely
related to the welfare state, social policy and social legislation are important courses in all
bachelor programs.

The authorities expect social work students to graduate with ready-made knowledge
and skills to practice in a bureaucratic social service field, and be familiar with various
passing fashions in models and methods, although there are different opinions between
social work employers and the government representing the above view. Educational pro-
grams, on the contrary, emphasise what constitutes social work as a profession. Social work
is more than assisting people through a bureaucratic system, and thus social work students
need to understand social problems in a holistic context, including obligations of the so-
ciety as well as people’s opportunities. It is important to prepare students for the challenge
of finding the balance between support and control in their future work with clients. They
need to learn how to analyse and influence administrative and political processes when
social justice is pursued or resources are not sufficient in the organisations in which they
are to perform their work. Students furthermore need to be able to integrate theory and
practice, to critically reflect on values, various approaches, practices and social systems; to
meet, understand and build relationships with people in various positions (Strauss 2012).
Students’ ability to reflect is usually more highly valued than mere reproduction of exact
knowledge in assignments and exam papers. External examiners are used to various de-
grees, and students have a right to appeal the exam boards’ markings.

In our secular societies spirituality and religion have to a large degree been overlooked
in a holistic perspective in social work education. In this way the coping resources that
people might find in spirituality and religion may get lost. Our students also need to learn
to be aware how religion can be used as a tool for oppression.

A policy principle in all higher education is that students are responsible for their own
learning. Students are expected to acquire the curriculum partly on their own, by reading
and in study groups, as lectures will not give a thorough review of the literature, but rather
widen the perspective of it. Educational programs offer various learning and teaching ap-
proaches and resources. The students teach each other, are actively involved in discussions
and reflection, take part in skill training groups and in performing various oral and written
assignments with or without staff supervision. Teachers invite students to engage and share
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their opinions in class, in order to train their competences in verbal expressions. This is
also seen as an important tool in supporting their professional and personal development.

Student and staff exchanges

According to the Bologna Process, an extensive international student exchange is required.
This takes place both in field placement and in theoretical studies within the frame of
the different Nordic and European exchange programs, which also covers staff exchanges.
In addition, quite a few students prefer to go to countries in Africa, Latin- and North-
America, Asia or Australia. Regrettably, this seems to be a one way stream, as few foreign
students are able to study in our countries, due to language barriers and the cost of living.

A few bachelor programs offer one semester in English inviting foreign students to
study together with local students, and some master programs are offered totally in Eng-
lish. However, few students from developing countries succeed in getting funding for their
studies in our countries, unless they are accepted as quota students.

Academisation and research

Over the years academisation of social work education has taken place, resulting in an in-
creasing emphasis on research, theory building and publishing. Following from this, social
work education has become highly independent of Anglo-American professional litera-
ture as Nordic social work literature is sufficient for study and research. However, to keep
up-to-date in the various fields of social work and for inspiration, professional literature,
particularly in English, is widely used. Except for Finnish, the Nordic people are able to
read each other’s languages, and thus social work literature can be used across the Nordic
borders.

Contextualisation of the curriculum is important, not the least because of the strong
legal aspects of social work in the Nordic countries. The teaching staffs do not only
comprise social workers with different experiences and specialisation, but also other pro-
fessionals teaching law, social policy, economy, sociology and psychology, and thus from
different perspectives contribute to a holistic understanding of social problems, people and
society.

Over the years there has been increasing expectations and financial support from the
government to involve educational staff in research. Today there is a tendency for social
work research to include users and practitioners. Practice research is attempts to build a
closer relationship between research, theory and practice to make research more relevant
and useful for practice and for education.

What are the challenges?

The welfare state secures basic conditions of existence and satisfaction, which is strongly
supported by the majority of the Nordic people and the political parties. To maintain a
welfare state requires a public bureaucracy. However to reduce bureaucracy is an aim of
the political parties in our countries. The ultra-right wing parties would also like to reduce

18 The Nordic welfare model

249



the level and amount of welfare services. Still, it must be kept in mind that even traditional
liberal and conservative parties in the Nordic countries are in most aspects far more left
than for instance the Democrats in the US.

The Nordic welfare state has been continuously exposed to criticism. The criticism
falls in particular in three areas. Firstly, it has not reached it goals. We continue to have
social problems like crime, substance abuse, relative poverty and not satisfying integration
of refugees and immigrants. Secondly, the welfare state bureaucracy and security system
is too expensive to maintain and in the long run may be unaffordable, especially since fi-
nancial coverage may decrease with a declining tax paying workforce as the number of
children is less than the growing elderly population. Expenses have gone up, due to an
increased population and more extensive administration, which does not mean that the
services have been better (Wahl 2009). Thirdly, it has been claimed that the welfare soci-
ety produces dependency and irresponsibility (Hansen 2007). One criticism is that benefits
are so high that some people prefer to live on those rather than support themselves by
work. But it has also been found that some children, whose parents living on social secu-
rity or benefits, cannot afford to participate in leisure and social activities together with
their classmates (Andersen, Ejrnæs & Larsen 2010).

Even if the welfare state seems to survive, we also see signs of undermining and weak-
ening of the welfare state through increasing individual responsibility, increasing poverty,
social exclusion, bigger differences between rich and poor and commodification. So what
we think should be the essence of a welfare state, will influence how we judge its status
(Wahl 2009).

Despite the Nordic successes in stemming the tide of income inequalities better than
most countries, inequalities have also somewhat increased in our region. However, even if
there are slightly more poor people today in the Nordic countries, the proportion is still
lower than southern Europe.

Furthermore, it has been maintained that high wages make it impossible to compete
in the globalised world. The importance of formal education has been emphasised by the
academisation process supported by politicians. However, some young people without
particular academic skills have increasing difficulties as our communities have developed
into knowledge societies. When practical skills are not appreciated in the schools, the
schools produce drop outs, and these young people may later have difficulties in getting
jobs, since almost any job requires some academic skills. Instead, guest workers are taking
over.

Nordic countries had a very homogeneous population until the mid-1970s when im-
migration primarily from Turkey and Asian countries started. Later on there has been an
increasing flow of refugees and asylum seekers from Latin America and Africa which con-
tinues to be a challenge to inclusion in society. Although it is an issue of concern, studies
have shown that Nordic countries do not perform well enough when it comes to inte-
grating immigrant in the labour market or preventing poverty among them (Gerdes &
Wadensjö 2012). From former Eastern European countries our countries have had an in-
creasing amount of guest workers, primarily doing manual work. In addition some people
from these countries, including Roma people, arrive with no rights, nowhere to stay and
try to make a living by begging in the streets. People from southern European countries
now come in search of work because of the financial crisis.

The unemployment rate is low in Norway and Denmark, about 3% in the former and
about 6% in the latter in 2013. Both countries are members of Schengen, the EU pass-
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port cooperation, which allows citizen to move freely within the borders of the member
countries. With a youth unemployment rate of about 25% in Sweden, both Denmark and
Norway have seen a flow of youngsters seeking work in our countries. In Norway 85 000
Swedes are registered in the labour marked. By living and working in the Nordic countries,
guest workers earn social security rights, some of which are also valid after returning to
their home countries. This is causing discussions about universal rights.

To combine support and control is often presented as a dichotomy between manage-
ment and client orientation, and becomes especially a challenge when social workers are
in positions where they provide means tested support. However, how to negotiate the bal-
ance between the two orientations is an old discussion (Christiansen 1990). According to
Terum (2003), few models and methods exist that are developed for how to practice social
work in a bureaucracy of the welfare system. They will not solve the dilemma, but it might
have helped social workers more to be less prone to become influenced by and adjusting
too easily to the ideology of the sociopolitical system and the bureaucratic management,
and less likely to set aside the theoretical basis and social work values. A study of a critical
reflection group in a social service agency showed that the social workers were not used to
and felt uneasy about being asked about the value basis for their decisions (Askeland et al.
2011).

There are parallels between the Nordic social welfare state characteristics, like univer-
salism, solidarity with the vulnerable, user participation, and social work principles such as
users’ self-determination and human rights. Following from this, the welfare state should
be a work place where social workers should be able to work according to the principles of
the profession. New public management which includes a high degree of control and less
democratic processes (Wahl 2009) does not seem to fit well, either with traditions and cul-
ture in the Nordic countries, nor with social work values. Rather, the degree of control and
accountability seems to demotivate employees, where quantity counts more than quality.

In some countries the efficiency and economic benefits of competition, reduction and
fragmentations have been questioned, and they are looking for coordination and holistic
thinking, which has been denoted as post-NPM-reforms (Stamsø 2009, 74). New public
management has been influencing public administration in the Nordic countries, includ-
ing social welfare over the last decades, but in several places critique is growing towards
the weaknesses of the model and how resources are spent on procedures rather than on
core performances towards service users. There seems to be a political awareness of this
and a will to do something about it. However, the only reforms that have been introduced
are intended to counteract the negative effects of the NPM, and not to counteract the ide-
ology behind it.

Conclusions

The welfare state and equality of the civil society contribute to the wellbeing of people. Ac-
cording to the World Happiness Report people’s experience of happiness has to do with
how they experience confidence, security, prosperity, freedom, community, health and a
balanced life in regard to work and family. The importance of these qualities is recognis-
able in the Nordic welfare principles and the society. For social work these values are key,
and the values of the profession fit well with the values of the Nordic welfare system.
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However, the lack of sufficient services in different areas of our community is pointed
out all the time, and calls attention to service providers as well as politicians. The free press
plays an important role in maintaining the values and the good condition of civil society
and welfare state.
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Part 6
Social work and social change
Socialworkandsocialchange





19
Social work education in the
post-socialist and post-modern era: the
case of Ukraine
Socialworkeducationinthepost-socialistandpost-modernera

Tetyana Semigina and Oksano Boyko

During the last decade there have been significant changes in social work
observed in many post-socialist and post-Soviet countries (Ukraine, Russia,
Lithuania, Georgia etc.). The aim of this chapter is to introduce the interna-
tional social work community to the context of social work developments in
transition countries. The specific focus will be on Ukraine as a post-socialist
country where social work as a professional project as well as social work ed-
ucation have been established quite recently.

Specific consideration is given to the existing post-socialist society’s
body of social work knowledge as the key feature of the social work profes-
sional project (Weiss-Gal & Welbourne 2008) and social work education. The
interplay between political context, public values, social work teacher profes-
sionalism and professional practice development is considered.

The first social work training programs in Ukraine (as well as in some other post-socialist
countries) were introduced at the beginning of the 1990s. At that time in the state which
had just seceded from the USSR and announced its independence, there was a simul-
taneous process of social services development, social work emerging as an academic
discipline, and formation of civic society institutes – in other words, all those things which
did not exist during the socialist time. The background for all these social-political changes
was chaotic organisation of market relations and rapid social stratification.

The history of social work education in Ukraine is both interesting and challenging at
the same time (Bridge 2002; Ramon 2000; Semigina et al. 2005). In Ukraine social work
as an academic discipline was officially established in spring 1991. The first professional
school of social work in Ukraine was founded in 1993 with the support of the European
Tempus British-Portugal project where outstanding British educators Shulamit Ramon,
Steven Shardlow, David Brandon and others were engaged and the school became the part
of the national university Kyiv-Mohyla Academy. The first master’s degree program based
on a generalist approach to social work and European values was launched in 1995.

The first bachelor programs in social work in Dnipropetrovsk, Chernigiv, Uzhgorod,
L’viv and other Ukrainian cities were developed within the frames of European and Cana-
dian projects. Experts and academics from various countries were eager to share with
Ukraine the first-hand developments in social work, while every local university had been
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developing its own program of training of social workers which had been mirroring both
a position of international project experts as well as the specific context and content of the
University and the faculty within which the courses were to be housed. In some universi-
ties the accent in training was made on legal direction, the others made it on a sociological
one, and some others on psychological or management ones. Thus, diversity was a key fea-
ture of introducing social work as an academic discipline in Ukraine.

Currently in Ukraine the social work specialty is delivered in nearly 50 educational es-
tablishments of different types and forms of ownership (Semigina et al. 2005). The social
work degree programs have found their place at different faculties such as psychology, so-
ciology, social management and others.

This chapter presents the results of the study on social work education development in
the process of structural changes in Ukraine with regard to establishment of social work as
a ‘professional project’ (Larson 1977). This chapter briefly establishes the context in which
these changes are taking place and outlines the new arrangements. It indicates some of the
complex factors that are shaping Ukrainian social work and discusses the significance of
these changes with regard to post-socialist transformations in the country.

Theoretical background and methodology

The chapter is based on the idea of professional project which is developed in the sociology
of professions and is based on Weber’s concept of society as a scene where social groups
compete for economic, social and political rewards, and the group creates the project.
Supported and explained by Freidson (1970) and Larson (1977), the idea of professional
project has been developed as a strategy.

Researchers claim that the social work profession is a modern profession (Weiss-Gal &
Welbourne 2008; McDonald 2006). Social work education as well as social work academics
are significant components of this project. It is mainly by their efforts that elements of the
professional project are created as professional associations, ethical codes, academic jour-
nals, and the system of continuing professional education. With regard to the nature and
status of teaching as a profession, there is, according to Larson (1977), agreement that pro-
fessions are characterised by a combination of the following general dimensions: a body
of knowledge and techniques professionals apply in their work; training to master such
knowledge and skills; a service orientation; distinctive ethics, which justify the privilege of
self-regulation that society grants them; and an implicit comparison with other occupa-
tions, which highlights their autonomy and prestige.

For the general overview of social work in Ukraine made in this chapter, there have
been the indicators used identified by Weiss-Gal and Welbourne (2008) in the study of
social work professionalisation. Based on the above, the indicators suggested for social
work professionalisation study include: (1) public recognition of professional status; (2)
professional monopoly over specific types of work; (3) professional autonomy of action;
(4) possession of a distinctive knowledge base; (5) professional education regulated by
members of the profession; (6) an effective professional organisation; (7) codified ethical
standards; and (8) prestige and remuneration reflecting professional standing. These ap-
proaches to the core of social work professionalisation are completed with the important
concept of social work professional ideology (Evetts 2003). This includes the professional

Global social work

258



values and beliefs motivate people to act, but it goes beyond that – being incorporated into
relations and discourses about social problems and the ways to tackle them (Souflée 1993).

Besides this, important considerations are given in the chapter to the impact of inter-
national actors on development of national approaches to organisation of social workers’
training and to the content of academic programs. At the same time, complex interactions
are addressed between global and local levels of standardisation of social workers’ train-
ing systems based on non-linear processes of glocalisation (an incorporation of the local
and global) observed in post-socialist countries (Buzarovski 2001), and contextual effects
which determine professionals’ behaviour and mediate global imperatives (Burbank 1994).
Thus, special attention was paid to different types of context that influence social work as a
professional project in Ukraine.

The chapter is based on the analysis made in consultations with the local social work
academics and educators during the meetings, professional round table discussions, and
reflections from our own experience of creating the first social work program in Ukraine.
It is well grounded on empirical literature on social work education in the country and re-
view of relevant legal documents.

Societal conditions and political context

From 1991 Ukraine was undergoing a transition from centrally planned economy to a
market-oriented one. It was the time when the country was experiencing the system crisis:
numerous political, economic, social and cultural problems were intensified and sud-
denly became urgent. Break-up of the Soviet Union and the following collapse of the state
economy resulted in shortages of goods and food, and triggered such social problems as
unemployment, emigration, homelessness and poverty. Major political and social changes
were accompanied in Ukraine, as well as in Russia and some other post-socialist countries,
by dramatic growth of juvenile delinquency, drug and alcohol misuse, mental health issues
and HIV/AIDS epidemics.

Interdependent difficulties and problems accumulated and aggravated with time, lead-
ing to increased numbers of people in need of social protection and support. Economic
decline and increasing poverty led to greater inflows of those seeking residential care. The
problems with social services and social exclusion were further exacerbated by scarcity of
public resources and the fragmentised character of administrative, managerial and finan-
cial means.

The political, economic and social development of Ukraine as well as other post-Soviet
countries shows that a certain continuum of political regimes emerged after the collapse of
the USSR. Some countries (Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania) were oriented on integration with
the European Union and implementation of democratic values, while others (like Russia,
Uzbekistan and others) preserved the authoritarian political system. Ukraine is somewhere
in the middle of this spectrum.

In 20 years of independence of Ukraine, the local political, economic and social
context that has significant impact on social work and social work education can be char-
acterised by:

• elitism in political and social life (the Constitution adopted in 1997 proclaims Ukraine
a welfare state; however, standards of living are very low, the socialist-style system of
privileges for elite groups was preserved)
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• lack of cohesion of political actions (reforms of welfare services and higher education
were announced and adopted by laws, but they were not implemented)

• social stratification (the current situation features high levels of economic inequality,
poor remuneration of those employed by public services, including social workers, ne-
cessity to pay out of pocket for the services that are officially free of charge – medicine
and education)

• ambivalent combination of state paternalism (with intention of state to regulate all areas
of society) and neoliberalisation, including expanding of transnational corporation ac-
tivities

• ambivalent and limited influence of international norms and actors (major interna-
tional conventions were adopted in Ukraine, e.g. Convention on the Rights of the Child,
UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, but they have not been im-
plemented; international organisations provide huge financial support to the Ukrainian
Government; however, they have minimal impact on political traditions in a country
with deeply rooted corruption and non-transparency)

• socialist political rhetoric (power in country belongs to rich elite groups using populist
proclamations of helping the poor; provision of social guarantees and social equality,
while political actions are intended to support the position of rich groups and not the
development of welfare programs).

Since 2010, the democratic values and civic society development in Ukraine are shutting
down. The regression tendency of the last few years evidences further conservation of the
bureaucracy system and authoritarian management in many areas, including medicine,
education, and social work. The Ukrainian political situation has turned to become similar
to Latin-American capitalism – oligarchic and dependent on patronage from the upper
class (Montaño 2012).

While huge social problems demand the development of social work and social work
education, the societal and political context has been a challenge for such a development.

Social services (institutional) context

McDonald (2006) stresses the institutional context which presents challenges for social
work practice and education, which is also relevant for the Ukrainian context. The specific
situation of Ukraine is that the social work development was not started from a ‘zero’ point.
Ukraine, as well as other countries (Russia, Georgia, Latvia, Lithuania and others) inher-
ited from the USSR the network of social institutions where there were no social workers
and which were established based on the ideological perspective of social pathology. The
prevailing general approach to addressing social issues was inherited too, with the under-
standing that they should be addressed similarly to medical issues or to those issues which
the social control approach should be applied to.

During the Soviet times the system of social support was farmed out to bureaucrats.
Existing social issues either were not addressed at all, or were ignored on ideological
grounds. The public system of social welfare, created in the situation of lack of any charita-
ble organisations, was characterised by extremely restricted social support with minimum
social guarantees (Semigina et al. 2005).

Outreach services were launched in Ukraine in the 1990s. A network of territorial cen-
tres to provide day and home care to the elderly and disabled with no families were set
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up in every territorial district of Ukraine, although even now they still offer only a limited
range of services provided to few categories of the eligible population.

In 1991 the first public social services for youth were organised to ensure positive so-
cialisation of young people. These social services target disabled children, young families
having problems, and preventing diseases in youth communities. The number of staff is
insufficient, and in most cases they have small public financing which creates difficulties
in running full-fledged programs aimed at social adaptation and rehabilitation of socially
vulnerable groups of children and families.

Development of NGOs’ activities offering social services and self-help groups (organ-
isations of clubs and day centres for handicapped children and their parents, people with
mental health problems, drug users and their families, and the HIV-positive) provides
evidence for possible future changes while some new social work concepts have been intro-
duced into the context (like foster care, family conferences etc.) and are legally bounded.

Despite existing innovative social services, the public social services system definitely
requires further organisational, legal and personnel development. Major challenges that
the public system of social services experiences are: its fragmentary structure, predomi-
nantly in-patient arrangement and little continuity in providing services to specific groups
of clients. Still relevant is the actual reforming of social care that will address the issue of
de-institutionalisation and introduction of community-based models of social care (Semi-
gina et al. 2005). New methods of social work are often adopted through international
cooperation and are supported by international donors. Usually, these changes are rooted
in systemic models of social work, and in many cases they are not consolidated to make
sustainable modification of practice. Institutional conditions, especially in public services,
limit the initiative of employees of social services, as they have to perform mainly func-
tional duties following a paternalist scheme of thought and action.

So, starting from the 1990s, the structural development of social services in Ukraine
took place. However, these services are still far from the non-discriminatory ideology of
modern professional social work and predominantly have personnel without social work
education; moreover, they do not see the need for such personnel.

Professional context confronting the development of social work education

As a specialty, social work was approved by the Presidential Decree and by the relevant
law of the Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine in 1997. In 2004 social work was
included into the current Ukrainian Occupations Classification, and since then it is an of-
ficially accredited profession in the country.

The important features of social work as a profession in Ukraine that influence the
scope and the quality of social work education are:

• absence of licensing/registration for social workers or social services (in Lithuania and
Estonia such procedures were introduced, while in Georgia they were only adopted, but
not really implemented into practice)

• deficit of professional boundaries identification
• title of social worker may be granted to anyone working at social services; people with-

out training may call themselves social workers
• the public’s lack of knowledge of the functions of social workers.
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• Despite the legal demand for managers of social services to have a social work educa-
tion, the reality is far from this expectation (meetings in September 2013 with more
than 50 managers of all public services from one of the Ukrainian regions revealed that
none of them had education in social work and discussions uncovered lack of basic so-
cial work knowledge).

At the same time, most social workers – graduates of higher educational institutions – do
not work in the profession due to low salaries, low status of social workers, poor working
conditions and very few promotional opportunities. The status of social workers is con-
sidered to be lower than health care professionals such as nurses, physicians, psychologists
and psychiatrists.

Iarskaia-Smirnova and Romanov (2013), while describing the Russian social services
sector, stressed the persistence of the monopoly position of organisations providing public
services and the limited possibilities of NGOs for creating a competitive environment, a
lack of standardisation and standard regulation in this field, and a weak knowledge base
concerning methods of working with clients. Similar context can be observed in Ukraine.
The contemporary situation in Ukrainian social work demonstrates a lack of professional
standards and training, lack of professional monopoly over specific types of work and lack
of possession of a distinctive knowledge base, whereas these indicators are amongst the
key ones (Weiss-Gal &Welbourne 2008) for social work professionalisation. These services
do not build up a proper demand for educated social workers and do not cooperate with
universities in training or retraining social workers.

An important challenge for the social work practice and education is the impact of
international projects implemented in the country, which has a double effect. From one
point, the impact can be considered to be extremely progressive and important in terms of
professional developments and exchanges of ideas and practices. From the other perspec-
tive, a lot of paraprofessionals appeared because of short-term trainings the specialists had
within the training programs (Semigina 2008). Those services that were the international
projects’ outcomes do not usually require any people with social work education. Both the
state and the international structures supporting developments in the field of social work
do not have any request for educated social workers. This creates challenges for the social
work professional project formation in Ukraine, where, according to Freidson (1970) and
Larson (1977), professionally trained social workers are starting to fight for control over
the profession.

Another indicator of professionalisation – an effective professional organisation – is
underestimated in Ukraine where such a professional association could play a leading role
in developing social work nationwide. Currently there is a number of professional associa-
tions in the country with limited membership and leaders without social work education;
none of them have real power to change the situation and to lobby social work professional
development or influence what is taught in universities.

The professional values of social work are not promoted among workers of Ukrainian
social services. In 2005, the Code of Ethics for social workers was adopted in Ukraine by
the Order of Ministry of Youth, Family and Sport Affairs. This code is not based on the
latest ‘Ethics of Social Work – Principles and Standards’ (approved by IASSW and IFSW in
2004) and is not embedded in day-to-day practice of social workers. Moreover, there are
no state sanctions for violations of the Ukrainian Code of Ethics for social workers.

The professional ideology of social work in Ukraine, as in many transitioning coun-
tries, is heterogeneous. On the one hand, Soviet-style welfare programs (preserved to some
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extent) keep the tradition of state paternalism, pro-medical approaches to practice and fo-
cus on ‘helping relations’. Social workers develop public services, and clients expect that it
is the social worker’s responsibility to solve problems; the client is often in the passive role
of a recipient and at times sees themselves as a victim of social circumstances.

At the same time, neoliberal context and its individualist perception of social prob-
lems, enhanced by post-modernist views strengthening reflexivity and reciprocity in social
relations, lays a new foundation of ‘social work as a service’. This is a consumerist approach
that may in the future be the norm in Ukraine. According to Otto and Schaarschuch
(1999), this concept refers to a client as a highly individualised person who exercises choice
according to her/his individual preferences. In Ukraine, as in many transitioning coun-
tries, the tendency pointed out by Noble (2004, 291) for Western countries is evident:
‘Social work is increasingly allowing the market to dominate its agenda by accepting that
consumerism is the key paradigm in welfare reform’. The only difference is that welfare re-
forms were not introduced in a systemic way, which created more fragmentation in the
domain of social services.

Thus, the professional context of social work in Ukraine is rather challenging. Staff of
the social services are predominantly not educated social workers, there is a limited pub-
lic recognition of the profession and lack of professional monopoly. Professional practice
is highly discrepant and contradictory; it sets ambivalent demands for social work educa-
tion.

Broad academic context of social worker training

In the early 2000s, in Ukraine reform was announced of the highly centralised and over-
regulated education system inherited from the Soviet time. It was expected that the coun-
try should introduce the three cycles of the education system (bachelor, master and PhD)
according to the requirements of the Bologna Declaration (1999). A broader understand-
ing of the Bologna process principles and their adoption by Ukraine raises the issue of
the commonality of the social work curriculum across national borders; promotion of
mobility for students, teachers and researchers; and promotion of cooperation in quality
assurance (the items stressed by Labonte-Roset 2004). The latter are included into the ob-
jectives set by the European Ministers’ Group to be reached in order to achieve greater
compatibility and comparability of the educational systems. However, though officially
modernising the education system according to the Bologna Declaration, the Ukraine ed-
ucation system has not been transformed yet.

At present in Ukraine, according to Semigina et al. (2005), the system of training for
social professions (social workers, social pedagogical staff and other professionals in the
country) has four accreditation levels: (1) pre-professional training (vocational schools,
lyceums); (2) professional training (colleges, technical schools); (3) graduate studies (uni-
versities, institutes); (4) postgraduate studies (universities, institutes of postgraduate stud-
ies, courses of advanced training).

There are two other levels in the Ukrainian education structure: (1) postgraduate or
pre-doctorate studies (training that results in a scientific degree of a candidate of sciences,
that is, an intermediate position between the master’s and doctorate degree at US univer-
sities; this degree is generally required to teach at the university level and to engage in
scientific research); (2) doctorate studies (training that results in an academic degree of a
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Doctor of Sciences which is equivalent to the Doctor of Philosophy degree at US universi-
ties).

In brief, degrees currently granted within the Ukrainian system of higher education
are the following:

• Specialist Diploma level – refers to the normal university degree, five years of study
• Master Diploma level – refers to the normal university degree, one or two years of study

(depending on previous qualification obtained)
• Candidate of Sciences (Candidate Nauk) level – refers to the postgraduate/aspirantura

or pre-doctorate studies, 2–3 years of study. In EU terms it may be qualified equal to
PhD

• Doctor of Sciences (Doctor Nauk) – refers to the highest doctorate conferred in
Ukraine (Doctoral Studies).

The Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine preserves its highly bureaucratic role in
regulating all aspects of education. For example, postgraduate or pre-doctorate and doc-
torate studies offered at universities, institutes and research organisations should have the
special authorisation of the Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine. The degrees are
granted following the presentation of a thesis to the specialised scientific committee, which
is then reviewed in terms of content and procedural steps by the Ministry of Education
and Science of Ukraine. At the same time, the ministry does not care about the interna-
tional educational standards; for instance, the Global Standards for Social Work Education
and Training (Sewpaul & Jones 2004). Universities have no autonomy and proper rights
(for the selection of students into the program, to shape the program curricula including
fieldwork and so on). The same situation can be observed in Russia (Iarskaia-Smirnova &
Romanov 2013), while in other countries, e.g. Estonia (Raudava 2013), Lithuania (Vaana-
nen et al. 2009), and Georgia (Shatberashivili 2012), the role of the governmental bodies
in the higher education of social workers became more modest, and professional commu-
nities play quite an active role in the educational process.

To sum up, it is worth noting that Ukraine has an outdated system of degrees (not in-
corporated into new European reality) and the professional community has no influence
on setting academic requirement for social worker training, as all standards and regula-
tions are set up by the governmental bodies.

Specific social work education academic context

At the very beginning of social work introduction as an academic discipline in Ukraine,
in the context of different Western projects, modern standards were brought and shared
from the UK, Canada, Belgium, US, and Germany. However, the localisation process has
affected the adoption of knowledge and values within the Ukrainian context. Reviews of
Ukrainian textbooks and academic programs, results of research and discussions with aca-
demics demonstrate that social work education in Ukraine follows the tradition of those
countries where the social work knowledge base consists of a combination of ‘imported’
knowledge (much of it developed in the US, Canada and the UK), and ‘indigenous’ knowl-
edge that has been developed in the country itself (Weiss-Gal & Welbourne 2008). This
‘indigenous’ knowledge mainly refers to Soviet types of thinking, with the concepts of
pathology, social control and positivism as the core vision of professional activities. Thus,
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most totalitarian ideas found their space within the approaches to the educational content.
Populism and paternalism are the core ideas underpinning social work practice, facilitated
much by positivism – the highly promoted basis for the vision and for the research evi-
dence. It is supported by the view that social work is a highly utilitarian and pragmatic
practice. This approach reduced ‘theoretical knowledge’ to an instrumental understand-
ing of a situation or instrumental knowledge for action (Montaño 2012). Universal social
change theories on which social work was founded (Noble 2004) are in many cases ignored
or only briefly reviewed in the academic course ‘Social Work Theories’, but are not used
in the courses in social work with different types of clients. The School of Social Work of
the national university Kyiv-Mohyla Academy is one of the few Ukrainian faculties which
incorporated the social change theories into its curriculum courses. Its lecturers used the
frames of international projects and professional exchanges to get trained on the core so-
cial change theories as well as on the best practices mirroring them.

At the same time, students and professors may gain modern knowledge of social
work theory and practice from local and translated textbooks, professional journals and
communication. The key documents of the International Association of Schools of Social
Work and the International Federation of Social Workers were translated and published
in Ukrainian: International definition of social work (Semigina & Bryzhovata 2002), Ethics
of social work (Ischuk 2008), the ‘Global standards for social work education and training’
(Yakovlyev 2010); and ‘The global agenda for social work and social development com-
mitment to action’ (Semigina & Boyko 2012). Attempts are made to internationalise the
existing curriculum via introducing different guests and optional courses with the updates
on social work internationally (Boyko 2011; Kabachenko & Boyko 2011; and others).

The academic programs are overloaded with general courses of sociology, philosophy,
history and languages introduced by the Ministry of Science and Education as mandatory,
while the share of field placements is modest, being at some universities 5% of all academic
time.

The existing system of higher education standards in Ukraine consists of a range of
standards including the state and the branch ones as well as the special ones for higher edu-
cation institutions. Before 2011 each Ukrainian university engaging in social work training
was quite free to introduce different approaches to training, to identify a range of knowl-
edge necessary for a social worker to have their own interpretations of social worker’s
competencies, and relevant formation of curriculums. In 2011, the branch standards for
social work started to be developed; however, they have not been officially adopted yet. No
service users or social work practitioners are invited or included into the Ministry Work-
ing Group on developing the branch standards for social work education in Ukraine. The
indicative and disturbing fact is that, out of nearly 40 members of this group, only two per-
sons have a master’s degree in social work.

Underlying this inconsistent development is the profile of social work educators. We
support the thesis of Kornbeck (2007) that the education profiles constitute a very valuable
type of evidence which ‘points to important aspects determining the identity and status
of the discipline within academia, and of the profession – evidence of the ways in which
social work knowledge is perceived in the national contexts’ (98). Social work educators
constitute a powerful factor that localises the international standards.

Before 1995 the only training for social work educators was provided via special
courses, usually within the frames of international projects, and significant numbers of
people came to social work education having education and professional backgrounds in
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other specialties, sometimes not related to social work. This had an impact on the content
and quality of the knowledge delivered by them to the students.

Current requirements for social work education in the higher educational settings re-
quire the social work academic to have a relevant higher academic degree on the subject
they deliver to students. Because of the lack of the third cycle of education (PhD programs)
in social work in Ukraine, it does not seem realistic to meet such a requirement. To meet
the general state standards in the country, social work faculties have to include lecturers
of allied specialties with academic degrees but without any practice experience in social
work. In most cases they deliver training to the students based on theoretical knowledge
they have. Lack of relevant practice experience amongst social work academics seems to be
critical as social work is essentially an applied discipline. This lack of trained social work
academics and professionals teaching in the programs leads to fragmentation of the social
work body of knowledge in the country and creates obstacles for its professionalisation
(Boyko & Kabachenko 2011).

However, there is a strong belief amongst Ukrainian academics that introduction of
the third level of education in social work in Ukraine will assist changing the current situ-
ation, where social work as a relatively new profession and academic discipline in Ukraine
has a marginalised status – neither acknowledged as a separate field of education nor hav-
ing completed the three cycle education. Because of this, those academics making attempts
to advance their academic degree and to pass the third cycle of social work education (by
studying for the PhD) have to find the space for their dissertation thesis within other fields
of education such as Pedagogy, Sociology, Psychology. These disciplines integrate social
work and create at its base ‘new specialties’.

The first attempt made in Ukraine on introducing the third cycle of education in social
work has been the first pilot project on introducing the first PhD in Social Work and So-
cial Policy Program implemented at the School of Social Work at the national university
Kyiv-Mohyla Academy in 2009–11, within the EU Tempus Project (Kabachenko, Savchuk
& Boyko 2011). However, this program is still not recognised by the governmental bodies.

It is professed that, since the 1990s, there has been a process of ‘academisation’ in Eu-
rope (Otto & Schaarschuch 1999; Staub-Bernasconi 2009) which mainly refers to social
work strengthening as an independent academic discipline. This process is being stimu-
lated, in the first instance, by acknowledging social work as an independent professional
area of activity which, in turn, needs its own research and academic centres, theoretical
and practical approaches to conducting research, as well as the development of evidence-
based social work practice. However, in Ukraine these issues so far have not been discussed
amongst academics, lecturers and practitioners who are working in the social work educa-
tion sector (Boyko & Kabachenko 2011).

One of the core challenges to social work education in Ukraine is its unclear mission
and purpose. Should it prepare staff for current social services that actually do not need
educated social workers with modern knowledge, or work to develop the professional pro-
ject ahead of practice and then change this system?

The above vignette of social work education developments in Ukraine might be con-
nected with many of the debates which have been identified globally. The issues raised are
similar to those analysed internationally (Weiss-Gal & Welbourne 2008; Staub-Bernasconi
2009; Hugman 2010), i.e. the professionalisation of social work; contextualisation of social
work knowledge, skills and values; differential access to resources and influence; and who
plays what role in developing social work education.
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Conclusions

Professionalisation of social work has not been completed yet in Ukraine, as there is a gap
between the education and training and practice application. Social work as a profession
and as a discipline has been introduced in the country, but it does not yet possess the whole
range of specific features of the professional project. It is being trapped by ambivalent
tendencies of preserving old paternalistic welfare traditions, strengthening of neoliberal
societal conditions, and post-modern multifaceted paradigms of a ‘new’ social work prac-
tice.

The lack of the third cycle of education in social work in the country results in the
lack of academics and researchers capable to conduct studies in social work, to create and
to develop social work research centres and communities, and to educate and promote
evidence-based practice. This, in turn, hampers the social work professionalisation and has
a negative impact on social work education as the content and the requirements of social
workers’ competences have been permanently diluted by the significant impact of peda-
gogy, psychology and sociology.

The professional community is not commissioned to establish standards. Instead, this
role is played by professional bureaucrats from relevant ministries. Policy decision-mak-
ers do not have the relevant education and experience, and do not share (in most cases
they are even not aware of) social work values and professional requirements. Thus, such
indicators of professionalisation like professional autonomy of action and professional ed-
ucation regulated by members of the profession are under threat. Thus, the system of social
workers’ education and training in the country does not seem to be corresponding to the
Global Standards.

The international cooperation in social work education development in Ukraine was a
useful catalyst in the initial stage; however, the paternalist scheme of thoughts and actions
have gradually been substituted by a democratic egalitarian perspective ‘imported’ to the
country in the 1990s.

Lessons from Ukraine (and their comparison to other post-socialist countries) might
be interesting for those considering the contextualised behaviour of professionals and im-
pact of political factors on social work education development.
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20
Social work education in Eastern
Europe: can post-communism be
followed by diversity?
SocialworkeducationinEasternEurope

Darja Zaviršek

Social work education in Eastern Europe is marked by a historical period of
state socialism and its socially constructed understanding of the person and
the collective. Since the individual was subsumed by the collective, and so-
cial policy served the goals of the communist state, social work education in
Eastern Europe has traditionally focused on the theories of collective social
justice and equality. Theories of economic and social justice and universal
social protection are still more represented than the theories of self-determi-
nation and the understanding of human rights from the universalist-particu-
larist perspective. The key epistemological challenges are the understanding
of diversity, empowerment and the ethical dilemmas in social work. There is
a gap between social work education and social work practice, which opens
some concerns about the methodological approaches of teaching, the selec-
tion of the students and the large numbers of newly qualified social workers
every year. Educators previously came from sociology, psychology and law
sciences, while today social work teachers most often come from the social
work discipline and social work is taught at universities. Most social work
departments have undergraduate and master programs and some have also
developed doctoral programs.

The Eastern European region is geographically, historically and socially a wide and diverse
territory and social work education depends and is influenced by two time periods and
political as well as social regimes: state socialism (in some countries from 1921 but mostly
after 1946 until 1991) and the post-socialist transition (1991 until present times). The
region encompasses the former Soviet Union republics (Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus,
Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova, Russian Federa-
tion, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, Uzbekistan), Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Kosovo, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and countries that have become part of the Euro-
pean Union in 2004 (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovenia, Slovakia, including the
three Baltic countries already mentioned), in 2007 (Bulgaria, Romania) and in 2013 (Croa-
tia). There is no single definition of what is Eastern Europe, but in order to understand the
development of social work education the common denominator is state socialism.
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In addition to state socialism, the pre-communist period of the three different empires
(Habsburg, Ottoman and Russian Tsars), geographical and economic differences, large dis-
parities between urban and rural areas, religious influences (Roman Catholic, Orthodox,
Muslim), multiethnic territories, and relations between ethnic groups contributed to the
state of today’s social work education, social welfare institutions and professional practices.
As the philosophy of social work sees the person within his or her context (biographical,
social, political, structural), like social work practice itself which is always contextual and
local, so also the development of social work needs to be understood within its impedi-
ments in different places, times and power contexts.

Social work schools and programs in the region

Despite the belief that social work did not exist in Eastern Europe prior to 1991, today
there is considerable research which shows that professional social work education was es-
tablished in some countries in the region after World War 1 (Poland, Hungary, Romania,
Bulgaria), but was disrupted and closed down at the end of World War 2, or soon after
(Hering & Waaldijk 2003; Schilde & Schulte 2005; Hering & Waaldijk 2006). For the com-
munist leadership, social work was associated with capitalist ideology, seen as backward
and a counter-ideology compared with the socialist idea that universal employment would
ensure all other economic, social and emotional needs of people and establish the system
of universal social and health protection.

Yugoslavia was the only communist country which had established schools for social
work after the communist takeover (in 1952 in Croatia, in 1955 in Slovenia, in 1957 in
Macedonia and Serbia, and in 1958 in Bosnia and Herzegovina), which is today perceived
as a unique development of social work education under communism (Zaviršek 2005,
2008, 2012). The understanding of ‘socialist social work’ from the communist period was
that ‘social work carries out the goals of social policy’ and social workers were primar-
ily expected to work in the areas of social assistance delivery, family protection (which
included foster care for children who had lost parents during the war or who were aban-
doned, and divorced and single mothers) and to prevent ‘deviancies’ (especially alcoholism
and intentional unemployment). Social work education was imposed from above to in-
fluence the everyday life of people (Zaviršek 2008, 2012). The social work teachers were
with rare exception members of the Communist Party and only ideas and practices accept-
able to the regime were taught and practised. During the 1970s a social work teacher from
Slovenia translated a classic social work book Concepts and methods of social work written
by Walter Friedlander in 1958 and, after that, a respected party member teacher was asked
to rescue him, otherwise he would be expelled from the school.

After 1991, all countries of Eastern Europe with the exception of Turkmenistan estab-
lished social work education, mainly as a four or five year university program. Most of the
programs were established with the support of international organisations, and in most
cases Western academics (mainly from the US and Europe) were involved in the devel-
opment of the departments, schools or programs. Some programs depend entirely upon
Western funds. During the establishment of the first social work department in Ukraine at
the Kiev Mohyla University in the early 1990, the classrooms were named after the names
of the donors, like ‘the Swiss room’, while only social work students who were enrolled in a
Western-funded educational project were entitled to drink English tea during the breaks to
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warm up their cold hands (D. Zaviršek, participant observation, Kiev, winter 1997). There
were many Western ‘social work missionaries’ who didn’t take account of culturally appro-
priate social work approaches and contexts and clearly dominated the local academics who
struggled with poor language skills and lack of international experience. Simultaneously
there were also a number of those who wanted to learn and to teach on an equal ground,
carried books in their own suitcases in order to plant the seeds for the local social work li-
braries, helped students to get scholarships and accommodated them in their homes across
the globe.

Due to such developments, social work education in Eastern Europe has become
inevitably international. Eastern European social work students often knew more about
social work in English-speaking countries, but had few ideas and almost no structural sup-
port to adopt and implement the transformed knowledge into the local context.

Until recently, educators in the region came from other social sciences (mostly so-
ciology, psychology and law), while today social work teachers most often come from
the social work discipline taught at the universities. Most social work departments have
undergraduate and master’s programs, but some developed doctoral programs too. The hi-
erarchy between other social science disciplines (psychology, pedagogy, special education,
law) remains untouched, with social work being at the bottom of them. One of the rare ex-
ceptions is Georgia today, where social workers are among the most wanted and best paid
professionals within the caring professions in the country. They are seen as having a mod-
ern and good-quality education compared with the old-fashioned Soviet-type education of
some other professionals (D. Zaviršek, personal communication, 23 November 2013, Tbil-
isi).

The country with the largest number of social work undergraduate programs is the
Russian Federation (175 social work departments and programs), followed by Ukraine
(with about 50 social work programs), Kazakhstan (22 social work programs), Czech Re-
public (15 programs), Azerbaijan and Kyrgyzstan (with seven universities where social
work has been taught), Bulgaria (with five) and Romania (with four universities) (Iarskaia-
Smirnova 2013). The universities with social work programs which have been developed
lately are in Montenegro in 2003, Georgia in 2004, Uzbekistan in 2004, and Kosovo in
2012. After the year 2000, intensive development in international collaboration in teaching
and student exchange took place and many postgraduate master’s studies appeared across
the region; for instance in Armenia in 2000, in Belarus in 2001, in Azerbaijan in 2005, in
Kyrgyzstan in 2006, in Moldova in 2007, in Georgia in 2008, etc. (Rutgers University Cen-
ter for International Social Work 2008). The processes of the academisation of social work
are seen in research and the establishment of doctoral studies in social work in Armenia,
the Czech Republic, Estonia, Georgia, Romania and Slovenia. A cross-national collabora-
tion is shown also in the first International Doctoral Program in Social Work and Social
Policy – Indosow, from 2009, which is run by a consortium of the schools of social work
from the East and the West and was initiated, quite unusually, by an Eastern European
school of social work (Zaviršek 2009a).

Today, most of the countries have national associations of social workers and some
of them, like the Czech Republic, also have an association of social work educators (since
2009). Social work academics have been active in establishing a number of academic jour-
nals mostly in local languages; for example: The Journal of Social Policy Studies based at
Saratov University, Social Work based at the University of Ljubljana and established already
in 1962, Social Policy and Social Work based at the University of Belgrade and established
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in 1971, and many more. Some of the journals contain a mixture of local and foreign lan-
guages (e.g. Social Work Review based at the University of Bucharest, Social Work Yearbook
based at the University of Zagreb), while some of them are published in English only, like
for example Social Work in Transition from the Kyiv-Mohyla Academy and Sheffield Hal-
lam University. In 2008, the schools of social work from the region have established the
East European Sub-regional Association of the Schools of Social Work which brings to-
gether a large network of social work schools and scholars from the region. Most of the
schools in the region follow the work of the International Association of the Schools of So-
cial Work including its global documents and the global social work definition, although
only a handful of the schools are its members.

One of the disturbing characteristics of social work education in some countries from
the region is a high number of social work students who are enrolled in the universities
due to the lack of employment. The quantity of the students threatens the quality of social
work education, especially when the topics of professional values and ethics are in ques-
tion. Some social work programs have become hybrid academic-welfare institutions which
‘care’ for young people in the way that they keep them within the educational system until
the age of 25 or more in order to prevent their early unemployment. The schools of so-
cial work in Slovenia or in Bosnia and Herzegovina are examples of such trends, but not
the only ones. The Department of Social Work at the University of Sarajevo enrols 500 un-
dergraduates on a yearly basis. All of them are taught and supervised by not more than
11 academic staff, mostly hard-working and under-paid female academics employed at the
department. One of the social work teachers bitterly complained: ‘The government is buy-
ing itself social peace while offering 500 social work students’ placements at the university!’
(D. Zaviršek, personal communication, 16 March 2013, Sarajevo). Social work education
itself has become a form of state social welfare intervention in neoliberal conditions. In
Bosnia and Herzegovina the official rate of unemployment is more than 44% which is
higher than in Greece with the deepest economic crisis among European countries (Slado-
jević 2012). The students, who experience this form of welfare-educational system, also
know that they have little chance for employment as social workers, which influences their
motivation and the learning atmosphere.

This is one of the reasons why most social work programs across the region have
been lacking reflective and practice oriented learning, close supervision during the prac-
tice placements, and training in social work ethics. Many social work topics are contested
and demand time and space in order to transform students’ value systems and taken-for-
granted assumptions about people’s needs, dignity, ability and social work interventions.
The medical model in the area of people with disabilities and mental health problems trav-
els from one generation to another as taken-for-granted knowledge which needs – in order
to be transformed into a social and holistic model of human beings – time, student and
teacher engagement and a safe atmosphere. While state socialism has focused primarily
on one type of inequality – economic injustice and consequently poverty – which social
workers across Eastern Europe still today recognise as the main danger for human dignity,
other human situations which could also cause discrimination and inhumane conditions,
like multidimensional gender inequality, ethnic discrimination and hatred, and homopho-
bia, are not seen as equally important as the right for economic redistribution.

Eastern European societies have difficulties with diversity (similar to postcolonial and
remaining communist countries globally) and therefore social work education has an even
bigger responsibility to teach diversity as a conscious learning process. Therefore, it goes
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beyond the feasible to accommodate large numbers of students with supported practice
placements and to teach an engaged community-based and advocacy-oriented practice or
even individual and collective empowerment. In many parts of Easter Europe the theories
of diversity are not taught at all and at some schools they remain solely theories without
practice.

The well-known quandary experienced in many local contexts with the word ‘empow-
erment’ is a symptom of how the theories travel and become local specific. In Slovenia,
empowerment is officially translated as ‘krepitev moči’ (strengthen the power) (Videmšek
2014), which does not recognise historically founded oppression and the existence of un-
just social structures including the welfare ones. Similarly, where the word ‘diversity’ is
used, it most often means ‘the difference’ and ‘difference’ is mostly understood as oth-
erness. When social work students or professionals express their respect towards diverse
human conditions, they say they respect ‘those who are different’. This is a highly nor-
mative understanding of diversity, because the idea of ‘being different’ encompasses all
conditions and appearances which are seen as not ‘normal’.

Social work education, therefore, mostly fails to lead the students to make some major
paradigm shifts in thinking and to take a critical stance about the normative construction
of normality which is mostly constructed and transmitted by a common sense old-fash-
ioned medical, psychological, pedagogical and social work knowledge about the lives of
the service users and their decisions.

Contextualising social work education in Eastern Europe

After the change of the political regimes in 1991, the region of Eastern Europe faced frag-
mentation due to ethnic wars, massive economic crises, migration and the appearance of
state building among the former Soviet Union and Yugoslav republics alongside interna-
tional political players (World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and institutions of
the European Union) which influenced economic life and social policy/legislation of the
countries in the region.

The ‘emergency welfare state’ (Inglot 2009) processes after 1991 included new social
policy legislation and the development of the mixed system of social services (govern-
mental, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and private). The times of economic
liberalisation were harsh for most Eastern European countries and for the majority of
people (Jäppinen et al. 2011; Bessudnov et al, 2011). The existing industries and state en-
terprises collapsed and a period of enormous unemployment, among men, women and
ethnic minorities (especially Russian in the Baltic countries, and Roma people in the
Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Croatia, Romania, Hungary and Bulgaria) started to
dominate everyday life. Poverty expanded and has remained the central fact of life. It has
affected most heavily the rural areas of the region, from where people migrated to the
capital cities, or from more eastern parts of the region towards the Western parts, and
from more southern parts towards the north (from central Asia to Russia; from Ukraine to
Poland; from Kosovo and Albania to Croatia and Slovenia). In Albania, rates of poverty in
rural areas are almost 70% higher than in the capital city (Ymeraj 2007).

People faced many breaks in their everyday routine: privatisation of publicly created
goods and services during state socialism (kindergartens, local health centres, factories);
flexibility of labour and consequently unemployment after a long period of full employ-
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ment; early retirements of a huge number of workers in some countries; ethnic conflicts
and wars; economic migration and consequently the transformation of extended family
care systems and family life; the development of huge economic inequalities (‘the new
rich’); and the return of religious powers as the key political and social players in secu-
larised societies. Eastern European countries moved from the period of state socialism to
the era of neoliberalism. Vanhuysse (2009) has observed that the large-scale early retire-
ment of Eastern European workers in Poland and the Czech Republic during the 1990s
was a deliberate governmental strategy against potential workers’ resistance and protest
towards the neoliberal reforms from a decade ago. Many researchers show that the inter-
national financial institutions heavily influenced national governments’ decision-making
in the economic and social policy areas and worked towards the neoliberalisation of the
whole region (Deacon et al. 2007).

Violent ethnic conflicts (Croatia, Macedonia, Georgia), ethnic wars (Armenia, Azer-
baijan, Chechnya), ethnic cleansing and mass killings (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo)
which appeared almost immediately after the fall of Yugoslavia and Soviet Union caused
deaths, disability, forced migration, a big number of refuges, internally displaced persons,
as well as voluntary and compulsory re-migration, increased poverty, trans-generational
losses and trauma. In Bosnia and Herzegovina 100,000–300,000 persons were killed and
out of 4.4 million population one million fled the country between 1992 and 1995 (Holiček
& Rašidagić 2007). Similarly, 850,000 persons fled from Kosovo in 1999 and 360,000
Kosovans sought refuge in neighbouring Macedonia which was about 17% of the whole
population of Macedonia (Mitev 2007; Cocozzelli 2007). After Kosovo proclaimed the
independent state in 2008, social work students disputed whether they were ethnically
‘Albanians’, ‘Moslems’ or ‘Kosovans’, and remained divided into three different ethnic
identities (personal notes, University of Pristine 2008). Georgia with less than 5 million
population has formally 250,000 internally displaced persons, and half of them still today
live in Collective Living Centres (since the Russian occupation of Abkhazia and South Os-
setia regions in 2008).

During state socialism, the 19th and 20th centuries’ primordial understandings of the
blood-kin relationship based on singular ethnic belonging were replaced by the pragmatic
communist ideology which suppressed the ethnic identity in order to construct again a
singular but new identity of a socialist proletariat. After 1991, ethnicity became for the vast
majority of people almost a ‘new’ political and social identity, not formally recognised and
mostly not individually lived for almost half of the 20th century. The imagined identities
were mobilised by political elites for a new political project of shifting the national and
state borders. The revival of the ideology of blood was criticised by many world human-
ists including Nelson Mandela, who expressed it very clearly: ‘They [the leaders] thought
through their blood and not through their brains’ (Crwys-Williams 2010, 25).

In 1992 the new Slovenian Government deprived more than 25,000 persons (official
holders of Yugoslav passports who came to Slovenia as economic immigrants) of their citi-
zenship rights and erased them from the register of permanent residents of the Republic of
Slovenia. They lost all social and political rights and were treated as illegal migrants vulner-
able to detention and deportation (Zorn 2009). In the Baltic countries, too, the exclusion
of the internal ‘others’ (the Russian ethnic minority) helped to construct seemingly ethni-
cally homogeneous states.

Roma people, who are today the largest ethnic minority in Europe, have suffered se-
verely during the last 20 years. There are nine to 12 million Roma people in the region,
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most of them in Romania (2.5 million). The figures are estimates and include people
who have defined their ethnicity as Roma during national censuses and those who have
not (mostly because of racism). Roma men have lost their jobs due to the closing down
of heavy industry and their poor education. Additionally, they have lost the alternative
sources of earning (e.g. collecting iron, plastic bottles, simple craft, music) and remained
largely without income, dependent on social assistance money. Many Roma fled ethnic
wars. In Kosovo, for instance, Roma villages were burnt after the war, as the local pop-
ulation deemed the Roma as Serb collaborators. Many of them became asylum seekers,
illegal migrants and long-term homeless. Unemployment levels among Roma people in all
countries of Eastern Europe are extremely high, currently ranging from 60–90%. Roma
women are transgenerationally marginalised, living mostly in segregated settlements that
they hardly leave. They are unemployed, sometimes illiterate, but receive welfare assistance
if they have children. Regardless of whether they have small or large Roma populations,
all Eastern European countries articulate from moderate to extreme nationalist rhetoric
against Roma peoples, some ethnically motivated hate speech and violent attacks against
Roma settlements (Vermeersch & Ram 2009). The ethnic hatred has been a product
of a long history of exclusion in the pre-communist period, during communism (since
Roma lacked long-term industrial employment, they were categorised into the lowest class
among socialist citizens, and called the lumpen-proletariat) and continues today.

Economic crises and the neoliberal transformation of the national governments, made
thousands of people migrate to Western countries to seek jobs and support those who
stayed in their country of origins. In Albania (3.1 million population) a quarter of its pop-
ulation (mostly young men) left the country between 1990 and 2005 mostly to Greece and
Italy (Ymeraj 2007). Thousands of women from Ukraine and Lithuania have become care
workers and are today part of the phenomena known as ‘global motherhood’ (Ehrenreich
& Hochschild 2003). They care for the family of the employer abroad while providing eco-
nomic care for their families at home, especially their children. In Germany there are about
200,000 female care workers from Eastern Europe with more than 30,000 from Lithuania.
In the Ukraine, some estimates show that in every third family at least one female member
is a migrant worker abroad (Tolstokorova 2010).

Remittances from Eastern European emigrants have become either a crucial income
source or the only family income which helps numerous families to survive. Only recently
has the large-scale female migration become a governmental concern. In Lithuania, the
mass media speaks about the immigration of large numbers of women while in the
Ukraine social workers and other social service professionals speak about the ‘Italian syn-
drome’ (abandoned and lonely children but with monthly income from their mothers
working mostly in Italy). Some creative responses by social workers were developed to sup-
port children who are left alone. For instance, Lithuania introduced temporary guardian-
ship for grandparents who care for children of migrant workers (Malinauskas 2011). Not
only relatives, but also friends, neighbours and school teachers provide some social par-
enthood for these children. Social parenthood has become a reality for a growing number
of adults and children (Zaviršek 2009b).

Nevertheless, many researchers express concern that, in poorer Eastern European
countries, the system of home care is entirely based on the unpaid care work of the family
members, mostly women, who are today leaving home to seek paid care work abroad
(Prochazkova & Schmid 2009). Older people who are left alone can neither afford to pay
state-run nursing homes nor even more expensive private ones. In some countries social
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workers are involved in poorly paid community-based home assistance services for the el-
derly.

Social work and the needs of people living in Eastern Europe

Since the individual was subsumed by the collective, and social policy served the goals of
the communist states, social work education has traditionally focused on the theories of
collective social justice and equality. The consequence is that social work theories of eco-
nomic and social justice and the universal social protection are still more represented than
the theories of diversity, self-determination and the understanding of human rights from
the universalist-particularist perspective. The key epistemological challenges are under-
standing of diversity, empowerment and the shift from formal participation towards the
actual one.

The delivery of social assistance money to people who are unemployed, poor families,
ethnic minorities, elders and persons with disabilities is the main part of social workers’
activities. In wealthier countries in the region with a wide range of long-established gov-
ernmental institutions and community-based welfare services (day centres for people
with multiple diagnoses, sheltered workshops, crises centres for children in need, family-
helpers system, women refuges and the group homes for people with mental health prob-
lems and other disabilities) social workers provide placements to these institutions and
organise payment contracts usually covered by local municipalities, the state and the per-
son and his or her relatives. Most of the welfare facilities are located in the cities and people
from rural areas hardly reach them or must send relatives far away from home to long-
stay institutions. Since the economic crises after 2008 and radical cuts in social protection
in national states by the international financial organisations, even more social work ac-
tivities are focused on social transfer delivery, and fewer activities happen in the area of
community development.

Many types of welfare organisations, styles of work and approaches have remained
the same until the present, e.g. long-stay institutions for disabled people despite pilot pro-
jects on deinstitutionalisation; the denial of most legal and actual rights of children with
intellectual disabilities; the non-existence of independent advocacy work especially for
children; the denial of self-determination of service users; and absence of social action
approaches in deprived communities. At the same time, many social work educators,
students and social workers have been involved in the process of deinstitutionalisation
(funded and often initiated by the Western donors), which most often got stuck half-way
due to the lack of local governmental support and lack of adequate professional support
for carers (Anghel 2011; Russell & Iarskaia-Smirnova 2013).

The local and international NGOs cover many different social work areas. Especially
in the countries of the former Soviet Union and the south-east of Europe, social work in-
novations were only possible with the use of the international money (violence against
women and support for victims of rape, the development of personal assistance projects
and independent living of persons with severe disabilities, deinstitutionalisation initiatives
especially for children, cooperatives for people with long-term mental health problems,
support services for mothers with a child with impairments, counselling for stigmatised
LGBT people, medical aid and counselling for people affected with HIV and AIDS, and
projects against human trafficking). In Belarus, disability activists try to make the govern-

Global social work

278



ment sign the UN Convention of the Rights of People with Disabilities and a well-known
organisation for the prevention of women’s slavery, La Strada, works across the borders of
Russia, Belarus and Ukraine against women’s and children’s trafficking.

Local and international NGOs usually work in Roma settlements, mostly organising
different projects with children and sometimes doing women’s empowerment work. Chil-
dren’s maltreatment and the early marriages of Roma girls as well as violence against Roma
women are the areas which are avoided and silenced by social workers as much as by the
general public. A small number of gojim (non-Roma) social workers have developed a
strong relationship of trust with the Roma and there are innovative projects in Bulgaria
and Romania, where international NGOs together with social work students and local peo-
ple set up Roma cooperatives in their settlements.

The economic crises and the neoliberal governments across the region have today
caused more poverty among the retired workers, single-headed households, the elderly,
people with disabilities and elderly single women. The consequence is that the religious or-
ganisations and the staff without academic education started to offer ‘social work’ services.
These organisations have become the only anchor for people in extreme poverty. It seems
like two parallel processes exist in the region: on the one hand, the academisation of social
work and on the other the growing number of organisations practising charitable activi-
ties that are replacing the state social work services and professional support. The revival
of the religious social services can be observed across the entire region. Church power has
been re-established ideologically and economically after states returned some (or even all,
like in Slovenia) of its confiscated property from the times before communism. Despite the
regained power of the religious institutions which suffered persecutions during the com-
munist era, the religious authorities see themselves as the victims of the former political
regime and in need of compensation for previous atrocities. With the increased neoliber-
alisation the state abandonment of people in need of social assistance money, housing and
other forms of support, the church got involved in social welfare work by ‘serving the poor’
(religious kitchens, help for families with many children, the elderly, the disabled, individ-
ual counselling).

At the same time, the religious authorities became front-runners in morally driven de-
bates and are together with the leading political parties responsible for the increased level
of intolerance and violence across Eastern Europe. In November 2013 the Patriarch of the
Georgian Orthodox Church prohibited the local NGO to open a shelter for homeless fam-
ilies in the capital city Tbilisi. The organisation called Identoba (‘Identitiy’) has become
known for its liberal views on same-sex partnerships and the promotion of the equal rights
of LGBT community members. Religious spokesmen publicly condemned members of the
NGO, claiming that their progressive attitude towards sexuality was dangerous and would
negatively influence the homeless children under their care. Identoba got hundreds of
anonymous threats from people across the country, which eventually stopped them open-
ing the first shelter for homeless people and families in the country (Robakidze 2013; D.
Zaviršek, personal communication, 23 November 2013, Tbilisi). Between 2009 and 2012
the Catholic Church in Slovenia started a campaign against the government proposal of
the new Family Act which was meant to disallow physical punishment of children by par-
ents and carers, give more rights to children with intellectual disabilities, and equalise
families of same-sex parents with heterosexual ones. The ideological church campaign fol-
lowed by right wing supporters constructed gay people as dangerous paedophiles, who
posed a threat not only to an individual child but to the health of the nation as a whole (Za-
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viršek & Sobočan 2012). The proposed Act was banned. Similarly in Croatia the Catholic
Church and the right wing parties succeeded in preventing a national referendum on a
similar matter in December 2013. Those who attended it were in fact the minority of the
national voting pool, but most of them supported the religious claim, saying that the con-
stitutional changes should clearly define the marriage as only possible between a man and
a woman (Ugrešić 2014). All of these examples show that Eastern Europe remains the zone
of sameness, where diversity and difference are seen to be a threat to the homogeneous.

Social work theories and social work schools don’t necessarily challenge such values.
Social work is seen, rather, as a neutral profession which helps, assesses, transfers, evalu-
ates, measures, but does not criticise the existing social order and, with rare exceptions,
does not teach social work students to become critical of social inequalities and injustices.

Conclusions

Social work education as well as social work practice in the region is very diverse and
varies from a descriptive normative transmitting of knowledge about welfare systems, leg-
islation and formal social work tasks prescribed by the national ministries and the political
parties in power to critical teaching of distributive and recognitional justice.

When social work teachers and professionals from the region want to contextualise
their professional activities, they most often use an expression that they work and live in
a society which is in a transition. The ‘transition’ has become a cover-word which can
be translated in variety of ways: as the justification of the given situation of economic
hardship, an excuse for poor practice and services, and as an expression of a fatalistic
world-view where little can be changed. Eastern Europe and its social work teaching and
practice seem to be in ‘transition’ for decades or at least for more than 20 years. Never-
theless, the recent social protests of students, social workers and the general public which
started in 2012 and are spreading across many countries (Ukraine, Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina, Kosovo, Slovenia and Croatia) speak very loudly against the local elites as well as the
neoliberal power-players and government cuts of social transfers and salaries, and are ad-
vocating for diversity and democratic changes in societies including at the universities.
These social movements are today re-shaping the post-communist Eastern Europe coun-
tries as well as their social work educational institutions and welfare practices.
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21
Social work education as a catalyst for
social change and social development:
case study of a Master of Social Work
Program in China
Socialworkeducationasacatalystforsocialchangeandsocialdevelopment

Angelina W.K. Yuen-Tsang, Ben H.B. Ku and Sibin Wang

In response to the urgent need for professionally trained social workers to
help in alleviating emerging social problems in China after the introduc-
tion of the market economy, the Hong Kong Polytechnic University and the
Peking University launched a Master of Social Work (China) Program for
social work educators in 2000, with the aim of developing a critical mass
of social work educators to take up the future leadership in developing so-
cial work and social work education in China. To date, seven cohorts of over
230 students consisting of social work educators, NGO and government of-
ficials have been admitted to the program, and graduates of the program are
playing a pivotal role in spearheading the development of social work edu-
cation and fostering social development through the process. In this paper,
the authors will present the vision and mission of the Master of Social Work
(MSW) Program, the teaching and learning strategies adopted, and the ways
in which the program has facilitated social change and social development
through its educational process.

China is undergoing rapid social and economic transformation as a result of the introduc-
tion of the Open Door Economic Policy since the late 1970s. As a measure for alleviating
emerging social problems, the Chinese Government has re-introduced social work edu-
cation programs to the universities since the late 1980s after a lapse of over 30 years. In
view of the acute need to train social work educators, the Hong Kong Polytechnic Uni-
versity and Peking University launched a MSW (China) Program in 2000, with the aim of
developing a critical mass of social work educators to take up the future leadership in de-
veloping social work and social work education in China. Moreover, it is also expected that
the program will help in bringing about social change and social development through its
educational process.

In addition to the academic contents of the program, fieldwork practicums have been
developed in different locations in China, partly to provide sites for fieldwork training and
partly to facilitate the generation of indigenous practice models and theories relevant to
the Chinese context. The numerous practicum projects developed by the MSW Program
have played a catalyst role in impacting on positive social change in the local communities
concerned and in facilitating social service development in the country. Moreover, gradu-
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ates of the program have worked zealously in their different capacities to spearhead major
breakthroughs in social policy initiatives and to institute social work as a profession in
China. In this paper, the authors will first provide a snapshot of the development of social
work education in China and will highlight the vision and mission of the MSW (China)
Program and illustrate with examples the catalyst functions of social work education in fa-
cilitating social change and development in the Chinese context.

The re-emergence of social work education in China

Social work training programs were first introduced to the most prestigious universities
in China in the 1920s, but they were all eliminated in the 1950s because of the belief that
socialist China had no social problems and therefore had no need for social work educa-
tion (Lei & Shiu 1991). The introduction of China’s ‘Open Door’ economic reform in 1978
by reformists within the Communist Party of China led by Deng Xiaoping steered China
away from a welfare state model towards the neoliberal welfare model, based mainly on
economic efficiency and aimed at providing only basic welfare benefits to maintain so-
cial stability. It was anticipated that there would be a significant re-emergence of social
inequality and class division (Leung & Nann 1995; Preston & Haacke 2003). In view of
the escalation of social problems, the Chinese Government searched for ways to resolve
these problems and to maintain social stability. After the re-introduction of sociology as
a discipline to the universities in 1979, some leading academic and political leaders who
were previously trained in social work and applied sociology, such as Lei Jieqiong and Fei
Xiaotong (Lei & Shui 1991), fervently advocated the reintroduction of social work as a
discipline into the university curriculum. In 1989, Peking University started to launch its
social work program at both the undergraduate and postgraduate levels and was gradually
followed by other universities and cadre training colleges in China.

During the 1990s, the development of social work education in China was confronted
with a host of problems, including the lack of public recognition of the social work pro-
fession; unclear role distinction between the social work professionals and government
cadres; lack of career prospects for social work graduates; direct borrowing of Western
concepts; lack of practice experience to facilitate theory building; shortage of profession-
ally trained social work teachers to help in the development of social work programs; and
the lack of support from the government (Yuen-Tsang 1996). The number of social work
programs remained limited during this period and the expansion was slow.

But, since 1999, the number of social work programs expanded dramatically because
of the massive expansion in higher education in China and the rising demand for profes-
sional social workers to help in developing the rapidly expanding social service provisions
in China. The number of universities offering social work programs suddenly surged to
over 200 in the early 2000s, though the majority of the teachers of these programs had not
received any professional training. It was in such a context and in response to the acute
need to develop the capacity for social work educators to take up the future leadership to
develop social work in China that the Hong Kong Polytechnic University and the Peking
University decided to join hands to launch the first MSW Program in China in 2000.

The social work profession was given a major boost in 2006 when the Chinese Gov-
ernment formally announced its intention to ‘build up a strong team of social workers
to help in the development of the harmonious society’. Numerous measures were also in-
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troduced to support this national policy, including the establishment of pilot social work
schemes in different parts of China; the establishment of social work positions in different
pilot cities; and the introduction of the professional examination system for social workers.
Realising the need to develop high level professional training programs for social workers,
the Ministry of Education of China has, in early 2009, endorsed the proposal to introduce
China’s own Master of Social Work (MSW) Program in Chinese universities. This is one of
very few professional master’s programs endorsed by the Ministry of Education. In 2012,
61 major universities in China were selected to launch the MSW programs. In view of the
introduction of China’s local MSW Program and the gradual maturing of the social work
profession in China, the Hong Kong Polytechnic University and the Peking University de-
cided not to continue our joint MSW Program beyond the seventh cohort, but rather, to
focus our effort on building the capacity of universities in China to develop their own
MSW Programs. In this connection, the ‘Peking University-Hong Kong Polytechnic Uni-
versity China Social Work Research Centre’ was established in 2008 with the mission to
provide a national platform for dialogue, exchange, research and learning pertaining to the
continuing advancement of social work in China.

Vision and mission of the MSW (China) Program of the Hong Kong Polytechnic
University and Peking University

In 2000, the Department of Applied Social Sciences of the Hong Kong Polytechnic Univer-
sity, in collaboration with the Sociology Department of the Peking University, decided to
launch a MSW (China) Program in China with the aim ‘to develop a critical mass of com-
mitted, competent, reflective and culturally sensitive social work educators to take up the
future leadership in developing social work and social work education in China’. Moreover,
the program endeavours ‘to develop indigenous social work theories and practice appro-
priate to the Chinese context’ and ‘to make positive impact on social work, social services,
social policy and social development in China’.

The program is basically a ‘training of trainers’ program which is designed primarily
for experienced social work educators and is being offered on a three-year part-time basis
so as to allow the students to stay in their jobs while pursuing their studies. The curricu-
lum is characterised on the one hand by its insistence to adhere to international standards,
and on the other hand by its emphasis on the need to contextualise and indigenise social
work theory and practice in the Chinese context. Students are required to take 18 sub-
jects, including ten required subjects, two elective subjects, three social work practicums,
and a three-staged social work dissertation (see Figures 21.1 and 21.2 for details of the
curriculum and the conceptual framework of the program). Though most of our students
are experienced social work educators with impressive credentials and most of them will
not be involved in direct practice after graduation, we insist that all of them have to un-
dergo three rigorous supervised fieldwork practicums so as to develop their capacity for
theory–practice integration and to cultivate their commitment to serving the needy and
the vulnerable groups at the grassroots. Most of the subjects and practicums are carried
out in the Chinese mainland using an intensive block-mode. Students will spend their last
semester at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University so as to engage in a period of intensive
full-time study and to gain direct practice experience in social work organisations in Hong
Kong. The majority of the professional subjects, including the practicums, are taught by
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professors and instructors from the Hong Kong Polytechnic University, while Peking Uni-
versity professors are primarily responsible for teaching subjects relating to social science
and policy issues and provide co-supervision in dissertations.

Figure 21.1 Program structure of the MSW (China).
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Figure 21.2 Curriculum of the MSW (China) program: a conceptual model.

In line with our social development mission, deliberate efforts have been made to enhance
university–community collaboration and to link the curriculum to the social realities of
contemporary China. Both the academic staff and students are encouraged to develop
‘scholarship of engagement’ (Boyer 1990) through combining teaching, research and pro-
fessional service to the community to address social issues and to foster social betterment.

The planning team of the program has adopted a social developmental perspective
which endeavours to improve the welfare of the population as a whole through integrated
social and economic development initiatives emphasising capacity building of individuals,
families and communities (Hall & Midgley 2004; Midgley and Livermore 1997; Xiong
1999). We believe that the integrated and comprehensive nature of the social developmen-
tal perspective in social work education provides a viable way to tackle the massive poverty,
deprivation and inequality experienced by the Chinese population. Moreover, this per-
spective provides opportunities for capacity building, and promotes social and economic
change that produces improvements in standards of living, social wellbeing and citizen
participation (Hall & Midgley 2004).

Transferring these beliefs to social work education in the Chinese context, our team
strongly believes that all students should be the key actors in their own learning processes,
and that strengthening the capacity of students to make policy and practice decisions in
their local contexts guided by social work values and to be able to carry out their inter-
ventions in a professionally competent and critically reflective manner is the core concern
of our teaching endeavour. Moreover, we encourage our students to actively engage their
service-users and to strengthen the capacity of their service users in their service-delivery
process, so that the service-users will become partners and key actors and in social change
and development processes in their own communities.
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Fostering social change and social development through the education
process

In order to achieve the intended objectives of the program and to foster social change
and social development through the education process, the curriculum design, fieldwork
practicum, as well as teaching and learning strategies have been diligently designed to re-
flect our concerns and commitments. The following are some of the key strategies adopted
by our program.

Educating reflective practitioners as change agents

We believe that it is impossible to foster social change and social development without first
changing the mindset of the change agents themselves. As social problems are becoming
more and more complicated in contemporary society, conventional skills of social work
practitioners are found to be increasingly inadequate for dealing with complex social is-
sues and problems. Social work practitioners need to be competent, flexible, versatile and
reflective and be able to respond proactively to the changing socioeconomic environment.

We do not expect our graduates to directly apply technical-rational solutions acquired
from textbooks to resolve practical problems since there are few standard formulae for
solving real life problems. Instead, we endeavour to develop among our students critical
awareness towards issues and problems which they confront, and their capacity to relate
these issues to a holistic understanding of social work practice.

In the program, we emphasise critical thinking and self-reflection and we help stu-
dents to examine values and attitudes which are embedded within their social and cultural
structures. We encourage students to deepen their understanding about how their beliefs
and knowledge may affect their practice, and we encourage them to engage in critical di-
alogue with their teachers and service users throughout their learning process. Students
are encouraged to develop a contextual understanding of social work practice in contem-
porary China and to engage in critical reflections on the competing values and ethical
dimensions underlying these practices, so that they will become active learners who are
able to develop their own personal perspective of and approach to social work practice
in the Chinese context (Ku et al. 2005). We hope that our students will be aided through
these processes to develop their capacity as independent and active learners who are able
to construct, deconstruct and reconstruct their professional practice in the Chinese con-
text through critical reflection. It is only when they become reflective practitioners that
they could become effective change agents.

Participatory action research as pedagogy for change

In order to facilitate our students to become reflective practitioners and effective change
agents, we have adopted the participatory action research model as our education ped-
agogy. In particular, the ‘reciprocal-reflection theory’ developed by Schön (1983, 1987),
which offers an alternative way to understand and explain the processes through which
a novice develops professional scholarship through reflective practice. It was used as the
guiding framework for our practicum.
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In the past few decades, an increasing number of social science theorists and human
service practitioners have become dissatisfied with traditional models of integrating theory
and practice. The ‘applied model’, as a dominant approach, is primarily based on technical
rationality and derived from positivist philosophy (Schön 1983, 1987) and it stresses
the professionals as instrumental problem-solvers whose competences rest on the skilful
application of ‘objective, consensual, cumulative and convergent’ theories into practice
(McCartt Hess & Mullen 1995; Schön 1983, 1987). Because of the dissatisfaction with the
dominant models, social science theorists and human service practitioners have actively
sought alternative models. In recent years, participatory action research is increasingly be-
ing recognised as a viable approach to deal with the problem of the theory–practice gap
because it enables practitioners to integrate research with practice and to generate prac-
tice theories from the ground (Greenwood 1991; Lanzara 1991; Pace & Argona 1991; Oja
& Smulyan 1989; Sarri & Sarri 1992; Sung-Chan 2000; Yuen-Tsang & Sung-Chan 2002;
Whyte 1991). Participatory action research involves change experiments on real problems
in actual practice contexts and involves interactive cycles of identifying, planning, acting
and evaluating a problem through rigorous reciprocal-reflection-in-action processes be-
tween educators and students (Sung-Chan 2000; Yuen-Tsang & Sung-Chan 2002).

With the above understanding, we have developed practicum sites in different parts
of China using the participatory action research model. We strive to cultivate among our
students a strong sense of commitment to theory–practice integration and a keen interest
to generate indigenous practice theories from the ground. We believe that it is only when
our students have developed the passion to serve the vulnerable and deprived in real-life
contexts that they could become effective change agents to bring about constructive social
change and social development.

Partnering with local communities to effect change

Universities worldwide have a long tradition of community participation and social in-
volvement. The Settlement House Movement at the beginning of the 20th century is an
early example of community participation. According to this model, social engagement,
actively addressing the pressing social, political, economic and moral ills of society, is an
integral part of higher education (Marullo & Edwards 2000; Mayfield et al. 1999). How-
ever, the strong link between higher education and community has gradually weakened as
academics increasingly assumed a pose of scientific objectivity and focused on the creation
of new knowledge within the academy, thus detaching themselves from direct involvement
in reform and activism. The dominance of the paradigm of scientific objectivity in uni-
versities has been reinforced by the emergence of reward and incentive systems, selective
recruitment, disciplinary evolution, and institutional structures that emphasise the discov-
ery and pursuit of academic knowledge. Academics are thus increasingly divorced from
social reality and have lost their early aspiration to become pillars of social justice and ve-
hicles for social change (Harkavy & Puckett 1994).

During the last decade, there has been renewed discussion of the need for universities
to exercise their social responsibility through revitalising links with communities (Boyer
1990; Gronski & Pigg 2000; Weinberg 1999; Wang 2003; Yuen-Tsang & Tsien 2004). Boyer
(1990) advocates a broader interpretation of scholarship and advises an application of
knowledge that moves towards social engagement. He argues that universities need to
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adopt a model of ‘scholarship of engagement’ and that both faculty and students, in collab-
oration with community residents, should apply their knowledge to the solution of social
issues and problems. Boyer maintains that it is only through the pursuit of ‘scholarship of
engagement’ that the learning experiences of students and faculty are enhanced and revi-
talised.

It is based on the above values and beliefs that the both the academic and the
practicum curriculum have been planned and developed. Deliberate efforts have been
made to develop collaborate relationship with community stakeholders, including local
government departments, universities, NGOs, community leaders and residents through-
out the planning and implementation processes of the action projects related to each of
the practicum sites developed by the program. Through university–community partner-
ship, we hope to foster a strong sense of ownership of the projects among community
stakeholders. The partnership relationship has not only facilitated our easy entry into the
community and the smooth implementation of our projects, but it has also helped in
fostering community participation and cultivating a support among local stakeholders to-
wards the sustained development of these projects.

Networking among students, graduates and stakeholders to sustain change

A total of 238 students have been admitted to the MSW (China) Program in the seven co-
horts. There are 15 graduates in the first cohort, 22 graduates in the second cohort, and
around 40 students in the third to seventh cohorts. These students come from 150 uni-
versities, 81 NGOs and 28 provinces from all over China. These graduates are dispersed
in different parts of the country, and it is extremely difficult for them to maintain close
contacts among each other. Moreover, since many of them are located at rather isolated
locations where the social work profession is relatively undeveloped, it is essential that
measures are introduced to provide support for our graduates so that they could sustain
their commitment to the furtherance of social work practice and social development.

We understand that social networks are powerful instruments to connect people and
to sustain relationships. Social networks can also play important supportive functions and
can facilitate the exchange and transmission of resources among network members. In or-
der to provide continuing support for our students and graduates and to sustain the change
efforts made, the curriculum team has therefore developed a networking strategy which
aims to link the students, graduates and stakeholders in the social work education and so-
cial welfare sector in a supportive network and to facilitate them to become a reflective
learning community to promote social change and social development through collabora-
tive efforts.

In view of the urgent need to establish a strong supportive network among the stu-
dents and graduates and to sustain their commitment to social change and social de-
velopment, an alumni association was formed in 2005 consisting of all graduates of the
program. They hold regular functions and maintain close contacts through participation
in national and regional social work education functions. Moreover, a China Social Work
Research Centre has been established jointly by the Hong Kong Polytechnic University and
the Peking University, housed in a beautiful courtyard within the Peking University cam-
pus since 2008 to facilitate joint research projects among network members, to organise
seminars and provide continuing education opportunities for graduates, and to provide
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a forum for dialogue among social work educators, students, practitioners and govern-
ment officials on issues relating to social policy and social work practice. Members of the
network can participate in research projects and training activities initiated either by the
Centre or by network members. The centre has become a hub not only for our graduates
but also for other interested social work educators and practitioners both from China and
overseas to interact, to provide support and consultation for each other, and to activate so-
cial change and social development initiatives for social betterment.

Fieldwork practicum as contexts for social change and social development

Fieldwork practicum provides excellent contexts for the students to develop their practice
competence, to engage in critical reflection, to integrate theory with practice, and to nur-
ture their commitment to social change and social development. The second practicum
takes place in the summer of their second year of study, during which the students have
to engage in an eight-week block placement where they will live and work together in a
practicum site of their choice in China. Since 2000, we have developed many practicum
sites in different parts of China, using participatory action research as our pedagogy.

Each practicum site is carefully selected, developed and sustained through the joint
effort of our teaching team, students and local stakeholders. In each practicum site, we
usually focus on one area of emerging social need and we use the participatory action
research model in demonstration projects through the joint effort of students, teachers,
service-users, and sometimes involving local government officials. In order to ensure that
the demonstration projects could be continued and sustained, we usually involve a local
university (where at least one of our MSW students to be placed in the practicum comes
from) as our partner, so that the practicum site will be used by the respective university
as a future practicum site for their own social work students. Usually a cluster of at least
five students will be placed at one site and they will be supervised by the same supervi-
sor so that they can form a learning community and can provide mutual support for each
other throughout the practicum process. Moreover, it is expected that the different cohorts
of students taking part in the same practicum site, together with the strategic partners in-
volved in the process, can form a critical mass to further develop the model of practice that
they have evolved and can help in spearheading the development of the practice model in
China.

During the past 13 years, the MSW (China) Program has developed numerous
practicum sites in different parts of China and many of these have now become common
models of practice in the country through the powerful demonstration of the effect of the
projects, and the zealous effort of our graduates to campaign for these models of practice
through teaching, research and policy advocacy. These include:

• strength-based mentorship project to support the social integration of migrant children
in Beijing

• home–school–community integrated service project on delinquency prevention in
Shanghai

• community-based social inclusion projects to foster social integration of deprived fam-
ilies in Wuhan and Xiamen

• holistic elder care projects in institutions for senior citizens to enhance active ageing in
Hangzhou and Beijing
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• community-based rehabilitation project to promote community care for physically dis-
abled persons in rural villages in Hunan

• community-based mental health project to build social support networks for persons
with mental health challenges in Kunming

• rural capacity-building projects to build community solidarity and reduce rural poverty
in Yunnan and Sichuan

• rural–urban alliance projects to promote eco-farming and fair trade through social en-
terprises in Guangdong and Sichuan

• occupational social work project to foster labour welfare and industrial harmony in
Harbin

• asset-building projects to foster post-disaster social reconstruction in Sichuan.

Case illustration: the Yunnan Rural Capacity-building Project

The curriculum team has made diligent efforts to plan and develop the fieldwork
practicums as contexts for social change and social development. The following case study
on our rural social work development project in Yunnan illustrates the typical process in
which our practicums are being implemented and how our social development goals are
being realised.

Stage I: Mapping of existing indigenous practice approaches through the use of oral
history
One of the foremost social problems haunting China is rural poverty. Poverty in rural vil-
lages has been accelerated by market globalisation and China’s entry to the World Trade
Organization. In 2012, there are a reported 167 million migrant workers who have been
pushed from their villages because of rural poverty to take up low-paying jobs in urban
cities. As a consequence of rural–urban migration, many rural villages are left with only
children, the elderly and the disabled, and this has created acute social disintegration and
social problems. Moreover, increasing incidences of popular resistance and loss of author-
ity of rural cadres have further weakened the social fabric and long-standing social control
mechanisms and has threatened the stability and harmony of the vast rural population in
China.

While the Chinese Government has already launched macro-level anti-poverty pro-
grams to combat rural poverty and has made impressive progress in rural poverty re-
duction, most of the efforts are directed towards economic development and income
generation, and relatively little attention has been devoted to social and community devel-
opment using social work approaches. As such, the curriculum team of the MSW (China)
Program decided to experiment on a rural social work project in the Yunnan Province
through the development of a practicum site, using the capacity-building model as a guid-
ing theme. The chosen field site for this practicum is located in the Wu Township in the
northern part of Yunnan and the area is an officially designated poor township by the
government. The aim of the project is to enhance the capacity of local villagers and stake-
holders through integrated community development.

The Yunnan project started in the summer of 2000 and has been used as a site for
participatory action research and for providing practicum opportunities for our MSW
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(China) students and social work students from Yunnan University. During each
practicum, a cluster of at least five MSW students together with one experienced social
work supervisor and one assistant supervisor from the Hong Kong Polytechnic University
resided in the village for a period of eight weeks. Social workers cum researchers gradu-
ating from the Yunnan University had been employed to take charge of the development
of the project on a full-time basis. The participatory action research method was used to
guide the development of the practicum project.

The focus of the first stage of development was to listen to the voices of local villagers,
to understand their concerns and problems, and to identify their capacity for development.
The teachers and students did not come with preconceived ideas and a fixed agenda for
intervention prior to their entry to the village. Instead, they partnered together to dis-
cover the needs of the people, to map the existing approaches that were being used by local
villagers to deal with their problems, and to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of ex-
isting local practices, using the reciprocal-reflection-in-action approach in the process.

As the students did not understand the local dialect, they partnered with young vil-
lagers who spoke Putonghua (the national language) to collect oral histories and these
young villagers became the interviewers, translators and partners in the process. Guided by
the basic principles of the reciprocal-reflection-in-action approach, the teachers, students
and the villagers collaborated in a mutual process in analysing and reflecting on the oral
history testimonies collected. The teachers, students and some active villagers developed
into a learning community of independent and active learners who were able to construct,
deconstruct and reconstruct their social work practice in the local context through critical
reflection.

In this stage, the students were able to build trust and rapport with the local villagers,
discover the needs and problems of the local community, and map the existing practice ap-
proaches used by local villagers. They were also encouraged to discover their own strengths
and weaknesses as learners and practitioners through the reciprocal-reflection-in-action
process. While the learning process was often painful for most of the students because they
were more used to the authoritative teaching and learning approach, most of them were
elated at the end because of the sense of joy which they experienced in the process of dis-
covery and growth.

Stage II: Constructing a rural capacity- building practice framework through
community participation and partnership
The teachers, students and researchers developed a critical understanding of local needs
and existing practices in the local community through the reciprocal-reflection-in-action
process. The next step was to organise some sharing sessions and analyse the oral histories
with local villagers who participated in the oral history collection process. This was a de-
liberate process to involve the active local villagers in community analysis so as to build
their capacity for critical reflection and for future leadership.

The students were then divided into different teams and each team consisted of one
student and a few selected active villagers. Each team was responsible for one village and
they visited local villagers, local cadres and stakeholders and discussed with them issues of
concern identified through analysis of the oral history testimonies. Attempts were made to
facilitate the villagers to discuss their vision of their desired community and their sugges-
tions on preliminary steps to achieve their goals through realistic community involvement
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projects. The villagers participated enthusiastically in the discussions and developed a
strong sense of ownership of the problems identified and the concrete suggestions made.
Different small groups gradually emerged through the process, including youth groups,
women’s groups, senior citizens’ groups and local leaders’ groups. The small groups started
to propose and plan concrete community-based social development projects such as the
generation of methane gas, adult education programs, income-generating handicraft pro-
jects, and the building of a community centre.

In the process, the students employed a capacity-building approach, and took the role
of facilitators rather than experts in community development. They modelled after their
supervisors who had assumed non-expert roles in the teaching and learning process and
had partnered with them throughout the process of discovery. They learned to internalise
social work values and ethical principles and had also developed a sense of passion towards
the plight of the local villagers and became committed to the cause of poverty alleviation
and social development in China.

Stage III: Implementing the rural capacity-building practice framework
After having developed the rural capacity-building practice framework, the framework
was implemented through the use of the participatory action research approach. The stu-
dents facilitated the villagers to work on the ideas that they had proposed in the previous
stage and helped them to actualise their plans through group work and community or-
ganisation strategies. Concrete projects were carefully deliberated on and subsequently
implemented, taking into consideration the realities and constraints of the local context.
Projects that were finally chosen for implementation include: the generation of methane
gas for fuel; the formation of support groups for women and the elderly; the provision of
adult education programs for the illiterate; leadership training for young villagers; training
programs for children and young people on ethnic songs and dances by elderly villagers in
order to preserve the cultural heritage; constructing a local museum on ethnic history and
culture; and the development of income-generating handicraft projects. All these projects
were being discussed, planned and implemented collectively by involving the practicum
students, teachers, researchers, villagers and local stakeholders concerned. The local peo-
ple also proposed to build an integrated community service centre to serve as a hub for
local villagers to meet and to engage in communal activities. With funding for the building
materials raised in Hong Kong, the community centre was planned, designed and built by
villagers.

Many of the villagers had been transformed by their experience in the project. Many
of them were very passive and pessimistic in the past and they felt hopeless in view of the
grave poverty in their village. In the past, their only way out was to go outside of their
villages and to seek jobs in urban factories. With the development of the rural capacity-
building project, many of them realised that they could find ways to enhance their social
and economic wellbeing through collective efforts. Moreover, instead of despising their
traditional ethnic culture, many of them began to discover the richness of their cultural
heritage and were keen to preserve and transmit it to their future generations.

The major challenge of our students in this stage was to make a shift from their famil-
iar expert-oriented approach to the collaborative and facilitative approach. This problem
became more apparent in this stage of development when they had to work closely with
the villagers to develop concrete plans for action. The students were used to providing
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consultation and giving expert ideas in their normal roles as university professors and re-
searchers. They had great difficulty in holding back their suggestions in a directive manner
in order to listen to the voices of the people in a humble and empathetic manner. But they
were alerted to their lack of awareness of this through continuous reciprocal-reflection-in-
action processes.

The students discovered that the villagers were actually full of ideas and had great
capacity for development despite their lack of education, resources and exposure. Given
the opportunities and encouragement, the villagers could become highly motivated and
could join together to do amazing things to improve the quality of life not only for them-
selves and their families, but also for the collective good of their community. Moreover,
the students also experienced the thrill of actually being involved in the real-life process
of conceptualising, planning and implementing social change and social development. The
experience greatly inspired them and transformed their conception of social change and
how social change could be actualised in the Chinese context.

Stage IV: Reflecting on the experimentation and ensuring sustainability of change
efforts
Besides the engagement in continuous reciprocal-reflection-in-action throughout the en-
tire action research process, a major evaluation was carried out in the summer of 2005
to reflect on the whole project since its inception in 2000. The purpose of the evaluation
was to reflect on past experiences, to identify the gaps and limitations of the approach, to
refine and improve the rural capacity-building practice framework and to ensure the long-
term sustainability of the project. Students, teachers and researchers involved in the project
during the period were invited to attend the meeting and to share their views about the
project.

The most critical problem confronting us in the process was the difficulty to change
the mindset of people. Even though the project emphasised social development and had
adopted a capacity-building approach to the process, most of the teachers and students in-
volved in the project found it extremely difficult to practise their values and beliefs in the
real-life context. While they advocated for equity, justice and fairness, they found that they
were often the ones who violated such principles and asserted their power and domina-
tion in the decision-making processes. While they were educating the villagers to exercise
gender equality, some of the male students and teachers exhibited chauvinistic behaviours
towards their female colleagues which had caused much embarrassment and unhappiness.
While they themselves were zealously promoting social change and social development,
they could be using methods and strategies which, though seemingly efficient and effec-
tive, were contradictory to the core beliefs of social development. Fortunately, the use of
the reciprocal-reflection-in-action paradigm had helped in minimising these problems,
sharpening critical reflection, and creating an environment for open dialogue and mutual
support among key players involved in the project.

Another issue of concern was the sustainability of the change efforts. The project had
started many worthwhile initiatives at the community level, but it was not at all easy to
sustain these initiatives on a long-term basis. While it was relatively easy to sustain the in-
terest of the villagers in the various interest groups and support groups, it was extremely
difficult to sustain the momentum of the income-generating projects. For instance, the
handicraft project was developed with a view to help local women to generate income
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through production of local handicrafts and cloths. But the project was not too success-
ful and could only provide minimal supplementary income for a few families because of
reasons such as the difficulty to market the products, the low quality and unattractive de-
sign of the products, the lack of resources to buy raw materials, and the difficulty to evenly
distribute the income generated from the project. The team reflected on the underlying
causes of the problems and discussed ways to enhance the sustainability of the income-
generating projects. The core issue was again related to the mindset of the people. It was
felt that the women involved in the project were only concerned about generating income
from the project to improve their own household income and were not concerned about
improvement of the collective good and social development. The team reflected that they
had not done enough preparation to enhance local villagers’ knowledge and understand-
ing about social development before the commencement of the project. It was therefore
suggested that more efforts have to be made not only to enhance the capacity of the par-
ticipants in income generation, but, more importantly, the capacity to promote collective
good through mutual support. Moreover, it was suggested that efforts have to be made
to involve the local and provincial officials as partners of the projects so that government
resources and support could be drawn upon to help the local villagers. The team also
suggested that we had been over-emphasising the ‘social’ aspect of development, and not
paying adequate attention to the ‘economic’ and other related aspects of development. As
such, it was suggested that we should strengthen our team by drawing upon the help of
economists, designers, health professionals and others so that we could provide a holis-
tic and inter-disciplinary approach to social development. All these insights generated
through the reflection process have been used to guide the further improvement of the
rural capacity-building project in its subsequent stage of development.

Finally, the team also deliberated on issues related to knowledge building and knowl-
edge dissemination. During the previous years the project staff accumulated a host of
experience and data collected through the action research process. We have been illumi-
nated by our experience and especially by the insights gained through the participatory
action research process. We have generated ideas on rural social work practice through
our project and have gradually evolved an indigenous rural capacity-building model for
the Chinese context. In order to share our experience and ideas with fellow social workers
in China, we have developed a series of workshops and training programs so as to pop-
ularise the rural capacity-building model in other parts of China. A Rural Social Work
Research Centre has subsequently been established at Yunnan University in 2007 to fur-
ther our work on rural social work development. The centre has now become a national
hub for social workers and other related practitioners and researchers to meet, to have dia-
logue, to promote the rural capacity-building model, and to advocate for social change and
social development in rural China.

Conclusions

The MSW (China) Program is committed to the development of social work and social
work education in China and to the furtherance of social change and social development.
We position ourselves as catalysts for social development through our numerous cur-
riculum initiatives and especially through our active engagement in participatory action
research projects in connection with our fieldwork practicums. Through these action re-
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search projects, our students have been facilitated to actively engage in initiatives to foster
social change and social development. Efforts have been made to address critical social
issues in contemporary China such as poverty, unemployment, marital breakdown, pop-
ulation ageing, street children, mental illness, and social exclusion. Through personal
involvement in these action research projects, our students have gradually gained the
awareness and confidence that social work education can become a powerful catalyst for
social change and development. It is indeed our hope and aspiration that more social work
educators in China could take up the social responsibility and the mission to promote so-
cial change and social development in China to enhance the quality of life of the Chinese
people.

References

Boyer, E.L. (1990). Scholarship reconsidered: priorities of the professoriate. Princeton, NJ: Carnegie
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching.

Greenwood, D.J. (1991). Collective reflective practice through participatory action research: a case study
from the fagor cooperatives of mondragon. In D.A. Schön (ed.), The reflective turn: case studies in
and on educational practice (pp. 84–108). NY: Teachers College Press.

Gronski, R. & Pigg, K. (2000). University and community collaboration. The American Behavioral
Scientist, 43(5): 781–92.

Hall, A. & Midgley, J. (2004). Social policy for development. London: SAGE Publications.
Harkavy, I. & Puckett, J.L. (1994). Lessons from Hull House for the contemporary urban university.

Social Science Review, 68(3): 299–321.
Ku, H.B., Yeung, S.C. & Sung, P. (2005). Searching for a capacity-building model in social work

education. Social Work Education, 24(2): 213–33.
Lanzara, G.F. (1991). Shifting stories: learning from a reflective experiment in a design process. In D.A.

Schön (ed.), The reflective turn: case studies in and on educational practice (pp. 285–320). NY:
Teachers College Press.

Lei, J.Z. & Shui, Z.Z. (1991). The thirty years of the social work programme of Yenjing University. In N.
Chow et.al. (eds), Status quo, challenge and prospect: collected works of the seminar of the
Asian-Pacific region social work education (pp. 10–16). Beijing: Peking University Press.

Leung, J.C.B. & Nann, R. (1995). Authority and benevolence: social welfare in China. Hong Kong: Chinese
University of Hong Kong Press.

Marullo, S. & Edwards, B. (2000). From charity to justice. The American Behavioral Scientist, 43(5):
895–912.

Mayfield, L., Hellwig, M. & Banks, B. (1999). The Chicago response to urban problems: building
university–community collaborations. The American Behavioral Scientist, 42(5): 863–75.

McCartt Hess, P. & Mullen, E.J. (eds) (1995). Practitioner–researcher partnerships: building knowledge
from, in, and for practice. Washington, DC: NASW Press.

Midgley, J. & Livermore, M. (1997). The developmental perspective in social work: educational
implications for a new century. Journal of Social Work Education, 33(3): 573–85.

Oja, S.N. & Smulyan, L. (1989). Collaborative action research: a developmental approach. NY: Falmer
Press.

Pace, L.A. & Argona, D.R. (1991). Participatory action research: a view from Xerox. In W.F. Whyte (ed.),
Participatory action research (pp. 56–69). London: SAGE Publications.

Preston, P.W. & Haacke, J. (2003). Change in contemporary China. In P.W. Preston & J. Haacke (eds),
Contemporary China: the dynamics of change at the start of the new millennium. London: Routledge
Curzon.

21 Social work education as a catalyst for social change and social development

297



Sarri, R.C. & Sarri, C.M. (l992). Organizational and community change through participatory action
research. In D. Bargal & H. Schmid (eds), Organisation change and development in human service
organisations, administration in social work (pp. 99–122). NY: Haworth Press.

Schön, D.A. (1987). Educating the reflective practitioner: toward a new design for teaching and learning in
the professions. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Schön, D.A. (1983). The reflective practitioner: how professionals think in action. NY: Basic Books.
Sung-Chan, P. L. (2000). Learning from an action experiment: putting Schön’s reciprocal-reflection

theory into practice. Cybernetics and Human Knowing, 7(2–3): 17–30.
Wang, S.B. (2003). The social responsibility of social work in a changing society. In S. Wang et al. (eds),

China's social work in transition: essays from 2001 annual symposium of China Association for Social
Work Education (pp. 3–12). Shanghai: East China University of Science and Technology Press.

Weinberg, A.S. (1999). The university and the hamlets: revitalising low-income communities through
university outreach and community visioning exercises. The American Behavioral Scientist, 42(5):
800–13.

Whyte, W.F. (ed.) (1991). Participatory action research. London: SAGE Publications.
Xiong, Y.G. (1999). Problems and challenges confronting the development of social work education in

the 21st century. In Journal of China Youth College for Political Sciences, special issue, Reflections,
Choices and Development: Special Issue on Social Work Education (pp. 32–37).

Yuen-Tsang, W.K.A. (1996). Social work education in China: constraints, opportunities, and challenges.
In J. Cheng & T.W. Lo (eds), Social welfare development in China: constraints and challenges (pp.
85–100). Chicago: Imprint Publications.

Yuen-Tsang, W.K.A. & Tsien, T. (2004). Universities and civic responsibility: actualising the
university–community partnership model through the anti-SARS project in Hong Kong. The Asian
and Pacific Journal of Social Work and Development, 14(1): 19–32.

Yuen-Tsang, W.K.A & Sung-Chan, P.P.L. (2002). Capacity building through networking: integrating
professional knowledge with indigenous practice. In N.T. Tan & I. Dodds (eds), Social Work around
the world, vol 2, Agenda for global social work in the 21st century (pp. 111–22). Berne: IFSW Press.

Global social work

298



Part 7
Social work and political activism
Socialworkandpoliticalactivism





22
Reflections of an activist social worker:
challenging human rights violations
Reflectionsofanactivistsocialworker

Linda Briskman

Activism in social work can arise from practitioner wisdom that prompts
action to respond to human rights violations. This paper offers reflections
on the Eileen Younghusband keynote address in South Africa in 2008. I
lament the lack of human rights advancement in subsequent years where
infringements on the rights of many of the world’s most vulnerable people
receive negative responses from governments and scant attention from pro-
fessions. The paper calls for ascendancy of the active moral practitioner, born
from outrage and a desire to combat racism, the marginalisation and de-
monisation of those ‘othered’ in dominant discourse. Social work values and
principles provide leads.

In 2008 the International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW) held its interna-
tional conference in Durban, South Africa. The conference theme of transcending global
and local divides was timely as, despite the catchcry of globalisation, many nation states
were increasingly bunkering and drawing themselves into what anthropologist Ghassan
Hage (2003, p. xii) refers to as a ‘pervasive paranoid nationalistic culture of neo-liberal
capitalism’. Alongside this a human rights discourse was rapidly sinking into a security
discourse. Reflecting on this conference and updating the keynote address I gave on this
occasion brings little joy, for the human rights trajectory has increasingly spiralled down-
wards. This chapter offers some reflections on social work responses to human rights
violations and reflects on my own activist journey as a way of advancing critical engage-
ment of social workers in issues of global concern. It builds on Eileen Younghusband’s
keynote address delivered in 2008 at the IAASW conference.

I have personally traversed a long and bumpy personal and political journey to where
I position myself today as an academic activist in the Australian context. The further I
travel on this journey, I become increasingly convinced, maybe even doctrinaire, about the
moral and ethical duty of social workers to move beyond the realm of everyday practice
to explore critical issues that impact on the wellbeing of our nations and the world at
large, however small the contribution. Although social work has a courageous reputation
in dealing with questions of injustice, this is by no means universal; settings where social
work’s political activism is ingrained in its mission are not the majority. Political action can
be a contentious and risky business. I believe, however, that in order to create a just and
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peaceful world the concerted actions of people, ordinary and extraordinary, are needed to
work towards the principle of ‘never again’. In this, social work has much to contribute in
both international and local contexts.

My two main areas of social work political endeavour are in the areas of Indigenous
rights and asylum seeker rights. In this I am spurred on by the words of Australian Aborig-
inal activist Lowitja O’Donoghue, who poses the question: ‘How is it that this nation's First
Peoples, and its last peoples, should suffer similar indignity?’ (O’Donoghue 2003). These
are questions that permeate in too many countries.

The question is partly answered by understanding the pervasiveness of Western dom-
inance and how ‘the other’ is represented in societies where power and privilege accorded
to ‘the West’ creates a climate of ongoing colonialism where the non-conforming are rep-
resented as ignorant, deviant, dark and dangerous. In this, as a global community, we are
still so far from recognising Indigenous wisdom or accepting the gifts that those ‘othered’
in mainstream discourses can bring to our societies in order that we can all flourish in in-
clusiveness.

The focus of my chapter is on the social work response to the here and now, within
the supposedly ‘democratic’ west, where the rhetoric of the rule of law is often misleading
as it masks pernicious practices that take place under its aegis. In many countries mono-
cultural doctrines are increasingly taking hold and this results in tragic consequences
for many groups, damage to the reputation of nations and denigration of the professions
which implement the policies arising from such canons. In this way the professions, in-
cluding social work, are both victim and perpetrator within prevailing paradigms and
frameworks. The example of social work resistance and political activism that I will later be
drawing upon illustrates a human rights challenge by social work educators – the People’s
Inquiry into (immigration) Detention in Australia.

But first I widen the context to refer to some of the human rights issues that ought to
be of concern to social workers. In doing so I propose four interconnected junctures for
social work in carving out its role in the political realm: recognising human rights abuses;
responding through political activism; identifying guiding principles; and responsibility of
educators.

Recognising human rights abuses

In many countries we are observing the imposition of malevolent acts, and see govern-
ments of the West level accusations of human rights abuses on ‘the tyrannical’. Without
discarding the need to be informed commentators on the international stage, regrettably
this emphasis may render us blind to brutalities in our own countries, such is the strength
of government propaganda machinery and media collusion. The examples below relate to
‘the war on terror’, the Indigenous sphere and racism.

An over-arching concern is the erosion of civil liberties in the wake of the attacks in
New York on 11 September 2001 when a number of Western governments introduced dra-
conian anti-terrorist laws (Burnside 2007, 145) that were enabled by producing a politics
of fear that bordered on mass hysteria. By what logic, we should ask, has the so-called war
on terror upturned the protections that were once considered sacrosanct? The results of
this upheaval have been dire and engendered by fear imposed on an unsuspecting and un-
critical citizenry.
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In a number of countries we have observed acceptance of rendition and the outsourc-
ing of torture. In Australia we saw one of our nationals, David Hicks, spend five years
in captivity in Guantanamo Bay. Another Australian, Mamdouh Habib, was tortured by
Egyptian and American authorities with Australia’s knowledge. Later an Indian national
and medical practitioner, Mohammed Haneef, was held without trial and removed from
Australia on now discredited and flimsy grounds that were constructed around the linking
of his mobile phone SIM card to botched terror attacks in Britain in 2007. This man’s life
and career were destroyed by an over-zealous government and Australia’s reputation was
further scarred. Australian social worker Aloysia Brooks (2013) is one of the few social
workers who has ventured into exploring the social work response to torture.

On a global scale there is ongoing suffering and maligning of Indigenous peoples. It
took far too many years for the declaration on the rights of Indigenous peoples to find its
way through the United Nations. Australia, Canada, the United States and New Zealand
were condemned by the international human rights community for initially voting against
it. Social workers are acutely aware of the harms done to Indigenous family life through
the removal of children from their families and communities in a number of countries.
But in 2007 in Australia many stood helplessly by when the conservative government in-
voked an Emergency Intervention. Ostensibly to deal with problems of child sexual abuse
in remote Northern Territory Aboriginal communities, the federal government cast aside
provisions of the Racial Discrimination Act and deployed, into localities where memories
of abuse at the hands of authorities were very much alive, the army, police and medical
practitioners. Taken away were the minimal but hard fought for rights of those commu-
nities and the government introduced legislation which did not even mention children.
The election of a Labor government led to an apology for past wrongs by Prime Minister
Rudd that went some way toward healing past wounds, but has not resolved the socioeco-
nomic status of Indigenous peoples who still lag in having their human rights realised in
such fields as health, housing, education, employment and income (Briskman 2014). Social
work increasingly strives for engagement with Indigenous communities including through
centring Indigenous Australians in its most recent Code of Ethics (AASW 2010).

Social workers are familiar with tenets of anti-racist and anti-oppressive practice but
this is more likely to be directed inward to social work practice at a micro level. Racism is
not always named yet the lack of care of society toward those ‘not like us’ is directed at the
marginalised, the excluded, the despised – those struggling for belonging and identity. This
very year of 2014 has seen the ‘race debate’ ignite in Australia following an announcement
by the federal government that it would replace a section of the Racial Discrimination Act
that makes it unlawful to offend, insult, humiliate or intimidate on the grounds of race,
colour or ethnicity. Commentator David Marr (2014, 7) dispels the notion that the move
is about free speech, stating that Prime Minister Tony Abbott is instead persuading a slice
of the electorate that ‘he is running a government after their own hearts – one that un-
derstands, even respects what they feel about Aborigines, immigrants, Muslims and boat
people’, the latter term referring to asylum seekers who make their journeys to Australia by
boat.

Eurocentric paradigms of knowledge increasingly dominate and are imposed as uni-
versal truths (Seidman 1994, 257). In Australia this represents an insidious revival of the
White Australia Policy which we believed had been cast aside, the rise of unfettered na-
tionalism based on imperial principles of British heritage that we thought had vanished
and the demise of multiculturalism which we thought was here to stay. Globally we are
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observing what Kundnani (2007), in the British context, refers to as the end of tolerance
and what Barthes (1997, 88) describes as inoculation; practices that immunise society
against difference. There is an insidious rise in Islamophobia, with organisations world-
wide preaching hate and propagating myths directed at Muslims implying that Muslim
immigration is something to fear. In a climate of fear, now an entrenched universal phe-
nomenon, the protection of human rights becomes extraordinarily difficult (Burnside
2007, 159). The limits of international law present an imperative for both local action and
international pressure. Proactively, the Australian Association of Social Workers (2010)
calls upon social workers to recognise and challenge racism and other forms of oppression.

Responding to human rights abuses through political activism

Rather than being on centre stage, social work is a profession that is often misunderstood,
ignored, practised within contradictory paradigms and sometimes lacking in self-confi-
dence within the hierarchy of professions. The question is how to position social workers
as actors in the political realm.

To explore this point, I discuss the social work response to asylum seeker policy in
Australia for it is in the realm of asylum seeking where nation states have bunkered them-
selves most successfully against people fleeing their homelands in search of safe haven.
Invasion anxiety and border security become privileged over human security. By way of
countering this stance, social work academics in Australia initiated a major undertaking
spurred by shame and disgust at the brutal treatment of asylum seekers in our country,
where we reached a new moral threshold that meant it was possible to push away unarmed
people seeking refuge in our waters (Perera 2002). It should be noted that this activity has
recently accelerated in the form of a policy named Operation Sovereign Borders, with its
centrepiece of intercepting asylum seekers at sea and retuning them to their staging post
of Indonesia in specially designed orange life rafts. The extent of this operation is covert
as it is intentionally hidden from the public, with the Immigration authorities refusing to
speak about what it calls ‘on-water’ matters. The quest for transparency in government is a
failed project.

Australia’s policy of mandatory detention was secured for the long-term in 1992,
which means that all ‘unauthorised arrivals’ arriving without travel documents are re-
moved from the human circle and placed in immigration detention centres for indetermi-
nate periods, until granted a protection visa (now only temporary visas) or removed from
Australia. These detention prisons have been primarily located in remote desert or island
sites or offshore in Nauru or Papua New Guinea (Manus Island), the latter of which has
been the scene of extreme violence that resulted in the vicious killing of an Iranian asylum
seeker in 2014.

Around this shame of the nation an advocacy movement formed, which was faced
with the monumental task of countering highly effective government propaganda that had
duped the public into becoming accomplices to the prevailing view that we were in danger
of being invaded by fleeing asylum seekers whom, we were told, could even be a terrorist
threat. Although increasingly harsh measures exist on a global scale, Australia has stood
out in its application of mandatory detention to all unauthorised arrivals and became a
testing laboratory (Pickering 2005) for other countries wanting to eradicate what they see
as the asylum seeker scourge.
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The People’s Inquiry into Detention, auspiced by the Australian Council of Heads of
Schools of Social Work, sought to change asylum seeker policies in Australia and to have
the stories of this reprehensible era of social policy on the public record for the future of
the nation. It was particularly the policy of indefinite mandatory detention that spurred us
on and harsh prisons where people were enveloped by a punishing power (Browning 2006)
and reduced to what Agamben (1998) refers to as ‘bare life’.

The Australian heads of social work, representing more than 20 social work schools
in Australia, undertook the inquiry as government would not. The policies and practices
of the government were seen by us as a catastrophic response to a global humanitarian
issue that had only minimally reached Australian shores. We were incensed by the resis-
tance of government to investigate its own policies and practices even though it had called
an inquiry into the wrongful detention of a mentally ill Australian resident, Cornelia Rau,
who had been locked away in a detention centre by convincing the authorities that she was
a German called Anna. She had been meted out the very same treatment as the asylum
seekers whose plight did not create the media and public eruption that followed Cornelia’s
detention. We were further impelled by the increasing despair of those who had been de-
tained for many years and for whom the courts effectively deemed could remain there for
the rest of their lives. The People’s Inquiry was born from outrage. As a group of academic
social workers, we considered it beholden on our knowledge, expertise and passion to con-
duct a national investigation.

After announcing the inquiry we were overwhelmed by the response to what soon be-
came a collective, organic and transparent process. Immediate support emerged from all
around Australia and from people from all walks of life (Briskman and Goddard 2007).
Before long, a team of advisors, organisers, counsellors, panel members, researchers and
others rallied to join in the quest to expose the evils of the detention regime. Students
joined for social work placements or internships from other disciplines. We commenced
with no money but gradually attracted some funds from philanthropic trusts and organ-
isations which believed in our quest. The inquiry process demonstrates how social work,
despite its diversity of practice models and organisational constraints, can garner the sup-
port of others to challenge human rights abuses (Alston, in Briskman et al. 2008).

Ten public hearings were held across Australia and heard the gruelling testimonies of
almost 200 people, one-third of whom had been in detention and the rest who were advo-
cates, professionals or people who had worked within the detention system. We received
a similar number of written submissions. Our research assistant trawled through masses
of public documentation, media reports and information that came to us informally from
‘the back of a truck’. The strength of the work is the documentation of the stories, told
by those affected, while they were still current. At the end of our deliberations we could
only conclude that asylum seekers had been portrayed as less than human, that the media
colluded with the portrayals and that the public (most of whom supported mandatory de-
tention) were deceived.

By world standards there are very few unauthorised arrivals in Australia due to
tyranny of distance. And we, from a vast and wealthy nation with an ethos of a ‘fair go’,
have seen an increasing range of policies introduced that make us among the world’s worst.
The policies are so evil that Julian Burnside (2007, 129) has accused a former prime minis-
ter John Howard (1996–2007) of being guilty of crimes against humanity when judged by
his own laws.
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Although the detention of all people has been shocking, the detention of children, of-
ten for many years, has shaken to the core social workers and others in the Australian
community. Even when notifications under state government child protection provisions
were made by social workers and other advocates, they were ignored as the children were
bounced between the question of federal and state jurisdictions (immigration being a fed-
eral responsibility and child protection in the domain of the states). Child and family
welfare is something that should be the centre of social work concern and, like the Stolen
Generations of Indigenous children removed from their families before it, the detention of
child asylum seekers is sure to stir future generations into harsh condemnation of this era
of Australian history.

Children were detained in immigration detention facilities until 2005 when the policy
changed following agitation from within the ranks of the government. It later re-emerged
and now there are more than a thousand children in closed detention facilities in Australia
or on Nauru. The caging of children is perhaps the greatest human rights violation in Aus-
tralia since World War 2 (Ozdowski 2008, 1). It has been described by two of the authors
of the book that arose from the People’s Inquiry (Goddard & Briskman (2004, 17) as or-
ganised and ritualised abuse of children. More recently we have described the transfer of
unaccompanied children to Nauru as human trafficking (Briskman & Goddard 2014). The
Australian Human Rights Commission is conducting an inquiry into the detention of chil-
dren, the second on this topic in a decade.

The People’s Inquiry began as a somewhat subversive endeavour with no formal au-
thority to conduct the inquiry except for the authority of ‘the people’. In 2008 it entered the
mainstream with the three social work authors (Briskman et al. 2008) winning the Aus-
tralian Human Rights Commission Award for Literature.

Guiding principles

Arguably, social work has an obligation to engage in the type of political activism that
underpinned the inquiry. Tiamelo Mmatli (2008, 306) tells us it is dereliction of our pro-
fessional duty not to comply with what Mullaly (1997) calls the promotion of political will
to develop a humanised society. There is also urgency to overturn secretive activities of
governments, and to invoke our expertise and value base for transparency and public in-
terest. In this there are a number of core social work underpinnings.

First, there are the directives and principles enshrined in social work ethics, national
and international, that call on social workers to affirm human rights and to challenge
unjust principles. The international Statement of Principles on ethics in social work pro-
claims that the principles of human rights and social justice are fundamental to social work
(IFSW & IASSW 2004). The Australian Code declares that the social work profession op-
poses and works to eliminate all violations of human rights (AASW 2010).

Then there is the knowledge base of social workers, much of it derived from practice
wisdom as critical ethnographers – participant observers in our work where we are witness
to the impact of subjugation, oppression, racism and structural disadvantage. The Interna-
tional Federation of Social Workers (IFSW 2012) states, ‘As part of civil societies’ ground
force, social workers have inside access to the people most affected by poverty and human
rights injustices’.
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And there are the critical theoretical leads – including postcolonialism, and anti-op-
pressive and anti-racist paradigms – that assist us in working towards emancipation and
liberation (Mullaly 1997, 143). Through our connections and observations there is the
prospect to challenge taken-for-granted ways of doing things that for practitioners may
equate with complacent and unquestioning compliance.

This leads on to the question of complicity. If social workers fail to act on what they
know, are they collaborators? I have conducted research that examines the ‘dual loyalty’
question – loyalty to the client or loyalty to the employing body. Much of the exploration
on this question arose in South Africa through Physicians for Human Rights, bringing to
the forefront complicity of health professionals during the apartheid era. In Australia, to-
gether with Deborah, Zion, Bebe Loff, I explored the involvement of professional workers
– mainly psychologists, psychiatrists, general practitioners and nurses – with the immi-
gration detention regime in Australia. All are professions with codes of ethics. There
were contrasting responses: collusion, advocacy and silence. Some health professionals are
disturbingly associated with actions that fall under the Convention against Torture’s defin-
ition of cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment (Briskman et al. 2010).

For social workers facing dual loyalty conflicts, there is a need to reconsider roles and
principles. Social work is largely organisational practice and there is a wealth of literature
that discusses how organisations can be sites of tension for social workers as their practice
ideals are subsumed by the organisational mission (e.g. Lymbery & Butler 2004; Hough &
Briskman 2003). Social workers have been among those employed on Nauru by a non-gov-
ernment organisation and were among those who spoke out publicly about the brutality
they witnessed. A human services practitioner with the organisation said, ‘We were ex-
pected to show allegiance to the Australian government and the organisations that worked
on Nauru, ergo helping the men was a form of treason’ (Isaacs 2014, 59).

Responsibility of educators

How do social work educators inspire future social workers to take a lead and become what
I heard a participant at the 2008 Durban social work conference refer to as morally active
practitioners? One important strategy is to demonstrate to students the passion for human
rights work as role models. The People’s Inquiry involved students in every aspect of the
process and invariably the students stayed with us when their placements ended as they
believed that what they were doing was important. We did not fear accusations of parti-
sanship when human rights were on our side. We set aside concerns about whether or not
we were adequately preparing students for the realities of practice for they will face those
soon enough, but student-time may be the only opportunity for supported engagement
in political reflection and political practice. Furthermore, academics are less constrained
than others and universities may be the last bastion of freedom for the exercise of our core
values and principles. The role of universities is essential, for, as Hamilton and Maddison
tell us (2007, 13), they:

are essential for producing educated, informed and questioning citizens with some ca-
pacity to scrutinise government decisions. The academics who staff these institutions
require a high level of academic freedom to pursue research that may, at times, challenge
a government’s values and agenda.
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Speaking out can occur in non-conventional ways. One of my heroes is former British so-
cial work academic Roy Bailey, who together with Mike Brake wrote an early radical social
work text. Roy Bailey is now a folk singer of renown, spreading the word on a range of op-
pressions.

Moral courage

Jim Ife, in the Eileen Younghusband address in Montreal in 2000, made a comment that
resonates. He spoke then of how many social workers have an interest in international
issues by supporting Amnesty International, for example, but in their role as a private citi-
zen. What are the ways to move social work to more direct action? I return to the example
of refugees to pave the way forward.

For human services workers casting their gaze on refugees, there can be passive or ac-
tive ways of acting and we must be alert to the fact that decisions that impact on the social
work agenda are not usually made by social workers or even by people who share our value
base. Refugees can be seen as a practice issue in dealing with torture and trauma, mental
health and settlement. Another mode of working is through minimising harmful policies
in order to provide better service outcomes. A third mode of intervention sees asylum
seeking as a political issue requiring direct political action. There is an inherent difficulty of
working across all practice boundaries requiring an exploration that draw upon on a mix
of ethics, theory, values, methods, ideology and dual loyalty concerns. Ultimately social
workers need to decide whether to work in settings where the values are in contradiction
to personal values and professional ethics and whether speaking out and protest is the best
choice in particular settings. This has been the stance of some social workers employed in
Nauru detention who resigned from their positions.

Conclusions

The recommendations from the People’s Inquiry called upon the Labor government of
that time to remove racism, restore human rights and reinstate accountability. These three
tenets transcend the local, but these universal themes are often understated in the lexicon
of social work. These three basic principles represent a gateway for the emancipation of
ourselves from the tyranny of organisational practice and for the liberation of those suffer-
ing at the hands of cruel regimes.

Academic Brian Martin (2006) calls upon scholars to speak out. He warns against fear
of imagined risk saying:

You think that if you offend someone powerful, this may jeopardise your tenure or
promotion application. Your grants might be blocked. You might be sued for defama-
tion . . . You could even be hauled in by ASIO and interrogated.

To counter such fears, we can take inspiration from the words of lawyer and head of Re-
prieve, Clive Stafford Smith. In his book titled Bad men: Guantanamo Bay and the secret
prisons, he states, ‘I am under no illusion that I have the skill to do justice to the stories of
these prisoners, but the greatest sin would be not to try’ (Stafford Smith 2007, x).
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Confidence can be gained by noting that our dissidence received massive support, our
academic careers have not suffered and security officials have not entered our doorways.
As Martin (2006) states, the biggest risk to free speech is not reprisals but self-censorship.
The best antidote is for more people to speak out.

And finally, I refer to a small but significant book by Stephane Hessel titled Time for
outrage. He wrote this call to action in 2010 when he was 93 years old, ‘on the last leg of
my journey’ as he put it. He used the time before he died to reflect on events that laid the
foundation for his lifelong commitment to politics, which was the resistance movement
challenging inequality, discrimination and oppressive acts against those without social, po-
litical or economic power. Hessel spoke of the unbearable things around us and implores
us to open our eyes so we will see. The worst attitude, he says, is indifference. He invoked
the duty of all to ensure that our society remains one of which we are proud, not a society
that is among other things wary of immigrants and intent on their expulsion. Social work-
ers have an ethical responsibility to use our precious freedom wisely and before we too lose
this right.
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23
Contesting the neoliberal global agenda:
lessons from activists
Contestingtheneoliberalglobalagenda

Maureen Wilson, Avery Calhoun and Elizabeth Whitmore

With the ongoing failure of governments to protect their citizens from im-
pacts of the neoliberal global agenda, civil society groups worldwide have
moved into the breach. Social workers, as allies of these groups, are uniquely
positioned to help maximise their effectiveness in confronting the threats
of corporate globalisation to democracy, economic justice, the environment
and protection of the commons.

How do activist groups know when they’re making a difference? This
chapter builds on a four-year collaboration with nine diverse activist groups
to see what we could learn together about effective practice in social/environ-
mental justice work. We report on what activists told us about what ‘success’
means in their work, and what facilitates those successes. Reflecting on the
implications of these findings in relation to social work skills and capacities,
we suggest how social work educators might enhance our capabilities to con-
tribute to the critical work of challenging and replacing the global neoliberal
project.

Principles of human rights and social justice are fundamental to
social work . . . Every social worker has the opportunity to matter
and, hopefully, the capacity to do so.

Gayle Gilchrist James, Past President, International
Federation of Social Workers

The continuing global hegemony of neoliberalism presents a special challenge to social
work. By virtue of our ethical obligation to address issues of social justice, social work is
inevitably at odds with the neoliberal agenda and its exacerbation of social inequalities and
environmental degradation.

National governments, generally speaking, have been spectacularly ineffective in ei-
ther challenging the neoliberal global agenda or in protecting their citizens from its
impacts. This failure – whether for reasons of ideological complicity with the forces of
neoliberalism, or of constraints imposed by international financial institutions or trade
agreements – has led civil society groups worldwide to move into the breach. Social work-
ers are active with many of these organisations and movements, and they and those with
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whom they work are increasingly looking for means of maximising their impact in trans-
forming policies and practices detrimental to human welfare.

Yet in spite of the growing importance of the role of civil society organisations in pro-
tecting human and environmental welfare, there is a dearth of tools to assist citizens and
the social practitioners who accompany them in assessing the effectiveness of different
strategies in achieving successful outcomes. In this chapter, we hope to help inform the ef-
forts of social work educators in developing the capacities of social workers to both carry
out and evaluate social change practice.

The study

The impetus for the study discussed here was in two ethical obligations of social workers –
to address issues of social justice, and to evaluate the effectiveness of our practice as we do
this – and in our underdeveloped understanding of ‘what works’ in this area of practice.1

In this four-year project we collaborated with nine activist groups across Canada to
see what we could learn together about effective practice in social/environmental justice
work. Our objectives were to develop a better understanding of the meanings of ‘success’
for activist groups, to learn about factors and conditions that contribute to those successes,
and to support our collaborating groups in reflecting on these questions in relation to their
own work. Following a brief discussion of challenges to neoliberal hegemony among which
we locate this project, we will share what we have learned that might support the efforts of
social workers in their pursuit of social and environmental justice.

Neoliberalism and its discontents: consequences, critiques, challenges
Neoliberalism, a marriage of 18th century liberal ideas on individual liberties and free-
doms and modern-day market fundamentalism, found impetus in the 1970s in the context
of the inflation and falling rates of profit affecting economic elites. Its ideas on free markets,
free trade and a non-interventionist state have found expression in structural adjust-
ment programs involving cuts in government spending, privatisation of public enterprises,
removal of controls on trade and exchange, deregulation of wages and prices, weaken-
ing of environmental protections, and in general the removal of any laws or regulations
interfering with commercial interests. The neoliberal view, advanced by transnational cor-
porations and their allies, and sectors hegemonised by these, is that labour markets need
to be more ‘flexible,’ and social programs cut, to deal with international competition. Thus,
neoliberals advocate cuts in unemployment insurance, repeal of labour protective laws
(‘labour market deregulation’), weakening of union power, and cuts to social programs. As
economist Raj Patel puts it, ‘from the 1970s onward, our economy was hijacked by free-
market fundamentalists whose mantra was “greed is good, regulation is bad” ’ (2009b).

Perhaps the most contentious tenet of neoliberal ideology is the principle that the rules
of the market should govern societies, rather than the other way around. This belief in the

1 We are grateful to the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada for funding for
this research. Parts of this chapter were published in Wilson, M. G., Calhoun, A. & Whitmore, E. (2012).
Contesting the neoliberal agenda: lessons from Canadian activists. Canadian Social Work Review, 28(1):
25–48.
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inherent wisdom of the market2 is combined with the assumption that competition will
get things done in the most efficient ways possible, allowing the talents of the most able to
find expression and eventually benefitting everyone: the rising tide of capitalism will lift all
boats.

Some boats, however, prove more seaworthy than others. It follows naturally with
the application of this doctrine – promoting competition between individuals, businesses
and nations – that there will be winners and losers. Globalisation, operating under ne-
oliberal rules, is producing a small number of fortunate winners and an overwhelming
world majority who are excluded from its benefits (WB 2013; Yalnizyan 2013). Notwith-
standing claims of free trade advocates that the majority will inevitably benefit from global
economic integration, fulfilment of the promised broad improvements to human welfare
resulting from deregulation and global competition has been little in evidence. Rather, the
disparities that have grown over past decades between rich and poor – within and between
countries – persist (Anand, Segal & Stiglitz 2009; Rosling 2013; Slater 2013).

Noting the extent to which this over-reliance on market forces and economic liberal-
isation has worked to the detriment of the world’s poor, the United Nations Department
of Economic and Social Affairs, in its 2010 Report on the world social situation, pleaded
for a shift away from the market fundamentalist thinking, policies and practices of re-
cent decades. It urged national governments to implement sustainable development and
equity-oriented policies appropriate to their own national conditions. This plea, however,
has fallen largely on unresponsive ears, as have other similar reports and exhortations. For
poor nations, the tying of their loans to structural adjustment requirements has meant that
this shift in policies was not an option. The leadership of most rich nations, on the other
hand, has largely bought into the ‘common sense’ of growth/trickle-down economics and
the neoliberal axiom of ‘bad state/good market’ (McMichael 2010, 3).

Further, to many, ‘free’ trade agreements represent threats to democracy and to na-
tional sovereignty, as they constrain governments to act in accordance with commercial
considerations at the expense of the interests of their own citizens or the environment.
Trade agreements giving corporations the power to sue governments, should laws or regu-
lations interfere with commerce, it is argued, result in the concentration of economic and
political power in the hands of corporate élites. This expansion of ‘rights’ and ‘freedoms’
for corporations, with the dismantling of trade and investment barriers, has disempow-
ered people and governments and transferred power into the hands of global corporations
(Korten 1996, 2009; Trew 2013).3 Thus, free trade agreements that allow the interests of
corporations to trump those of governments, and the structural adjustment policies asso-
ciated with globalism, have the effect of reducing the capacity – and right – of governments
to protect their citizens from these impacts (Klein 2008; Cazes & Verick 2013).

Equally seriously, the growing economic and political power of businesses and in-
vestors in recent decades (Stanford 2008) has produced a mounting concern that inequali-

2 Resonating with Polanyi’s (1944) historical research demonstrating national markets are not ‘natural’
but created and maintained by an infrastructure of laws and institutions, Kozul-Wright & Rayment
(2004) note, ‘It is a dangerous delusion to think of the global economy as some sort of “natural” system
with a logic of its own: It is . . . the outcome of a complex interplay of economic and political relations’
(3–4).
3 Yet, as Korten commented, ‘even CEOs are extremely limited by imperatives of global competition
from acting socially responsibly. When they do, they are quickly replaced. When they do not, they are
rewarded greatly’ (IFG 1996, 12).
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ties in wealth and power are fuelling the global climate crisis (Klein 2013; Nikiforuk 2008;
Worth 2009b). Climate change, in turn, disproportionately affects the poorest of the poor
through flooding, malaria, malnutrition, diarrhoea, rising world food prices, and the in-
creasing numbers of ‘natural’ disasters (New Internationalist 2009; IPCC 2013). Thus, there
is an additional sense in which ‘the rich world owes the poor world an ecological debt’
(Worth 2009a, 8).

The globalised opposition to the hegemony of neoliberalism is perhaps best summed
up in the ‘one no, many yeses’ theme of the World Social Forum (WSF). Meeting in various
places around the world as a counterpoint to the annual World Economic Forum in Davos,
Switzerland, the WSF represents a broad-based civil society rejection of the neoliberal
global agenda (the ‘no’) and an affirmation of the multiplicity of alternatives that are gen-
erated through the creative genius of ordinary people (the ‘yeses’). In the context of the
shrinking role of governments, popular and civil society groups globally have stepped in
to respond to the consequences of neoliberal rule – working at social and political levels,
and also at the level of economic survival (Wilson & Whitmore 2000). Challenges to ne-
oliberal globalism have come also from within corporate and political elites, as ‘cracks in
the Washington consensus’.4

How can citizen organisations make the most of their scarce resources as they work
to strengthen civil society and broad democratic participation in impacting policies and
practices detrimental to human and environmental welfare? And how can social workers
contribute to these efforts? This is work of critical importance, yet while a wide range
of civil society organisations has engaged in addressing these themes, remarkably little
has been done by way of monitoring the effectiveness of these civil society interventions.
There are daunting methodological and practical challenges in doing this, not the least of
which is what has been described as a ‘positivist resurgence’ in the academy, particularly
pronounced in the practice professions (Brown & Strega 2005). To the extent that this pos-
itivist perspective – with its illusion of neutrality – predominates, issues of how knowledge
is socially constructed, and whose interests it serves, are obscured.

Evaluating activism
The challenges notwithstanding, the need of activists to understand whether and how their
efforts are making a difference has increasingly engendered efforts to assist in this work.5
While no consensus has emerged on any ‘best’ approach to assessing the effectiveness of
activist work, two limitations are widely recognised in academic and professional litera-
tures and in the ‘grey literature’ of activist organisations and funding agencies. First, the
voices of activists themselves tend to be missing; the use of narrative has been suggested as
a way of bringing these in while ‘[letting] the story be told’ (Egbert & Hoechstetter 2007;
Innovation Network 2008). Also missing has been the identification of outcomes beyond

4 By the turn of the 21st century, as economic, social, environmental and political crises proliferated
throughout the world, increasing numbers of people at the ‘centre’ questioned the neoliberal ‘miracle’
(Soros 1998). The Tobin Tax, Nobel Prize–winning economist James Tobin’s (1978) proposal for a
punitive tax on short-run speculative financial transactions, was one initiative proposed to rein in
out-of-control capital. The 2008 market collapse created overnight neo-Keynesians in corporate circles,
with recognition of the need for re-regulation in the interest of capital accumulation (Martinez 2009).
5 See, for example, Chapman 2002; Coffman 2009a; Klugman 2010; Masers 2009; Pyrch 1998;
Reisman, Gienapp & Stachowiak 2007; Stephens 2009; Young and Everitt 2004.
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specific policy change (Coffman 2007; Guthrie et al. 2005; Miller 1994; Miller 2004). This
project attempts to respond to these gaps.

Methodology

In our view, social inquiry and practice are both at their best when grounded in praxis, ‘de-
veloped out of a dialogue between activism and reflection – practice and theory’ (Carroll
2006, 234). This combines the unmasking of the intersecting workings of capitalism, sex-
ism, racism, ableism, heterosexism and other sources of marginalisation and exploitation6

with action to bring about social transformation. In the study described here, we sought to
serve as allies of activist groups in the construction of knowledge for practice.

While working alongside counter-hegemonic civil society groups and with a critical
perspective, we used tools of appreciative inquiry (AI), the origins of which are in the
very different discourse of management/organisational development. Unlike Grant and
Humphries (2006), we find no contradiction in this. Rather than assuming methods are
automatically linked with particular ideologies or interpretive paradigms, we consider any
method to be potentially useful to the extent to which it can contribute to emancipatory
ends.

As an action research method, AI builds knowledge through continuous/iterative
processes of inquiry and change. It makes use of narrative to draw out success stories, to
identify key elements for success, and to build on these. The narrative, or story, is evoked
initially by using appreciatively phrased questions (see below) that guide the conversation.
Although there are several variations, the process of AI generally includes four phases:
discovery (from stories about high points, discovering strengths and potentials in the or-
ganisation), dreaming (creating a vision of a desired future), design (choosing what to
work on now) and destiny (implementing the design).7 The appreciative process, by en-
gaging people in storytelling, captures nuances, emotions and energy that could be missed
by other data collection strategies.(Bushe 2011; Cooperrider, Whitney and Stavros 2008).
Further, as Patton notes, ‘[there is] evidence that some problems and weaknesses can be
easier to surface when evaluation takes an appreciative stance’ (2003, 91).8

Recruitment of collaborating groups
We recruited groups to work with us in this project not for representativeness, but for di-
versity and potential theoretical payoff. We issued invitations through several networks
asking for activist groups interested in exploring with us the question ‘how do you know
when you’re making a difference?’ From the responses and by reaching out through our
own networks, we deliberately selected groups that varied in terms of focus of work, organ-

6 This requires the courage and intellectual honesty to carry out ‘a ruthless criticism of everything
existing, ruthless in two senses: the criticism must not be afraid of its own conclusions, nor of conflict
with the powers that be’ (Marx 1978, 13).
7 The ‘dream’ phase of this process addresses the criticism that AI ‘ignores the negative’. In the dream
phase, people are asked to envision a positive future, implicitly providing information about what they
see as deficits in a current reality.
8 See also Bushe 2011; Dick 2006; Elliot 1999; Cooperrider 2008; Fals Borda 1986; Patton 2010;
Reason & Bradbury 2007, 2008; Whitney & Stavros 2008; Zandee & Cooperrider 2008.
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isational size and complexity, demographics, support base, funding, and geography. These
included:

• a grassroots group of older women with no staff, budget or organisational structure
• a national environmental research/advocacy organisation with a large professional staff
• a gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender youth group
• the national chapter of an international development advocacy organisation
• a Quebec-based social justice advocacy group focusing on international issues
• a high profile self-advocacy group of disabled activists
• a rural/Aboriginal-based group affirming remote and rural life
• the Canadian chapter of an international body advocating for the rights of children
• a provincial organisation of professional social workers addressing social justice issues.

The process
Our approach with each of the nine groups varied depending on the needs and capacities
of both the group and the research team. Generally, the process began with an introductory
workshop for the group followed by in-depth individual interviews of group members,
with appreciative framing of the questions.

The individual interviews were semi-structured, allowing for interviewer–participant
probing and dialogue. The interview guide included questions such as the following:

• Can you tell us about a successful project/campaign/social action you have experienced
in your work? [Probe: What were the things that helped to make that successful?]

• What are you most proud of about your group/organisation?
• When is this group at its best? [Probe: Can you tell us about a time like that?]
• Can you talk about a time when your group/organisation successfully overcame an ob-

stacle or challenge? [Probe: What made that possible?]
• Imagine that you fall asleep for five years. When you wake up, what would you hope to

see in your group/organisation? [Probe: What does it look like? How is it working?]

Eighty-six in-depth interviews were carried out with individual activists, with a range
of 5–15 interviews per organisation. Following the transcription of the interviews for a
particular group, a preliminary thematic analysis of the interviews formed the basis for
a second workshop, co-facilitated by the researchers, to assist the group in clarifying its
‘dreams’ and moving to the creation of shared vision, action and reflection. Additional
workshops were available to follow up on this work, to allow groups to make further use
of what we had learned. Assuming that most groups would have time and financial con-
straints, we built in funding for each to hire a research assistant to manage logistics and
serve as liaison with us.

We held a two-day symposium to discuss the preliminary results, offer space for repre-
sentatives from each collaborating group/organisation to talk about their experiences and
learning, and to refine our understandings of the meanings and facilitating factors for suc-
cess. The symposium also provided an opportunity for participants to network with each
other. The discussions were animated, with exchanges of insights, good energy and lots of
laughter as we grappled with ideas about success and how to put it all together. An appre-
ciative spirit infused these conversations, as participants focused attention on what works
and why.
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Making sense of what activists told us
Analysis of the individual interviews involved a continuous process of coding and cate-
gorising the data using the constant comparison method. At least two researchers coded
each interview. As interviews were completed and the project progressed, we developed
successively more finely tuned categories. At the broadest level, our codes reflected the two
main research questions: what does success mean to social/environmental justice activists,
and what do activists think contributes to their success? Within each of these two main
codes, multiple categories, subcategories, and sometimes sub-subcategories, emerged as
we tried to honour both the differences and the similarities in the stories our participants
were telling us.

Activists’ perspectives on success
What did activists convey to us about the range of meanings, for them, of success or effec-
tiveness in their work, and about factors that facilitate success? Not surprisingly, there was
considerable overlap between the two – an achievement that was a step along the way to an
ultimately desired outcome was often, in the moment, experienced as a success in itself. In
the following, we highlight themes emerging in this study that are of particular relevance
to social work’s pursuit of social justice in the context of the dominance of the neoliberal
agenda.

What does success mean?

For the activists participating in this study, success or effectiveness in their work has a
number of interrelated meanings. While sharing a desire for transformational change –
for broad social, political, economic and environmental justice – they described to us a
rich range of other specific indicators to them that their work has been successful. These
included themes of concrete changes in policies, practices or laws; citizen engagement;
aspects of the functioning of the activist groups themselves; the raising of awareness or
changing of attitudes of politicians, decision-makers and the general public; and personal
change for activist group members themselves.

Broad transformational change
Activists from all groups in this project described success as achieving social/environmen-
tal justice: ‘Well, you know, success comes when people who are poor and oppressed are
no longer poor and oppressed’. People told us of envisioning a time when ‘the world is at
peace and we have a handle on all of the environmental problems’. Some described ‘the
total elimination of racism, the total elimination of sexism and homophobia’, and others
‘no poverty in the world for children. All children are going to school. No child is dying of
HIV/AIDS’.

Changes in specific policies, practices or laws
While keeping goals of broad social/environmental transformation always in mind, ac-
tivists told us they assess success in terms of specific ‘concrete’ outcomes – changes in
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policies, practices or laws in their own spheres of activity. For example, ‘Canada did cancel
the debts . . . Yeah, it was a major success’, or ‘Finally we got [the accelerated capital cost
allowance] removed from the federal budget in 2007. And by doing so, we put back in
the pockets of Canadians . . . hundreds of millions of dollars in revenue’. Success was cele-
brated when laws were enacted: ‘to have inclusion of sexual orientation [in the Individual
Rights Protection Act]’ and policies changed: ‘McMaster and Guelph adopted a fair trade
policy’. Having roles in framing decision-making processes and constructing debates were
often described as victories: ‘The fact that there was a public review process for us was a
victory in that we had been calling for that to happen. And there were certainly certain el-
ements of how the panel undertook its work that reflected our recommendations’.

Citizen engagement
Democratic participation or citizen engagement was widely identified by activists as an
end in itself. The numbers of people engaged was identified as an important outcome
especially in relation to public gatherings such as rallies or demonstrations and for letter-
writing campaigns or signatures on petitions. The engagement of people from a broad
range of social sectors was also seen as a positive indicator: ‘Marching down that street,
that feeling in Calgary, with such a wide range of middle class people and people with chil-
dren . . . soccer mums’. The diversity of people engaged in social justice activities is widely
valued: ‘There will be First Nation kids, white kids, older people, all together. To me, I think
that’s just the most amazing part’. Many groups see it as important that people engaging in
social action are not just ‘the usual suspects’, the ubiquitous hard core activists.

The nature or quality of people’s engagement is sometimes even more celebrated than
the numbers or identities of the people engaged. Valued are nonviolence, civility, risk-tak-
ing, collaboration, self-advocacy and, to some most importantly, just the fact that people
are standing up and making themselves heard.

Engaging people of opposing views in civil public dialogue is considered a particularly
important aspect of success by many activists:

So four of them came together and then they had a conference . . . And to me, something
like that is especially good, because it brings people together, and people from different
perspectives. Even though they don’t agree with each other, but this is a place where they
can exchange ideas, you know. And trying to understand better . . . Just the fact that we
could bring people together to talk about the issue, to me, it’s a success.

The act of speaking out, or making one’s voice heard, is often defined as an important
achievement in itself. For example, for a disability action group, advocating for one’s own
and others’ rights, publicly voicing one’s opinion is highly valued:

I feel proud when we do our Louder and Prouder Rallies every year. Because we’re able
to come out and show, ‘Yes, we have a disability and we’re not shy to show that we have
one, that we can be loud, like loud and proud about it.

The presence of energy and enthusiasm was widely identified as indicative of engagement
and an important sign that things are going well: ‘People investing their energy is always
a measure or a sign of success. And people just being enthusiastic’ and ‘when we were at
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the activity . . . the atmosphere, the enthusiasm, the pride, just the participation was over-
whelming.’

Changing attitudes or atmosphere around an issue
Shifting attitudes or atmosphere surrounding an issue is often considered mainly a means
to an end. However, for specific pieces of work, attitude change in itself is seen as a sign of
the success. For example, for members of the disability action group, reframing the mean-
ing of disability was described as having hugely empowering implications both for their
self-esteem and for their approach to activism.

I really appreciate those opportunities where you make someone question. They
ask . . . ‘Why are you . . . celebrating disability?’, ‘Why are you calling [your campaign]
Freak Out?’ Like, ‘That’s so wrong, you shouldn’t be proud’. And then someone with dis-
ability goes, ‘But I am and what’s wrong with that?’ [A certain group member] has been
confronted a few times by people who are TABs (temporarily able bodied, he calls them).
And he just . . . challenges people.

Shifting attitudes and/or raising awareness among specific target groups was identified as
important to all groups in this study. Politicians (or their constituents) and decision-mak-
ers, for example, are frequently singled out for attention: ‘we visited targeted [Members of
Parliament] across the country and we made sure to get to MPs of all different stripes. And
our ask was that they would take this campaign to the respective caucuses’. Attracting me-
dia coverage and bringing awareness to the general public were also often mentioned as
evidence of success: ‘We could see every night on the news . . . if we were successful, if we
got media attention and our particular voice was heard. And it quite often was’. The impor-
tance of enhanced public awareness is evident in this statement: ‘Fifteen years ago, if you
were to ask someone, ‘What is a sweatshop?’ [the answer would have been] ‘I don’t know’.
Whereas now, if you ask people ‘What is a sweat shop?’ there is a fairly good idea about
what a sweatshop is’.9

Personal experience, meaning, learning
The struggle for social justice can be difficult and discouraging work. Change can be slow
– at times, barely perceptible. Sometimes activists have a feeling of ‘tilting at windmills, be-
cause we’re trying to take on big issues’. People in this study told us they are heartened in
their desire to ‘do the right thing’ when a ‘concrete’ objective has been met. ‘There is a good
feeling when you help make something happen, like a Starbucks recognising Ethiopia’s
rights to their own brand names for coffee’.

Many activists are motivated by a feeling of ‘being part of something that’s bigger than
yourself ’. ‘[When] you can see sort of a global movement – people taking action and that
you’re a part of that.’ Others speak of a sense of belonging. One participant summed up
what many felt about his organisation: ‘one of the things this place offers . . . is a sense of
community’. For groups in which membership is based on personal identification with the

9 A workplace typically involving long hours, poor pay, unsafe conditions, flouting of labour/child
protective laws.
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cause they are working on, success is to some extent defined by feelings of acceptance and
validation of identity.

I think it was successful for me because through the course of being together, sharing
stories, talking about issues, talking about systemic barriers . . . we came to realise a lot
of what we share, and also the gathering was not just about the discussion of prob-
lems . . . We all left feeling a tremendous surge of pride in who we are and in what we do.

Sometimes that personal validation and acceptance morphs into a politicised involvement
in the struggle for social justice, in a shift of focus from the personal to the political: ‘The
Youth Project slowly built me up as a stronger individual, of being a LGBT youth and all
of a sudden, the following year, I became . . . this big youth advocate for gay and lesbian
students in my school’.

Also widely mentioned by participants in this study was the importance of having fun.
In an echo of Emma Goldman’s (1931) ‘If I can’t dance, I don’t want to be part of your revo-
lution’, one youth observed that ‘There’s a lot of laughter, there’s a lot of fun involved . . . So
the process itself is kind of as rewarding, I find, as the result . . . And that’s definitely one of
the motivators of being here . . . it’s important work, but it’s also fun.’10

Facilitating factors

We were impressed by how clearly they highlighted the importance of the ability to
identify, analyse and act strategically in relation to the environments in which they are
operating. Conversations about relationships between broader social structures, local con-
texts, and individual experience were among the most passionate, perhaps because the
commitment to positive change derives in large part from activists’ profound understand-
ing of the structural causes of social inequities. Many participants expressed the view that
the world could really change if only all of us were to understand that ‘everything is con-
nected’.

Because structural analysis – understanding the broad social forces and opposing
social/economic interests determining social structures – is considered foundational to
achieving social justice goals, many groups develop strategies designed to help themselves
and their constituencies (policymakers, politicians, their own members, the general pub-
lic) to understand these connections. Some identify this process as ‘consciousness raising’
or ‘connecting the personal and political’. A stakeholder described how effectively one ad-
vocacy organisation made these connections:

They [workers in the advocacy organisation] deal with social implications, they deal with
economic implications, they deal with ecological implications, and they’re very good at
getting people to understand that all of these things are integrated.

10 Attributed to Emma Goldman based on a passage in her Living My Life: ‘I did not believe that a
Cause which stood for a beautiful ideal, for anarchism, for release and freedom from convention and
prejudice, should demand the denial of life and joy’ (1931, 56).
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In addition to the need for this structural analysis as a foundation for their work, activists
also emphasised the critical importance of conjunctural analysis. That is to say, they
pointed out the importance of examining the moment (conjuncture) in which they are
operating – and of understanding how current forces, actors, and events represent con-
straints or opportunities for action in a given moment. Sometimes, it is a matter of taking
advantage of an unexpected opportunity: ‘there was a new Minister . . . who was looking
for something to hang her hat on and we got her at the right time’. Sometimes considerable
study and preparation is required:

I mean, first off, you have to actually analyse [the situation]. You have to step back and
analyse who holds power. And which players directly influence decision-makers who
hold power. And the second thing you have to do is understand what buttons they have
to push . . . what are the interests the power holders have . . . so that you’re in a position
to change their thinking by pressing the buttons.

Other facilitating factors for success participants mentioned included their organisations’
credibility or reputation, various aspects of the internal functioning of their groups, their
ability to attract, engage and retain participants, and a range of additional specific strate-
gies they have found to be effective. These included clear focus, careful planning and
preparation, mobilisation of support around an issue, judicious use of strengths/resources/
talents within the group, creativity in strategies/activities/approaches, and persistence/
tenacity.

Evaluation: attribution vs contribution

In relation to ‘concrete’ changes particularly, attribution was frequently identified as an
issue, especially by groups accountable to funders. Where many forces, conditions and
players are involved, it is difficult to credit a success to any particular group:

When we define success . . . it is changing government policy. Changing bad policy into
good policy. Now the problem with that is there’s always an attribution question, so we
can play a role in that, but there are so many other roles . . . You could have a really pro-
gressive Prime Minister, you could have huge public concern, and again, environmental
groups can play a role in that, but they’re only [a] part . . . You could have a spate of news
media stories . . . a huge number of factors that go into a political decision.

Many participants identified pitfalls related to characterising only these observable or
measurable types of outcomes as successes. In one way or another, achieving a change
means ‘a long, slow process’ of which they may never see the full results. Others worry that
too much reliance on ‘measureable’ outcomes might ‘force people to choose, as advocacy
targets, quantifiable things that aren’t necessarily systemic change’.
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Conclusions

Challenging neoliberalism
What does all of this tell us about how social workers can best respond to the global and
local challenges of neoliberalism? Clearly social work values have much in common with
the goals and aspirations of the activist groups with whom we’ve collaborated. And it can
be argued that some of the most promising countervailing forces to neoliberal hegemony,
both in practice and in the development of accompanying theory, tend to come from those
rooted in popular struggles. Thus, it is not surprising that social workers all over the world
are already allied with the popular movements they hope will help to build a more equi-
table and sustainable world. However, how we work in relation to these processes is more
complex than simply deciding whose ‘side’ we’re on.

The findings of the study discussed here illuminate some of the ways in which activists,
in large and small ways, are working to respond to injustices in the context of a neoliberal
world. Without doubt, their aims are about ‘changing the world’. But they have told us that
the large or small social and personal changes that happen along the way are not separate
from, but an integral part of, those goals. We have heard them talk about the importance of
both structural and conjunctural analysis, of the linking of the personal and the political,
and of the compelling sense of being a part of something larger than oneself as they engage
in this work.

We were struck by the yearning evident in the words of many of the activists for an
alternative to the unrelentingly individualistic, competitive ethos associated with the as-
cendancy of neoliberalism. And as they spoke about their coming together to work for
change, we could not help but be inspired by the energy, excitement and profound com-
mitment that were communicated along with their words. The untapped power of this
yearning can represent an important asset as individuals, groups, networks and alliances
come together as formidable adversaries of the existing order – collectively, ‘the other su-
perpower’. Max Neef (1997) likened this to the power of a ‘cloud of mosquitoes’ which
‘hangs together but has no chief ’. No one caught in that cloud doubts its effectiveness.

Implications for social work and social work education
We opened this chapter with a quotation from the late Professor Gayle Gilchrist James
(2003), asserting the importance for social workers of the opportunity and the capacity to
work for human rights and social justice. It is with building this capacity that social work
education must concern itself.

Social workers can bring a range of roles and skills to this work. As noted by partici-
pants in the study discussed here, what are needed are skills for both conceptualising this
reality, and for effective means of acting to change it – though not necessarily in that or-
der. Most of these needed skills are already present in social work, which owes a debt to
both Gramsci (1976) and Freire (1973) for their explication (Whitmore, Wilson & Cal-
houn 2011). As Susan George (1997) has pointed out to us, the Gramscian recognition of
the importance of the struggle for ideological hegemony – the ‘war of ideas’ – in recent
decades seems to have been taken more to heart by the champions of neoliberal economic
doctrine than it has by more progressive forces. This work needs to be reclaimed by those
united in the search for social and environmental justice.
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It is perhaps also time to revisit another Gramscian notion: the leadership potential
in ‘organic intellectuals’ who contribute not by virtue of holding the social role of an in-
tellectual, but by virtue of their intimate connection to, and reflections on, the struggles
of daily life (Gramsci 1976). This lesson, developed by Freire (1973) to dramatic effect in
popular education (education for critical consciousness) with Latin-American and African
underclasses, has come to significantly impact how social work is conceived (Alayón 2005;
Wilson & Prado Hernández 2012).

Along with their value orientation (Wilson 2012), social workers can bring important
conceptual and practical skills to work both on the terrain of the ‘war of ideas’ and on the
terrains of political and economic action. These include the ability to analyse the histori-
cal contexts in which we work, as well as the ability to distinguish, carry out and share the
skills of both structural and conjunctural analysis. This must include knowledge of the na-
ture of neoliberalism (the rules of engagement), of its current manifestations, of its human
and environmental consequences, and of current government and civil society responses
to these impacts. It implies the ability to work with others to analyse historical moments
and their possibilities, and to use and share these insights in relation to the intersection
of personal troubles and public issues, as well as in practice directly addressing structural
issues.

With these, as Professor James reminded us, social workers are uniquely equipped to
make ourselves effective allies as we work for and with activist groups, organisations and
movements addressing issues of human rights and social justice. More conscious and sys-
tematic attention to the development of the conceptual and practical skills needed in this
area of practice, and to the range of participatory and collaborative research approaches
available to support it, will enhance the capacity of social workers to contribute in this way.
Since there will never be a road map for this kind of work, the thoughtful application of
these skills becomes critical as we ‘make the road by walking’. (Horton & Freire 1990).
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24
No issue, no politics: towards a New Left
in social work education
Noissue,nopolitics

Mel Gray and Stephen A. Webb

This chapter articulates a new politics for social work education in light of its
public statements on confronting injustice and inequality (Global Agenda,
International Federation of Social Workers, International Association of
Schools of Social Work and International Council on Social Welfare (IASSW,
ICSW, IFSW 2012). With social justice as a guiding value, we exhort social
workers to take an ethical and political stance and define how commitments
can be mobilised. Students come to social work motivated by change: they
want to make a difference but the crucial question is ‘How do we make this
happen?’ To answer this we need to understand the centrality that issues play
in mobilising a politics of controversy for social work and gain salience with
publics in political activation. We argue that the displacement of politics to
a global forum, in which a cross-national alliance of social workers can hold
an international institution to account, requires a concrete set of controver-
sies over which mobilisation can be configured. Our intention is to conceive
of public involvement in politics – in this instance by social work students
and their educators – as being occasioned by, and providing a way to settle,
controversies that existing institutions are unable to resolve. This chapter is
in part a call for social work educators to renew their engagement with radi-
cal thought through issues that impact on students and practitioners alike.

Undoubtedly, one of the great virtues of social work is that it continues to think politically
in these unpropitious times of austerity and the dismantling of public services. Its foun-
dational values of equality and justice have always been compounded with freedom as
core political ideals. The search for structures that might realise these moral ambitions and
taking a political stance in their defence has been a consistent feature of social work. There-
fore, the complete absence of a political charter in the Global Agenda for Social Work and
Social Development (IASSW, ICSW, IFSW 2012) gives cause for concern. This chapter pre-
sents current research on political mobilisation to explain why this is a problem for social
work. Recent sociological research suggests that people tend to get organised around an is-
sue of common concern or an object of controversy (Marres 2005, 2007, 2012). Therefore,
for social workers to organise around the objectives of the Global Agenda, the issue be-
ing contested or around which we want social workers to get organised needs to be named
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and fully articulated. There is widespread agreement in social work that, at root, the issue
it constantly has to address in daily practice is the manifestations of neoliberal capitalism
and its partner public management regimes of power. The pernicious effects of neoliberal
market-oriented policies are seen daily in austerity measures, welfare rationing, punitive
managerial regimes, zero-hour employment contracts, growing inequalities and discrimi-
natory labelling of welfare recipients which are impacting negatively on social workers and
service users alike. It is therefore important to ask what the relationship is between the
Global Agenda set out by the various international professional social work associations
and the issues impacting directly on daily social work practice. The fact that the Global
Agenda does not name the underlying issue it seeks to address is thus deeply problematic.
Gray and Webb (2013) have taken this a step further by arguing for a renewed progressive
political Social Work Left to articulate its role in combatting the exploitative capitalist, ne-
oliberal economic order and its new public management regime. If the goals of the Global
Agenda and a new Social Work Left were aligned, and the issue named as neoliberal capi-
talism, only then would the forces defacing the realisation of the moral standards to which
social work commits itself be eradicated. However, having said this, political action re-
quires more than adherence to principles and values. As current research shows, it needs
a materiality of practices or object of participation to effectively mobilise social workers
around an issue of contestation. We need to identify clear cases of the displacement of
politics from sites of local, regional and national politics to a global forum. In short, con-
temporary social research tells us issues call publics – and protests – into being.

This chapter articulates this ‘new politics’ for social work in light of its public state-
ments on confronting injustice and inequality (IASSW, ICSW, IFSW 2012). Social work
explicitly adopts justice as a normative value. This means it exhorts social workers to take
an ethical and political stance. However, it does not necessarily define how its commit-
ments might be mobilised. Hence, this chapter is in part a call for social work educators
to renew their political commitments and engagement with radical thought and issues and
impart this to their students.

Reisch and Andrews’s (2002) examination of radical social work in the US shows so-
cial work’s lack of militancy in confronting the system of capitalist power that delimits
and rejects the core values of social work. Politically, social workers are unorganised and
do not usually have the energy, time, resources or assertiveness to take up active political
roles (Gray et al. 2002). This exposes the weakness of social work as a professional pressure
group and helps explain the strength of the neoliberal capitalist state and its managerial
agents in determining our ability to respond with political verve, courage and commitment
(Marston & McDonald 2012). These ultimately are the central objectives of a renewed so-
cial work politics, which begins with grappling with enduring ideas about what a ‘just
society’ might look like and how injustice manifests itself in everyday relationships and in-
stitutional structures of domination and exclusion that lead to injustice. It continues with
locating the issues leading to this unjust state of affairs, taking a stance and confronting,
unsettling, agitating, and seeking to transform the oppressive relations and unjust struc-
tures that maintain them. In this respect, building solidarity across borders in social work
education means providing examples of social protest successfully staged in the transna-
tional arena and focusing on the ‘materiality of struggle’ (Marres 2005, 2007, 2012).
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A renewed politics of social work

A first step in conceiving a renewed politics of social work education hinges on two impor-
tant contemporary incursions within the social sciences, one from social theory and the
other from political philosophy. The fact that they criss-cross in instantiating new forms
of political action is particularly helpful in advancing a new politics for social work educa-
tion. The former focuses exclusively on debates in theoretical sociology, galvanised chiefly
by Nancy Fraser and Axel Honneth (2003) and often referred to as the ‘integrated model of
social justice’ framework. The latter is derived from French political philosopher Alain Ba-
diou, particularly his reworking of the communist hypothesis as part of his larger project
of reconstructing a model of political action derived from Marx’s historical materialism
(Badiou 2010). Taken together, they have the potential to galvanise a new politics for the
education of social workers by innovatively reworking agendas on social justice, and of po-
litical possibility. Each rests on transformative ideas relating to universal emancipation and
freedom from exploitation and oppression (for a fuller discussion of the social and politi-
cal theory underpinning the arguments in this chapter, see Gray & Webb 2013).

These fresh insights from sociology and political philosophy observe a significant shift
in social and political thought that can act decisively on social work education. Broadly,
this shift is based on renewal and crisis:

• Renewal is situated largely at the level of political ideas and values, especially as they
relate to the development of a progressive left agenda that emphasises social justice,
freedom and equality.

• Crisis refers to the vulnerabilities of neoliberalism and state capitalism on a global scale
to the extent that many political commentators believe we are now entering a new
phase: a protracted, long downturn in the fortunes of capitalism.

These shifts are particularly relevant in considering how we devise a critical role for the
education of social workers in confronting the contradictions of the logic of capital accu-
mulation and greed based on the notion of endless growth (Coates 2003; Gray et al. 2013).
Social work owes it, as much to itself as to its clients, to confront the dominant capitalist
and neoliberal apparatus with every tactic at its disposal. Social workers have to get or-
ganised and find one another. This quest for solidarity underlies the Global Agenda but
without any direct reference to the problems we are confronting or their causes.

Those in social work seeking a new politics are situating the debate within this much
invigorated New Left grouping of thinkers that coalesce around critical considerations of
community and progressive political agendas who believe universal justice is not possi-
ble without the abolition of capitalism. Having abandoned ‘class struggle essentialism’ for
the plurality of antiracist, feminist and postmodern resistances, ‘capitalism’ is now clearly
re-emerging as the name of the problem social work must confront (Ferguson 2008; Fer-
guson & Lavalette 2004; Ferguson & Woodward 2009; Ferguson, Lavalette & Whitmore
2004; Lavalette 2011; Garrett 2013).

As a consequence, today we are witnessing within social work the return of a new the-
ory and practice of resistance that focuses on public controversy and issues of democracy
(Garrett 2013, Gray & Webb 2013). This fertile ground of thought can frame the way a rad-
ical social work can be instantiated under the banner of a ‘New Social Work Left’ and take
a political stance that is inherently antagonistic to its adversaries: neoliberal capitalism and
new public management. This has long been the object of the emancipatory activism of
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new social movements, not least the green or environmental politics gaining ground in so-
cial work that seek to tackle the longstanding problems of economic inequality and social
injustice head-on.

It heralds a new phase for social work education faced with the difficult challenge of
persuading educators and students that there is something worthwhile to be gained in en-
gaging with the radical project of a new issues-based politics. Through curriculum design
and content, mainstream social work education can limit and even dislodge student expe-
rience of what is important and urgent (Lingis 2007). Importantly, for social work students,
inculcating a critical approach to politics means becoming involved in public controversies
around issues of local and regional significance that can take on global proportions, such
as discriminatory forms of employment, climate change, population overshoot, capitalist
austerity measures, and freedom from censorship.

A New Social Work Left can inspire core supporters and win over potential allies by
demonstrating the chain of equivalences that exist among the various issues impacting on
social workers – from the ecological crisis to the exploitation of the poor – against different
forms of subordination (Gray et al. 2013). It can do this by reactivating older radical tra-
ditions in social work and, if there is a real shift in the point of contestation with this new
politics of social work, it is precisely because of the signs of innovation and controversies
that are happening on the wider social, economic and cultural plane under which social
work is operating.

Within this context, the International Association of Schools of Social Work and the
International Federation of Social Workers together with the International Council on So-
cial Welfare have produced a Global Agenda for Social Work and Social Development
(IASSW, ICSW, IFSW 2012). In our endorsing a critical social work agenda for education,
a challenge for these international organisations would be to openly declare their oppo-
sition to neoliberalism and the destructive nature of state capitalism. These organisations
should be launching militant agendas, around issues of poverty, unemployment and work-
place relations. We wonder what it would take for these international organisations to lead
such a progressive agenda and to stand up in defiance?

An important locus for a new politics is social work education, given students come
in motivated by a desire for change, searching for fresh perspectives around social justice.
Thus, as it did in 1968, this reactivation of the radical project might well begin with stu-
dents. However, it is not merely a matter internal to mainstream social work. Many issues
and events central to contemporary understandings of society belong to fields of operation
that are external to social work and cannot be reconceptualised in terms of social work cat-
egories alone. We therefore need students to have a strong grounding in the social sciences,
with a sound knowledge of political philosophy and theoretical sociology. This is because
we are working within a discursive rupture that has recently occurred within progressive
left thought that gains salience only through continuous critical discourse about the op-
pressive and violent regimes we wish to oppose and replace. For certain, social work has
been shaped by wider political attitudes towards class, gender and race. Moreover, social
work operates in a position of objective structural disadvantage, which has been vividly ex-
posed in European countries currently undertaking public sector austerity measures and
the aggressive de-funding of social services, such as Greece and Spain. External structures
impact decisively on social work, and social work students need to understand this broad
macro context that shapes their work. This is one very good reason why contemporary so-
cial and political theory offers a sound basis for constructing a new politics. The strands
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drawn upon, indebted to progressive thought, demonstrate how a New Social Work Left
must be concerned with new political forms of resistance, interruption and struggle (see
Smith 2012).

To this end, social work education needs to forge new ways of ‘thinking the political’
and devising strategies and tactics for active political engagement (Gray & Webb 2013). It
needs to engage in real debate over fundamental principles as well as concrete public issues
and controversies. The desire here is for a testing and proving of critical thought around
specific public issues which should be capable of bringing together social work’s role in
demands for justice and anti-oppression. The New Social Work Left seeks to renew and re-
activate the radical tradition of the 1970s and develop a more solid base for political and
ethical work to which the Global Agenda might align itself.

Initiating a ‘new’ politics for social work education

Any new ways of thinking about politics must be constructed in a way that enables
students to imagine a different world than one enslaved to capitalism and neoliberal man-
agerialism. Politics then becomes about imagining a better future – one in which justice
and equality prevail, in which people have an equal share of earth’s finite resources. For
some, the environmental crisis is forcing us to envision and implement a new ecological
paradigm because voracious capitalism is no longer tenable or sustainable (Coates & Gray
2012; Gray & Coates 2012; Gray et al. 2013). Capitalism has significantly contributed to the
crisis over climate change. It is this view of politics that motivates a new politics of social
work, one that will enable us to envision a new future for social work. Though social work-
ers fight daily in their organisations against punitive welfare cuts and oppressive policies,
through their acts of resistance and interruption, they also need to envisage alternative
ways of imagining political life, relations between professionals and service users, and jus-
tifications for militant opposition: a new politics is needed to articulate this new political
agenda for social work to oppose the injustices of capitalism and its neoliberal economic
rationality, austerity measures and managerial control.

It is in this spirit that the ‘new politics’ of social work must be approached by adopting
a backward and forward gaze as we face challenges reminiscent of radical social work
in the 1970s and 1980s and seek to revivify radical action, given its ongoing relevance
in contemporary social work (Ferguson 2008; Ferguson & Lavalette 2004; Ferguson &
Woodward 2009; Ferguson, Lavalette & Whitmore 2004; Lavalette 2011). There is ongoing
relevance in collectivist-based activism and resistance to specific instances of public unrest
and oppression. Ideologically situated on the left, most critical social workers continue to
see merit in ethical socialist ideas, though are faced with the need for a reconstructed rad-
ical agenda since the demise of European communism.

Social work educators need to be aware that the ‘overtly academic’ nature of radical
social work has, over the years, enjoyed little support from frontline practitioners (see
Carey & Foster 2011). However, in their teaching, they need to emphasise the importance
of the critique that a critical social work brings to emancipatory practice. By enlarging
students’ critical thinking, more effective methods to counter restrictive procedural and
managerialist practices can be envisioned. Out of this comes tangible, practical ways of
meeting the pressing, crisis-oriented, micro needs of service users that practitioners en-
counter on a daily basis. The strength of critical social work has always been its broad,
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general, ‘macro’ dynamic or ontological themes, ‘such as the role of social work within a di-
minishing welfare state apparatus, the underlying causes of greater regulation within social
work organisations, [and] the wider impact of globalisation’ (Carey & Foster 2011, 577).
However, we use the word ‘global’ too uncritically in social work (Gray et al. 2008, 2013;
Gray & Webb 2008). What exactly does it mean? If we are to grapple with the meaning of
solidarity in the ‘global’ agenda, we need to be mindful of research that repeatedly shows
that, rather than participate in mass action or public dissent, social workers tend to engage
in small acts of interruptive resistance. The nature of such resistance must remain surpris-
ing and unanticipated, so as to defy managerialism, regulation and control. In exercising
discretion, managers, too, resist and undermine hegemonic ‘managerial’ discourses (Aron-
son & Smith 2010; Carey 2009).

Carey and Foster (2011) highlight why radical social work must, to some extent, re-
main at a level removed from the daily practice of social work. Its role is to engender a
political understanding of how managerial ‘prescriptions connect . . . with the day-to-day
practice of social workers and the organisational conditions of social welfare’ (Pearson
1975, 140). Its function lies in the generation of ideas and a language through which prac-
titioners filter their daily experiences. This critical lens creates a space for separate ‘realms
of theory’ (Althusser 2003) essential to progressive social change. It is in this spirit that we
need to approach the ‘new politics’ of social work, which inevitably will contain something
of the old while providing a new language with which to analyse what is wrong with the
world and the policies engendering injustice. The ‘global’ agenda would benefit consider-
ably from more overt statements about the causes of poverty, inequality and injustice it
seeks to attack and by aligning itself with the New Social Work Left (Gray & Webb 2013).

Though critical social work thinkers are up against a profession of social workers pre-
pared to surrender or compromise their ‘technical’ and ‘ideological’ autonomy within a
‘highly rationalised care management labour process’ (Harris 2003), we would do well to
remember that employee resistance and rule breaking remains common, and recalcitrant
social workers have ‘not disappeared but merely adapted their behaviour or attitudes to ac-
commodate changing circumstances’ (Carey & Foster 2011, 583) as they have always done.
As Kemshall (2010) points out, even highly regulated systems can be negotiated, circum-
vented and resisted in myriad ways by skilful social workers. Rather than the ‘new politics’
of social work being in grand, overambitious ideals, there is a trend which highlights the
importance of a ‘micro politics’ – small deviant acts of resistance at the coalface. For radical
social workers, social work has always been about how the personal connects to the polit-
ical, and educators need to teach students how this ‘micro politics’ connects with ‘public’
issues and structural change.

The making of politics around public controversy and issues

Central to recent empirical research on what constitutes a politics for the public is the
question of the extent to which the material spaces we inhabit and the objects with which
we interact shape our politics and, in turn, become the issues and targets of political strug-
gles. Here the public is seen to comprise a set of material elements that intermediate
collective relations. As Dewey (1991) noted, ‘indirect, extensive, enduring and serious
consequences of conjoint and interacting behaviour call a public into existence having a
common interest in controlling these consequences’ (15–16). His politics of the public is
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best described as an entanglement of relations among entities that do not belong to the
same social world but are connected through an issue that affects them jointly.

This has direct resonance for social work and its Global Agenda, which can draw
immediately from contemporary social research showing that democratic politics in con-
temporary society involves particular practices of issue formation (Marres 2005). This
insight comes from an ‘object-oriented’ perspective on politics in Science and Technology
Studies (STS) which gives pride of place to the ‘objects’ of politics, i.e. to defining and solv-
ing issues. Emulating Dewey’s ideals of participatory democracy and his ‘socio-ontological’
understanding of issues, it suggests that people’s involvement in politics is mediated by
problems that affect them (Marres 2007). It holds that public involvement in politics is
dedicated to the articulation of public issues. Issues drive people to involve themselves in
democratic processes, not democratic values or democratic ideals of inclusive opinion-
making and accountable decision-making (De Vries 2007). Several points bear emphasis
here for social work education:

• Relevant communities involved in decision-making are demarcated on the basis of is-
sues rather than democratic values like ‘citizen representation’, ‘inclusive debate’ and
‘rational deliberation’ (Amin 2012). Contemporary research on social capital supports
the need for more, not less, public involvement in politics (Putnam 2004).

• ‘Theories of agenda setting regard issue definition as the decisive factor in democratic
institutional politics, as it determines which actors can get involved in political process,
and on what terms’ (Marres 2007, 761). The goal is to counteract tendencies in modern
society to leave the big decisions to the experts in the belief that only they understand
the complexity of the political structures and processes they themselves have created.

• Public affairs are defined by the networked entanglement of social associations.

In learning from this fresh perspective, social work may ask who are the actors in the
Global Agenda? How are they summoned into being around concrete issues and contro-
versies? Are they merely the IASSW, ICSW, IFSW or their representatives working at a
national or international level? How will they involve national social work associations
and how do they plan to move social workers beyond mere advocacy of a Global Agenda
towards a more considered involvement and their implication for wider publics, such as
service users? How are they going to persuade social workers of actions they need to take
to fulfil the goals of the Global Agenda? How binding is the agenda and exactly what do
issues do in making them a reality? We argue here the answers to these questions lie in a
clear articulation of the issues around which to mobilise social workers to combat social
and economic injustice. To this end, there is a need for new theoretical resources to bring
the missing politically active social work ‘public’ back into the profession, and social work
education can provide this.

Certainly the Global Agenda is a first step in making issues publicly visible, thereby
forcing them onto the political agenda (Habermas 2001). But social work draws too heavily
on perspectives on democracy that adopt procedural models of public participation de-
veloped in political science, with discussions on participation, particularly service-user
participation, being preoccupied with the method and processes of democracy: partici-
patory procedure and representative participation. Social work education would do well
to embrace the insights that the new sociology of material practices offers, such as its
commitment to follow practices-in-the-making, and the more general conviction that pre-
scriptions are likely to impose impossible demands (Hinchliffe 2001).
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Most importantly for the Global Agenda, the politicisation of an issue is an essential
precondition for a democratic processing of these matters of concern. Social work needs to
find and teach examples where social workers have attained political success in entangle-
ments around a particular issue and achieving change for service users. By studying ‘best
practice’ models of political entanglement they might discern the processes that placed the
issue on the political agenda and led to direct action to address the problems caused by the
issue.

So what is to be done?

So what can the Global Agenda do about our main adversaries – neoliberalism, capitalism
and managerialism? First it needs a perspective on the issue, a particular way of framing
the problem that comes from the way in which we think about it. This is what theory
provides. Contemporary social theory tells us that, despite the global financial crisis, ne-
oliberalism, with its global ambitions for profit and accumulation, is far from done (Harvey
2011). It has proved impervious to the uncertainties facing capitalism, the fragility of na-
tional governments and risks associated with marked increases in inequality and remains
in ascendancy across the globe (Harvey 2005, 2011). In Marxist terms, this is confirma-
tion of ‘the long-term systemic risks that capital poses to life on planet earth’ (Harvey 2011,
262).

In ‘Down with existing society’, French political philosopher Alain Badiou (1987)
railed against this state of affairs:

If the lamentable state in which we find ourselves is nonetheless the best of all real states
this simply proves that up to now the political history of human beings has only given
birth to restricted innovations and we are but characters in a pre-historic situation. If,
in terms of political thought and practice, of forms of collective life, humanity has yet to
find and will not find anything better than currently existing parliamentary states, and
the neoliberal forms of consciousness associated with them, this proves that as a species,
said humanity will not rank much higher than ants and elephants. (3)

From a social work perspective, what is required is a more detailed examination of power
relations at work: how they are configured as part and parcel of capitalism and how social
relations and control structures are managed. A key focus for social work is managerial-
ism and oppressive micro-management regimes, since the main stalwarts of the neoliberal
apparatus are its managers (Boltanski & Chiapello 2005). Management is crucial in author-
itatively accepting, legitimating and delivering the justifications for profit and greed in this
phase of capitalism, since management discourse does its most decisive work in the econ-
omy. In effect, if state law and the military are always ready in reserve, it is managers who
are the glue that hold capitalism together, delivering its command and regulatory structure
at the level of the everyday. As such, it is the rationality of management, its agenda and
micro practices that must be a central target for a sustained social work critique and rad-
ical confrontation, for social services management supports, maintains and deepens the
neoliberal apparatus.

A Global Agenda aligned with a New Social Work Left could develop counter-acts and
oppositional tactics against the totality of neoliberal and managerial domination. In identi-
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fying with the ones excluded from community, it could mobilise groups, such as poor slum
dwellers, migrant workers or what is being called the ‘precariat’ as a political community of
issues involving the entanglement of social work and those excluded (Standing 2011). The
violence of neoliberalism, aided and abetted by its policing state and law, has led to Italian
historian and political philosopher Giorgio Agamben’s (2005) claim that we live in dan-
gerous and unprecedented times, under what he calls a state of exception whereby, at any
time, law can be suspended to preserve a juridical state order predicated on the blurring
of legal and illegal, public and private, citizen and criminal, terrorist and freedom fighter.
Stephen Graham (2010) critically examines the subtler and more familiarly overt modes of
social control and surveillance that are being put to use in troubling ways in modern cities,
not least an increasing dependence on methods of local policing eerily similar to Western
military behaviour on the battlefield. At times of emergency or crisis, the State abandons
all pretence to popular democracy and takes on a militarised, legal mode often against its
own citizens:

Indeed, the state of exception has today reached its maximum worldwide develop-
ment. The normative aspect of law can thus be obliterated and contradicted with impunity
by a governmental violence that – while ignoring international law externally and produc-
ing a permanent state of exception internally – nevertheless still claims to be applying the
law (Agamben 2005, 87).

Where does social work situate itself in relation to the evil of neoliberal capitalism?
And what stance does it take in constructing new political forms? In the words of the
World Social Forum, ‘Is another world possible’ or is capitalism the only game in town?
Where is the vanguard of a progressive politics in all of this? Who will magically work the
transformation of subordination and exploitation into political agency? And where are the
sustained acts of resistance with which writers from Althusser to Foucault tried to console
us?

What most diagnoses fail to offer, including postmodern social work, is any working
out, in a meaningful fashion, of concrete forms of resistance. We may speculate, however,
whether it is possible to identify a rising opposition to confront the situation that has been
imposed upon us. Moreover, does a radical alternative inhere in Marxism and, by implica-
tion, a Marxist social work when ‘Marxist literature, although plentiful . . . has a depressing
air of sterility and helplessness’ (Kolakowski 1978, 29). Does this suggest a deep structural
fault line in the thinking of the Left that should be avoided at all costs in developing any
new politics? British Leftist historian, political scientist and one-time editor of the New Left
Review, Perry Anderson (2000), thinks so. In confronting present forms of neoliberal vio-
lence, he urges us to avoid the ‘consolation’ of the Left, which is based on the need to have
some message of hope and has a ‘propensity to over-estimate the significance of contrary
processes, to invest inappropriate agencies with disinterested potentials and to nourish il-
lusions in imaginary forces’ (10). Hence, we are often left with a pluralistic politics resting
on the activation of new social movements that embody a hesitant and weak critique of ad-
vanced capitalism, but does this best capture the uneven journey and immediate prospects
for a new politics of social work?

There is little doubt that social work reflects aspects of the wider impasse in contem-
porary political activism: ‘There are innumerable blueprints for utopian futures that are,
in varying degrees, egalitarian, cosmopolitan, ecologically sustainable, and locally respon-
sive, but no solution to the most intractable problem of all: who is going to make it happen
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[and how]?’ (Bull 2005, 19) This absence of agency is a structural effect conditioned by the
disappearance of a politically influential working class.

The vexed issue of identifying a primary agent of radical change links explicitly to
social work’s agenda because of its foundational consideration of equality, justice and
emancipation; but are social workers, too, subject to ‘the seductions of the market, the
norms of disciplinary power, and the insecurities generated by an increasingly unbounded
and disorderly human geography’ (Brown 2011, 55)? Like the majority of Westerners, have
they, too, ‘come to prefer moralising, consuming, conforming, luxuriating, fighting, sim-
ply being told what to be, think, and do over the task of authoring their own lives’ (Brown
2011, 55). Are they, too, ‘largely oriented ‘towards short-run gratifications rather than an
enduring planet, towards counterfeit security rather than peace, and disinclined to sacri-
fice either their pleasures or their hatreds for collective thriving’ (Brown 2011, 56)?

The winds of political change

How can social work education actively pursue an agenda of emancipatory politics fash-
ioned towards freedom, justice and equality? The practice of social work inevitably oper-
ates within a ‘grand tension’ of refusing the dominant order, while at the same time being
contaminated by and maintaining this order. For radicals, the tensions to which this sit-
uation gives rise are best dealt with by political discipline, developing local clusters of
solidarity and being critically reflective. This will enable social workers to live with these
tensions and sustain their refusal of neoliberal management practices.

Radical interventions in social work are tactically best suited to specific issues via
small groups. In our recent empirical work on community engagement, we were most
surprised to discover just how multinational corporations and local state bureaucrats are
terrified of social protest and radical mobilisation. This is especially true when a public is-
sue gains salience with the media. Many protest groups are not aware of the panic they
excite in the minds of the bosses. Big business and their state bureaucrat allies are utterly
risk aversive about inciting public protest and controversy. They neither understand nor
can account for what they see as the ‘emotive and irrational public’. Thus talking about
and organising around social inequality and injustice is a threat to political power. Badiou
(2012) constantly reminds us that successful protests and uprisings in different domains
have often taken place because of the actions of minorities.

Through education, social work can become a politics of refusal or what Agamben
(1999) refers to as an ‘I would prefer not to’ strategy. It can discover a new sense of promise
and negate and react against the violence of neoliberalism and the social inequalities it
engenders. In these dark times of neoliberal violence, social workers have to, once more,
stand together in solidarity. Social work educators can invite students to consider what
new forms of collective life are possible and how social work may take part in a fresh de-
mand for equality, justice and universal emancipation.
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Part 8
The past and the future of social work
Thepastandthefutureofsocialwork





25
Learning from our past: climate change
and disaster interventions in practice
Learningfromourpast

Lena Dominelli

Social work has a lengthy history of intervening in disaster situations – nat-
ural and human-made, especially in philanthropic work with faith-based
organisations and individuals. This changed with institutional forms of soli-
darity enshrined in the welfare state following World War 2. These impulses
were coupled with the formation of the United Nations and its affiliated bod-
ies, formed to rebuild a war-devastated Europe. These now have a remit to
respond to any humanitarian disaster anywhere. In this chapter, I describe
these developments, and include how the International Association of
Schools of Social Work (IASSW) also became involved in such initiatives,
highlighting the creation of co-produced solutions in locality-specific cultur-
ally relevant ways through community partnerships that include the social
sciences like social work working alongside the physical sciences. I also ar-
gue that disaster interventions should form part of mainstream social work
curricula and that humanitarian aid workers should have a social work qual-
ification.

Social work has a lengthy history of involvement in delivering humanitarian aid following
disasters. Desai (2007) describes how social work academics at the Tata Institute of Social
Sciences have been responding to disasters in India since 1947, and have developed sophis-
ticated infrastructures for doing so. The simple act of helping someone in crisis is a form
of social work. History is replete with such examples, but these are normally not claimed
as social work interventions. This is because such helping is provided as charitable good
neighbourliness or kindness displayed to strangers rather than that provided by specially
trained professionals who are embedded in institutionalised helping relationships. Insti-
tutional forms of helping have sought to harness acts of goodwill, under both the aegis
of religious institutions rooted in beliefs about philanthropic giving and/or through state-
endorsed forms of giving formulated on notions of collective solidarity and rights-based
entitlement to services such as the welfare state. Humanitarian aid workers have tended to
consider themselves as continuing philanthropic traditions and not linked up with the pro-
fession, although many qualified practitioners work in and manage humanitarian bodies,
and humanitarian workers do social work by another name. Currently, humanitarian aid
workers are seeking to professionalise and create regulatory mechanisms independently of
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social work, thereby replicating the creation of an ethical code, sanctions and other reg-
ulatory mechanisms. It is essential that a dialogue ensues between these two groups of
professionals to ensure that they do not go their separate ways if social work is not to be
fragmented further.

Philanthropic giving is associated with institutions such as: Christian churches
through charitable giving; Muslim mosques disbursing zakat; Sikh gudwaras observing
vand chhako; Judaism has tzedakah; Hinduism promoting dana; Buddhists urging selfless
giving; and so on. Professional social work which began in Europe over 100 years ago
(Kendall 2000) has deep roots in philanthropic thought and charitable giving. Since then,
professional social work has moved into institutionalised giving through publicly financed
provisions including the welfare state which Dominelli (2004) termed ‘institutional sol-
idarity’, voluntary agencies, and increasingly through philanthro-capitalists who give
money to favoured projects in the Global South, e.g. mosquito nets to reduce malaria
(Bishop and Green 2008).

Other charitable responses occur when disasters, whether natural or human-made,
strike and usually entail governmental, professional and individual giving. Contemporary
humanitarian aid provided in such situations is structured around institutions linked to
the United Nations, government departments such as Emergency Planning, international
civil society organisations such as the International Federation of the Red Cross and Red
Crescent (IFRC), not-for-profit organisations and local non-governmental bodies (NGOs)
that provide charitable giving and assistance. Additionally, social workers are involved
in government bodies specially created to provide safety and services during both nat-
ural and human-made disasters. These include: aid distribution departments such as the
British DfID (Department for International Development) that provides aid for countries
in Africa and Asia; Canada’s CIDA (Canadian International Development Agency) that
operates in many countries including those in Latin America; and Sweden’s SIDA (Swedish
International Development Agency) that funds projects globally including in former Yu-
goslavian nations after the Balkan Wars of the 1990s; or disaster management agencies
such as FEMA (the Federal Emergency Management Agency) in the United States. Yet,
while social workers can be involved at all levels and in all bodies that distribute caring
services, their voice is seldom heard in the media covering disaster interventions. And,
more worryingly for the profession, there is scant attention given to these activities in most
mainstream social work curricula (Dominelli 2013a).

In this chapter, I highlight the roles that social workers have played in disaster in-
terventions, including their capacity to work in multidisciplinary teams to enhance the
humanitarian services provided. And I consider the relevance of lessons from past disas-
ters that are useful in addressing 21st century conditions including those linked to climate
change, which, along with poverty, are proving extremely difficult to eradicate. These two
problems expose virtually intractable contemporary challenges for social workers to ad-
dress. Moreover, they are inextricably linked. Poor people have fewer resources available
to reduce or mitigate the impact of either climate change or other types of disasters, and
so when these occur, these groups suffer most. Populations in the global South, indigenous
peoples, women, children, and black people in the global North are the most adversely
affected groups while they have contributed least to creating such problems in the first in-
stance. I draw on empirical research from several projects, one based on the 2004 Indian
Ocean tsunami, another on climate change and older people in the UK, and others based
on disaster interventions linked to earthquakes and floods1 and activities conducted under
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the aegis of the Disaster Intervention and Climate Change Committee of the International
Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW) which I have headed since its inception
in 2010. All of these examples indicate that climate change creates new vulnerabilities,
has a deleterious impact on people’s existing vulnerabilities and reduces their capacity to
demonstrate resilience during a disaster and afterwards in the post-disaster reconstruction
and prevention processes. Moreover, this work reveals how social workers’ transferable
skills and values enable them to mobilise people in locality-specific and culturally relevant
approaches to mitigate the risks that they will face to livelihoods and wellbeing and de-
mand more accountable and socially and environmentally just solutions that will benefit
everyone.

Social work’s disaster interventions: historical beginnings

Professional social work began in Europe, with important developments occurring in the
UK and the Netherlands towards the end of the 19th century. In the UK, the Settlement
Movement and the Charity Organisation Societies (COS) worked on issues of poverty,
unemployment and housing among white British working-class people and immigrant
groups in East London. The COS focused on casework interventions that focused on in-
dividual responsibility and change, while the Settlement Movement sought to address the
same problems through community-based collective action and brought in university stu-
dents including those from Oxford University to foster self-help initiatives. Jane Addams,
when she visited community workers in the British Settlement Movement, was so im-
pressed by Toynbee Hall and its initiatives in East London that she imported its model of
working into the US and set up Hull House in Chicago. Meanwhile, in the Netherlands, the
University of Amsterdam beat the UK in establishing the first university-based course for
training social workers by a couple of years. Social work education at tertiary level entered
the American academy a few years later (Kendall 2000; Dominelli 1997).

Professional social work’s involvement in disaster situations came later. It formally
commenced after World War 2 to help rebuild a war-devastated Europe and involved
American funding through the Marshall Plan. This included Fulbright Scholarships which
allowed selected academics to go to the US to train in social work at doctoral level. Such
exchanges promoted the Americanisation of European social work, and impacted heav-
ily upon locality-specific and culturally relevant forms of social work practices2 in Europe.
Many of these were lost as many returning academics and those accessing American lit-
erature utilised this external knowledge in the educational programs in their countries of

1 The projects are the: Internationalising Institutional and Professional Practices: Community
Participation models in the 2004 tsunami in Sri Lanka, funded by the British Economic and Social
Sciences Research Council; Built Infrastructures, Older People and Health and Social Care under
Conditions of Climate Change (BIOPICCC) funded by the British Engineering and Physical Sciences
Research Council (EPSRC); Earthquakes without Frontiers (EwF) project funded by the British Natural
Environmental Research Council (NERC) and the ESRC; activities facilitated by the International
Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW) Disaster Interventions and Climate Change Committees,
including attendance at the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC),
Conference of the Parties (COP) meetings.
2 I invented the term ‘locality-specific culturally relevant’ forms of social work to avoid using the term
‘indigenous’ because this term carries so much colonial baggage that I wished to avoid (Dominelli 2000).
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origins. There was a certain cachet of sophistication and modernity associated with Ameri-
can social work over local brands. For some countries, the imperialistic mandate was more
obvious. Ioakimidis (2010), for example, describes how Greek social work was destroyed
through the deliberate policy of Americanising the local curriculum. Similar concerns
have been raised by others, including Yip (2005) and the rise of the movement promoting
indigenous social work (Hart 2010).

The United Nations (UN) and its associated agencies were crucial in both spreading
professional social work across the globe and developing its disaster intervention dimen-
sions. Under its aegis, disaster intervention, or humanitarian aid as it has become known,
has grown into a big business involving millions of professional relief workers and volun-
teers (Pilger 2005). At the same time, governments who have promised substantial sums
of aid either do not deliver the full amount, or donate it as tied aid which does not always
provide the goods and services that local people either need or want.

The UN opened the Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in
Geneva in 1950 to take over relief functions previously performed by its Relief and Re-
habilitation Administration (UNRRA) in a Europe devastated by war. Expert-led models
provided the dominant paradigms for practice, even though the Office of the High Com-
mission on Human Rights (UNHCHR) had underpinned its operations with a com-
mitment to human rights. The UNHCHR was replaced by the Human Rights Council
(UNHRC) in 2006 to accommodate objections raised by several countries including the
US. A number of other changes occurred in the UN’s disaster work infrastructures in the
intervening years. They are too detailed for coverage here, but today the main body for
delivering humanitarian aid is the Office for the Co-ordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(OCHA) which is led by a UN Under-Secretary for Humanitarian Affairs. OCHA replaced
the UN’s Department of Humanitarian Affairs in 1998 and Valerie Amos has been in
charge of OCHA since 2010. OCHA’s work is undertaken through the Executive Com-
mittee for Humanitarian Affairs, an Emergency Relief Coordinator (Amos), and the Inter-
Agency Standing Committee (IASC). Social workers have helped IASC develop the guide-
lines for psycho-social interventions amongst others, and IASSW (International Associ-
ation of Schools of Social Work) members helped to translate these into a number of
different languages. Other UN agencies with an interest in humanitarian aid are the UNDP,
UNFPA, UNHABITAT, UNHCR, UNICEF; the WHO and World Bank; and international
non-governmental bodies including the International Committee of the Red Cross and
Red Crescent, Oxfam, Save the Children, Christian Aid, World Vision, USAID, and local
civil society organisations.

The OCHA-driven infrastructure was created to improve coordination of aid, and in-
tegrate inter-agency, multi-sectoral interventions and multi-professional involvement to
deliver services more effectively to recipients. While progress has been achieved, the Haiti
earthquake of 2010 and the ongoing Syrian civil war have highlighted extensive difficulties
in achieving these objectives in complex situations, especially those further complicated
by armed conflict and the loss of governance structures. Although lessons have been learnt
from these experiences, they indicate the intractable nature of humanitarian aid that gets
trapped in the interstices of political power plays in which national sovereignty trumps
state duties to care for their citizens and ensure that they can access food, clothing, shelter,
medicine, education, health and social services as endorsed by Articles 22 to 27 of the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) which all UN member states have ratified.
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Observing the implementation of the provisions of the UDHR is a task that social workers
can promote (George 2003).

Selected disasters involving substantial social work contributions

The UN defines a disaster as ‘widespread extensive damage that is beyond the coping ca-
pacity of any community and thereby requires external intervention’ (Perez and Thompson
1994). This potentially covers both natural and human-made disasters like earthquakes,
tsunamis, flooding, drought and chemical spills respectively. Dominelli (2009) has ex-
tended this definition to include poverty as the largest ‘human-made’ disaster and argues
that there is an interaction between these which blurs the boundaries between these
two broad types. Additionally, the impact of disasters is exacerbated by poverty, leaving
women, children and older people as the most vulnerable groups (Bizzari 2012). Ad-
ditionally, Dominelli (2012a) builds on Bullard (2000) to suggest that urbanisation and
industrialisation based on capitalist social relations jeopardise sustainable solutions to the
fundamental causes of many avoidable disasters and highlight the role of sexist, classist
and racist power relations in structurally undermining the resilience of exploited and vul-
nerable populations following a disaster. Social workers, with their concerns about social
justice and human rights, are well-placed to advocate for environmentally sound, equitable
and socially responsible disaster interventions and cover these in mainstream social work
curricula (Dominelli 2013c).

The number of instances in which social workers have worked as humanitarian aid
workers is legion and beyond the scope of this short article, so I focus on examples of
recent disasters that IASSW has utilised to raise awareness of various issues encountered
in providing humanitarian aid. These have drawn upon research and IASSW members’
commitment to developing disaster interventions as important arenas for the development
of theory and practice. I choose instances that produced developmental milestones in
IASSW’s recent contributions to the field.

I begin with an initiative emanating from Durham University (Dominelli in the UK)
and Metropole University College (Strauss in Denmark) endeavouring to secure support
from the IFSW (International Federation of Social Workers) and ICSW (International
Council for Social Welfare) to provide a conference on social workers’ role in climate
change interventions as a side event in the COP (Conference of the Parties) 16 Summit
in Copenhagen in December 2009. For this event, given my research on the 2004 Indian
Ocean Tsunami, I spearheaded the development of a policy document on social work’s role
in disasters and another on climate change which were discussed and unanimously rat-
ified at this conference and subsequently approved by the IASSW Board of Directors at
its Copenhagen meeting in January 2010. The Copenhagen event raised the profile of cli-
mate change and disaster interventions in all three sister organisations (IASSW, ICSW and
IFSW). This was followed up by an article challenging practitioners and educators to take
this work forward as an integral part of the social work profession (Dominelli 2011). Addi-
tionally, the then President of IASSW (Yuen) had the vision to request that I seek IASSW’s
accreditation to the UNFCCC. Consequently, IASSW has been accredited at UNFCCC
and, as head of the Disaster Intervention and Climate Change Committee, I have ensured
social work representation at the Cancun (2010), Durban (2011), Doha (2012) and War-
saw (2013) meetings of the UNFCCC. Exhibitions, side-events and media interviews have
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enabled policy-makers and NGOs to appreciate the role of social work in climate change
debates.

However, IASSW’s recent involvement in disaster interventions had commenced ear-
lier – in response to the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami through the RIPL Network (Recon-
structing Peoples’ Lives after Disasters) which was agreed by the board at the first meeting
chaired by President Abye Tasse to provide both direct aid and capacity-building initia-
tives in affected communities. This endeavour is described in detail in Dominelli (2013b).
Although this began with various universities in the UK, Canada and Slovenia intervening
in Sri Lanka and working with local universities (Colombo, Sabaragamuwa, Rahuna) and
the National Institute for Social Development (NISD) (the educational body responsible
for delivering social work education in that country) only Ljubljana and Durham univer-
sities remain involved, primarily through staff and student exchanges that continue to the
present. These revolve primarily around assisting long-term reconstruction initiatives and
capacity building aimed at improving social work education in Sri Lanka. This work has
been conducted primarily through voluntary initiatives funded largely through univer-
sity staff and student goodwill. However, CIDA funded non-social-work staff at Queen’s
University to assist NISD in replacing its diploma program in social work with an under-
graduate degree in 2006. It helped initiate MA-level studies at NISD as well. The issue of
bringing social work education into the university remains a live one, and although there
is support for NISD joining Colombo University at staff level, the money needed to do
this has not been forthcoming from the Sri Lankan Government which is responsible for
NISD through the Ministry of Social Welfare as well as holding the purse-strings for the
University Grants Committee (UGC) which then distributes funds amongst all Sri Lankan
universities.

IASSW’s role in disaster interventions was given a huge boost through President
Yuen’s support for social work development in the People’s Republic of China, particularly
following the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake which destroyed large numbers of lives and
livelihoods across huge swathes of Sichuan Province. These interventions are strongly em-
bedded amongst staff based at Hong Kong Polytechnic University and described at length
in Sim et al. (2013). Along with other IASSW colleagues, I have made modest contri-
butions to training events focusing on disaster interventions aimed at capacity building
and curriculum development in China. Other crucial developments here have involved
community development initiatives (Ku et al. 2009), psychosocial work (Sim 2011), and
interdisciplinary work that crosses the physical and social sciences to build resilience
before, during and after disasters (Dominelli 2012a, 2012b). Additionally, Yuen’s energy re-
sulted in the creation of other joint initiatives including the formation of the Institute of
Disaster Management and Reconstruction (IDMR) with Sichuan University in Chengdu
which was launched in early 2013. These diverse threads are being woven together and
are highly influential in the future development of green or disaster-based interventions
in social work in China. Additionally, the Sichuan experience, along with the Sri Lankan
one which were presented at an ESRC Festival of Social Science Event in Durham in late
2012, inspired local residents who listened to these presentations in a disadvantaged part
of that city and saw the picture exhibition based on Sim’s work in Yingxiu to consider us-
ing photography to enhance their own resilience and tell their stories in surviving poverty
locally. This provides an excellent illustration of how Asian experiences can influence de-
velopments in the West. Social workers can undertake more work that encourages flows of
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information and lessons from abroad to the West, in what I term reciprocated knowledges
(Dominelli 2004).

The 2010 earthquakes in Haiti and Chile also provided opportunities for IASSW to
contribute to disaster interventions both in providing practical help, increasing awareness
of the issues involved in developing community preparedness and promoting capacity-
building initiatives. IASSW members from universities in the Caribbean, Canada and the
UK sought to provide practical help and support for victim-survivors in Haiti. Colleagues
from the Caribbean highlighted inappropriate interventions in Haiti, including the lim-
ited distribution of aid amongst those affected; the treatment of children by some agencies;
fragmented service provision; and the implications of inadequate health care for the future
health of victim-survivors. Funding from Durham University facilitated the engagement
of Haitian-origined staff in the University of Montreal to strengthen their links and inter-
ventions with affected social work educators in Port-au-Prince and contribute to seminars
aimed at building capacity in social work in the Haitian capital city which was virtually
totally destroyed – its infrastructure, public institutions, governance structures – and re-
sulting in huge casualties. It also provided the first instance in which physical scientists and
social scientists at Durham University were able to highlight landslide hazards for social
scientists and for the IASSW member to pass this information on to practitioners on the
ground

In Chile, IASSW members from the UK, Hong Kong and different parts of Latin
America provided seminar training aimed at building capacity for disaster intervention.
During the course of their visit to the country, Chileans’ own contributions to capacity
building and curriculum development, housing construction and preparedness initiatives
were shared amongst those present, and highlighted the importance of local initiatives led
by the indomitable Malvina Ponce de Leon in strengthening the knowledge held by social
work practitioners and educators in the country. The many lessons the overseas visitors
took away with them covered the importance of sound housing construction in reducing
the number of fatalities during earthquakes; networks of support at local and international
levels; and the constant updating of curriculum materials to ensure the inclusion of the
latest research data and the mainstreaming of disaster interventions in what is taught to
social work students

The lessons learnt through these disaster interventions culminated in the creation
of the Christchurch Virtual Helpline and the development of a virtual means of support
for hard-pressed practitioners responding to endless aftershocks (11,000 in one year) and
stressed victim-survivors of the ‘double-whammy’ inflicted by the 2010 and 2011 earth-
quakes in Christchurch, New Zealand. Using the insights of IASSW initiatives, those
collected through data arising from the research projects identified below (in note 1) and
the Disaster Intervention and Climate Change Committee, I sought to gather the ener-
gies of many IASSW members who wanted to respond to a request that IASSW assist
practitioners and victim-survivors in Christchurch (Dominelli 2012a). Without any addi-
tional resources to help reach this objective, I used technologies offered by the internet
and mobile phone to lead the development of ethical guidelines and bring together a
group of social work educators and practitioners who were willing to support people in
Christchurch who could contact them by telephone, email and Skype in dealing with
the traumas that arose from these two earthquake events. The ethical procedures and
Christchurch Virtual Helpline model were offered to IASSW members responding to the
Fukoshima multiple-hazard disaster in Japan (Akimoto) later in 2011.
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The 2013 Lushan earthquake in China led to the further integration of knowledge held
by physical and national scientists, utilising the expertise held in the Earthquake without
Frontiers (EwF) Project funded by the Natural Environmental Research Council (NERC)
in the UK which involved a multi-stakeholder consortium in studying the Alpine-Hi-
malayan Continental Plate (i.e. Earthquake Belt), with particular emphasis on Kazakhstan,
Nepal, Bihar (India) and the Ordos Plateau (near Xi’an) in China. This consortium, based
on British universities – Cambridge, Durham, Hull, Leeds, Northumbria and Oxford –
expanded to include Hong Kong Polytechnic University and the Institute of Disaster Man-
agement at the Tata Institute of Social Sciences in India. Responding to the needs of the
victim-survivors in Lushan involved a different form of virtual, voluntary support and was
led by Durham University’s social sciences head for the in-country EwF project in China.
This disaster struck a few weeks before the head of the IASSW Disaster Intervention and
Climate Change Committee and the current IASSW President (Nadkarni) were to go to
Chengdu to celebrate the launch of the IDMR.

As the social sciences lead for EwF’s work in China, I had met physical science col-
leagues at the Chinese Earthquake Administration (CEA) and practitioners linked to
Red Cross China earlier. Consequently, I was able to find out what was happening on
the ground through the internet-based information technologies, particularly email and
Skype. As I had already distributed the Humanitarian Aid and Disaster Intervention
Toolkit, Manual and Handbook, based on the ESRC 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami Project
at an OCHA meeting in Copenhagen in March 2013, it was available for me to offer for
utilisation in this incident. Colleagues in the CEA and Hong Kong Polytechnic Univer-
sity volunteered to translate parts of it for use by practitioners responding to the needs of
the Lushan earthquake victim-survivors, a number of whom had been adversely affected
by both the 2008 Wenchuan and 2013 Lushan earthquakes. Additionally, I was able to call
upon the landslide hazard expertise at Durham University and passed their maps identify-
ing these hazards to practitioners on the ground in Lushan. These maps identified the areas
where camps should not be sited because the risk of landslides would be too high. Thus,
physical and social scientists showed that, by working together, knowledge could be shared
and used to inform decision-making and practice in complex, dangerous situations.

This model of interdisciplinarity utilisation of physical sciences and social sciences
knowledge through collaborative endeavours was used subsequently to inform practition-
ers and academics involved in supporting those affected by the Uttarkhand floods during
the summer of 2013. IASSW members including Nikku, Dominelli and President Nad-
karni worked together to support local people and apply for funds to conduct research
to improve preventative responses to future floods. The Tata Institute and Nepal School
of Social Work sent staff and students to assist the local universities. Durham did not be-
cause lack of local knowledge and funds meant doing so was inappropriate and could
jeopardise local initiatives and also place additional pressure on scarce resources including
those linked to helping people reach safety. The stress they place on hard-pressed resources
is something volunteers should think about before they go into a disaster situation
(Dominelli 2012a). Once again, the landslide expertise at Durham University was har-
nessed to provide much needed information about this particular hazard and then given
to academic staff, students and practitioners on the ground in Uttarkhand. Funds to fur-
ther develop this work in this area are being sought. Academics at the Hemwati Nandan
Bahuguna Garhwal University and their students are key players in these initiatives to en-
sure that all interventions are locality-specific and culturally relevant.
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Although these interdisciplinary, multi-stakeholder approaches to disasters are dis-
cussed to some extent in Dominelli (2012a, b), these instances highlight the importance
of further development in this newly emerging area of professional practice – green social
work. Green social work has sought to develop theory and practice to a different level than
either ecological social work or disaster social work which has either largely ignored the
physical environment as in ecological social work (see Gill & Jack 2007) or environmen-
tal social work which ignores a holistic approach rooted in a structural critique of current
models of socioeconomic development including hyper-urbanisation, structural poverty
and political marginalisation according to diverse social divisions and neoliberal social re-
lations (van Wormer et al. 2011; Sim et al. 2013). Although IASSW activities have drawn
upon and disseminated the green social work model in response to requests for help, as a
flexible, locality-specific culturally relevant one, it is essential that the lessons learnt from
the examples considered above are made known more widely and developed further to
ensure that social work’s roles and responsibilities in disaster interventions and climate
change are better debated, understood, theorised and practiced. Crucial to this is partner-
ship working within an egalitarian, social justice and human rights–based framework that
is led by local people. I now turn my attention to considering some of the opportunities
and challenges entailed in conducting such work.

Learning from past disaster interventions for future responses

The combination of direct action and research illustrated through the above discussion re-
veals that with leadership, commitment and energy, social work can innovate and foster
practice in new directions and promote the production of shared knowledge and learning.
IASSW can play a crucial role in growing this emerging aspect of the profession – green
social work – by:

• developing interdisciplinary approaches to both natural and human-made disasters
• co-producing solutions with local players
• enhancing local initiatives and resilience
• developing disaster intervention curricula that are locality-specific and culturally rele-

vant
• promoting locality-specific and culturally relevant practices under the leadership of

local players, even when they draw upon knowledge and expertise emanating from
countries based overseas and contribute to the interrogation and further development
of such knowledge and expertise

• promoting the translation of scientific knowledge for local use while passing on local
knowledge that can inform scientific discussions

• strengthening the role of the social work profession in disaster interventions and cli-
mate change discussions locally, nationally and internationally.

Challenges that need addressing include:

• lack of resources to innovate in theory and practice
• difficulties in implementing socially just and environmentally sustainable approaches

to disaster interventions, especially in complicated situations where local resources and
expertise have been destroyed by the disaster and/or armed conflict
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• tensions in co-producing solutions among local players themselves and between over-
seas and local players

• compassion fatigue among donors and helpers
• overcrowded social work curricula for mainstreaming to occur easily
• including humanitarian aid workers in the social work profession
• low levels of social work influence amongst practitioners and policy-makers.

The identified opportunities are useful in developing social work’s potential to contribute
to debates about and interventions in disaster interventions. The Global Agenda developed
by IASSW, IFSW and ICSW has one of its four pillars based on sustainable development.
This can facilitate the compilation of good practice and relevant theories that are being
used to promote social workers’ practical engagement with the issues raised above across
the world, but also to strengthen the profession’s voice within the UN and other interna-
tional bodies (Truell and Jones 2012).

The above challenges will require extensive action at the local and national levels to
ensure that political commitment to supporting disaster victim-survivors is given priority
and resources, and people are given dignity in having their needs met as they determine
them. It is also about enabling local populations who might provide funds and resources
to do so. This might involve social workers providing information about how earlier funds
were used and which groups were covered by their distribution. And it is about convincing
national governments and politicians to uphold their promises of aid, but also to remove
any conditions that restrict their use to advantage the donor-country, not the receiving
one.

Social workers have transferrable skills in interviewing people, mobilising resources,
raising consciousness about social problems that affect the wellbeing and livelihoods of
people, flora, fauna and the physical environment and facilitating the development of
solutions and actions that bring communities together in institutional expression of sol-
idarity, individual initiatives promoting goodwill, and enhancing understandings of the
interdependent connectivities that mean that finding solutions to the problems initiated by
climate change will benefit every living being on planet earth.
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26
Social work education: current trends
and future directions
Socialworkeducation

Vishanthie Sewpaul

This chapter deals with changing patterns of social work education in a
rapidly globalising world. Neoliberalism and advances in information tech-
nology are creating spaces for cross-border, virtual education as never before.
The chapter interrogates the impact of neocolonial, capitalist expansion of
higher education as a tradable commodity, and reviews some of the debates
around the universal and the particular with regard to cross border virtual
education. The universal-particular debate is further probed by reviewing
global initiatives of the International Association of Schools of Social Work
(IASSW) and International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW), such as
the Global Definition, program consultations linked to the Global Standards,
and the proposal to form regional centres of excellence. While well-inten-
tioned, neither the processes nor the outcomes of these initiatives are neutral,
often reflecting geo-political power, the project of legitimation, hegemonic
discourses and neoliberal and new managerialist thrusts towards standard
setting, performance appraisals and external reviews within modernist no-
tions of progress and development.

Neoliberalism, fuelled by the profit motive and the exponential rise in the use of infor-
mation technology in offering cross-border education, has serious implications for social
work education where process, relationship building, reflexivity and ethical reasoning and
practices are core. Social work education must be underscored by an emancipatory peda-
gogy, designed to engage students as active social citizens, skilled in the art of truly being
there for the other (Bauman 1993). Yet, the offering of whole degrees online is reducing
the complexities of teaching and learning to transferable skills to be applied in the labour
market (Martin & Peim 2011; Tomusk 2004), and it compromises the ethical imperatives
of social work education (Reamer 2012a) and practice (Reamer 2012b). The International
Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW) and the International Federation of Social
Workers (IFSW), as global bodies representing social work educators and practitioners, re-
spectively, have been engaging in a number of global initiatives. These include the Global
Definition, program reviews linked to the Global Standards for Social Work Education
and Training (Sewpaul & Jones 2004 – hereafter referred at as the ‘Global Standards’),
and proposals to initiate regional centres of excellence. While well-intentioned, neither the
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processes nor the outcomes of these initiatives are neutral, often reflecting the complexi-
ties of geo-politics, hegemonic discourses and the neoliberal and new managerialist thrusts
towards standard setting, performance appraisals and external reviews within modernist
notions of progress and development. One of the defining features of neoliberal capitalist
expansion is for-profit cross-border online education.

Neoliberalism and cross border education in the digital age

Neoliberalism refers to a combination of socioeconomic and political discourses and pol-
icy choices based on the values of an unregulated market, the reification of individual
freedom and choice, and faith that market fundamentalism would promote economic
growth, efficiency, progress and distributional justice, primarily through trickle-down ef-
fects. Neoliberalism, which privileges the market above human wellbeing and welfare
(Coburn 2006; Clegg 2011; Harvey 2005; Giroux 2002; Roberts 2009; Shumar 1997; Sew-
paul & Hölscher 2004), is underscored by maximising exports, reduced social spending
and reorganising ‘national economies in order to become parts of a broader regime of
transnational economic activity’ (Rizvi & Lingard 2000, 423). Higher education has not es-
caped the impacts of neoliberalism, with educators confronting ‘the harsh realities of com-
modity production: speed-up, routinisation of work, greater work discipline and . . . the
insistent managerial pressures to reduce labour costs in order to turn a profit’ (Noble 1999,
46), and neglect of the development of critical thinking with managerialist discourses on
what works, narrowly defined evidence, throughputs, effectiveness and efficiency (David
2011; Giroux 2002; Sewpaul & Hölscher 2004; Sewpaul 2013a). Neoliberalism has in-
tensified racialised and gender inequality (Clegg 2011; Sewpaul 2013a); reconstructed
students into consumers or customers (Noble 1999; Clegg 2011; Shumar 1997) and profes-
sors into entrepreneurs with their roles increasingly being mediated by digital technology;
and increased surveillance (Lewis 2010; Noble 1999). It has replaced collegiality and trust
with contracts, competitiveness, individuality and performance indicators (Roberts 2009).
While there is some resistance in response to the corporatisation and commodification
of higher education, the danger is that universities are taking on the dominant discourse,
treating neoliberalism as inevitable and actively participating in its reproduction by self-
consciously embarking on bureaucratic rationalisation (Coburn 2006). Roberts (2009)
contends that neoliberalism, through its state apparatus (Althusser 1971), fosters an ideo-
logically compliant, adaptable and technically skilled workforce – unthinking workhorses
that serve the needs of the market. Rationalisation of resources; down-sizing of staff; priv-
ileging of research, particularly funded research at the expense of teaching; generating
third stream funding; and extending university offerings to maximise profits, are becom-
ing naturalised features of universities. These are accompanied by incentives for staff who
do comply, and disincentives and/or threats for those who do not. Meyer (2000) argues
that ‘world society does not simply arise, rather, it is built by agentic state and non-state
actors, who (often eagerly) participate in (its) formation’ (241, brackets in original).

One of the major agents of the neoliberal agenda is the World Bank (WB). Salmi
(2000), a WB educationalist, in valorising the rapid changes in higher education powered
by information technology, said:
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Imagine a university without classrooms or even a library. Imagine a university 10,000
miles away from its students. Imagine a university without required courses or majors or
grades . . . Imagine ranking institutions by their degree of Internet connectivity. Imagine
a country whose main export earnings came from the sale of higher education services.
Imagine a socialist country that charged full-cost tuition fees in public higher education.
(2)

Linked with the WB is the World Trade Organization (WTO) in the higher education
business. Nation states are increasingly engaging in free trade agreements in compliance
with WTO obligations of trade in the service sector, including the buying and selling of
higher education (Coburn 2006; Knight 2008; Naidoo 2007; Walsch 2009). Educational
neo-colonial, capitalist expansion has become consolidated through online distance edu-
cation and virtual learning environments, with commercial vendors playing a major role
(Knight 2008). Education has become a new form of ‘academic colonialism’ (Tomusk 2004,
156). The US leads the world in educational export, with education being one of its top
five service exports, followed by the UK, Australia and New Zealand (Martin and Peim
2011). These countries have become the biggest sellers of education on the international
market, especially with the increasing demands from countries such as India, China and
Malaysia (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2005). Higher education has become
a multimillion-dollar business (Kaur & Manan 2010), with many richer countries becom-
ing dependent on income from fee-paying students from poorer countries (Stanley 2012).
It is estimated that the e-learning market will be worth about $69 billion by 2015 (Mar-
tin & Peim 2011). In 2003/2004 education services were worth AUD$5.9 billion to the
Australian economy (a 13% increase from 2002/2003); 95% of this was earned from inter-
national students living in Australia, where education is the fastest growing service export
(Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2005). According to Vincent-Lancrin (2011), in
2010 education became Australia’s number one service export item, earning $17.7 billion.
Salmi (2000), the WB educationalist, in the face of all things not being equal, proclaimed
a blatant untruth: ‘The best universities of any country can reach out across borders by
means of the Internet or satellites, effectively competing with any national university on
its own territory’ (2). Furthermore, as Marginson (2006) avers, ‘emerging nations are
colonised by the “brain drain” of key personnel and ideas, by foreign research conversa-
tions and agendas, and by the in-your-face visibility and robustness of the leading foreign
institutions’ (20).

Developing countries in Asia and Africa, for various reasons, including increasing
domestic demand, poor infrastructure and resources, the ubiquitous devaluing of knowl-
edge that emerges from these contexts, and the valorising of so-called Western knowledge
that enables its universalisation, are unable to export education, thus reinforcing unequal
power relations and patterns of domination and subordination (David 2011; Naidoo 2007;
Shumar 1997; Tomusk 2004). Courses designed in the developed world are exported into
developing countries, with the quality of such programs being brought into question
(Knight 2008; Naidoo 2007; Noble 1999; Walsch 2009). Tomusk (2004) writes of the im-
morality of ‘making developing countries pay for a random selection of Western trivialities
delivered through global distance learning consortia’ (147). Cross border education pro-
vides a lucrative market for Western course packages and textbooks that are transferred
wholesale, e.g. from the US or Australia into China, with nothing changed except trans-
lation from English into Chinese. Such academic imperialism ignores local contexts and
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cultures (Coburn 2006; Naidoo 2007; Tomusk 2004; Walsch 2009). Cross border offshore
and online providers are also more likely to have English as the medium of instruction,
while local universities retain the vernacular (Knight 2008; Kaur & Manan 2010). Kaur
and Manan (2010), for example, write about this in the context of Malaysia, warning that
with transnational private Western providers using English as the medium of instruction
while local public providers use the Malay language, ethnic polarisation is likely to ensue.
They also warn about potential class conflicts, as highly marketable courses get priced out
of the reach of those in low-income brackets. These are inconsistent with the broad objec-
tive of education, promoting the public good, and with social work education’s particular
emphases on social inclusion, human rights, social justice and peaceful co-existence.

While online distance education might have increased access to some, it has, at
the same time, contributed to greater inequalities (Altbach 2010; Naidoo 2007; Tomusk
2004). David (2011) asserts that ‘the hyper-marketisation of education as a commodity
[and) . . . the embeddedness of neoliberal forms of markets, competition and league tables’
(160) has seen more entrenched structural inequalities, both within countries and across
the global North and the global South. Chau (2010) argues that the range of technologies
required in online learning widens the digital divide between the rich and the poor. The
growing hype about technology-mediated education masks the reality that not everyone
has the resources for it. According to Walsch (2009), in 2006, 98.5% of Africans were with-
out internet. In Brazil access to the Internet reflects the stark difference between the rich
and the poor – with 58.7% of the rich and only 5.7% of the poor having Internet access in
2006.

Of particular salience to social work education is neoliberal capitalist engendering of
greater inequality, decreased social justice, and the offering of skills training via vocation-
ally oriented curricula rather than knowledge and critical reflexivity (David 2011; Kaur &
Manan 2010; Roberts 2009; Sancar & Sancar 2012). The mechanistic use of online learn-
ing recasts students as passive consumers of pre-packaged instructional commodities, and
deprives teaching and learning of the ‘delight of the warm and caring human voice and
touch’ (Sancar & Sancar 2012, 247). This has implications for emancipatory social work
education, where the aim is to have graduates who are critically and actively engaged social
citizens who are willing to use their voices in the interests of deepening democracy and
social justice. There is a difference between the use of technology to enhance teaching, the
use of blended on and off-campus teaching, and the offering of whole qualifications online.

Social work’s and social work education’s major strength is that it is context specific
(Sewpaul & Jones 2004), yet with global shifts, and with online offering of social work de-
grees, education is becoming de-contextualised. Reamer (2012a), while not eschewing the
use of technology in education, raises a number of ethical concerns about the offering of
whole social work qualifications online. He asks the following questions: ‘Does an online
program sufficiently honor social work’s longstanding commitment to human relation-
ships?’; ‘Can we be assured that online programs provide sufficient quality control?’; ‘Are
online programs meeting their ethical duty to be forthright in their representations to the
public?’ On deliberation, these questions are answered in the negative. Reamer points to
the deleterious effects of online social work education (2012a) and online social work ther-
apeutic intervention (2012b). The human experience cannot be understood outside of its
social context. This applies as much to educators and students and the people whom we
educate students to work with. Universalising discourses vis-a-vis contextualisation, and
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their link with dominant neoliberal and neocolonial practices, are some of the challenges
facing IASSW as it embarks on global processes.

IASSW global processes

It is in the light of the above processes of globalisation, the commodification of higher ed-
ucation and new managerialist practices that the global processes of the IASSW must be
understood. The IASSW does not exist in a vacuum. It is embedded within broader soci-
etal processes and discourses that have become inscribed into it. The IASSW deals with
these global hegemonic discourses with a somewhat uneasy tension: on the one hand de-
veloping polices and guidelines that might serve to challenge and contest them, while at
the same time adapting to and embracing the perceived inevitability of the global patterns.
Like universities and other societal institutions, IASSW, as part of the ideological state
apparatus (Althusser 1971) reinforces dominant discourses and patterns, and engages in
projects of legitimation. Reflecting the broader schizophrenic world that we live in, IASSW
tries to integrate into a coherent whole disparate threads and dichotomies. While the vi-
sioning and ideological underpinnings speak to research, knowledge, social development,
civic engagement, social inclusion, human rights and social justice, these are juxtaposed
against an instantiated geo-political inequality, the cloak of cultural diversity that might
work against universal human rights discourses and practice, and new managerialist en-
deavours favouring global-standards setting, quality assurance and program reviews, and
setting up regional centres of excellence and knowledge hubs that are part of the wider ne-
oliberal, competitive agenda.

Setting up of regional hubs of excellence

In facilitating a process and structure wherein institutions compete to become regional
hubs in higher education, IASSW inscribes into itself the function of validation and legiti-
mation, as do national governments. Naidoo (2007), for example, writing in relation to the
impacts of neoliberalism in higher education, highlights the Malaysian Government’s aim
to become an Asian hub for higher education, whilst developing partnerships with foreign
institutions in Qatar, UAE and Kuwait. These countries are similarly competing to trans-
form themselves into regional centres of excellence for the Middle East. Many countries
aspire to host world-class institutions of higher learning. Singapore’s education minister,
Teo Chee Hean (cited in Altbach 2000), spoke of making Singapore ‘the Boston of the East’
(7), with world-class universities that are productive, lucrative and globally competitive.
Despite Singapore’s success, Altbach (2000) warned that this was not easy. What makes
it difficult are the ‘formidable’ structural challenges in relation to geography, history, and
the more inflexible governance that influences the epistemological foundations of educa-
tion, that Singapore experiences relative to Boston’s advantages (Altbach 2000, 8). Brezis
(2012) attributes the high ranking of US universities primarily to flexibility of governance
with minimal state interference – ‘the sine qua non of quality and success’ (173). He argues
for greater public funds for research, while discouraging all other state intervention. These
advantages ensure that the US holds prime position in global university rankings. Brezis
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(2012) reports that in terms of the Shanghai rankings, among the 50 top ranked universi-
ties, 75% are from the US.

By ‘endorsing regional centres of excellence (IASSW Social Work Educational Re-
source Centres)’ (www.iassw-aiets.org/uploads/file/20121025_iassw-12-uk.pdf), the
IASSW will allow institutions to gain legitimacy, increase their positional goods (Mar-
ginson 2006), attract more elite and fee-paying students, reproduce global competition in
qualification offerings and ‘uni-directional student flows and asymmetrical cultural trans-
formation’ (Marginson 2006, 18), as discussed above. Given the criteria set by the IASSW
for institutions to become regional hubs, existing patterns of inclusion and exclusion will
be reinforced. One can hardly envisage, for example, an institution in Somalia having the
infrastructure and the capacity to compete with an institution in South Africa to become a
regional hub. Amongst the criteria set by the IASSW are the following:

• Evidence of being an accredited institution, recognised by the local government / pro-
fessional association, signifying their mandate to offer social work education programs
at the postgraduate level and above.

• Strong track record in offering high quality social work education and training pro-
grams.

• Commitment to regional development and culturally appropriate practices based on a
demonstrable track record of such activities.

• Access to venues and facilities suitable for accommodating capacity-building programs
for IASSW member institutions and participants from the region. (IASSW Regional
Resource Centres, Operational guidelines for establishing and monitoring Regional Re-
source Centres, 1 September 2013)

Global standards and program consultations

Similar arguments apply to IASSW program reviews – what has been recast as program
consultations. IASSW offers ‘a globally diverse team of consultants’, ‘the use of globally
agreed standards’ and ‘extensive experience, through its membership, in delivering and
promoting high quality social work education’ (IASSW program consultation, operational
guidelines for peer consultations, dated 9 July 2013) to undertake program reviews. This
document, which speaks of engaging with host institutions as ‘critical friends’ in a collabo-
rative manner, represents a radical shift from its earlier version (Operation and guidelines
for curriculum review, dated 24 January 2013), where IASSW represented itself as an ex-
ternal agent, doing reviews of institutional programs, with no participation from members
of host institutions, except as providers of information. In terms of process, the earlier doc-
ument read: ‘The IASSW team will request meetings with all stakeholders including the
management, teaching faculty members, administrators, students in the program, field in-
structors, other agency representatives and any other/s identified by the university/social
work program. These key interest groups will also be invited to give feedback on the review
process and findings’ (Operation and guidelines for curriculum review, dated 24 January
2013). So normalised was this top-down paradigm that it took much to challenge the gulf
between the rhetoric, that spoke to ‘peer reviews’, ‘partnerships’ and ‘cultural appropriate-
ness’, and the operationalising process that reflected a tokenistic view of participation.

In an email dated 5 February 2013, I communicated the following to the board:

Global social work

358

https://web.archive.org/web/20130517202739/www.iassw-aiets.org/uploads/file/20121025_iassw-12-uk.pdf


I have a problem with the very idea of IA doing audits/reviews. IA does not have any
legitimate authority to do so; it is top-down and reflects an assertion of power. Should
an institution ask for a review we should encourage them to use national/regional bod-
ies responsible for quality assurance (where they exist). Even in the absence of national/
regional structures, we should . . . encourage the institution’s staff to engage in a self-as-
sessment exercise . . . Should the institution – via this self-assessment – recognise the
need for capacity building with regard to e.g. strengthening of the curricula or research
development, they can make a request to IA. This is within our scope and what we can
do. In this way we play a facilitative role without the top-down approach. If we do the re-
views directly we run risks as we have no control about how our conclusions/judgments/
recommendations would be read and interpreted by institutional authorities. Our over-
arching principle: First do no harm!

Bourdieu (1996) cogently argued that the power and impact of legitimation is proportional
to the distance between the legitimating agency and the legitimised. The greater the dis-
tance between the legitimating agency and the legitimised, the greater is the power and
perceived impact. Thus, scholars and institutions in their home countries are likely to be
less validated and validating than those that are external. IASSW, aware of its legitimating
power relative to national/regional bodies, persists in its aim to engage directly in program
consultations/reviews. Sakaguchi and Sewpaul (2009) indicated how developing countries
often enthusiastically and unreservedly accede to the demands of Western professional le-
gitimising. They argued that ‘the Global Standards, the international definition and the
international code of ethics . . . represent a universalising discourse around what excellent
social work ought to be’ and they ask: ‘If IASSW and IFSW are perceived to be the autho-
rised truths, then might it not become a self-imposition that national endeavours emulate
global aspirations?’ (Sakaguchi & Sewpaul 2009, 8). Fraser (2008) writes of transnational
bodies that are ‘apparently emancipatory . . . which may contain elite biases and do not al-
ways manage to live up to their democratic aspirations’ (140).

In the 9 July 2013 version of the program consultation document, IASSW asserts that
it will play no role in ‘Higher Education validation processes or to any professional ac-
creditation activities’. While the latter might entail a formalised statutory process and one
that IASSW can easily disengage from, the very engagement in the consultation/review
process is an act of validation. If institutions are not seeking validation and legitimacy
they are unlikely to engage IASSW in program reviews/consultations. With its offering of
a globally diverse team of consultants, with extensive experience in promoting high qual-
ity social work education, and with benchmarking against globally accepted standards,
programs endorsed by IASSW will be, or perceived to be, validated at the highest level.
In a recent national program review of the Bachelor of Social Work at the University of
KwaZulu Natal (where the author is employed), mileage was gained by reflecting how the
BSW was benchmarked against the Global Standards. In a world of audits, accreditation,
reviews and evidence-based credibility, programs do and will seek validation that global
institutions, documents and processes proffer. It is part of the legitimation game-playing in
higher education, as is the game of publishing, rating and rankings for self and institutional
preservation and survival in an increasingly commercialising academic environment. The
dominant contemporary message is that individuals and institutions have to ‘get with it’
or ‘get left behind’. There is simultaneously external coercion and repression and internal
self-regulation, where individuals are coopted as agents of social control (Fraser 2008).
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While promoting the ‘development and expansion of social work education’ is an
overtly stated objective of program reviews, possible covert legitimation and neoliberal
objectives remain unacknowledged. IASSW serves as a consultant for a fee. The oper-
ational guidelines reflect that the process will generate huge costs for host institutions
that are ‘expected to cover all direct expenses such as air travel, accommodation, meals
and local transport for the IASSW Consultation Team members’ with the following fee
structure attached to the consultation: for country income of less than US$2000 per an-
num – $200; earning capacity of between $2001 – $10 000 per annum a proposed fee
range of $350–$1000, and for those earning above $10,000 a fee range of $500–$2000. Re-
gional associations are expected to cover a proportion of the consultation fee. The principle
underlying the latter proposal is not addressed. Given the structure of IASSW, it is not
uncommon for institutions to be fee-paying members of IASSW and not a regional associ-
ation. Thus, a host institution, which a regional association might be expected to support,
might be a member of IASSW but not the regional body.

Apart from validating and legitimating institutions through its global processes, in-
ternational bodies also engage in their own self-legitimation. Evetts (1995) argued that
professions maintain their influence on internationalising processes by placing increased
emphasis on the legitimacy and authority of their international bodies. Williams and
Sewpaul (2004) acknowledged that the specification of criteria in the Global Standards
document, albeit in the form of ideals to be aspired toward, fall within a reductionist,
modernist mode of thinking. They asked, ‘Are we in modernist fashion continuing the
‘discourse of legitimation’ (Lyotard 2003, 259) in respect of the status of social work?’
Writing six years after the adoption of the Global Standards, Sewpaul (2010), who was co-
chair of the Global Standards Committee and the chief architect of the document, answers
this question in the affirmative and addresses her uneasy tension about some of the com-
promises made in the process and the Western inscriptions into the document. Writing
earlier, Sewpaul (2005) acknowledged possible pitfalls in developing the Global Standards.
As products of our sociopolitical world, we (I write ‘we’ as I am equally constitutive of
the process) are susceptible to ideological hegemony designed to manufacture consent in
the interests of capital and the ruling elite. So successfully insidious and embedded is this
hegemonic discourse that Sewpaul (2013b) used the metaphor of it being ‘inscribed in our
blood’.

Although ideology is false consciousness, it is, according to Althusser (1971), about
the only consciousness we have. As products of our world, ‘those who are in ideology
believe themselves by definition outside ideology’ (Althusser 1971, 175). Given its non-
conscious nature, the ‘accusation of being in ideology only applies to others never to
oneself ’ (Althusser 1971, 175) – thus we rarely recognise our own collusion in reproducing
prejudices, stereotypes and patterns of inclusion/exclusion and inequalities that we so ve-
hemently oppose. It is difficult to think outside the box, but what Althusser offers us is
a critical self-consciousness, that might serve as a precursor to change. Supporting the
complexity of the relationship between structure and agency, Althusser (1971) points out
the paradox implied by the term ‘subject’: it means both a ‘free subjectivity, a centre of
initiatives, author of and responsible for its actions’ (182). It also means a ‘subjected be-
ing . . . stripped of all freedom except that of freely accepting his submission’ (Althusser
1971, 182); what Sewpaul (2013b) calls ‘the voluntary intellectual imprisonment of the free
subject’ (120). Hall (1985) asks the following:
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A critical question in developed liberal democracies is precisely how ideology is repro-
duced in the so-called private institutions of civil society – the theatre of consent . . . How
a society allows the relative freedom of civil institutions to operate in the ideological field
– day after day, without direction or compulsion by the State. (100)

The normalisation and naturalisation of neoliberalism and new managerialism in social
work education and practice is manifest in an increasing production and dissemination of
quality standards, codes of ethics, procedural manuals, program reviews and assessment
schedules. Thus, global bodies like the IASSW come to serve as ‘the theatre of consent’ in
reproducing the ideology of neoliberalism and new managerialism.

Review of the global definition

The unacknowledged and perhaps unrecognised reproduction and pursuit of legitimation
and neocolonialism might underlie the global definition processes and outcomes. Since
the adoption of the international definition by the IFSW in 2000 and the IASSW in 2001
there have been criticisms. Despite its popularity, and being one of the most cited defin-
itions, it is a short-lived one. A global definition formulated by the IFSW before this was
in 1957, developed by representatives from Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Italy,
Netherlands, Scotland, Sweden and Switzerland. The 2000/2001 definition is radically dif-
ferent from the conservative thrust and gender-biased language of the 1957 definition. The
short-lived nature of the current definition must be viewed positively, reflective of greater
inclusivity of different regions of the world, more robust debate and democratic participa-
tion made possible by global communication.

On account of the critiques of the current definition, IASSW and IFSW have, for the
past few years, jointly engaged in processes of consultation to review it. Given the con-
textual realities of social work, questions have been raised about the wisdom of having a
single definition on a global level. Yet, there is a sense that there must be some unifying
characteristics of social work that grant legitimacy to the existence of international bodies
such as the IASSW and the IFSW. There is also a sense that there are some shared visions
on a global level about what social work is. Even with acceptance, in principle, of the need
for a global definition, the consultation processes have generated huge debates about what
is included or excluded in a global definition, with every word in the proposed new defin-
ition scrutinised, and its relevance for all contexts critiqued.

In an email dated 21 July 2013, a colleague Professor Bruce Hall from Colorado State
University made the following observation: ‘when all is said, it is essentially a political
process . . . Definitions may be useful at the core, but all fail at the margins’. He referred to
the pseudo-scientific

attempt to define in order to assert . . . power and claim to authority . . . ‘The Global De-
finition’ is a good academic exercise. It may help elaborate the core . . . The exercise,
however, has little immediate value for the practice of social work, globally. That practice
is besieged by more dangerous challenges . . . Public and political approbation is unlikely
to sustain social work unless the profession supports and demonstrates commitment to
the claims it already makes.
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Notwithstanding the salience of these observations, there are others who believe that de-
finition is of substantive and immediate import. Ioakimidis (2013, 184) asserts that the
current definition has ‘informed the practice and aspirations of a great number of frontline
social workers . . . who have joined the profession out of a commitment to social justice’.
The main criticisms, particularly from the Asia-Pacific region, centred on the 2000/2001
definition representing a Western bias with its emphasis on individual rights and social
change, to the exclusion of collective rights and the societal imperatives for continuity, sta-
bility and social cohesion. Henrickson (2011), for example, argued that: ‘Social change,
empowerment and liberation, social justice and human rights are not concepts that have
shared understandings throughout the world. Concepts such as social harmony, interde-
pendence, and collectively are concepts that are more highly valued in many Asian and
indigenous Pacifika communities’ (4). Sewpaul (2007) has strongly challenged East–West
value dichotomies; the world is not either/or. There is a tendency to idealise Asian culture
based on collectivism, respect for family, embodying unifying and holistic principles and
intuitive functioning as opposed to Western culture which is represented as fragmented,
individualised and reductionistic, which must be challenged.

In contrast with the views of some colleagues from the Asia-Pacific is the Latin-
American view that the current definition does not sufficiently speak to radical structural
changes. What also emerged very strongly from the Asia-Pacific region was the proposal
to include ‘indigenous knowledges’ in the definition. This is by no means an un-conten-
tious issue. If, for example, a person who self-defines as indigenous writes and publishes
in an internationally recognised ‘Western’ journal, is that knowledge then indigenous or
Western? Indigenous peoples have, over the centuries, been making invaluable contri-
butions to knowledge development, which they might not be given credit for. Thus, the
dichotomy between indigenous and Western knowledge might be at the peril of indige-
nous peoples. It might cogently be argued that all knowledge is indigenous to whatever
context it originates in. Even where colleagues vehemently argue for culturally appro-
priate/indigenous social work practices, they often cite Western authors to support their
claims – perhaps a reflection of the acceptance of what emerges in the West as authorised
truths or the lack of opportunities for non-Western scholars to have their work published.
Sen (2005) comments on the ‘dual role of the West: the colonial metropolis supplying ideas
and ammunition to postcolonial intellectuals to attack the influence of the colonial me-
tropolis!’ (133). However, as reflected in the commentary to the proposed new definition,
Western hegemony does remain a problem. Knowledge that originates in the West be-
comes valorised and universalised; the voices of indigenous peoples remain marginalised
and silenced; and the West often appropriates indigenous knowledge. There are, neverthe-
less, some who believe that the inclusion of ‘indigenous knowledges’ reflects the growing
hegemony of the Asia-Pacific region in the IASSW, and the resurgence of conservatism
(Ioakimidis 2013) or perhaps a nostalgic throwback to an ordered and gendered society,
underscored by Confucian values and practices (Sewpaul 2007).

The 2000/2001 definition was the first to explicitly endorse the principles of human
rights, social justice and the liberation of people, inscribing social work with its political
and emancipatory mandate. Ioakimidis (2013) expresses concern about ‘a power struggle
that could potentially endanger the achievements of the previous definition’ (184). He
refers particularly to the power of China and Japan, ‘whose large membership base in in-
ternational social work organisations allows them to promote the idea of “harmony and
stability” over “social change and justice”’ (Ioakimidis 2013, 195). There is, according to
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Ioakimidis, ‘a risk of a backward looking socially conservative definition’ (184). This also
emerged as a major source of tension in the development of the Global Standards. To ac-
commodate the needs of colleagues from the Asia-Pacific region, while not reneging on the
human rights and social justice aims of social work, the Global Standards document dealt
with the issues by constantly adding qualifiers e.g. ‘Enhance stable, harmonious and mutu-
ally respectful societies that do not violate people’s human rights’ and ‘Promote respect for
traditions, cultures, ideologies, beliefs and religions amongst different ethnic groups and
societies, insofar as these do not conflict with the fundamental human rights of people’. It
is the awareness of risk of regressing to conservatism that prompted the committee to add
qualifiers in the commentary to the proposed new definition, for example, ‘insofar as such
stability is not used to marginalise, exclude or oppress any particular group of persons’.

Recognising the diversities of contexts, the Joint Global Definition Committee of the
IASSW and the IFSW have taken a principled decision to create space for layered defin-
itions at the global, regional and national levels. Colleagues representing the Asia-Pacific
spearheaded this decision. In order to accommodate the particularities of different re-
gions and/or nation states, the committee decided to have a brief, concise and aesthetically
appealing definition that will be easily translatable into different languages, while en-
couraging the amplification of the definition at regional and/or national levels. This is a
pragmatic solution to addressing the universal-particular conundrum – acknowledging
contextual realities while conceptualising social work as a global profession. Despite mak-
ing this very clear during the consultation processes, what became evident was that many
colleagues wanted their views reflected in a global definition. Given Bourdieu’s (1996)
thesis of legitimacy resting on the distance between the legitimising agency and the legit-
imised, it is likely that colleagues will place greater premium on a global definition rather
than on a national or regional one.

The final round of consultations ended in September 2013, and it is envisaged that
IASSW and IFSW would have approved a definition to be put to their membership for
adoption at the General Assemblies of IASSW and IFSW in Melbourne in 2014. A ma-
jor recommendation that emerged during the latest round of consultations, that generated
much debate within the Board of the IASSW, was that social work as a discipline is in-
cluded in the definition. To this end, the committee proposes that the first line begins
with: ‘Social work is a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that facilitates
social change’ rather than: ‘The social work profession facilitates social change’. Yet, Sew-
paul (2010) pointed out that reference to social work as a profession is a double-edged
sword, with the shift from the earlier version of the Global Standards adopted in Adelaide
in 2004 (Sewpaul & Jones 2004) to its final version (Sewpaul & Jones 2005) being one of
the sources of disquiet for her.

Whether or not the definition will have substantive impact will depend on the extent
to which social workers own it, and whether or not, as Hall above states, ‘the profession
supports and demonstrates commitment to the claims it already makes’. To this end, global
bodies like the IFSW and the IASSW, that serve as substantive and symbolic embodiment
of social work, must be all the more cognisant of living up to the goals and ideals reflected
in the global definition, rather than capitulate to the imperatives of neoliberalism and new
managerialism.

26 Social work education

363



Conclusions

For profit online, virtual education challenges all of the major principles and values un-
derscoring social work and social work education. Successful pedagogy rests on the power
of the educator to: stimulate students’ thinking and imagination; engender a spirit of love
of knowledge; link theoretical knowledge to daily lived experiences; engage students in
controversial debate and discussion; provide a sense of hope for the future, and encour-
age students to challenge injustices at local, national and/or international levels (Palmer
2006; Giroux 2002; Freire 1970; 1973; Sewpaul 2013b). Palmer’s (2006) first principle is:
‘We teach who we are . . . good teaching cannot be reduced to technique . . . good teach-
ing comes from the identity and integrity of the teacher’ (6). Online education, driven
by neoliberalism, privileges information and vocational instruction, that eschews such
constructionist, emancipatory and radical approaches. Clegg (2011) challenges the ‘no
choice’ mantra about adopting new technologies in teaching and asks that we ‘puncture the
emerging narratives of inevitability and efficiency’ (176). Therein might lie an invaluable
role for the IASSW.

The commodification of higher education is linked to neocolonial and imperialist cap-
italist expansion manifested in the language of knowledge/information society, where ‘the
main beneficiary . . . is the Western supplier of knowledge’ (Tomusk 2004, 161). It is also
manifested in the way higher education has turned its attention to standards setting; au-
dits and reviews; performance measurement; inputs and outputs; outcomes and targets;
and efficiency and effectiveness, conjuring the imagery of excellence and inevitability. Ne-
oliberalism penetrates daily consciousness to the extent that it becomes normalised and
naturalised and considered necessary for social order despite the gross race, class, gen-
der and geographic inequalities engendered (Sewpaul 2013a). Haiven (2011) contends that
‘we all participate in hierarchies of race, class gender and privilege. No one is a pure vic-
tim in this economic system’ (1). It is in the light of these processes that universities, and
global bodies like the IFSW and the IASSW, must critically reflect on the processes that
they adopt and their potential outcomes in reproducing geo-political power and neoliberal
and imperialist practices.

As with individuals, global bodies with the benefit of reflexivity have the power to dis-
rupt or to reinforce dominant thinking and taken for granted assumptions. The discourse
on legitimation, introduced above, may not in itself be the problem. Reflexivity demands
that we question and unmask the veneer of altruism, and the geo-political power that
might underlie such legitimation processes. We need to acknowledge both the positive and
the possible shadow motivations for our actions, and reflect on our possible complicity in
reproducing neoliberalism, neocolonialism and their concomitants. In doing so we might
allow the free subject to trump over the subjected being.
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Global education for social work: old
debates and future directions for
international social work
Globaleducationforsocialwork

Lynne M. Healy

Social work is enmeshed in the context of globalisation, offering new oppor-
tunities as well as threats to the profession and its educational sector. As a re-
sult, interest in international social work has expanded, yet the area remains
without a clear definition. This chapter explores three different directions for
international social work: as a movement for increased universality in stan-
dards for practice and education; as a form of specialised practice; and as
the profession’s actions and impact on global policy, especially following the
adoption of the Global Agenda for Social Work and Social Development. The
continuing debates over imperialism and indigenisation are acknowledged
and the salience of these for each of the directions is discussed. Implications
and recommendations for social work education are addressed.

‘By 2020, the question of whether and how to internationalise social work curriculum will
have vanished from professional discourse’. Instead there will be ‘a long overdue recogni-
tion that all is global and that it is counterproductive to divide what is local from what is
international’ (Healy 2002, 179). It has been more than a decade since these words were
published and they were identified as possible fantasy at the time. The idea behind the
statement was that social work would come to fully recognise the importance and impact
of the global environment, and therefore social work education would seamlessly incor-
porate relevant global content. With 2020 rapidly approaching, this chapter will assess
current and quite diverse directions for international social work and relevant educational
strategies. Major debates will be addressed as well as the fact that debates plaguing the field
of social work remain the same after decades of scholarly work.

Many scholars recognise that social work practice is enmeshed in the context of glob-
alisation, offering new opportunities as well as threats to the profession and its educational
sector (Dominelli 2010; Payne & Askeland 2008; Healy 2008; Lyons 2006). Globalisation
has continued to revitalise old debates about international social work, and raised new is-
sues in the 21st century. Contemporary authors continue to discuss the optimal ways for
social work and social work education to address the impacts of globalisation. Two issues
that continue to shadow international social work are definitional confusion and concern
about professional imperialism and accompanying arguments urging indigenisation. De-
bates continue on these issues and have different salience depending on how international
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social work is understood. In this paper, three diverse definitions and directions for in-
ternational social work are discussed, with reference to the recent literature. These are:
international social work as a movement for universality in the profession and its stan-
dards; international or global social work as a form of practice; and international social
work as the roles and impacts of the profession on the global stage and global issues. All
address the book’s theme of ‘crossing borders and blurring boundaries’. However, they have
very different implications for social work education and intersect the imperialism/indi-
genisation debates differently.

There are many definitions of globalisation and it is assumed that readers of this book
will be familiar with at least some of these. Deepak, quoting from Gunewardena and King-
solver, gives a comprehensive and non-judgmental definition of globalisation as ‘a set of
social and economic processes that entail intensified global interconnectedness via the
mobility and flows of culture, capital, information, resistance, technologies, production,
people, commodities, images and ideologies’ (2012, 781). Embedded here are many ele-
ments germane to social work, beginning with the flow of people, and including culture,
information, ideologies, resistance and information.

Intensification of the forces of globalisation has increased attention to international
aspects of social work. Scholars and practitioners recognise that local manifestations of
problems often have global roots. Alphonse, George and Moffatt (2008) write that current
problems in India, such as farmer suicide, result from the impact of globalisation on lo-
cal communities as global markets and control of intellectual property for essential seeds
by multinational corporations disrupt the potential for livelihood. Despair also grows
among former factory workers in industrialised countries, as outsourcing to distant fac-
tories leaves them among the long-term unemployed. Other negative manifestations of
globalisation include pollution, new diseases, structural adjustment policies, migration
caused by conflicts, climate change, or economic dislocation, and many more. More posi-
tively, there are opportunities for global exchange and networking, participation in global
civil society movements, and rapid diffusion of helpful technologies including social work
knowledge and interventions. In many ways, the ‘distance’ between the local and the global
has been shrinking, resulting in recognition that we face problems that cannot be solved
within the boundaries of a nation-state. Furthermore, communication technologies bring
an onslaught of information on global conditions easily to our computers or other devices.
Recognition of the impacts and opportunities of globalisation are partly responsible for a
renewed interest in international aspects of social work.

History of development of the concept of international social work

Although the use of the term international social work can be traced back to the 1928 First
International Conference of Social Welfare (Jebb 1929), it is within the past 15 years that
scholarship in the field has burgeoned. Beginning with a text by Lyons in 1999, there is
now a modest library of books titled ‘International social work’ or variations on the theme.
These are supplemented by journal articles and numerous conference presentations. The
expansion of interest and attention to the topic is illustrated by the publication of two
major reference works on international social work by well-respected publishers in 2012
(Healy & Link; Lyons, Hokenstad, Pawar, Huegler & Hall). These developments signal a
partial maturation of the area, but much remains to be elaborated and negotiated.
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The definition and purpose of international social work is still somewhat vague. As
recently as 2012, Huegler, Lyons and Pawar stated that international social work ‘has a
long genesis but unclear definition’ (1). Numerous definitions have been proposed, in-
cluding some that are value or goal based, some that emphasise professional functions
or roles, and others that merge the two dimensions (Ahmadi 2003; Cox & Pawar 2006;
Healy 2008; Hugman 2010). Hugman and colleagues defined the field as follows: ‘interna-
tional social work refers to education, practice, research, policy and exchanges concerned
with the realities of global processes in human wellbeing’ (Hugman et al. 2010, 634). They
also introduce the idea of crossing borders into the definition, and note that this can be
understood in various ways as ‘transcending, transmitting, transforming or transgressing
borders’ (634). The idea of ‘globalisation’ is discussed as describing the impact of global
forces on local realities and the impact of local developments on the global (633), a concept
also explored by Lyons (2006). Of note is that definitions have been proposed, critiqued
and debated in the professional literature for many decades.

Haug (2005) criticised the dominance of Western scholars in defining international
social work. Others have identified the growing interest in international social work as a
resurgence of imperialism or a form of neo-colonialism, in which professionals from the
global North are drawn to practice or consult in the global South. A further critique is that
this practice is sometimes or often irrelevant and perhaps harmful in effect as it imposes
theories and modes of intervention that do not fit local circumstances. Briefly, I would
point out that Haug’s critique captures only a partial view of the field. The scholars she
refers to built on the work of earlier experts from South Asia, transplanted to the US, but
writing from the perspectives of their roots. We could also more broadly conceptualise the
many African, Caribbean and Asian writings on indigenisation, especially those cast in
juxtaposition to globalisation, as a part of the literature on international social work. The
imperialism debate will be revisited later in the chapter.

To more adequately engage with relevant debates, I turn to examine three quite diverse
ways of approaching the purpose and intent of international social work.

International social work as a move to universalise the profession

Cox and Pawar (2006) expanded upon Healy’s (2001) functional definition of social work
to add a fifth purpose: the promotion of social work and social work education globally.
As they state it: ‘International social work is the promotion of social work education and
practice globally and locally, with the purpose of building a truly integrated international
profession’ to address significant global issues (20). Trygged (2010) notes the ‘universalist
tendency in international social work’; as such, ‘international social work is a modernity
project, since it is looking for a common understanding of social problems and is con-
sequently more focused on sameness than on diversity’ (647). He concludes that ‘it is a
modernity project in recognition of its striving towards universal principles and to over-
come some of the contradictions between the universal and the local, as well as in its
attempts to find a role for social work in the globalisation process’ (653).

Along these lines, we can view the major documents agreed to by the International
Association of Schools of Social Work and the International Federation of Social Workers
since the beginning of this century as outputs of this modernity and universalism project.
Beginning with a new global definition of social work in 2000, the organisations adopted a
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statement of ethical principles and the first ever set of global standards for social work edu-
cation in 2004. These documents and the homogenising and universalising implications of
international social work have been the target of critiques viewing such efforts as imperial-
ist at worst, or needing to be balanced by significant attention to indigenisation. The Global
Standards for the Education and Training of the Social Work Profession in particular has
drawn criticism as too Western in orientation (Yip 2004) and for privileging a universalist
orientation (Williams and Sewpaul 2004); however, the document was welcomed by many
newer programs in Asia and Africa for helping them negotiate with university administra-
tors to strengthen social work. Alphonse et al. (2008), writing from India on the impact of
globalisation on local conditions, offered: ‘Professional training can no longer happen in
isolation, insulated from international processes. Globalisation has necessitated a search
for global standards in education and practice’ (153).

Rankopo and Osie-Hwedie (2011) contradict this view, emphasising the importance
of indigenisation as the development of culturally relevant interventions, recognising and
privileging local contexts. They emphasise that social work cannot simply be transplanted,
and that the distinguishing feature of social work – that it intervenes at the point where
people intersect with their environment – necessitates an indigenous approach. They con-
clude that ‘cultural explanations of social reality are more relevant than those that seek
to transcend all cultures’ (145). As catalogued by Gray, Coates and Yellow Bird (2008),
Rankopo and Osie-Hwedie’s article is one of many calling for indigenisation of social work,
a theme that dates back to the beginning of the 1970s and has been addressed by authors
from Africa, Asia, the Middle East, Europe and North America.

But there are other forces encouraging a more universal approach. Lyons (2006) ad-
dressed the growing mobility of social workers as another push factor for global standards.
As social workers migrate internationally for employment opportunities, their readiness
for the workforce in the new country becomes an issue. If social work training becomes
more uniform, there will be less concern about adequacy of educational preparation for
those who move from country to country to practice social work. The move to free labour
mobility within Europe is noteworthy, but there is also significant recruitment of social
workers by the UK, often from countries outside the EU, and migration of professionals
from the Caribbean and other areas to the US and Canada. Global standards, now only vol-
untary, would support increased labour mobility. Therefore, it might be argued that global
standards improve social workers’ capacity to work abroad, but diminish their effective-
ness at home according to those pushing more indigenisation.

The educational implications of the push for recognition of social work as universal
would be to do further work to develop globally relevant curriculum. Issues of professional
mobility would be taken into account in designing curricula. Further efforts to improve the
Global Standards are needed, and we could also expect consideration of systems of accredi-
tation of social work programs globally or at least more agreements for mutual recognition
of degrees.

International social work as a practice

One dimension of crossing borders is global or international practice. A number of authors
support the concept of an international social work practice (Cox & Pawar 2006; Healy
2008; Hugman 2010) and there are schools of social work in diverse countries, including
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Canada, Denmark, Israel and the United States, offering specialisations in global or inter-
national practice. The term international social work or global social work has sometimes
been used to refer to this, usually inferring that a practitioner from the global North is
serving as a development specialist or consultant in the global South, whether working for
an international organisation or directly contracted by a global South institution. Interest-
ingly, ‘global practice’ does not seem to be used as a label for practitioners who may be
recruited from the global south to staff social agencies in the UK or the US. If interna-
tional practice is understood mainly as physically crossing borders, then all practitioners
who migrate, whether from North to South or South to North, can be considered prac-
ticing international social work. More narrow definitions, however, reserve this label for
those working with international organisations and/or on global problems.

Several questions emerge: the first is whether there is such a thing as ‘international or
global practice’ and secondly, if so, whether this is a good idea or something that should be
discouraged as inherently imperialistic. And, if there is an international or global practice,
how would social work educational programs prepare students for these roles? Are current
educational models adequate preparation?

Social work education prepares students to address people’s issues in their interactions
with their social environment or context. Educational models have long recognised the
need for social workers to intervene with systems of varying sizes – indeed some programs
claim to prepare students to intervene in systems of ‘all sizes’. Rarely, however, is ‘all sizes’
conceptualised to fully accommodate the global environment and the impact of global-
isation. In a 1962 article that apparently attracted little discussion, Goldman suggested
international social work as a fourth practice level to address international social prob-
lems, complementing the traditional levels of individual, group, and community. Although
not entirely a practical notion as stated, his idea could be further interrogated to discern
what forms of social work intervention could address international problems effectively.

Webb (2003) contested the idea of international social work, arguing that social work
practice requires deep knowledge of local environments, including institutions, culture,
laws, and ways of relating. He continues that the very definition of social work—that
it is the profession that intervenes at points where people intersect with their environ-
ments—means that ‘global practice is a practical impossibility’ (193). Others raise the
concern over imperialism or neo-colonialism when Western professionals design develop-
ment and relief programs and when staff trained in the global north work on the ground in
developing countries. These efforts and interventions may be ineffective due to lack of fit
with local realities, or damaging due to the attitudes of superiority and insensitivity of the
foreign professionals. The efforts that ‘rescue’ child labourers without realising or recog-
nising the conditions of their families living in poverty is an example of a well-intentioned,
but often inadequate or harmful, approach to a complex problem (Deepak 2012).

Another example comes from the response of Western therapists, including some so-
cial workers, to ‘rescue’ victims of mass disasters, such as the Banda Aceh tsunami. As
Bragin said, ‘there have been all too many reported instances in which outsiders have been
permitted to practice in situations of extreme gravity and do harm through importing
external methods of coping while marginalising rather than strengthening indigenous sys-
tems’ (2012, 514). But – is the answer to withdraw from the arena of international practice
or to increase education on appropriate responses? In fact, much was learned from these
unfortunate responses to disaster. A committee of representatives from both non-govern-
mental humanitarian agencies and United Nations agencies developed and published the
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Inter-Agency Standing Committee Guidelines on Mental Health and Psychosocial Support
in Emergency Settings (IASC 2007). Social workers were among those representing NGOs
that developed the new guidelines; social work educators can take up the responsibility of
including these guidelines in its preparation of professionals, thereby improving practice
and strengthening the role of the profession.

Education for international social work practice
Concern over imperialism may have led social work to largely cede the arena of interna-
tional development practice to other professions less concerned about Western imposition.
Yet, social workers may offer some real advantages in this work. Among them are that
social work education includes content on appreciation of diversity and some level of
cross-cultural skills, appreciation of the interplay between person and environment, a
strong value base, and endorsement of the importance of participatory approaches to plan-
ning and development. Thus, social workers could be expected to be more respectful of
local knowledge than professionals without this foundation. Through cross-national con-
nections to local practitioners, social workers can tap into sources of knowledge at the
grassroots, so crucially needed in development projects. Indeed, in advocating indigeni-
sation, Rankopo and Osie-Hwedie (2011) remind us that ‘Indigenisation does not negate
collaboration with external partners and experts, and seeking resources for capacity-build-
ing’ (141).

To respond, social work educators should acknowledge that global practice will re-
main a relatively specialised sub-area of the overall arena of international social work. But
I argue that the profession should shed its ambivalence and encourage committed social
workers from all parts of the world to pursue roles in international development and re-
lief. It is up to educators to ensure that practitioners from social work programs are well
prepared to be partners with local experts and communities and to challenge negative
models. Leaving the arena to other professions will neither improve practice nor enhance
the profession’s contributions globally. Social work programs aiming to prepare students
for international work must address a number of critical content areas. Practitioners need
skills including planning, proposal development, training of trainers, and community en-
gagement, plus a subject area of expertise such as HIV/AIDS, child welfare, or disaster
mitigation and response. These should be blended with a solid foundation in human be-
haviour, cultural diversity, and social work ethics. International practice and educational
preparation for it should demonstrate social work’s capacity to respond appropriately and
effectively, in education and practice terms, to the various global challenges ‘that are hav-
ing a significant impact on the wellbeing of large sections of the world’s population’ (Cox
& Pawar 2006, 20).

International social work as a profession in global policymaking

Work at the policy level is another form of international or global social work. In a joint
article, the leaders of IASSW, IFSW and ICSW declared that ‘social work is well placed
to play a key role in responding to the individual, community and global social problems
facing the world’ (Jones et al. 2008, 849). They announced a new era of increased collab-
oration among the three organisations to achieve ‘enhanced global influence of the social
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work profession’ (Jones et al. 2008, 847). An important outcome of this collaboration was
the launch in 2012 of the Global Agenda for Social Work and Social Development.

The Global Agenda
The Global Agenda calls for the profession to engage more fully with the critical global
social issues of the decade. It identifies an expansive range of action areas for social work
engagement in four broad priority areas: social and economic inequalities within and be-
tween countries; dignity and worth of the person (including human rights); environmental
sustainability; and the importance of human relationships (IASSW, ICSW, IFSW 2012). For
each of these, there are commitments for social work organisations to work at the level of
the United Nations and other global bodies, for social work practitioners at the commu-
nity level, for the organisations themselves, and for social work education. They include
some specific commitments, such as work to achieve the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs), social work involvement in defining the post-2015 agenda, efforts to achieve uni-
versal ratification of key human rights treaties, addressing global inequalities through such
initiatives as the Global Social Protection Floor, and increased engagement with climate
and environmental issues.

These commitments identify an important third direction for international social
work—that of influencing policy on global social problems and collaborating with other
groups for global action. In explaining the Global Agenda, Jones and Truell (2012) discuss
the profession’s duty to ‘inform policy development and priority-setting by engagement
with global and regional political institutions’ (465). They note that ‘global visibility and
engagement’ are important for the stature of the profession, but can also make a difference
in outcomes for people on the ground. They refer to and echo Mmatli (2008) who encour-
aged social workers in Africa to lobby for improved policies within the region; as Mmatli
explained the multiple benefits of engagement, ‘social work’s contribution to social devel-
opment will become more apparent; its presence and prominence among professions will
be perceived; and social work clients will stand to benefit’ (303).

There are opportunities to bring social work values and strengths into play in the pro-
fession’s representation work at the United Nations and other global bodies. Currently,
small teams of members represent IFSW and IASSW at several offices of the United
Nations. In IASSW’s work with the UN NGO Committee for Social Development, for ex-
ample, representatives have been able to advocate for rights-based approaches and have
participated in several projects to bring voices from the grassroots into UN delibera-
tions. IASSW submitted an intervention on the importance of participatory approaches to
poverty eradication to the 50th session of the UN Social Development Commission, and
hosted a panel on participation at the meeting of the commission (IASSW 2012). ICSW
has made numerous interventions and connections as part of the campaign for the Global
Social Protection Floor. These initiatives and others showcased social work values and
strategies to UN representatives and other globally active NGOs. Challenges are to expand
these efforts and develop better ways to engage colleagues from diverse countries in these
inputs.
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Need for advocacy in global higher education
Another important arena for professional involvement is higher education policy at the
global level. Growing trends risk further disadvantaging locally relevant knowledge and
knowledge generation from new sources. More and more universities in both global North
and South are relying on rankings and journal impact factors. This is an insidious way of
re-introducing elements of professional imperialism. The highly ranked journals are those
based in Western nations, with long-established universities and social work education.
Global ranking of journals and programs will undermine the regional social work journals
that are adding important knowledge building to professional understanding of problems
and theory. Rankings based on citations also disadvantage newer and less popular topics,
as fewer scholars work in these areas.

Accreditation and the potential incursion of foreign bodies of accreditation may exac-
erbate the domination of Western/Northern standards for higher education, and in worst
cases, impose culturally irrelevant standards on programs in Africa and Asia. Midgley
(2008) mentions a proposal that surfaced in 2002 that the US Council on Social Work
Education (CSWE) consider accrediting programs in other countries; he labelled this a
‘new imperialism’ that results from the elevation of Western standards and educational
systems. Schools of social work in the Global South may seek external accreditation as a
way to bolster their academic standing and reputation. Midgley does comment that the
2002 proposal ‘was fiercely resisted by members of the organisation’s [CSWE’s] Global
Commission who explained that this would require educational programs in developing
countries to conform to the curricular requirements prescribed for American schools’, re-
sulting in inappropriate education (41). The re-emergence of discussions of accreditation
and increased emphasis on journal rankings makes engagement with the politics and pol-
icymaking of higher education on the regional and global scales essential to combat this
new form of imperialism.

Educational implications: building global literacy as a goal for social work education
If taken seriously, the Global Agenda and the call for more social work impact on global
issues puts huge responsibilities on the educational sector to prepare professionals with
sufficient knowledge to engage. Social work education needs to prepare students with a
minimum level of global literacy. This is essential to improve the practice of social workers
in their local contexts that are increasingly affected by global forces, especially the influx of
large migrant populations, and would enable professionals to fulfil their roles as informed
participants in political systems at home. Global knowledge will also serve as a foundation
for a smaller number of professionals who will focus their entire practice locally on work
with international migrant populations, or go on to careers with a focus on international
work where they can apply their professional values and skills in inter-disciplinary teams
in development and disaster response. More importantly, global knowledge may inspire
and prepare more social workers to engage actively in tackling global social problems on
the policy level, whether on the national or inter-governmental level.

Although data are scarce, there are indications that social work education is currently
failing miserably in globally relevant teaching. The results of newly conducted studies in
East Africa on social workers’ capacity to contribute to achievement of the Millennium De-
velopment Goals (MDGs) are discouraging. Among Kenyan social work students surveyed
in 2012, a dozen years after adoption of the MDGs and only three years from the achieve-
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ment target, only 14.4% said they knew the MDGs in detail (Wairire et al. forthcoming);
31% either were not aware or only slightly aware, meaning that they had heard of the term,
but did not know what the goals constituted and therefore, of course, could not link their
practice to these goals in any way. There were similar, in fact slightly worse, findings among
practicing social workers, only 10.9% of whom knew the MDGs in detail (Wairire et al.
forthcoming); findings in Uganda paralleled the Kenyan study (Twikirize et al. 2013). An
in-class survey of MSW students in one US school in 2013 revealed that only 25% knew
what MDGs stood for; more discouraging was that this was an elective course on interna-
tional social work; attracting students with a strong interest in the content (Healy 2012).
Scores on other items of basic global knowledge were similarly dismal.

Specific content and curriculum models can vary across countries, but practitioners in
all countries need preparation for practice in environments increasingly affected by global
influences. The preparation provided to students should also assist the profession to secure
and enhance a role for social work in the global policy and action network addressing the
issues in our profession’s arena of concern and expertise.

Shifting the priority of international social work to global policy may alleviate some
concerns about imperialism. As Kreitzer and Wilson describe it, in solidarity the profes-
sion can recognise that ‘we are all in this together and that there are global problems that
need to be addressed by all of us, for the benefit of all of us’ (2010, 716). It fits with Ah-
madi’s call to refocus international social work on working for human rights, social justice,
conflict prevention and peace and to emphasise partnership as the model of work (2003).

Revisiting the debates: imperialism and indigenisation

At the outset, I noted that debates over imperialism and indigenisation have been regular
themes in the literature. Perhaps we should question our profession’s tendency to revisit
the same issues for decades, with little substantive change in the arguments put forth. More
than four decades ago, the journal International Social Work published an editorial mes-
sage that it would no longer accept articles that focused on the lack of fit of Western social
work in developing countries because the editors concluded that the topic was ‘threadbare’
due to the many submissions on the topic (Irvine 1972). Yet, the theme persists in our
literature. Gray, Coates and Yellow Bird (2008) catalogued dozens of articles on the need
for indigenisation dating back to 1972 as well. If these are simply repetitive articles, then
perhaps little harm is done. But, the messages of the dangers of imperialism may impede
the profession’s capacity to act and discourage North–South partnerships on issues of mu-
tual concern. Perhaps it is time to relabel use of inappropriate models as just bad practice,
and to recognise that there may be complex reasons why curricula haven’t been fully indi-
genised after so much intellectual capital has been spent in calling for this to occur.

Deepak (2012), in calling for transforming the approach to international social work,
human rights, and development by giving attention to global inequalities, power relation-
ships and structural inequalities, recognised that there are many sources of oppression,
including those imbedded in traditional power structures and indigenous practices. The
strategy she identified as ‘global scattered resistance’ (788) fits well with the Global Agenda
and with the recommendation made here to expand global impact. Deepak accepts that
resistance can occur at multiple levels. Social workers can contribute to human rights and
social justice within organisations such as the UN and World Bank where they can work to

27 Global education for social work

377



publicise and educate on the impacts of globalisation on marginalised groups, while others
can work from the outside in opposition to these organisations and their actions. Part of
the responsibility of education for international social work is to address the global struc-
tures and policies that create gross inequalities, and help students see the linkages between
global forces and the problems they can identify on the ground and to show them points of
access to make change (Deepak 2012). For scholars and practitioners seeking to extend so-
cial work’s influence on global issues, the need is to recognise that progress can be made in
engagement with mainstream global bodies, in global and local movements of resistance
and advocacy, and in local practice. Disparaging or privileging some of these over others
has not been productive for the profession.

Conclusions

International social work is still a work in progress and an arena with diverse definitions,
interpretations, and directions. Rather than continuing to debate definitions, this chapter
has explored three current directions for international social work and their educational
implications. It is possible that all three directions are appropriate for social work in the
21st century. Forces to universalise aspects of the profession—its definition, ethical princi-
ples, and education—are intensifying even as they remain controversial. Some educational
programs in diverse countries are identifying global or international practice as an area
of specialisation, while others question its very feasibility. The international professional
organisations have committed social work to an ambitious agenda for addressing global
challenges. It should be easiest to secure agreement that increasing the global knowledge
of social workers will only strengthen the profession. Low global literacy is not desirable
and puts our professionals at a disadvantage. Secondly, global knowledge is necessary if so-
cial work is to have an impact on global issues and fulfil the Global Agenda. Most, unless
they hold their profession in very low esteem, would also agree that social work does have
something to offer for efforts to address global social problems and strengthen respect for
human rights.

Considerable work remains to be done. The specific content that would make up
minimal global literacy needs to be identified, and this should be done as a partnership
project with efforts to develop both universal concepts and content and locally specific
elements. Language will present some obstacles to building global knowledge and will de-
mand more effort to ensure translation of social work scholarship into diverse languages.
Some relevant sources, especially those from the United Nations, are published in multiple
languages, increasing their accessibility. The dominance of English language in publish-
ing and professional conferences creates barriers for non-English speakers. In some ways,
it also leads many scholars whose first language is English to narrow their search for al-
ternative sources of knowledge. Thus, translations should also be encouraged both from
and to English and other languages. Theory building is another, perhaps more challenging,
project. Although Trygged notes that, since there is no single theoretical base for social
work, ‘it is hardly possible to achieve a common set of theories for international social
work’ (651), Healy (2012) writes that theory is beginning to emerge through the blending
of social work methods and perspectives with globally relevant concepts of human rights,
development, and social inclusion. This work remains in its infancy.
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Finally, although it will likely be later than 2020, social work may come to recognise a
more holistic perspective. The global and the local can no longer be easily divided. Glob-
ally aware, knowledgeable and active professionals are needed in every context and will
eventually be identified simply as competent social workers in the 21st century.
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