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Dedicated to “Karen’

Do you remember Karen? She was here the last time you were
here. She died a few weeks ago. She committed suicide- fell out of
a window nine floors up. We think she was involved in drugs and
prostitution. What did we do for her?

(quote from a residential worker)

All names in the text have been changed to protect the confidentiality of
statf and children.



Abstract

Working in children’s homes is widely recognised as one of the most stressful
and demanding roles within social work. Yet, unlike their fieldwork I
colleagues, residential staff have traditionally remained unqualified. This
situation was altered in the early 1990’s with the introduction of Scottish
Vocational Qualifications (SVQs) as a method of qualifying residential child

care workers.

At the heart of SVQs is “competence’. SVQs are “independent’ of learning and
training and are designed to enable staff to be assessed as competent within
the workplace. Whilst the need to have competent staff is clearly desirable,
how it is achieved, or indeed measured, is far less evident. Essentially, any
definition of competence will reflect a particular view of the responsibility of
social work within contemporary society; a role that has been subject to
considerable debate. Should social work, for example, focus on helping
‘individuals’ and, or, does it have a responsibility to challenge the status quo,
especially when structural inequalities prevail within society? In determining
the nature of social work, the ability of any group to exert control over

education and training has been central.

Although SVQs have been widely implemented within social work, there has
been minimal research regarding their impact on practice. This study
examined SVQ Care: Promoting Independence (level I1I) within children’s homes.
The study focuses on the extent to which SVQs enhance practice and their
function within a “learning society’. The evidence presented in the study
suggests that there are considerable deficiencies, both in terms of the SVQ
format and the way in which children’s homes are structured for the
assessment of ‘competence’. Rather than address the history of “failure’

within children’s homes, SVQs have enabled the status quo to be maintained

whilst creating an “illusion’ of change.
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INTRODUCTION

This study aims to examine the impact of Scottish Vocational
Qualifications (SVQs) for residential child care workers. SVQs were given
otficial endorsement from the report by Skinner (1992) *Another Kind of
Home: a review of residential child care’, as a method of qualifying
residential child care workers. Despite the widespread implementation of
SVQs within social work departments, there is minimal research
evidence regarding their effect on practice. This study examined the
impact of "5VQ Care: Promoting Independence (level III)’ within

children’s homes.

A literature review examining the emergence of SVQs and the
competence-based approach to education and training forms the basis of
Chapter One. The main functions of SVQs within residential child care
are outlined along with some of the issues underpinning the
competence-based approach. A defining feature of SVQs is the notion of
‘competence’. Yet, despite "official’ definitions and the array of literature
supporting vocational qualifications, there remains considerable
controversy and ambiguity surrounding the term “competence’. The
main criticisms of the competence-based approach will be considered,

with particular reference to SVQ)s.

Chapter Two considers how the competence-based approach has emerged
within a general transformation of the British education system. A
central feature of this transformation was the emergence of the "new
vocationalism” and the government’s commitment to "a learning
society’. The function of SVQs within this learning society, given they are
‘independent’ from learning, is somewhat ambiguous. It will be
suggested that the ambiguity of meaning surrounding the term

competence, is located in ditfering perspectives of what social work is



responsible for within contemporary society. In fact, much of the

controversy surrounding the competence-based approach, reflects long-

standing debates about the relationship between theory and practice in

soclal work.

Chapter Three provides an insight into the children’s homes in which
residential staff are assessed as competent. As with all qualifications, the
context in which any learning or knowledge is to be applied is extremely
important. However, unlike more traditional qualifications, which
involved students attending college or university, the evidencing and
assessment of competence for SVQs occurs within the workplace. The
context in which SVQ)s are applied may therefore, be of particular
significance in understanding their impact on practice. Children’s homes
are complex environments and are one of the most emotionally charged
areas of social work. The evidence of many research projects and

government reports provide an overwhelmingly negative account of the

effectiveness of residential child care. The history of “failure” which
characterises residential child care and the lack of research specific to

children’s homes, present a number of issues for a study investigating the

impact of SVQs.

Chapter Four outlines the methodology for the study. The ambiguities
surrounding “competence’ and the complexities of children’s homes,
shaped the exploratory approach of this study. The "repertory grid’
technique was used to structure interviews with staff. Views of staff were
also elicited using specific questions. The main theoretical issues
underpinning the repertory grid will be discussed in section one.
Consideration will also be given to how the data from the repertory grids
was analysed, especially the interpretation of transcripts produced during
interviews. Section two focuses on how the data for the study was
compiled. Data was collected from interviews with 30 residential

workers: the intention was to interview each individual on four



occasions. The data was collected from two phases of interviews. In the
tirst phase, workers were interviewed using a different repertory grid in
each of the interviews. The second phase repeated this process 9 months
later. Staff were at various stages in their careers and progress with SVQs;

the majority were undertaking SVQs at the first phase of interviews.

From a possible 120 interviews, 109 interviews were carried out.

Responses to questions about SVQs, particularly any learning associated
with the programme, are analysed in Chapter Five. The main themes
arising from the responses given by staff were categorised. There were no
pre-set categories prior to the interviews. Although these categories are
presented separately to enhance clarity, it was also necessary to integrate

many of the issues in order to gain a full appreciation of the views

expressed by staft.

Chapter Six presents an analysis of the transcripts provided by staff when
compiling the “tasks’ repertory grid. The aim was to examine the way staft
undertake certain tasks, as well as the situations in which such tasks are
performed, in order to gain an insight into the environment in which

they are being assessed competent for SVQs.

Chapters Seven, Eight and Nine present separate case studies, each
focusing on different children’s homes and a particular unit(s) of SVQs.
The data in each case study is presented in two “phases’. The first part of
the case study is based on data collected from the “children’ repertory grid
during the first phase of the interviews. The second part of the case study
examines the data collected from the “children’ repertory grid during the
second phase of interviews. Comparisons are made between the two
phases of interviews in order to ascertain any changes in working
practices that might be attributable to SVQs. In addition to the transcripts,
the case studies also include a selection of completed repertory grids;

which are examined in relation to the way certain children are viewed by



the statt, including an analysis of the “constructs’ and the “ratings’ given

to children.

Chapter Ten concludes the study and asserts that there are fundamental
problems with SVQs as a method of qualifying residential child care
workers. In addition to deficiencies in SVQ design, there are problems in
the organisation and structure of children’s homes as environments for
assessing and demonstrating competence. Essentially, staff are dis-
empowered within children’s homes; which serves to undermine any
autonomy or control they have in responding to the needs of some of the
most vulnerable children in society. Implementing SVQs within a
workforce which has remained amongst the least educated and qualified

in social work, is unlikely to alter the history of “failure’ in residential

child care.



CHAPTER ONE

EMERGENCE OF SVQs AND THE COMPETENCE-BASED APPROACH
IN SOCIAL WORK

Introduction

The introduction of Scottish Vocational Qualifications (SVQs) for
residential child care workers who have traditionally remained an
unqualified sector of the work force, was given official endorsement by
the government report ~Another Kind Of Home: a review of residential
child care’ (Skinner, 1992). Although there is a vast array of literature
promoting SVQs/NVQs, considerable controversy surrounds the
competence-based approach upon which these qualifications were
founded. In particular, there is ongoing debate about the actual meaning
of the concept of "competence’. Within the SVQ framework, there is a
predominant focus on measurable outputs or “outcomes’, with less
consideration given to the process of intervention. Unlike more
traditional social work qualifications, SVQs are also "independent” of any
learning or training. Despite the widespread implementation of SVQs,
fundamental criticisms have been levelled at the competence-based
approach. Highlighting the main features of SVQ)s and the controversy
surrounding the competence-based approach, is central to understanding
the way in which this study aims to explore the impact of SVQs within

children’s homes.

A New Qualification

Residential child care workers have remained an untrained sector within
social work departments. This situation has not gone unnoticed. For
example, the CCETSW (1992, p.14) document "Setting Quality Standards
For Residential Child Care’ states that:



The historical background against which this Group has been
asked to report is one of repeated failure. Readers will not need
reminding in detail of the litany of inquiries and reports which
have called for more and better training for residential staff (Barr,
1987, lists 50 such reports between 1946 and 1985 alone), and they
will be aware of how painfully slow progress has been. The
number of residential child care workers without a social work

qualification ... must be regarded as an indictment of the record of

social work training in the UK.

The report listed a number of recommendations. Recommendation 2 (p.

19, emphasis in original) stated that:

The Group recommends that all residential child care workers

should hold a professional qualification at DipSW level.

The recommendation to quality residential child care workers with the
Diploma in Social Work (DipSW) was seen as a "minimum standard of
qualification” because of the “exceptionally complex and demanding
nature of residential child care’ (ibid., p. 19). Attaining the DipSW would
therefore, provide the basis for a "depth of understanding and breadth of

vision required to produce an adequate level of critical reflective practice’

(ibid., p. 19).

The recommendation to adopt the DipSW as a minimum qualification
was, however, overshadowed by the Skinner report (1992) which gave
official endorsement for SVQs as a method of qualifying residential child
care workers '. The report provided a comprehensive review of

residential care and reaffirmed the need to address the low level of

- N P e e . e

'The expectation of radical change in the wake of “Skinner” is perhaps best retlected in
the report’s status, in some circles, as the “bible’ of residential child care (see for example,

Burton et al., 1998, p. 356).



qualifications held by staff. A survey commissioned by the review,
showed that 83% of residential staff were unqualified in 1991. In response
to the low level of qualified staff, the report set national training targets

and offered the following recommendation regarding SVQs (Skinner,

1992, p. 73, emphasis 1n original):

Recommendation 48: Local authorities and independent
organisations should aim to achieve a position in which 60% of

residential child care staff are assessed as competent at HNC/SVQ
level 3.

The aim was to provide residential workers with a level of training on a
‘platform for the sustained progress that is required’ (ibid., p. 71). The
value of SVQs, according to the report, is that they enable statf “to
develop along a continuum ... and enhance the quality of services and
career structure of the work force’” (ibid., p. 73). Therefore, the report not
only endorses SVQs as a suitable qualification, it also promotes SVQs as
enabling access to higher qualifications. Whilst there is widespread
support for qualifying residential staff, considerable controversy
surrounds SVQs. Before exploring some of these issues, it is useful to

outline the main features of SV(Q)s.

What are SVQs?
The National Council for Vocational Qualifications (NCVQ) was

established in 1986 and was responsible for developing the NVQ
framework. The new NVQ was defined in the Coombe Lodge Report

(1987, p. 295) as:

a statement of competence clearly relevant to work-related
activities and intended to facilitate entry into, or progression in,
employment, further education and training, issued by a

recognised body to an individual.



>VQs were introduced in 1989 as part of a strategy to improve the skills of
the workforce (SCOTVEC, 1996). Although most people have heard of
SVQs °, fewer people actually understand what they are, or how they
have been implemented within the workplace. Such levels of ignorance
and lack of awareness surrounding SVQs is evident in many workplaces
and educational institutions, including higher education (Gokulsing et
al., 1996). Contrary to popular belief, SVQs are not specific training

courses or education programmes (ibid.). The Scottish Vocational

Educational Council (SCOTVEC) (1996, p. 1., emphasis in original) states
that:

SVQs are based on standards of competence. These standards are
drawn up by organisations called lead bodies on behalf of industry,
and tell you exactly what you have to do to prove you are
competent in the occupation the SVQ covers. This means that if
you have an SVQ you have a qualification which is a guarantee

that you have the skills, knowledge and abilities you need in your

occupation.

The fundamental ditference between SVQs and more traditional

qualifications is highlighted by Fletcher (1991, p. 26, emphasis in original):

The key is assessment of performance. How people learn, what

training programme they undertake or what method of training or

‘Generally, the literature, including that produced by the National Council for
Vocational Qualifications (NCVQ), considers NVQs and SVQs as identical in every way,
except that the latter refers to the Scottish national system. Whilst recognising the
overwhelming similarities, Hyland (1994) does highlight some differences. For example,
he points out that the role of "awarding body” and "accrediting body’ under the one
organisation, namely, the Scottish Vocational Educational Council (SCOTVEC) is
different from the English system. Nevertheless, in terms of the fundamental nature of
the two systems and particularly the extent to which they are intfluenced by competence-
based education and training, NVQs and SVQs are treated as the same. Within this



learning is employed is, in effect, irrelevant. To achieve an NVQ,

an individual must demonstrate competent performance.

Assessment in the NCVQ framework is for Jessup (1991, p. 101) “a natural

and integral part of the learning process’. Unlike more traditional forms

of assessment which focused on sitting exams, Jessup (ibid., p. 135) states

that in the NCVQ framework:

Assessment is being brought into the real world and de-mystified
within the new model of education and training. We shall, I hope,
see the demise of the last minute swotting of information soon to
be torgotten for examinations. We shall not need to play those
games In the future- games which few enjoy and where the

majority finish up losers.

The assessment process is based directly on “elements’ of competence

within a particular ‘range’” and the associated “performance criteria’.

The SVQ unit-based structure should not therefore, be confused with
more traditional modular courses or with GNVQs °. SVQs consist of
various “units of competence’, each representing "a discrete activity or

sub-area of competence which has meaning and independent value in

— — T — —— —— P, —— T—— — P e — — L O —— —— e p———— — —— —

study, any analysis of the literature on NVQs will be considered directly applicable to
SVQs unless otherwise stated.

*There are important differences between NVQs and GNVQs, as noted by the NCVQ
(1993, p. 7): "a GNVQ will not imply that students can perform competently in an
occupation immediately on qualifying. Students will, however, have achieved general
skills, knowledge and understanding which underpin a range of occupations.” The
developments in the GNVQs are most apparent in that the: (1) GNVQs are occupational
‘related’, whereas the NVQs are occupational "based’; (2) focus on "competence’ in the
NVQs is superseded by the notion of "attainment” in the GNVQs; (3) GNVQs have a
greater emphasis on "knowledge and understanding’ compared to the NVQs; (4) NVQs
limit assessment of “performance’, whereas assessment in the GNVQs is much broader,
including externally set written tests; and (5) NVQs are completed primarily in the
workplace, whereas GNVQs are undertaken in for example, Further Education colleges

with students attending a work placement.



the area of employment to which the SVQ relates’ (NCVQ, 1989, cited in
Gokulsing et al., 1996, p. 37). These units are broken down into “elements
of competence” which should be “stated with sufficient precision to allow
unambiguous interpretation by different users’, but *not be so detailed
that they only relate to a specific task or job, employer or organisation,
location or equipment’ (ibid.). Each element of competence is made up of
‘performance criteria” which should specify the standard at which the
tasks must be evidenced. Later developments in the SVQ format
incorporated ‘range statements’. According to Fletcher (p. 52, 1991 ),
‘Range statements describe the limits within which performance to the
identified standards is expected, if the individual is to be deemed
competent.” The number of units required for the qualification will
depend on the occupation and level at which the NVQ is taken. There
are five levels within the SVQ framework. Workers in this study were
undertaking SVQ Care: Promoting Independence (level III) (Appendix
A). The "5VQ Handbook’ (1996, p. 9) gives a guide to the standard of

performance required at SVQ level III:

At this level, you have to perform a broad range of activities in a
variety of contexts, most of which are complex and non-routine.
You will usually be working with considerable responsibility and

autonomy, and may have control or guidance of others.

SVQs are accredited by SCOTVEC and awarded either solely by SCOTVEC

or jointly with the Central Council for Education and Training in Social

Work (CCETSW).

Comparisons between SVQs and traditional qualifications

The Government White Paper "Education and Training for the 21st
Century’ (1991) compares the different levels of NVQ framework with
existing qualifications: level 1 being “semi-skilled’, similar to National

Curriculum attainment; level 2 is equivalent to GCSE standard at "Basic



Craft Certificate’ level; level 3 is broadly equivalent to A level for the
technical, advanced craft or supervisor function; level 4 is pitched at the
higher technical or junior management level, equivalent to a degree; and
level five is equivalent to postgraduate qualifications aimed at
professional and middle management groups. These “broad
equivalencies” were intended to give an indication of standards at
different levels, however, Gokulsing et al, (1996) argue that the

differences in, for example, level 3 with an A level are so considerable

that comparison is almost meaningless.

The difficulty in making comparisons between more traditional
qualifications and SVQs is particularly evident when considering the
assessment process. For Fletcher (1994) the assessment for NVQs differ
from more traditional approaches in six ways: the primary focus is based
on standards relating to outcomes of learning; the individual is assessed
against the NV(Q) criteria, rather than the pertformance of others; with no
percentage pass mark, the student is deemed either competent or not; the
task of assessing the student is usually done in the workplace; there is no
specified time limit for the completion of the qualification; and there is
no specified course for student learning or study. The shift in focus to
assessment of “outcomes’ compared to the emphasis of more traditional
qualifications on learning and "process’ serves to highlight some of the
difficulties in making comparisons. Nevertheless, for Jessup (1991, p. 115)
the NCVQ model provides the individual “with more control over the

process of learning and assessment.’

Specific to social work, confusion surrounding SVQs and their
relationship to other forms of education and training has persisted. This
confusion is evident, for example, in Kent (1997, p. 60), author of the

‘Children’s Safeguards Review’, who states that:



SVQ3 or its equivalents are seen as essential training for basic

grade care staff.

Although SVQs are viewed as a form of “training’, Kent points out, in the

following paragraph, that:

SVQs are not training at all. They are a system for assessing
competence; there is no requirement at present to train those who
are not yet competent so the system concentrates on those who are
competent at the expense of those who are not. There is an SVQ
(HNC) which means that you have been assessed as competent as
well as having some teaching and learning. CCETSW, quite

properly distinguishes between the two.

The quotations above serve to highlight the confusion surrounding the
extent to which SVQs are viewed as training programmes. It is also

important to recognise that SVQs, as indicated by Kent, have been of little

value to the least experienced members of statf. How do these
individuals become sufticiently skilled so that they can be assessed at
SVQ standards of competence? Confusion over SVQs is further

compounded by the relevance of the HNC and INSET programmes.

Relevance of the HNC and INSET programme

Prior to linking SVQs with the HNC to form a “residential’” qualification,
the HNC (Social Care) was validated by SCOTVEC and CCETSW.
However, the HNC was not officially endorsed by CCETSW as a relevant
qualification in social care. It is therefore, the possession of both the HNC
and SVQs which is being promoted by Skinner (1992) as the recognised

qualification.

Social work departments have differed in their implementation of 5VQs

and HNC. Some departments, according to Kent (ibid., p. 60), "have



Invested heavily in the HNC while others have concentrated on the SVQ
alone.” For other departments, the HNC and SVQ level 3 are the
minimum requirements deemed necessary for candidates to be
recognised as qualified residential workers (ibid.). According to Kent
(1996), there appears to be a significant degree of controversy amongst
employers regarding both the value of training and the process of
assessing workers as “‘competent’. This is complicated further by those
employers who no longer provide opportunities for workers to attend
college, on a day release basis, to undertake the HNC. Instead, some

employers provide an "INSET’ * programme prior to workers

commencing SVQs.

The aim of the INSET programme is to provide individuals with the
‘underpinning knowledge” which “is necessary where the performance
evidence is insufficient to infer that the worker understands’ (Workplace
Assessors Manual, 1994, p. 19) their practice in relation to the particular
SVQ unit. Those individuals undertaking SVQ level 3 who already
possess a relevant HNC are offered a shortened INSET induction

programme (five days) as they are considered to have already developed

the necessary underpinning knowledge. Given the recent
implementation of INSET programmes by social work departments,
there appears to be no documented evidence suggesting the possible

merits of any one particular approach.

At present, there are fundamental issues surrounding the potential value
of SVQs and their implementation, either with the HNC, or INSET
programme. Is the INSET programme being viewed as equivalent to an

HNC? It is not clear if employers are providing the INSET programme

o . e -l A, =t

“INSET’ programmes have been adopted as the preferred method with both of the social
work departments in this study. The INSET programme is approximately twenty-six days
in duration: an ‘introductory week’, followed by one day per week of teaching input.

13



because it is considered more relevant than the HNC and, or, a cheaper

option.

In addition to the apparent confusion surrounding SVQs and the
different approaches taken by employers, there is little understanding

about the impact of “assessing’ for competence. What does the process of

assessment involve and what impact does it have on practice? In
particular, it is unclear if the assessment procedure undertaken by
candidates involves them learning anything new, or merely
demonstrating what they already do in practice. If SVQs are not training,
does the candidate simply become competent following the assessment

procedure without learning anything new? SVQs are promoted on page 1

of the Workplace Assessor’s manual (1994) as qualifications that:

e incorporate national standards and are recognised and valued

throughout the United Kingdom
e are designed to meet current and future employment needs

e are structured into levels and so encourage progression and access to

further learning
e are available at centres all over Scotland

e are “passports of excellence” which enable the holder to improve skills

and advance in the workplace.

Despite claims that SVQs are “passports ot excellence” which enable
individuals to “improve skills” and “encourage progression and access to
further learning’ the research evidence is much less evident. For Hyland

(1994, in introduction):

14



One of the most worrying aspects of all this is the fact that the
relatively few critical studies of NVQs are almost totally

overshadowed by the massive public relations exercise mounted by

the NCVQ and its supporters ...

Evidence Supporting SVQs
In a "Review of 100 NVQs and SVQs’ the Beaumont report (1996, p. 10)

“found widespread support for the NVQ/SVQ concept of work-based
qualifications.” Although the report does state that “there is much
criticism of their implementation’ (ibid., p. 10), it does not specify any
particular work settings and as such, there is no way of knowing if the
study examined SVQ)s in the context of residential child care. A report by
Toye and Vigor (1994), from the Institute of Manpower Studies,
examined the implementation of NVQs within 15 large employers and
also found widespread support for the NVQs. The main criticisms of the
NVQs/5VQs related to: the unnecessary use of “jargon” and excessive
‘paperwork’; and that they were more suited to newcomers, rather than
more experienced workers. Again, there was no social care employer
listed in the report, with most being business and industry (e.g.
mechanical engineering, telecommunications) and one "health and
nursing’ employer. A study which did include "Health and Social Work’
was conducted by Callendar (1997). The study, sponsored by the
Department for Education and Employment, examined the factors which
influenced the take up of NVQs/SVQs. The findings, however, are
‘general” and are not specific to any particular work settings.
Nevertheless, the study does raise a number of issues. A factor considered
particularly significant in the low uptake of NVQs/5VQs was the lack of

‘choice’ individuals had in selecting vocational qualifications. For

Callendar (1997, p. 47):

15



The majority could not pick and choose their qualification as they

wanted... [which] brings into question the whole notion of a

“training market’.

T'he report highlighted a variety of positive experiences by individuals,
especially the learning and satisfaction from the training they had
received when undertaking NVQs/SVQs. However, there were criticisms

about the amount of personal time individuals had to invest in gaining

the qualification. Specific to NVQs/SVQs and links with other learning
or training, Callendar (ibid., p. 47) concluded that:

There was no evidence to suggest that the NVQs/SVQs compared

to other qualifications increased motivation to undertake
additional training among those who had completed or were still

doing an NVQ/5VQ. In fact, there was evidence to the contrary.

A common problem with these reports, in terms of this study, is that they
do not incorporate social care settings, let alone residential child care, or,
they presented the findings in general terms with no specific reference to
any particular work settings. A small scale study by Cairns-Smith (1995, p.
60) which did focus specifically on social care, concluded that SVQs
‘improved practice and confidence’ of workers. The study, however,
included only 3 interviews with child care workers and it did not specify
if these were from children’s homes. The difficulty with such research
and the aforementioned reports, is that despite recognising the work-

based nature of SVQs/NVQs, they are treated almost as if they were

“context tree’.

Despite the various studies, important questions about the value of
SVQs, especially in relation to learning, remain unanswered. In
particular, if SVQs are based on assessment and are “independent’ of any

‘mode of learning’ (NCVQ, 1988, p. v) then how can they help create the

16



‘autonomous learner’ (Jessup, 1991) or “encourage progression and access
to further learning’? (Workplace Assessors Manual, 1994, p. 1). In order to

examine these issues in more detail, it is necessary to consider what is

actually meant by the term competence.

Defining Competence

Much of the controversy surrounding SVQs is linked to the conflicting
array of definitions regarding what is actually meant by “competence’.
Competence is not a new term. It has had common usage both in
ordinary language and in industry long before it became dominant
within the NCVQ and social work. Berkovitch (1977) for example, cites
the use of competence’” within the coal mining industry in the mid
nineteenth century. More recently, definitions of competence have
tended to vary in terms of their focus on the individual or work

environment. Boyatzis (1982, p. 21) for example, adopts a person centred

notion of competence:

A job competency is an underlying characteristic of a person in that
it may be a motive, trait, skill, aspect of one’s self-image, or social

role or a body of knowledge which he or she uses.

The NCVQ (1988/89, quoted in Fletcher, 1991, p. 32) produced a broader

definition which tries to merge the person centred notion of competence

with work-related notions of competence:

competence is a wide concept which embodies the ability to
transfer skills and knowledge to new situations within the
occupational area. It encompasses organisation and planning ot
work, innovation and coping with non-routine activities. It
includes those qualities of personal effectiveness that are required
in the workplace to deal with co-workers, managers and

customers.
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Such "all encompassing’ definitions have however, been criticised for
being too vague. For Woodruffe (1991) the existing vagueness of

competence suggests it could mean almost anything. Within the field of
social work, such vagueness may be particularly problematic. When
examining the meaning of competence in the HNC (Social Care),
Chakrabarti and Connelly (1996, p. 287) believed the government
definitions of competence produced “a range of difficulties about its

logical status.” Confusion centres on the extent to which competence is
(ibid., p. 287):

comosed just of pieces of behaviour or actions? Or, is it a particular
outcome of behaviour which is the focus of a competence- an

overall product, irrespective of the details of how it was arrived at?

Similar criticisms have been levelled at the meaning of competence
within the DipSW. Clarke (1995), for example, argues that there was no
internal validity for the notion of competence in terms of meaning,
coherence or consistency. Its coherence, at least externally, was established
not by any significant research findings, but by a consensus of “experts’
(ibid.). Yet, the failure to develop any consensus over a definition of

competence does not appear to have adversely atfected the proliferation

of competence-based education in social work.

For Hyland (1994), despite the “positive overtones’ in everyday usage of
the term competence, it is imbued with meaning associated with the
‘lowest common denominator’, such as, “sufficient’, "adequate’ and
“suitable’. These overtones, in which competence refers to a minimal or
basic level of performance, clearly contrasts with the “excellence’
promoted within SVQs. Hyland believes that the potency of competence
as a term, is derived not so much from competence, but rather the desire

not to be seen as ‘incompetent’. This may be particularly significant in
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understanding the rapid expansion of the competence-based approach in
social work, especially in residential child care where Increasing public
attention surrounding the numerous scandals resulted in various
government reports (e.g. Utting, 1991; Skinner, 1992). Adopting Hyland’s
perspective, a combination of an unqualified workforce and the scandals

in residential child care would make “competence’ a persuasive solution

to the problem.

The failure to provide unambiguous definitions of competence does raise
a fundamental problem for evaluating SVQs. Carr (1993) differentiates
between competence as a “capacity’ and a “disposition’. Competence as a
capacity refers to the person and their overall ability and potential to
achieve certain standards. It is in this sense that the person is, for
example, a competent doctor, lawyer or social worker. Alternatively,
competence as a disposition, refers to the aspects of work for which an
individual may be considered competent. In this sense an individual
may be competent, for example, in communicating with clients, yet
unable to deal with health and safety issues in the workplace. Although
such distinctions are not considered within the NCVQ definition, it
would appear that within the SVQ framework, it is the accumulation of
competences (as a disposition) which results in competence (as a

capacity). The Workplace Assessors Manual (1994, p. 2) states that:

While the candidate is developing competence, he/she may be able
to perform to standard on some occasions, or in some situations,
but not others. Competence cannot be attributed until you are
confident that the candidate will be able to perform to this standard

consistently across the required range of situations.
Becoming a competent residential worker is theretore dependent on the

individual’s ability to meet each “element of competence’, of which there

are many. The assumption within SVQs, is that the accumulation of
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competences, in terms of elements or units, leads to competence. This

assumption is not necessarily justifiable. In fact, Dominelli (1996) states

that:

competencies separate out various elements of complex social
interactions and take frozen snapshots of dynamic processes, they

fragment the qualitative nature of social intercourse and abstract it

out of existence

From Dominelli’s perspective, the sum of the parts (competences) does

not equate to the whole (competence) °.

The confusion and ambiguity surrounding the meaning of “competence’
underpins many of the criticisms levelled at the competence-based

approach. Some of the main criticisms will now be considered.

A Critique of Competence-Based Qualifications for Social Work
Although the report by Skinner (1992) offered no significant analysis of
competence-based education and accepted SVQs without any apparent
evidence regarding their effectiveness, competence-based education has
been subject to criticism. Criticisms of competence-based education in
social work often relate primarily to the DipSW, with much less focus on
SVQs. Given that both qualifications are influenced by competence-based
education, many criticisms levelled at the Diploma are equally relevant
to SVQs. However, it is important to recognise that there are

fundamental differences in the way these qualifications are designed and

— —— ———— S— — e — — il et

°To illustrate what is meant by the “whole’ being greater than the "sum of the parts’,
consider an exercise in which you are to examine one page from a text that you had not
read before. You are instructed to “cross out’, for example, every letter "e” in the text and
you only have a few moments in which to do so. Having reached the end of the text, with
every letter “e’ crossed out, ask yourself the extent to which you understood the meaning of
the text. Although searching for the letter “e’ requires you to examine every "individual’
letter on the page, it does not provide you with an understanding of the text; it is the
“joining up’ of letters into words and then sentences, which gives the "whole’ meaning of

the text.
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implemented °. The competence-based approach within social work has
been criticised on the following grounds: it is reductionist; limits
reflective practice; is fragmented; de-prioritises the learning process; and
1s oppressive. The criticisms will now be outlined separately in an

attempt to enhance clarity; however, in reality, these issues are

interrelated.

Firstly, competence-based education is a reductionist approach in that the
tragmentation of complex tasks and judgements undermines the
‘essence’ of social work (Dominelli, 1996). This essence is its commitment
to the centrality of the “relationship” as a means of effecting change in
clients” lives. Ensuring the importance of the relationship requires highly
skilled judgements which provide a holistic, not a fragmented, picture of
the problems, needs and resources effecting clients’ lives. The “piecemeal’
nature of competence-based education has been determined by the need
to impose a narrow assessment process, focusing primarily on observable
behaviours relating to specific criteria. The exclusion of certain kinds of
knowledge raises the issue of who 1s determining what is excluded and
the nature of knowledge perceived to be integral to the profession. For
Hodkinson (1995, p. 61) “the currently rampant managerialism upon
which NCVQ conceptions of competence are based” and the
Government’s “insistence that funded courses must use the NCVQ
competence structure reinforces the managerial approach’. Such top-
down managerialism etfectively “dissempowers the very people who

have to provide a professional service’ (ibid., p. 61-62).

Secondly, the process of reflection by the competent practitioner requires

a wide range of knowledge, necessary for integrating specific ideas,

“Although SVQs and the Diploma are influenced by competence-based education, SVQs
are a lower level of qualification. The main differences are: (1) outcomes for SVQs are
specified by SCOTVEC, whereas the Diploma is less rigidly tied to outcomes listed by the
CCETSW,; and (2) evidence for SVQs is dependent primarily on observation and writing
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concepts, theories and skills and applying these in alternative settings

(Cannan, 1994). Concern is that the assessment process within

competence-based education has been narrowed to a “tick-box’ exercise,

whereby students focus disproportionately on identifying work simply in
order to produce the necessary evidence for each unit of competence
(ibid.). The reflective practitioner, however, must be concerned with the
holistic and dynamic complexity of social work, which is more than

simply the sum of the individual parts (Schon, 1987; Tuxworth, 1989; Issit
and Woodward, 1992).

Thirdly, the fragmented and prescribed nature of the competence-based
approach may undermine the creativity and innovation of workers’
practice (Ramsay, 1993). The application of a dynamic integration of
theory and practice to novel situations, evident in previous social work
qualifying courses, 1s marginalised in the DipSW (Cannan, 1994). In its
place, i1s a mechanistic and impersonal implementation of behaviourism
and functional analysis, which denies practitioners the necessary
autonomy when responding to the often complex issues affecting clients’
lives (Chown and Last, 1993). Hyland (1995, p. 50) argues that the
behavioural base of the competence-based approach is a "'minimalist and
impoverished conception of human thought and action’, which is unable

to “account adequately for key aspects of human reasoning,

understanding and learning’.

Fourthly, the competence-based approach demotes student learning. This
criticism refers to the skewed focus on “outcomes’, with the actual process
of learning becoming of secondary importance (Davies and Durkin, 1991).
The effectiveness of student learning becomes measured in terms of the
number of people passed through the education system instead of the

nature and quality of their experience (de Maria, 1992). As a result,
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‘logs’ within the workplace, whereas the Diploma uses more traditional methods such as,
essays, projects and exams to assess practice, both in the “classroom’ and on placement.
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superficial and narrow learning becomes the focus, rather than the

continuous process of learning as the basis for good practice. For Kolb

(1993, p. 144) such narrow learning has consequences:

When viewed from the perspective of experiential learning, the
tendency to define learning in terms of outcomes can become a
definition of non-learning, in the process sense that the failure to

modify ideas and habits as a result of experience is maladaptive.

From Kolb’s perspective, competence-based education may in fact

undermine the learning experiences of individuals.

Finally, the criticism of competence-based education being oppressive,
relates to its inherent individualistic and technocratic rationale which
serves to perpetuate oppressive structural inequaliﬁes (Issit, 1995). Instead
of linking the complex and varying aspects of oppression and
discrimination that permeate organisations and institutions, the
competence-based approach focuses on the “individual” worker and the
‘individual’ client (ibid.). Hence, social work values become
‘individualised” with little consideration afforded to their “collective’
meaning. The narrow focus of SVQs on specific employment-led tasks is,
for some writers, linked to “post-Fordism’. Hyland (ibid., p. 14) cites

Edwards, who in relation to NVQs, argues that:

open learning can be articulated as another aspect of post-Fordism,
strategically arranged to normalize a view of the future of work ...
persons will be disciplined into certain forms ot behaviour and
more readily managed within a social formation of structural

inequality.
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The allegation is that competence-based education has a role in
concealing the very causes of institutionalised and structural forms of

oppression, whilst promoting the appearance of greater equality.

The criticisms outlined above question the extent to which a model of
competence-based education derived from the industrial sector (of which
there has also been considerable criticism, for example Smithers (1993) 7)
can be successfully applied to a “care’ setting, such as residential child care.
A central dimension within all of these criticisms is the limited learning

available from the competence-based approach and its potential for de-

skilling workers.

Limited Learning and De-skilling Within the SVQ Framework

In relation to social work, various writers (e.g. Cannan, 1994; Clarke, 1995;
Jones, 1996; Dominelli, 1997) have argued that competence-based
education is essentially a method of de-skilling certain sectors of the work
force through the fragmentation and routinisation of certain tasks. The
critique of de-skilling is based on two dimensions. Firstly, the
implementation of five levels of qualification (ranging from basic care at
level one, to managerial functions at level five) serves to increase the
divisions of labour within existing hierarchical structures, which were
less acute in previous social work qualifications °. Within the SVQ
framework, managers are attributed with higher levels of competence

than residential workers. Why? Do the people who work directly with

’Smithers (1993) found fundamental problems with NVQs in the industrial sector, for
example, in relation to methodological inadequacies of the assessment process.

®Prior to the Diploma, the CQSW, a two year generic training course, was the recognised
formal qualification for social workers. The CQSW was established in 1971 under the
auspices of CCETSW and signalled a powerful impetus to the provision of training (Ford,
1988). Ongoing shortages in the level of qualified staff however, led to an in-house
training system in the mid 1970’s, and the Certificate in Social Service (CSS) was
eventually recognised by CCETSW as an equivalent qualification to the CQSW. The
development of the C55 was considered to be better designed to meet the needs of
residential staff than the CQSW, which had been criticised for being too “theoretical’
and for giving insufficient consideration to residential care (Brown et al., 1992). However,
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the children in residential care need to be at a lower level of competence

than the people who manage them? Secondly, it has been suggested that
the focus on outcomes reflects an impoverished view of learning. Critics
of SVQs believe that workers” autonomy and learning opportunities are

limited by the narrow focus on evidencing the necessary performance

criteria. Hyland (1994, p. 49), for example, states that:

Once learners have opted for particular NVQ units, their

subsequent learning and development must be subordinated to the

gathering of evidence to satisfy predetermined competence

criteria.

Hyland does not appear to be suggesting that workers have no autonomy
or that no learning occurs. He does, however, believe that autonomy and

learning are extremely limited within the NVQ framework (ibid., p. 14):

It may be that some useful learning does take place during the
gathering of evidence (though this will be unsystematic and not an
integral part of the whole enterprise), but this pales into
insignificance beside the need to satisty all the pre-specified units
and elements of competence, performance and supplementary

criteria required for certification.

The focus on “outcomes’ rather than process or learning would
correspond to what Apple (1993) terms the separation of “conception’
from “execution’. The marginalisation of conception (tools for
understanding) and skewed focus on execution (tools for doing) not only
undermines learning, but increasingly alienates the individual, because
their primary aim is to achieve externally imposed outcomes over which

they have minimal control. Therefore, like Kolb, Apple’s perspective
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the CSS never gained the same status as the CQ5W and was generally viewed as a lower
qualification (ibid.).

25



would suggest that SVQs may not only limit new learning, but the

marginalisation of the tools for understanding, may lead to the atrophy

of existing skills.

In stark contrast to such criticisms, writers such as Jessup (1991), do not
believe the focus on outcomes or the dominance of employers alters the
potential for SVQs to give workers more “control’ and “flexibility’ in
relation to "learning and assessment’. Specific to the DipSW, O’'Hagan
(1996) believes that the competence-based approach is the way forward to
establish a more comprehensive framework for social work education
and training. In considering many of the above issues, O’'Hagan (1996)
argues that the revised Paper 30 has addressed the main thrust of the
criticisms. Similarly, any criticisms not addressed by the revised Paper 30
are identified as being equally problematic in previous courses. O’'Hagan

(1996, p. 21) goes on to conclude that:

It is quite evident now that some of the criticisms are unjustified,
and are based upon (1) unawareness of the meanings and origins
of the concept of competence; (2) a long-standing antipathy towards
CCETSW; (3) a knee-jerk reaction to some of the jargon associated
with competence-based education and training (CBET); a failure to
differentiate between competence-led social work training and
CBET in general; (5) perceiving competence-led training as

nothing more than another manifestation of Thatcherite ideology.

O’Hagan clearly distances himself from the criticisms outlined above and
while he does not view the current competence-based approach to be
perfect, he argues that (1996, p. 22): "those involved in social work
training should at least attempt to make it work, disregarding the often
heated, largely ill-informed, debate which has preceded it.” Not only does
O’Hagan reject the major criticisms, he seems to wish to ignore the

fundamental debates. He further states that "'We must now accept the
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challenge of competencies ... social work students and the professions to
which they aspire cannot afford to do otherwise.” Horder (1998, p. 118)
argues that O’Hagan’s defence of the competence-based model is “lame
and halt-hearted’. What precisely are the consequences of rejecting the
competence-based model in social work? O’'Hagan does not specify his
views on this issue; however, he appears to be advocating a particular

view of education without offering any research to support his position.

Evidence of learning

A basic problem in trying to examine the merits of the different
perspectives is the limited research available. Similar to SVQs, the
number of research studies specific to competence-based education in
social work are minimal. A study, previously cited, by Chakrabarti and
Connelly (1996) made comparisons between DipSW students who held
an HNC (which is competence-based) and students with more traditional
qualifications. Their findings suggest that students accessing the DipSW
with the HNC (Social Care) experienced more difficulties on the course
than their peers who had taken the more traditional route, namely SCE
Highers. Such findings raise fundamental issues for SVQs given that a

‘pathway’ to the second year of the DipSW is being otfered to applicants
with an HNC and SVQ level 3°.

Another study which evaluated a competence-based model of education
was the ASSET programme (Winter and Maisch, 1992). The programme
consisted of a partnership between Anglia Polytechnic and Essex Social
Services (funded by the Department of Employment) and aimed to
establish in-service training modules, using specified competences and
workplace assessment, leading to degree level in social work. Despite

using their research findings to establish what appears to be a

‘Due to the costs of seconding workers for the two year Diploma, an alternative "pathway’
was designed for certain staff with the HNC and SVQ level 3; staff could access the
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comprehensive and coherent set of competences, Clarke (1995) criticises
their interpretation of the findings in terms of the degree to which it
supports a competence-based approach. Firstly, the finished product
became consumed in the encyclopaedic listing of competences similar to
the daunting prescription offered within Paper 30 (CCETSW, 1989) '°.
Secondly, the fourteen propositions offered by Winter (1992) which
constitute a theory of professional social work practice, virtually excluded
the entire notion of competence. Not only is the term ‘competence’
absent from the fourteen propositions, the concept of competence as an
observable behaviour, subject to objective assessment and explicitly
defined criteria in the workplace, as detailed by the NCVQ model], is
jettisoned by references to more subjective matters such as reflective
understanding, incomplete knowledge, judgements as interpretations
and moral purposes. Although the ASSET programme makes an
important contribution to the research surrounding competence-based
education in social work, Clarke (1995) argues that the contradictory

nature of their findings and proposals reflect ditficulties in detining what

is meant by “‘competence’.

In examining the issues surrounding competence-based education, the

contradictions and criticisms of this approach cannot be understood

simply in terms of education. For Issit and Woodward (1992, p. 48):

contradictions about competence cannot be resolved by merely
refining the terms used and communicating more etficiently, but
have to be understood in relation to fundamental debates about
methods and ways of explaining social reality that have been

raging within social science for several decades.
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second year of the Diploma course, providing they had successtully competed their
department’s In Service programme.

0paper 30 (CCETSW, 1989) produced a list of over 100 competences.
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The central debates in social work education and the role of the

competence-based approach in re-shaping the relationship between

education and training will be examined in Chapter Two.

Conclusion

The task of legitimising SVQs as appropriate qualifications within social
work has been relatively unproblematic. Traditionally, residential child
care has remained an untrained sector within social work departments
and residential workers have endured a much lower status compared to
their qualified field-work colleagues. Although SVQs have become the
preferred method of qualifying residential child care workers, there is
minimal research evidencing the actual impact they have on practice.
Moreover, there remain fundamental questions about what is meant by
the term "competence’ and how it can be measured or “assessed’. The
debate surrounding SVQs has been compounded by the confusion
regarding the nature of learning, either integral to SVQs, or the
compatibility of SVQs in relation to learning on other educational or
training courses, such as the HNC, or departmental INSET programmes.
Unfortunately, much of the literature in social work education does not
address these issues and tends to focus on the competence-based approach
in relation to the DipSW. Nevertheless, the complexities surrounding
the definitions of competence present fundamental problems for any

attempt to explore the impact of SVQs.

The issues surrounding SVQs and the competence-based strategy on
which it is based, cannot simply be understood in terms of education or
training, but must be considered in relation wider developments within
education in British society. SVQs are part of a transformation of the
education system which has impacted on schools, Further and Higher
education. Chapter Two will examine how these changes have altered

the nature of social work education.
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CHAPTER TWO

COMPETENCE-BASED APPROACH, THEORY AND PRACTICE

Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to explore the theoretical underpinnings of
SVQs and their relationship to recent developments in British education.
A defining feature of the educational system is the emergence of “new
vocationalism” and the government’s commitment to a ‘“learning
society’. The function of SVQs within this learning society, given that
they are ~ independent’ of learning, is unclear. It will be suggested that the
ambiguity surrounding “competence’ is located in differing perspectives
of what social work is responsible for within contemporary society. In

fact, much of the controversy surrounding the competence-based

approach reflects long-standing debates about the relationship between

theory and practice in social work.

Theoretical Origins of the Competence-based Approach
Competence-based education and training (CBET) is located in two
theoretical orientations; behaviourism and functional analysis (e.g.

Clarke, 1995; Usher and Edwards, 1994). The aims of these theoretical

perspectives are similar in that they “identify what individuals should

ultimately be able to do” (Melton, 1994, p. 286).

Functional analysis ' has enabled the NCVQ) to design employment-led
qualifications. As Fletcher (1991, p. 167, emphasis in original) states:
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"Functionalism is widely associated with the work of Durkheim and Parsons and is a
theoretical perspective based on an analogy between social systems and organic systems. It
asserts that the nature of society’s various institutions should be understood in terms of the
function each performs in enabling modern industrial societies to operate smoothly within
society as whole. However, functionalism and its emphasis on the benefits of consensus,
integration and harmony within capitalist society has taced much criticism. For example,
from a Marxist theoretical perspective (which views society in terms of the unequal
distribution of wealth, power, resources etc.), rather than harmony and consensus, society
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Standards are developed at sector level and through a process of
functional analysis. This involves beginning with the key purpose

of the sectoral occupation and identifying the key functions

undertaken.

This theoretical perspective is equally evident in the DipSW. Daphne
otatham, the Director of the Institute for Social Work, and Geoff Carroll

trom Mainframe, represent the two organisations responsible for
revising the DipSW. Both publicly acknowledge the centrality of
functional analysis within the revised DipSW (Community Care, 1994):

The approach we contracted to use- functional analysis -takes as its

starting point an overarching key purpose for the profession, then

identifies all functions that workers are expected to carry out to
achieve this. The form of analysis is generally considered to result
in models of good practice, which reflect emerging trends, rather

than “snapshots’ of current practice which may be uneven or

dubious in quality.

But why functional analysis? Is this the most useful, or indeed the only
perspective on which social work training should be based? For O’'Hagan

(1996, p. 6) the actual perspective seems to matter less than the outcomes:

The competence-based approach (whatever its debt to functional
analysis) specifically addressed the task of assessing and/or
measuring what individuals do in a variety of workplaces. It

identified areas of competence and established performance

criteria.

alinihi— PR,
SR . ey i
[—— T

is characterised by the conflict of interests between the advantaged and the
disadvantaged.
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A problem with shifting the focus of analysis solely to outcomes, as
proposed by O'Hagan, is that the actual competence-based approach tends
to be treated as the “normal’ or “best’ way, as if somehow, it can be
separated from the ideological '* grounds from which it emerged.
Moreover, what concerns Chakrabarti and Connelly (1996, p. 287) is the
‘attempt by some educationalists to institutionalise their ideology by
claiming complete objectivity in assessing competent performance’.
O’'Hagan’s uncritical acceptance of the “assessment’ or “measuring’ of

competence and performance criteria fails to recognise that competence-

based education in neither neutral nor free from ideology.

T'he influence of behaviourist ideas upon competence-based education

also raises issues for examining the impact of SVQs. According to Norris
(1991, p. 332)

The most prevalent construct of competence is behaviourist. It

rests on a description of behaviour (sometimes called
performance) and the situation(s) in which it is to take place

(sometimes referred to as range statements) in a form that is

capable of demonstration and observation.

Perhaps the most influential feature of behaviourism within
competence-based education is the assessment of objective criteria or

outcomes. The shift from "process’ in traditional learning programmes to

‘outcomes’ in competence-based education, is noted by Fletcher (1991, p.

49, emphasis in original).

Unlike traditional, curriculum-based (input) standards, which are

linked to a specific training or learning programme, (and also

2The concept of ideology is complex, however, its importance in education cannot be
understated because, as Eagleton (1991) points out, it deals with peoples” perceptions of
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linked to predefined forms of assessment), new competence-based

standards are completely independent of both training and

assessment processes.

The attempt to create measurable outcomes by fragmenting competence
into smaller component parts was, as in Chapter One, criticised by
Dominelli (1996) for failing to encompass the complexity of social work.
Such fragmentation of measurable outcomes, which are employment-

led, may not only reflect the influence of behaviourism and

functionalism, but that of postmodernism *°.

The influence of postmodern ideas on the competence-based approach

According to Dominelli (1996, p. 163):

The reduction of social phenomena to their individual

components is a feature of postmodernism.

An essential feature of postmodernism which “fits” with the competence-
based approach is the inherent tendency towards reductionism.
Postmodernism is a critique of the “grand narrative’ or “totalising’
explanations as a means of understanding social progress (Lyotard, 1984).
Lyotard’s perspective is a critique of the potential authoritarianism of
grand theory, such as Marxism (Smart, 1993). This rejection of "grand
theory’ is equally evident in social work theory. Attempts to generate

‘unifying assumptions’, a set of “integrated methods’, or a "common base’

reality and ways of thinking, their social interaction and the ways in which they are
conditioned.

BThe term “postmodernism’ refers to a specific cultural and intellectual movement (e.g.
Lyotard, 1984: Baudrillard, 1988) which rejects any "grand narrative’ or “totalising” view
of how society develops or should progress. It says that all of the theories, ideas and
explanations of the world are created by human beings and are therefore symbols of the
world around them. As such, postmodernism regards all truth or knowledge claims as
competing narratives. This celebration of diversity and difference locates understanding
in a mosaic of different interpretations set against each other. It should be noted however,
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of social work (Bartlett, 1970; Goldstein, 1973: Pincus & Minahan, 1973;
Specht & Vickery, 1977) was a significant feature dominating much social
work literature in the 1970’s. Yet, according to Jeffries (1996, p. 95-96), “in
this postmodern time the very search for unifying assumptions seems

strangely old-fashioned and out-dated’.

It is, therefore, important to consider the extent to which the
fragmentation inherent to competence based-education represents
“deconstruction’ in a postmodernist sense. The deconstruction of
“elements of competence’ in a way that makes practice more
understandable, may not initially appear dissimilar to more traditional
qualifications. However, the fragmentation within competence-based
education, as with postmodernism, seems to view the process of
deconstruction as an end in itself. As highlighted in Chapter One, it is the
ability to demonstrate the range of SVQ competences as a "disposition’,
that leads to an overall competence as a “capacity’. How this overall or

holistic sense of competence is attained without a reconstruction of the

individual elements of competence is not clear, especially when:

NVQs have nothing whatsoever to do with training or learning
programmes.

(Fletcher, 1991, p. 51):

Although competence-based education may have originated from
functionalism and behaviourism, these perspectives are located within
specific ideological positions. Postmodern ideas also appear to have
influenced competence-based education. However, in addition to the
theoretical influences, it is important to recognise that the competence-

based approach of SVQs has emerged within a general transtormation of

that the notion of postmodernism has not remained uncriticised, and writers such as
Giddens (1990) and McLennan (1992) provide a detailed account of the debate.
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the British education system. The key features of this transformation will

be considered.

Developments in British Education: the Impact of "New Vocationalism’
within Schools, Further and Higher Education.

Whilst vocational education and training existed long before the
emergence of the NCVQ), it attracted little public or political interest and
was marginal to mainstream education (Gleeson, 1990). However,
following a combination of economic and political conditions in the
1970’s, vocational education and training were placed firmly at the centre
of the political agenda. At an economic level, the prolonged recession
which followed the 1973 oil crisis resulted in the Labour government
reducing public expenditure, thereby necessitating, amongst other things,
a re-evaluation of education and training policy (Halsey et al., 1997). The
increasing youth unemployment, caused by the prolonged recession, was
accompanied by mounting political attacks by the far Right on the alleged
falling standards in schools (ibid.). The then Prime Minister, Callaghan,
responded in a speech at Ruskin College, Oxford, in October 1976, and
launched what has since become commonly referred to as the Great
Education Debate (1976-79). In his speech, Callaghan argued that the
employment and training sector should make a greater contribution
towards Britain’s economic performance. The complexities of the

economic and political factors in the 1970’s were reduced to a “skills gap’

in the 1980s and 1990s (e.g. Skilbeck et al., 1994).

The ‘new vocationalism’ became central to the debate, focusing initially
on young people and the transition between school and work. Training
initiatives, such as the Youth Training Scheme (YTS), were directed
primarily towards the 40 per cent of pupils who leave school with the
minimal level of qualifications (Ainley, 1985). The curriculum changed
from general education, with its emphasis on a culture of broad-based

learning, to vocational training more directly linked to employment
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(ibid.). Supporters of the new vocationalism viewed it as a means of
providing a range of “generic skills’ training, required by the workplace,
to those school leavers who would have otherwise left with minimal or
no qualifications (Hayes, 1993). Alternatively, critics viewed the training
initiatives as a mechanism used by government to reduce official
unemployment statistics, attack traditional apprenticeships, craft working
practices and union power (e.g. Moos, 1983; Ryan, 1984). For many young
people, the new training initiatives narrowed their options whilst

enabling the government to provide employers with a cheap and more

compliant work force (Chapman and Tooze, 1987).

What the different perspectives highlight is that the new vocationalism
cannot be understood simply in terms of training, because as Skilbeck et

al., (1994, p. vii) point out, the new vocationalism is:

a complex amalgam of ideas, policies, legal and regulatory
structures and practical endeavours whereby the nation’s
education and training systems have been reformed and

restructured through government-led, partnership-type initiatives.

A significant feature of the new vocationalism is the way it has been
legitimised, not from evidence of its own merits, but in terms of the

alleged failures of the conventional curriculum. Gleeson (1990, p. 190)

asserts that:

the eagerness with which the New Right [*] has attacked the

apparent inadequacies of progressive and humanistic education

e e
el .

“The New Right is a strand of Conservatism, often associated with Thatcherism, which
has echoes of nineteenth-century liberalism and is concerned primarily with the non-
interference of the state. A persistent theme of the New Right is the need to encourage
more responsibility at the level of the ‘individual” and reduce the over-dependence on the

welfare state.
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has, somewhat ironically, created the space in which the skills-

pased approach has been allowed to flourish.

It 1s also important to recognise that the transformation of the
educational curriculum is not unique to Britain. Although Apple (1993;
1997) focuses on the USA, his analysis of education is relevant to most
Western industrialised countries. Apple (1997) argues that a new “power
bloc’, combining New Right ideas with business, has initiated the shift
away from a more liberal humanistic curriculum and replaced it with a
curriculum of “technical-administrative knowledge’. This “power bloc’

(ibid., p. 596) has its interests in:

providing the educational conditions believed necessary both for
increasing international competitiveness, profit, and discipline
and for returning us to a romanticized past of the "ideal” home,

family and school.

According to Apple (1997, p. 596), this transformation is attacking the

educational foundations for “critical citizenship’:

No longer is education seen as part of a social alliance which
combined many ‘minority” groups, women, teachers, community
activists, progressive legislators and government officials, and
others who acted together to propose (limited) social democratic

policies for schools ...

Attempts to limit “critical thinking’ is a key dimension of the new

vocationalism, which is quite distinct from the ethos underpinning the

more traditional academic courses.
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Continuing the "academic’ and “technical’ divide

Whilst legislation shaping the new curriculum in schools has

transformed mainstream education, Gleeson (1990, p. xi) argues:

I'he danger is that the disparate range of curricular and
Institutional reforms set in motion in the 1980’s is more likely to
reinforce traditional differences between academic, technical and
general knowledge, a factor which was recognized as a blockage to

social, political and economic progress in the 1950’s and which has

been a major source of conflict in education and society ever since.

The second class status of “technical’ and work-related subjects, compared
to "academic’ education, has continued within the new vocational system
(Spours and Young, 1990). For example, despite attempts to give the
"Advanced” GNVQs “parity of esteem” with “A’-levels, the actual
relationship between the different qualifications remains ambiguous.
This is perhaps best demonstrated in the refusal of medical schools to
accept GNVQs as entry qualifications (McQueen, 1995). The ability of the
medical profession to exclude the new vocationalism contrasts sharply
with those young people on the Youth Training Schemes, who are
amongst the least protected in terms of employment rights and support
from trade unions or professional bodies. The failure of the “Advanced’
GNVQs to gain equal status with “A’-levels may, according to Gokulsing
et al., (1996, p. 29):

deepen the new binarism in higher education between an lvy
League of research-centred universities nationally recruiting "A’-
level entrants from “good’ schools and a long tail of teaching-only
institutions fed by local, working-class, ethnic minority and

mature students from access and vocational courses at associated

FE colleges.
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Much of the debate about the merit of vocational qualifications within

education reflects varying interpretations of terms, such as “practical” and
‘applicable knowledge’, upon which the new vocationalism is rooted.
What in fact "practical’ or “applicable’ actually mean is “frequently
unclear” and neither “self-evident nor incontestable’ (Skilbeck et al., 1994,
p- 18). To illustrate this point, it would seem highly unrealistic to assume
that medical schools reject the new vocationalism because medicine is
neither practical or applicable. After all, medical schools surely aim to
produce competent doctors within the workplace. The point, is that
despite the proliferation of the new vocationalism within education, it

has not had the same impact throughout all occupations and professions.

"A learning society’

In the 1990’s the new vocationalism was widened to include adults and
re-entrants to the workforce. The government proposed to transform
Britain into "a learning society’. The demise of traditional heavy industry
and working practices where there had been a division between mental
and manual labour, conception and execution, was replaced in the
emergent technological and service sectors by "a learning society’
(Gokulsing et al, 1996). Within this society there has been a blurring of
the distinction between education and training (ibid.). The learning
society was to be driven by a “skills revolution” in which a "new training
culture” would empower individuals to have “real buying power” within
the employment market (ibid., p. 5). The rationale for a learning society
was based on the rapid rate of change in the technological and service
industries. Employers now required a more flexible worker, who rather
than expect a job for life, would compile a portfolio ot their occupational
experiences as they moved from one job to another (ibid.). Britain’s
potential to compete in a global economy was, therefore, underpinned by

the government’s commitment to put "lifelong learning’ at the heart of

its training and educational initiatives.
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Of course, attempts to create a ‘learning society’ are not unique to the
New Right. For example, philosophers since Aristotle have promoted
ideas for a learning society (Gokulsing et al., 1996). A more humanistic
Interpretation of a learning society views learning as valuable in its own
right, which is linked to equality of opportunity and essential to an '
informed democratic society. For Gokulsing et al, (1996, p. 8) the present
‘learning society” which is narrowly linked to the market, has not led to a
general "upskilling” of the workforce, but instead to a “skill polarisation’
which reflects the “heightened academic differentiation in education’.
Under the paradigm of “lifelong learning’ there is minimal reference to
individual learning about society or the need to acquire knowledge
peyond the immediate and narrow confines of the workplace (Gleeson,

1990). Shaping the nature of lifelong learning is a “new managerialism’

and a market ideology.

A new managerialism’ and the ideology of de-regulation

A new managerialism emerged within the public sector throughout the
1980°s and 1990’s (e.g. Exworthy and Halford, 1999). Whilst professional-
managerial relations are diverse and complex, writers have focused on
the relationship between professionals and managers and the degree to
which managers are increasing their remit over the professional
practitioner, either by eroding their power base, or ensuring that the
practitioners themselves undertake an increasingly managerial function
(ibid.). Essentially, this new managerialism has increased the regulation
and control over practitioners (ibid.). Integral to this is the view that the
welfare state is antagonistic to enterprise ideals. A particular aim is to
increase the level of private-led investment in the public sector (Cannan,
1994). Creating such conditions, along with the new life skills training
was intended to alter social relations within employment, by promoting
entrepreneurial values and creating a spirit of individualism in the
labour market (Gleeson, 1990). The vocationalism of the New Right

attributes the learner with essential skills, giving the individual the
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necessary flexibility to meet employer needs, hence escaping

unemployment.

Essential to this ideological position is the ability to shift responsibility for
unemployment to the workers themselves, which in turn abdicates any
blame from the employer or the state; as it is the principles of a
deregulated market system which determines the skills required
(Dominelli and Hoogvelt, 1996). The real choice on offer is the freedom
for the employer either to hire or not, without giving any substantive
reasons why. Individuals are left with the “freedom’ to remain

unemployed. This is, for Cohen (1984, p. 119), “the savage presumption

behind the humanistic idioms of social-and-life-skilling.’

A “low skills” equilibrium

Although the transformation of education under the new vocationalism
was in response to the “skills gap’ of the 1970’s, it has not generated a
highly skilled workforce. Its failure to educate and train the workforce to

levels reached by international competitors, leaves Britain, according to

Finegold and Soskice (1990, p. 18):

trapped in a low skills equilibrium, in which the majority of
enterprises statfed by poorly trained managers and workers
produce low quality goods and services. The term “equilibrium” is
used to connote a self-reinforcing network of societal and state
institutions which interact to stifle the demand for improvements

in skill levels.

This is not to suggest that all British companies produce low quality
goods or services, or that all individuals are inadequately educated or
trained. A “low skills equilibrium” should not be confused with low
economic production, as Britain’s economic growth in the latter half of

the 1980’s increased faster than all other major industrial nations,
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excluding Japan (Finegold and Soskice, 1990). This growth has, in part,
been achieved by the government securing a low cost production and
efficient service economy. For example, labour mobility and company
profit have been maximised through the introduction of employment
security legislation (including the abolition of wage councils), subsidising
low wage employment (such as YTS and family credit), reducing trade
union power and a series of supply side measures, such as financial
assistance to entice foreign investment (Hutton, 1996). Such changes

have been more inequitable for the most disadvantaged and

marginalised groups in society (ibid.). The increasing inequality serves to
highlight the difference between a learning society under the new

vocationalism and more traditional humanistic learning.

The re-shaping of social relations under the new vocationalism is of
particular significance given the failure of the private sector to invest in
training. Many private companies were not only unwilling to spend the
necessary money, but were equally unwilling to commit to any long term

training programmes (Hutton, 1996). For Hutton (1996, p. 188), the failure

of private-led investment in training:

exemplify the malfunctions of the whole system ... political
structures that might support properly independent public/private
partnerships, so meeting local labour market requirements, simply
don’t exist; there are no incentives in the unchecked market-based
system for individuals or firms to invest in the acquisition of
skills; and the pressures from the financial system reinforce this

trend by emphasising the gains from financial engineering, rather

than investment in human capital.
A “learning society’ in which greater inequalities have occurred, raises

fundamental issues for the remit of vocational qualifications within

social work. In particular, given that SVQs are "independent’ ot learning,
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their actual function within a “learning society’ is unclear. Whilst SVQs

and the theoretical orientation on which they are based reflect a

particular view of social work, what social work is in fact responsible for

within contemporary society, remains a highly controversial matter.

Responsibility of Social Work

The role and function of social work within society has been subject to
ongoing controversy. In his analysis of the competing influences defining
the purpose of social work, Payne (1996) identifies three elements which
embrace the debate: individualism-reformism: socialist-collectivist; and
reflexive-therapeutic. Essentially, the debate about responsibility or

purpose can be located in the degree to which each of these perspectives

should contribute to the nature of social work.

¢ Individualism-reformism: from this perspective, social work focuses
on the individual and their practical needs. It maintains that the
unmet needs of individuals can be best met by institutions based on a
hierarchical structure which view the client as a consumer of services.
The institution or organisation is paramount in determining the
nature of resources for individuals and accepts the socially controlling

nature of social work as a central purpose.

e Socialist-collectivist: this view focuses on the structural aspects of
society which are iniquitous and oppressive. It seeks to promote co-
operation and participation with disadvantaged groups to achieve
power over their own lives. Social work therefore, has a key role in
offering support by creating institutions which empower people
through involving them in the process of learning and support.
Central to this view, is the removal of power from those “elite” groups
who dominate existing power relations and resources for their own

interests. As such, social work should be involved in helping to
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address the unequal power structures by aiming to bring about a more

egalitarian set of social relationships in society.

e Reflective-therapeutic: this view focuses on the importance of the well-
being of individuals, groups and communities in society and strives
through a process of personal development and self-realisation to help
them achieve their full potential. Unlike the controlling element within
the individualism-reformism perspective, the reflective-therapeutic
perspective focuses more on voluntary, therapeutic and non-directive
practices; enabling people to influence and be modified-reflexivity-
through interacting with others. By developing peoples’ own personal

power and control, they are better equipped to overcome the problems

and disadvantage in their lives.

Elements of the individualism-reformism, socialist-collectivist and
reflexive-therapeutic are present to some degree in virtually all
perspectives of social work. However, there is no general agreement over
what element should dominate, or how the tensions between them
should be judged most relevant for the profession. This is particularly
complex when the parameters of social work are in a continual state of
flux. Payne (1996) illustrates this point by comparing two CCETS5W

"working’ definitions of social work.

Social work is a form of intervention which encourages social
institutions to respond to individual needs, enabling individuals
to use their resources and in turn to contribute to them. It holds
that the capacity and dignity of the individual are enhanced by
participation in the life of the community. To achieve this end, it
contributes to adjustments in the distributions of power and

resources and attempts to help people, whether as individuals or
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groups, to have sufficient control over their lives to increase their

opportunities for personal choice and self-realisation

(CCETSW, 1975, p. 17).

This definition promotes a strong reflective- therapeutic element;
focusing on the individual with “personal choice and self-realisation’. It
also incorporates a sense of the socialist-collectivist view in
acknowledging unequal power relations. Over fifteen years later, there is
a shift in emphasis, according to Payne, which is particularly significant
in that it followed a period of reconstruction of social work education,

culminating in the implementation of the competence-based approach.

Social work is an accountable professional activity which enables
individuals, families and groups to identify personal, social and
environmental difficulties adversely affecting them. Social work
enables them to manage these difficulties through supportive,
rehabilitative, protective or corrective action. Social work
promotes social welfare and responds to wider social needs
promoting equal opportunities for every age, gender, sexual
preference, class disability, race, culture and creed. Social work has
the responsibility to protect the vulnerable and exercise authority

under statute

(CCETSW, 1991, p. 8).

Payne (1996) argues that the former balance of the retlective-therapeutic
and socialist-collectivist perspectives have been overshadowed by a
stronger emphasis on an individualism-reformism element. In
particular, the focus on personal development has been consumed by
need for accountability and control. Although there is also a limited
recognition of power relations, thus incorporating an aspect of the
socialist-collectivist view, care and altruism are promoted in terms of

meeting need within a context which social work controls the provisions.
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Payne concludes that the dominance of the reflective-therapeutic view,

particularly in the post-war period, has been superseded since the 1980’s

by a stronger emphasis of the individualism-reformism view.

Maintaining the status quo and changing the “individual’
Davies (1994, p. 40, emphasis in original), who is a proponent of the

individualism-reformism view, argues that the nature of social work 1is:

maintenance: society maintaining itself in a relatively stable state
by making provision for and managing people in positions of
severe weakness, stress and vulnerability; and society maintaining
its own members, without exception, by commitment to humanist

endeavour.

This view is significant to education for two reasons: the nature of social
work as an institution; and the role of social work in maintaining the

status quo.

Brandon and Jordan (1979) argue that it is the institutional pressures
which serve to deny innovation and creativity in practice by restricting
the role of social workers. Therefore, the responsibility of workers to
rigorously test knowledge through systematic research procedures, 1
more limited by the individualism-reformism perspective, as it 1s
overshadowed by the rules and regulations of the institution. For many
writers (e.g. Cooper, 1993; Clarke, 1995; Dominelli, 1996) the government,
via CCETSW, has played a key role in a range of training and educational
developments in social work. Cooper (1993, p. 11, emphasis in original)
argues that “instead of enhancing social work it apparently preferred to
regulate it by the introduction of increasingly detailed procedures and
guidelines through the 1980s’. Such regulations took the form of
increased supervision via new guidelines, inspections and greater

accountability to the legal profession (Cooper, 1993; Webb, 1992). The
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Increasing controls over workers were accompanied with more reactive,
individualistic and authoritarian responses to child protection
(Dominelli, 1996). Training also became increasingly reactionary, focusing

on child protection services with minimal concern for preventative

services or generic skills training (ibid.).

The second feature, maintaining the status quo, is an important issue for
education and training, because it defines the boundaries of intervention

strategies tor social work. As Schorr reminds us (1992, p. 8):

The most striking characteristics that clients of the personal social
services have in common are poverty and deprivation. Often this
1s not mentioned, possibly because the social services are said to be

based on universalistic principles. Still, everyone in the business

knows it.

Problems such as poverty and deprivation, according to the
individualism-reformism perspective, have structural causality,
however, the responsibility of social work, is not to challenge or question
such structural issues, but instead to intervene with particular strategies
at the level of the individual. Not dealing with the underpinning
causation of social problems forces the practitioner, according to Howe

(1996, p. 88, emphasis in original), to view clients in a particular way:

Behaviour is no longer analysed in an attempt to explain it.
Rather, it is assessed in terms of administrative procedures,
political expectations and legal obligations. Social workers now ask
what clients do rather than why they do it - a switch from
causation to counting, from explanation to audit. Depth
explanations based on psychological and sociological theories are

superseded by surface considerations. It is the visible surface of
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social behaviour which concerns practitioners and not the internal

workings of psychological and sociological entities.

The purpose of social work and its responsibility to clients should not be
viewed as a fixed entity within contemporary societies. The main issue
for understanding the impact of SVQs, is whether it reflects a managerial
and employer agenda, with less concern for workers and the clients, or an

important shift towards giving residential workers a meaningful

qualification.

Such contlicting perspectives are not unique to SVQs, but are also
embedded in wider debates about “professionalism’ in social work. Social
work has never had the high status of professions such as medicine or
law. Instead, it has remained a “sub profession’, similar to other
occupations such as teaching and nursing. The reasons why social work
has not developed a more recognised professional standing has been
subject to ongoing debate. According to Sibeon (1991), it is social work’s
"woolly thinking’, evident in its failure to establish an intellectually
stringent knowledge base, which has undermined its professional
standing. Sibeon’s critique places the primary responsibility for failing to
professionalise upon social work. Alternatively, Dominelli (1997, p. 153)
criticises the oppressive patriarchal base on which the traditional
protessions have operated, and argues that social work has sought an
"alternative professional paradigm to the prevailing masculist orientated
ones.” In essence, what 1s being debated, 1s the degree to which

professional bodies have control over their own activities.

According to Hodkinson and Issitt (1995, p. 62), for a professional body to
sustain control, it must have “status preservation and boundary
management through rites of passage.” Having the control to detine a

profession’s remit, requires the maintenance of sufficient levels of power,

status and authority within a particular field. At the heart ot
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professionalism, at least in terms of education and training, is the ability
of social work to define and develop a unique theoretical perspective and
knowledge base. Put simply, does social work represent an activity that
requires practitioners to have specific education and training, or is it
something anyone with the necessary “common sense’ can do? Critics
have argued that the focus on “doing’, rather than “thinking’, and the
‘employer-led’ nature of the competence-based approach serves to
undermine notions of professionalism. In order to understand
educational issues and professionalism, particularly in relation to the

competence-based approach, it is necessary to examine the theory-practice

debates in social work.

Theory and Practice

The relationship between theory and practice has been a “perennial’
problem for social work (Lee, 1982). The impetus to develop a theoretical
perspective in social work can be located to the Charity Organisation
Soclety (COS) which aimed ... to transform philanthropy from an
unskilled “duty” of the rich to an expert and professional activity
undertaken only by those who were prepared by social theory and trained
in the appropriate methods’ (Jones, 1983, p. 81). The protessionalising
ethos of the COS was “a definite attempt to induce people not to shrink
from applying theory to practical work” (Bosanquet, 1914, p. 404-405).
Bosanquet also noted how the “intellectual’” learning necessary for

training was condemned by many for being a barrier to doing real work.

This “anti-academic’ dimension appears to have remained a persistent
feature of social work training. For example, Satyamurti (1983, p. 36),
expressed frustration not only in students’ rejection ot contributory
disciplines, namely the social sciences, but also in that, "The students do
not ... feel that they will get anything that is important to them from a

book’ and even reject theory “directly related to social work intervention’.

Such scepticism regarding the use of theory and social science knowledge
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for social work has been noted by a number of studies (e.g. Carew, 1979;
Cox, 1982; Waterhouse, 1987). Generally, these studies argue that social
work is based on practical ‘common-sense’ and “practice wisdom’ learned
from on the job experience (Carew, 1979). Secker (1991), however,
questions the methodological design and approach of these studies. For
Secker, the studies imposed a methodological framework derived from
the positivist tradition, and it is this approach which reflects the “gap’
between theory and practice, rather than the real experience of
practitioners. The few studies not to adopt a positivist approach offer,
according to Secker, some evidence to support the view that social

workers did in fact use theory, including social science knowledge, to

inform practice.

At present, it should be recognised that the evidence regarding the
complexities surrounding the use of theory to practice is quite minimal
and inconclusive (Jones, 1996). Yet, the studies negating the relevance of
theory for practice, seem to have been highly influential in shaping
recent changes in social work education and training, particularly in

relation to the expansion of the competence-based approach *.

"Where’ should Social Work be taught and "what” should be taught
Controversy in developing an accepted theory-practice framework also
stems from ongoing conflict over who is best suited to teach social work.

The location of social work training within higher education, especially

" The current framework for the DipSW can be traced to the CCETSW proposal in 1986 for
a three year training course for social workers (in alignment with other European
countries). The rejection of the proposal by government went against the findings of
various inquiries which had correlated the poor practice in residential care to inadequate
training (Cannan, 1994). Similarly, various child abuse investigations had cited the
inadequate training as a crucial issue for the failure of social work departments to protect
many children at risk (ibid.). What is of particular interest, it that the prevalence of
malpractice was also used to criticise existing social work training despite the fact that
such incidents primarily occurred where staff had not received any tormal training
(ibid.). Therefore, contrary to the evidence and the findings of various inquiries, it was
the training, namely, the CQSW, which had become the “problem’, and the new DipSW
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the universities, has remained controversial. Since the first British social

work education programme in the COS’s School of Sociology in 1903, the
relationship between social work practice, academic knowledge and
academic institutions has been highly contentious (Seed, 1977). The
involvement of academic lecturers (who were not social work tutors)
following the re-location of the course to the London School of
Economics in 1912, was accompanied by concerns from the COS about
their loss of control to the academic social sciences (Mowat, 1961). The
contlict of interests appears to centre on the desire of social work tutors to
be seen as “professional’, and as such, be located in academic institutions
with the necessary autonomy to influence the input of other courses and
academic knowledge within social work education. This attempt by social
work to have the status from higher educational institutions whilst
striving to exclusively control “their’ training course, has led to a

‘separate’ existence from the wider academic community (Donnison et al,
1975).

The COS were also concerned about the external influences upon their
training. In particular, the ideology of the COS’s professional casework
model conflicted with the collectivist politics of the socialist reformers of
the late nineteenth century (Seed, 1977). The philosophy underpinning
the COS approach was that of “personal inadequacy’, and the function of
casework was to remedy any “defect’ or “deficiency’ in the citizen’s
character (Bosanquet, 1914). Underpinning the casework model and
included in the COS training curriculum, was Spencer’s “social
Darwinism’ of the 1870’s (Leonard, 1966). However, Pinker (1989)
questions the extent to which any “scientific’ teachings, as advocated by
the COS leadership, actually filtered into direct practice, and argues that
the practice of these early social workers was a combination of

accumulated experience influenced by specific moral considerations. An
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with its orientation on the “practical” was to be the solution, albeit not for residential
child care workers.
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indication of their moral philosophy is evident in the highly influential
writings of Octavia Hill (1884, p. 10), who, on the subject of housing
reform advises that “the tenants’ habits and lives are what they are.
Iransplant them to healthy and commodious houses and they would

pollute and destroy them’. For Payne (1996, p. 20) underpinning such

morality, was the desire to impose control:

The method was one of moral influence on people who had fallen
into difficulties, through no fault of their own. Those who took no

personal responsibility were consigned to the rigours of the Poor

Law. Organised charity and Poor law oppression were thus two

sides of the same controlling philosophy.

The political philosophy of the COS was diametrically opposed to the
social reformists, influenced by the work of Edwin Chadwick, Charles
Booth and the Fabians, who focused on the need for structural change
brought about by a more interventionist state (Townsend, 1911). This
conflict between “professional’” casework theorists and those who
advocate structural reform have established social work education "as a

significant institutional arena for the expression of conflict over social

work politics” (Sibeon, 1991).

Although controversy has remained over the role of welfare (especially
since the development of the welfare state), the intense debate
characteristic of the COS and the social reformers did not re-emerge in
the arena of social work education until the 1970’s (ibid.). Criticisms of
professional social work in the post-war period first emerged in the late
1960’s, particularly in relation to the dominance of psychotherapeutic
techniques and the failure of welfare to eradicate poverty and move

towards social equality (Sainsbury, 1985).
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Moving towards a professional status

Despite such criticisms, the early 1970’s is often viewed as a high point in
the professionalising of social work. The Seebohm Report (1968) paved
the way for the emergence of unitary social work departments in
Scotland (in England, social work was part of social service departments).
Other important developments included a strong movement towards a
professionally unifying “generic’ form of practice (e.g. Goldstein, 1973;
Specht and Vickery, 1977) ; a national professional association was
formed (the British Association of Social Workers established in 1971);
the emergence of the Certificate of Qualification in Social Work (CQSW)

as a nationally recognised qualification (regulated by the newly created

CCETSW) resulted in the expansion of many new social work courses in

universities and polytechnics.

The dominant factions within social work which are committed to
“professionalism” are located within the academic institutions and
professional associations, such as the British Association of Social
Workers (Sibeon, 1991). The role of education in social work, for those
seeking professionalism, is seen as encompassing a broad base of social
science within a professional model of practice, theoretical development
and research (e.g. Stevenson, 1971; Coulshed, 1991). As such, social work
is viewed as a highly complex activity, with considerable intellectual
demands giving its practitioners "professional” expertise (Butrym, 1981).
Opposing the academic-professionalism constituency, is the employers
constituency which consists of organisations such as the Association of
Directors of Social Services (Sibeon (1991). In contrast to the view
promoted by the academic-professionals, the employers constituency
have advocated a more practical form of occupational training- to be
controlled by employers (Sainsbury, 1985). In an attempt to strengthen
their position, the employers constituency have argued that the needs of
clients were being subsumed by the academic-professionals’ interests,

namely their eagerness to achieve higher professional status (ibid.). These
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contlicting views continued from the late 1970’s to the mid 1980’s, during
which important changes occurred within the arena of social work

education; not least of all, the CCETSW shifted its allegiance towards the

position of the employers ' (Cannan, 1994).

Indeterminate knowledge

Many of the tensions underpinning the debates in social work education
relate to the concept of “indeterminate’ knowledge. For Jamous and
Peloille (1970) there is a ratio between the amount of "indeterminacy’ and

‘technicality” in professional practice. Jamous and Peloille (1970, p. 113)
claim that professions emerge from those occupations or activities who
have a high ratio of indeterminate knowledge compared to technical
knowledge. Indeterminacy refers to the element of work which is
founded on specialised knowledge and its interpretation through the use
of professional judgement. Such skills and knowledge can only be
acquired through education, training and experience. Technicality refers
to those aspects of work which emerge when tasks are viewed as
relatively unambiguous and straightforward. This approach configures
the work in a way which is highly conducive to programming and
routine practices. Technically systematised work minimalises the
practitioners need to interpret knowledge, impose judgements, or use
expertise to perform a job well. The importance of being able to influence

what constitutes as knowledge cannot be underestimated, as noted by

Atkinson (1983, p. 238):

- - _ ——— —— L rni— o

*An illustration is the compositions of the members of the CCETSW'’s governing body.
Since 1ts emergence in the early 1970’s, the educationalists representing social work have
been increasingly reduced in numbers. New appointments to the CCETSW have tended to
be individuals representing employer interests, rather than issues pertinent to social work
education (Cannan, 1994). Those representing employer interests have increased their
influence over education and training in social work, not least of all with the sanctioning
of the CSS in the mid 1970s and changing the constitution of CCETSW in 1986: the council
was reduced in numbers and the Secretary of State appointed a greater proportion these
members (ibid.). This dominance of employer expertise within CCETSW was not a
temporary manifestation. In 1990, only seven members of CCETSW, trom a total of twenty

six, were from educational institutions (ibid.).
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I'he definition of “indeterminate” knowledge and its preservation

is part and parcel of the politics of professional knowledge and

professional power.

Within social work the level of academic input has been a key feature in
determining the level of indeterminate knowledge. The shift in control
of education towards employers was accompanied by increasing anxiety

about the content of academic input, and sociology appears to have been

singled out for particular criticism.

Criticisms generally referred to Marxist sociology, and concern was voiced
over what the Gould Report (1977, p. 12) perceived to be the “Marxist
penetration’ of higher education and social work training. Perhaps the
most vigorous, if not persistent, critique of the alleged politicising effects
generated by sociology, came for Davies (1981a), who warned against
social work being subverted by politically left wing social science
academics. Although Davies’ (1981b) main criticism 1s reserved for
sociology, he argues that social science knowledge was “debilitating’ for
students who when exposed to “critical perspectives” were becoming
‘critical, questioning, even sceptical’ (ibid., p. 19). He further argues that
unless the politically radicalising effects of social science could be
contained, and in particular, the removal of sociology from social work
education, “it is theoretically possible that sociology might undermine or
destroy social work” (Davies, 1981a, p. 196). For Sibeon (1991) Davies’
critique not only lacks empirical evidence, it is based on a defamatory
assumption which portrays students as extremely gullible, naive and

unbelievably susceptible.

Moreover, such “intellectual purging’ 1s, according to Jones (1996, p. 205-

206), not without its political ramifications:
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. CCETSW, under pressure from both employers and successive

Conservative governments, has proceeded to rip out the social
science disciplines from the curriculum and remove the control of
the academy over professional courses. In doing so it played on the
philistinism of the New Right and its fear of intellectuals and
education. Universities are sneered at as being ivory towers far
removed from the pressures of everyday life; theorisation is
deemed as escape, or even a symptom of cold and uncaring

personality; what is demanded of state welfare workers is

obedience and loyalty, not thought.

T'he greater level of control by employers over education has, according
to Jones (1999, p. 47), contributed to “a fundamental shift of focus in

British state social work, in which the needs and demands of the
agencies-rather than those of the clients- are given primary
consideration’. The NCVQ model of competence, which is independent
of any "training and learning’ and where the assessment process takes
place in the workplace, would appear to be, from Jones” perspective, both
intellectually purged and outwith the control of academic influence. The
role of the employers has been central to shifting the emphasis from
education to training, to skills attainment and “competence’ rather than
knowledge and understanding (ibid.). The employers represent a new
‘class’” of manager who is concerned with quantitative performance
indicators and assessments, geared to increase control over practitioners,
rather than managerial theories and qualitative methods aimed at
helping practitioners meet the needs of clients (Cannan, 1994). Changes
in the ratio of indeterminate/technical knowledge do not therefore
simply affect the balance of power between practitioner and manager, it

alters the nature of the way in which clients” needs are defined and met.

b6



A _consumerist” approach to student feedback
T'he CCETSW shift to employers’ demands was also reflected in a

‘consumerist’ approach to students’ educational needs: *Consumer

research studies by Shaw and Walton, Davies, and Faires have

emphatically concluded that supervised practice on placements is the
most useful part of CQSW courses (CCETSW, 1987a, p. 6). It is interesting
to note that Davies (previously mentioned) has changed his position

somewhat dramatically, as Sibeon (1991, p. 51, emphasis in original)

points out:

In a seemingly remarkable reversal of virtually all of his earlier
critical condemnations of students’ attitudes, Davies (1989) stated
that the time had come to actively seek (not reject!) social work
students’ opinions through the use of consultative opinion-survey
methods, with a view to students’ expressed opinions, attitudes,
and political preferences being incorporated into the design of
social work training curricula! ... instead of criticizing students’
(‘radical’) attitudes ... he had now moved to the diametrically
opposed view that in social work training it had now become
essential to take steps to ensure that * ... the development of
vocationally -orientated higher education ... gives ... (students) ...

an unaccustomed sav in the creation of the product they are

consuming’

This process of consulting students and gaining their “consumerist’
opinions has become a regulated feature of the DipSW, and courses will
not be validated unless student feedback about the course is evidenced
(CCETSW, 1989a). What is it about the shift towards a more competence-
based approach to social work education that welcomes the teedback of

students, as opposed to the discarded CQSW and the "radical” social

science knowledge?
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SVOs, learning, theorv and practice

The "narrowing’ of learning within the ‘new vocationalism’ has taken a
particular form with SVQs. Unlike the CQSW or DipSW where debate
has focused on the merits of such qualifications being taught at college or
university, SVQs have been excluded from these establishments. Even
the ‘underpinning knowledge’ for SVQs, as noted in Chapter One, is
being delivered within social work departments using their own INSET
programmes. Locating SVQs solely in the workplace and making them
‘independent’ from training and learning would appear to marginalise

any traditional notion of professionalism for residential child care.

Perhaps somewhat paradoxically, a “learning society’ has been envisaged
in which certain qualifications, for the least qualified staff, are
‘independent” of learning. This situation, using Apple’s (1993; 1997)
analysis, reflects the ability of the “power bloc’, which in this case, is the
government and employer-led factions in social work, to marginalise
educational interests and exert control in defining the “official’ or
legitimate knowledge for the SVQ curriculum. The actions of this “power
bloc’, especially the exclusion of learning from SVQs, would appear to
reflect the “individualism-reformism’ view of social work, whereby
institutions maintain the status quo and are primarily concerned with
changing the “individual’, rather than those structural aspects of society

which generate and sustain inequality.

Whilst low skills training in industry may find a niche in the market
place, what are the implications when the "new vocationalism’ is
transferred to residential child care? Will the low skills “equilibrium’
within the technological and service sectors, generated by the "new
vocationalism” simply be transferred to the care sector, or are S5VQs

‘passports of excellence” which actually enable residential workers "to

develop along a continuum’?
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Conclusion

The issues surrounding SVQs and the competence-based strategy on
which it is based cannot simply be understood in terms of social work
education and training, but must be considered in relation to wider

changes within the British education system. The role of social work

within contemporary society is both controversial and complex, yet SVQs
are employer-led and have been criticised for reflecting a top-heavy
managerialist approach. Whilst SVQs are relatively new, the controversy
over educational input to courses, especially the ratio of
indeterminate/technical knowledge, reflects long-standing debates about
the relationship between theory and practice. Issues of control therefore,

cannot be separated from the notion of ‘competence’, and attempts to

portray competence-based education as neutral, or free from ideology, are

inadequate.

The lack of research specific on SVQs within social work and the
confusion surrounding the definitions of “competence’, present a range
of problems for examining the impact of SVQs in residential child care.
This study aims to examine the impact of SVQs within children’s homes.
Given SVQs are an “assessment of competence” within the “workplace’, it
would seem particularly important to understand the working
environment in which individuals actually undertake SVQs. The next

chapter will explore the main features of contemporary children’s homes

in which workers are being assessed as competent.
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CHAPTER THREE

CONTEMPORARY ASPECTS OF CHILDREN’S HOMES

Introduction

Children’s homes present some of the most sensitive and complex issues
tor social work departments. Implementing SVQs in residential child
care retlects, as highlighted in Chapter One, a shift towards qualifying
what has traditionally remained an unqualified sector of social work. As
with any qualification, the context in which learning or knowledge is
applied, will greatly determine the practitioner’s effectiveness. However,
unlike more traditional qualifications which involved students
attending college or university, the assessment of competence for SVQs
occurs within the workplace V. The context in which SVQs are applied

may therefore, be of particular significance in understanding their impact

on practice.

This chapter will focus on contemporary aspects of residential child care
and the most salient features coinciding with the emergence of SVQs. As
such, it is not the intention to provide a comprehensive literature review
of the historical developments in residential child care . Instead,
research evidence will be presented to provide an insight into the
working context in which residential staff are assessed as competent.
Although there are many similarities between children’s homes in

Scotland and England, the child care systems are by no means identical ™.

el ——
P — _— . - - ., . i

7 As noted in chapter one, the only aspect of SVQs which takes place outwith the
children’s home is the INSET programme; the duration of which depended on whether or
not staff had a relevant HNC.

8For a summary of main developments in residential care in the post-war period, see for
example, Holman, B. (1996) “Fifty Years Ago: the Curtis and Clyde Reports’.
Historically, Scotland has a distinct system of social work child care which is based on
a separate legislative framework; the Social Work (Scotland) Act 1968 and the Children
(Scotland) Act 1995. The differences between the Scottish and English child care systems
is perhaps exemplified by the Children’s Hearing System in Scotland, established in

1971.
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Nevertheless, there is a greater volume of research specific to England
and this has influenced the policies and practice in Scotland. Many of
these policies have been driven by reactive responses, often in the form

of government sponsored reports, which have highlighted a range of

deficiencies and scandals within residential child care.

Recent Developments in Residential Child Care

In the late 1980’s residential care was increasingly brought to public
attention as a result of a series of scandals involving the abuse of
children, some of which had continued “undiscovered’ for many years.
As “Government hates scandal and abhors being repeatedly criticised for
the failings of the past’ (Ward and Preston-Shoot, 1998, p. 270), it is
perhaps not surprising that inquiries would be set up. In fact, there has
been at least eight independent inquiries in response to scandals:
including two in Leicestershire following the conviction of Frank Beck,
and; the Staffordshire "Pindown’ inquiry (Frost et al, 1999). By the early
1990’s the government had commissioned three reviews in England
(Utting, 1991; Howe, 1992; Warner, 1992) and one in Scotland (Skinner,
1992). These reports have highlighted similar