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Developing understanding of social work practice

• Absence of research focusing upon direct practice

• Challenge of developing social work practice links with 

the ‘invisible trade’ of social work

(Pithouse, 1987)

• Recent guidance from Department for Education links development of practice with

‘using a clear, strengths-based practice framework’ 

and

‘enabling staff to do skilled direct work’ 

(Trowler, 2018 p.5)

• Over the past ten years, TGC developed observational research approach and the first 

reliable coding framework for assessing social work communication skills in child protection 

social work (Whittaker et al, 2016).



Overview of practice research project 

• Partnership between TGC and London Borough of Islington (August 2017- March 

19)

• Funded by Department for Education, Partners in Practice Programme

• Second phase of a project; first phase focussed on Children in Need service 

(Luckock et al, 2017)

• Our project focused on children looked after and leaving care services

• We aimed to improve social work practice through a 6-step programme of training, 

development and practice research
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Practice research project: 6-step programme
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6-step programme – Step 1
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Step 1 - Deliver training

Training & 
Development

‘Motivational 
Practice’

Motivational 
Interviewing

Trauma 
Informed 
Practice

Dyadic 
Developmental 

Practice
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Step 2 – Develop practice skills framework

Start-point: framework 
designed for use in child 

protection social work 

• Adapted from Motivational Interviewing

• Inclusion of social work specific skills

• Whittaker et al, 2016

Develop framework for 
children looked after and 

leaving care service

• Workshops with social workers and 
managers

• Focus groups with children and young 
people

• Attend and observe training

• Observe and listen to audio recordings 
of social work practice



Listening to 
practice



Practice skills framework- core skills

Respectful 
authority

• Purposefulness

• Clarity of issues

Relationship 
building

• Collaboration

• Child Focus

• Empathy:
• Acceptance

• Curiosity 

• Demonstrating 
understanding



Practice skills framework

Skill Area Skill Assesses the extent to which the social worker…

Relationship 

building

Empathy

Is curious about, accepting of and understanding of the child or young 

person’s perspectives and feelings, including demonstrating that 

understanding. Coded as three sub-categories: Acceptance, Curiosity 

and Demonstrating understanding.

Collaboration 

Draws on the child or young person’s own ideas and perspectives: is 

flexible, incorporates child or young person’s views and ideas into the 

session and demonstrates awareness of power dynamic.

Child Focus 
Adapts the session to fit the child or young person, has a holistic- and

relationships-focus, uses direct work tools, and includes an element 

of ‘playfulness’.

Respectful 

authority

Purposefulness

Maintains a clear focus for the session, while also responding flexibly 

to the child or young person’s agenda: balancing structure and 

flexibility.

Clarity of issues

Is clear about current issues, including way in which social worker 

offers explanation of issues and prioritises and manages any 

‘disclosures’.



Does the social worker demonstrate 
acceptance of the children/young people’s 
emotions/ feelings? 

Does the social worker communicate 
understanding of the children/young 
people’s behaviours/ experience?

Does the social worker explore the 
children/young people’s emotion/ feeling/ 
behaviour/ experience?

Does the social worker use the session as 
an opportunity to learn more about the 
children/young people?

“You can tell me if 

you want to, but 

you don't have to”

“It sounds 

like you have 

a better 

relationship 

with them 

than the last 

foster carers”

Relationship building : empathy

“What was 

tough about 

talking about 

your mum?”

To what extent…



Do the children/young people’s input shape 
the session and outcomes? 

Does the social worker structure the 
session to ensure the children/young 
people’s involvement?

Does the social worker identify the 
children/young people as expert in their 
own experience and the value of their 
input?

“What would 

you like to 

happen?”

“What do you 

think you 

could try? 

What would 

help?”

“I’ll make sure 

that it’s 

something 

you’re happy 

with and 

something you 

want to move 

forward with”

Relationship building: collaboration 

To what extent…



Is the social worker creative in their 
attempts to involve children/young people in 
the session and  build on relationship? 

Do the children/young people’s needs take 
precedence and shape the session?

Does the social worker actively create 
opportunities to explore children/young 
people’s perspective?

“Do you guys 

remember anything we 

spoke about before 

with your mum’s mental 

health?... What do we 

even mean by mental 

health?”

“I think that’s a 

really good 

question and 

you must think 

a lot about 

what you can 

do to help your 

mum”

“From my point of view, 

I think it’s amazing 

what you’ve managed, 

the way you’ve 

managed it, and to 

keep a roof over your 

head with the payments 

and living away from 

your family, can’t be 

easy for any young 

person, but you’ve just 

got on with it”

Relationship building: child focus

To what extent…



Does the social worker make attempts to 
identify and respond to the contribution of 
the children/young people? 

Does the social worker share the purpose 
of the session with space for children/ 
young people’s contribution?

Is the social worker flexible to the 
children/young people leading the 
conversation without losing agreed focus?

Does the session have a clear sense of 
purpose that is negotiated and understood 
by all parties?

“What would 

you like to 

talk about 

today?”

“I have a couple 

of things I want 

to talk to you 

about but  first of 

all is there 

anything you 

wanted to talk to 

me about?” 

“The main reason 

for coming today 

was to have a 

chat with you 

before the 

conference on 

Friday”

Respectful authority: purposefulness 

To what extent…



Does the social worker draw on the 
children/young people’s view or perspective 
on issues and concerns? 

Are the disclosures responded to and 
explored considering multiple perspectives?

Is there a discussion of the impact of issues 
or concerns on the experience or wellbeing 
of the children/young people?

Does the social worker ensure that issues 
and concerns are raised during the 
session?

“Your mum lives in a place where 

there is support for her so people 

who can help with her mental 

health…but it has to be her 

choice in the same way that your 

counsellor at school can help you 

but only if you want. There are 

adults who are there to support 

her and I think you guys can try 

to trust they will do their best but 

I think your mum also needs to 

make a choice in accepting 

support. I think the best thing you 

can do and that will make her 

happy is to do your best to look 

after yourselves”

“What have you 

found difficult 

in the past 

couple of 

weeks?”

Respectful authority: clarity of issues

To what extent…



Deliver 
training 

programme

Design 
practice 

skills 
framework

Develop 
coding 

reliability

Apply 
practice 

skills 
framework

Implement 
coaching 

model

Explore 
outcomes

6-step programme – Step 3 



1 2 3 4 5

Indicator level

• Explorative

• Curious 

• Child/YP’s 

needs take 

precedence

• Directive

• Fact finding 

• Agency focus 

• Process 

driven

Framework included indicators for each skill 



Reliability tests: Inter-rater reliability between coders

Skill Coder 1

Mean 

Score

Coder 2

Mean 

Score 

Coder 3

Mean

Score

Krippendroff’s

α

Intra-Class

Correlation

Collaboration 2.93 2.97 3.07 0.77 0.92

Empathy 2.60 2.76 2.98 0.83 0.92

Purposefulness 3.18 3.10 3.13 0.65 0.90

Clarity of issues 2.59 2.59 3.13 0.77 0.88

Child focus 2.93 3.00 3.2 0.72 0.89



Becoming reliable coders

Stage 1

• Coders 1-3 coded
selected 10
audios for training

• The audios were
selected to
represent a range
of skill levels

• Coders 1-3 agreed
on final scores for
each skill for all 10
audios

Stage 2

• A second group 
of coders trained 
to use framework 
- attended 
workshops

• Group 2 coders 
practiced using 
framework with 
additional 
recordings

Stage 3

• Group 2 coders 
coded the 10 
initial set of 
training audios

• Coders reliable 
when their 
scores were 
within a margin 
of 1.0 from the 
agreed scores for 
80% 

Stage 4

• When coders 
reached 
reliability they 
were able to 
code 
independently 
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Application of practice skills framework (n= 88)

2.60 2.65
2.93

2.60
2.81

1

2

3

4

5

Empathy Collaboration Purposefulness Clarity of issues Child focus

Mean Practice Scores



Application of practice skills framework (n= 88)

2.65
2.76 2.69

1

2

3

4

5

Relationship Building Skills Respectful Authority Skills Total Practice Quality

Overall Mean Practice Scores



Listening to 
practice



Which practice skills can 
we identify?

What examples can we 
find? 

How would this 
practitioner score on the 

5-point coding scale?



15 minute break
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• Relatively new in social work

• Evidence that coaching in social work can be more beneficial than 
training (Health and Social Care Board, 2014)

• Learning is that coaching needs to be repeated

Coaching in Social Work  



Islington’s Coaching Model

• Up to 5 sessions for a social worker, focusing on one child, young person or 

family

• Line manager/supervisor can also participate – providing a different perspective

• Opportunity to hear practice – coach plays extracts from the audio-recording 

• Coach facilitates a discussion with a focus on practice strengths and skills 

• Social workers are encouraged to use coaching as a reflective space, and to 

choose what they would like to focus on, for example tailored to a skill or a 

particular issue for the child, young person or family



Islington Coaching Model
Social 

worker audio 
records 
direct 

practice

Researcher 
codes audio 

recording

Researcher 
and coach 

listen to 
audio and 
discuss 
coding

Social 
worker/ 

manager 
attend 

coaching 
session with 

coach



Islington Coaching Model – in action

.

Practitioner

CoachManager



Islington Coaching Model – reflections?

Would this approach work for you/in your 

organisation? 

What barriers might be experienced? 

What would be required to support its 

implementation?
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Explore outcomes

Has coaching made a 
difference to overall 
levels of practice?

• Analysis of level of 
practice in practice 
audio recordings 
pre- training; post-
training and post-
coaching

How did social 
workers experience 
the coaching model?

• Surveys, interviews 
and focus groups 
with social workers 
and managers



Has coaching made a difference to overall levels of practice?

17 post-
coaching

42 post-
training

29 pre-
training

88 practice recordings 

were 

audio-recorded and coded



Relationship 

building 

skill 

increased 

by 24.4% 

with training 

and 

coaching

2.50 2.57

3.11

1

2

3

4

5

Pre-training
(n=29)

Post-training
(n=42)

Post-coaching
(n=17)



Respectful 

authority 

skill 

increased 

by 14.4% 

with 

coaching

2.71 2.67

3.10

1

2

3

4

5

Pre-training
(n=29)

Post-training
(n=42)

Post-coaching
(n=17)



% recordings 

scoring ‘high’ 

(4 & 5) 

increased 

across 

majority of 

skills 
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How did social workers experience the coaching model?

40  

surveys

1 

focus 
group

12

1-1 
interviews

50 social work 

practitioners and 

managers participated



Overall, positive experience of coaching model

I can hear 

myself being 

more 

empathetic

Being observed and being 

recorded, I really buy into those 

opportunities… most of our work we 

do it alone… get stuck in ways of 

working

really helpful and I think in terms of 

having feedback, things that I could 

have thought about differently and 

done…I was like, “Yeah, perfect 

sense,” not things that you see in 

yourself straight away.  But having 

heard myself, I’m like, “I’d definitely 

add that, that was a missed 

opportunity there”...very relaxed environment and I 

think every effort is made to 

help people feel comfortable 

and to see that it’s about 

reflecting back a lot of the 

strengths of work that’s been 

undertaken



20%

56%

16%

4%

4%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

76% agreed that 
observation and coaching 

has been helpful in developing practice 

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Neither agree nor
disagree

Agree

Strongly agree

Positive impact on developing practice

(n=25)



Positive impact on children and young people (1)

The young people 

feel more listened 

to, valued and 

accepted, they 

are part of the 

decision making

A young 

person, long 

term NEET, is 

slowly getting 

into work and 

showing less 

episodes of 

aggression 

Staff are really thinking 

about past trauma and 

how this affects future 

work with YP e.g. a 

young person was 

supported to visit their 

father’s grave 

Less challenging 

approach, more 

exploratory, 

enables young 

person to reflect 

…to tell their story 



A young person 

has gained the 

motivation to 

apply for a new 

job 

Young people feel more 

listened to and heard as 

well as that the sessions 

are led by them more 

Using DDP principles 

has already improved 

my conversations with a 

young person 

experiencing difficulty 

and build more trust 

between us

Slowly my 

engagement 

with the young 

person has 

improved 
Accepting a young 

person’s feeling of 

anger/ badness. 

Has stopped me 

lecturing 

Positive impact on children and young people (2)
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Successfully implemented practice research project/6-step programme
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Conclusion

• made visible  the ‘invisible trade’ of social work (Pithouse, 1987) 

• developed and used ‘a clear, strengths-based practice framework’ 

• alongside the mechanism of coaching

• which enabled ‘staff to do skilled direct work’ (Trowler, 2018 p.5)



Implications – learning for other social work organisations

Training

• Practice model e.g. MI; Systemic; Trauma-informed

• Investment in training and development at all levels of the organisation

Practice framework

• Develop framework 

• Apply framework

Coaching model

• Design coaching model and process – who, how, when?

• Provide support for coach e.g. training; consistency; key areas of focus

Successful implementation also requires 

• Organisational commitment – practice as a priority; buy-in at senior level

• Support for social workers – manage anxiety; capacity e.g. caseloads

• Protocols in place for consent and data protection to audio-record practice

• Practical issues to be considered e.g. recorders; admin support



Implications - research

• Apply practice framework to analyse practice in other research projects

• in other organisations

• to explore links between practice skill level and outcomes

• Develop framework to include 

• Further investigation and development of conceptualisation of existing 

and new skills e.g acceptance; support for change

• Non-verbal descriptors

• Other practice models e.g. systemic practice



Impact 

Islington is now…

• Using the practice skills framework to support and develop 

practice, including in recruitment of new social workers

• Making changes to the structure of the CLA service to support 

the inclusion of practice coaching 

• Developing protocols around consent and data protection in 

order for practice to be audio-recorded e.g. smart phone

• Developing training materials e.g. video
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Direct practice
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Thank you – please contact us!

christine.gregory@islington.gov.uk

sian.davies@islington.gov.uk

john.mcdonnell@islington.gov.uk

joseph.rogers@islington.gov.uk

lisa.bostock@beds.ac.uk

amy.lynch@beds.ac.uk

munira.khan@beds.ac.uk

fiona.newlands@beds.ac.uk


