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Introduction 

 

Social work practice is a core feature of social work education, providing formative learning 

opportunities for students (Cleak et al, 2022). The practice element of education is pivotal to 

the development of future social workers as it provides the space where theory and practice 

intersect (McLaughlin et al., 2015). As such, it gives students the opportunity to apply the 

theory that they learn in the lecture theatre to social work practice and learn by ‘doing’ (Chui, 

2009). Additionally, this experiential learning affords them the opportunity to develop their 

role-based competencies, to practice the skills essential for social work, and to work directly 

with individuals or families in a supervised capacity. As Flanagan and Wilson (2018, p. 566) 

state, placement-based learning has ‘a direct impact on [students] future functioning as 

professional social workers, and so it is essential that the learning environment is a positive 

one where students can gain as much as possible’. Consequently, the ‘universally 

acknowledged’ central role of social work practice in the education of future social workers 

cannot be overstated (Domakin, 2015, p. 399; Roulston et al., 2023). Those tasked with 

supervising this crucial element of social work education – social work practice teachers – 

have a fundamental role in the development of competent and ethical social work 

practitioners who meet the standards of proficiency required for CORU registration.  

 

The number of social work graduates is currently below that required to fill the increasing 

number of social work roles across the country (TUSLA, 2021a). Overall, there is a serious 

shortage of social workers in the Irish context and those working within this profession find 

that they have very heavy caseloads, often leading to burnout and high turnover (O'Meara 

and Kelleher, 2022). Consequently, the sourcing of social work placements is an increasingly 

difficult task. This is impacted by issues associated with commitments from employers to 

provide placements (O'Meara and Kelleher, 2022) and the difficulties associated with 

attracting social workers to supervise students on practice placements (Joint Committee on 

Children and Youth Affairs, 2019). As such, the current study sought to examine the 

experience of practice teachers supervising students in the academic year from September 

2022 to May 2023 to provide the National Practice Teaching in Social Work Initiative (NPTSWI) 

with an understanding of the enablers and barriers to undertaking the social work practice 
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teacher role. This was accomplished through a national survey with practice teachers working 

with the six universities offering social work education: Atlantic Technological University, 

Maynooth University; Trinity College Dublin, University College Cork, University College 

Dublin and University of Galway. Ethical approval for this survey research was provided by 

the Social Research Ethics Committee (SREC) in University College Cork.  

 

The report will firstly discuss the Irish social work placement and practice teaching context in 

more detail, outlining the scope and criteria for practice teaching, as well as a short discussion 

on the practice teaching experience and challenges within the role. Subsequently, the 

methodology will be discussed. The chapter following that will present the findings of the 

survey and the final chapter will involve a discussion of the findings, some conclusions and 

recommendations.  
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Practice placement and practice teaching in Ireland: Context, criteria, 

experience and challenges 

 

Practice placement has been described as the ‘signature pedagogy’ of social work education 

(Council on Social Work Education, 2022, p. 20). Signature pedagogies ‘are elements of 

instruction and socialization that teach future practitioners the fundamental dimensions of 

professional work in their discipline: to think, to perform, and to act intentionally, ethically, 

and with integrity’ (Council on Social Work Education, 2022, p. 20). As such, practice 

placements constitute a significant proportion of social work education and are key to 

students’ experiential learning of the competencies of social work.  

 

Practice teaching takes place within the regulatory framework set out in various CORU policy 

documents, including the Social Workers Registration Board Standards of Proficiency for 

Social Workers and Criteria for Education and Training Programmes. These documents outline 

social work education progamme requirements including the practice element of this 

education, as well as the standards of proficiency that individuals must attain to be considered 

competent for professional practice. The statutory regulation system was put in place in order 

to ‘protect, guide and inform the public by ensuring that health and social care professionals 

are properly regulated and qualified for the job whether they work in the public or private 

sectors or are self-employed’ (Social Workers Regisatration Board, 2019b, p. 4). Thus, the role 

of the practice teacher is core to the development of social work students into social workers 

who are fit for practice and meet the proficiency standards required for Individuals to enter 

the register. These standards fall under five domains: 

 

1. Professional autonomy and accountability 

2. Communication, collaborative practice and teamworking 

3. Safety and quality 

4. Professional development 

5. Professional knowledge and skills  
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It is the role of practice teachers to both develop and assess a student’s understanding and 

level of proficency under these five domains. Their role in development of the proficiencies 

includes the provision of regular supervision, modelling or demostrating social work practice, 

the allocation and supervision of developmentally appropriate practice work, provision of 

collaborative work opportunties for the student, and the provision of regular feedback 

(Univeristy College Cork, 2022).  

 

Students undertake a number of placements throughout their social work education, one of 

which must be in a statutory setting in line with CORU requirements (School of Applied Social 

Studies, 2022). The criteria for practice placements, which can be found in table one, are set 

out in the Social Workers Registration Board (2019a) Criteria for Education and Training 

Programmes, under Criteria 2. 

 

Table 1: Criteria 2 – Practice Placements 

2.1 Practice placements must be integral to the programme. 

2.2 The programme must ensure that each student completes 1000 hours of 

placement, 350 hours of which must be in one block and full time. 

2.3 The number, duration and range of practice placements, and their position within 

the programme must reflect current practice and demands of the profession. They 

must be appropriate to facilitate translation of theory into practice and the 

achievement of the standards of proficiency. 

2.4 The education provider will have a set of requirements for the selection of practice 

placements to ensure quality learning experiences for students that reflect the 

normal context and environment of practice. The education provider will work in 

partnership with the practice placement provider and have written agreements in 

place that clearly set out the responsibilities of all parties in ensuring that the 

placement supports the achievement of the standards of proficiency. 

2.5 The education provider must maintain a thorough and effective system for 

approving and monitoring the quality of all practice placements. Students, the 

practice education team, placement providers and all relevant stakeholders – 
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including service users where appropriate - must have a role in this review process 

including mechanisms for obtaining regular feedback. 

2.6 Clear communication and governance structures should be in place to facilitate 

ongoing communication between the placement and education providers. 

2.7 Student allocation to practice placements is based on the need to integrate theory 

and practice and to facilitate the student’s progressive development of the 

standards of proficiency. 

2.8 Practice placement attendance requirements are explicit and detailed 

mechanisms and processes are in place to manage absence/non-attendance. 

2.9 Pre-placement requirements – including academic, legal, occupational health and 

other requirements, and procedures for non-compliance with these requirements, 

are clear. 

2.10 While on placement, appropriate support, guidance and supervision is maintained 

with the student by the practice education team. 

2.11 There must be a clear and explicit process in place for students to raise concerns 

in relation to their practice education and access appropriate supports. 

2.12 The student code of conduct - and processes for dealing with breaches of that code 

whilst on placement - is in place. 

2.13 The profile and roles of the practice education team must be described. Practice 

educators must also be registered with the appropriate registration board. 

2.14 Students, practice placement providers and practice education teams will be fully 

prepared and informed of the expectations of the practice placement, including 

the education/ training provider’s student fitness-to-practise requirements. 

2.15 Supervision policies include guidelines on how students progressively achieve 

independence in practice. 

2.16 Guidelines/procedures and supports are available for practice educators in 

managing students, including students who are in difficulty, throughout the 

placement. 

2.17 Practice educators should have a minimum of two years post qualification 

experience; engaged in the practice of the profession. 
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2.18 The education provider must make regular support and training available to the 

practice education team to develop their practice education skills. 

2.19 All stakeholders must be informed about practice education assessments, their 

link to the standards of proficiency and the marking criteria used. The practice 

education team must have access to assessment tools and be trained in 

completing these assessments and providing feedback during the placement. 

2.20 Mechanisms for the return of placement assessments to the education provider 

must be in place. 

Source: (Social Workers Regisatration Board, 2019a, pp. 8-9) 

 

Social work education providers are required to meet these criteria in the delivery of the 

practice placement element of their programmes. Overall, students are required to spend at 

least 1,000 hours in practice placement, 350 hours of which must be in one block working full-

time (Social Workers Regisatration Board, 2019a). Practice education takes place in a wide 

range of social work settings, reflecting the scope of social work practice, including adult 

mental health, CAMHS, child protection, hospital-based, homeless, addiction, asylum-seeker 

and refugee, adult safeguarding, probation, disability, adoption, retrospective disclosures, 

foster care and family support (School of Applied Social Studies, 2022). During their 

placement, students will observe and take part in professional interactions in a range of social 

work settings. Practice teachers are qualified professionals, usually working within the service 

where the student they are supervising is undertaking their placement. In Ireland, as outlined 

in the CORU criteria for placement, practice teachers must be registered with the appropriate 

registration board and have a minimum of two years post qualification experience in which 

they are engaged in the practice of the profession, in order to be eligible for this role. 

 

The practice teaching role involves supervising and mentoring social work students to provide 

them with the opportunity for active engagement in practice to develop the social work 

practice skills required to work in the profession; to develop their professional identity, self-

reflection, and critical thinking skills; and to cultivate an ethical approach to practice (Council 

on Social Work Education, 2022; Wilson and Flanagan, 2019). This practice experience 

involves applying the theory they learn in the class-based setting to their social work practice 

in a real-world setting – to ‘learn by doing’ (Flanagan and Wilson, 2018, p. 565) - under the 
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guidance and supervision of a qualified practitioner (Cleak et al, 2022). During the placement 

process students should be exposed to a variety of learning experiences, which can include 

opportunities for observation, reflection, structured and informal supervision, supported 

learning, planned working, monitoring, guiding, feedback and assignments (Flanagan and 

Wilson, 2018). Practice teachers have a gatekeeping role for maintaining standards in the 

profession of social work (Roulston et al., 2023; MacDermott and Harkin-MacDermott, 2021). 

As MacDermott and Harkin-McDermott describe: 

 

Practice teachers must use their knowledge and professional judgement to assess if 

the student is competent and most importantly that their practice is safe and they will 

‘do no harm’ to future service users and families (2021, p. 359). 

 

Additionally, practice teachers in Ireland are expected to ensure they are adequately 

prepared for the placement (for example, through reading university handbooks, ensuring 

they are familiar with the Social Work Registration Board’s (2019) Standards of Proficiency for 

Social Work, and preparing the practical office-based elements of the students arrival such as 

IT and desk space); preparing and implementing an induction plan; and writing reports to 

assess the student’s practice (School of Applied Social Studies, 2022). 

 

Placement allows students an experiential opportunity to develop the values, ethics and 

principles that underpin social work practice. Through their practice placement experiences, 

the need for reflection during the placement process, as well as the time afforded to them 

for discussing their feelings and values of practice, students begin to develop their 

professional identity as social workers, which the quality of their placement experience can 

significantly impact (Kuusisto et al., 2022). Thus, the practice placement is integral to the 

development of a student social worker’s professional identity (Cleak et al, 2022). 

Additionally, the practice teacher plays an important role in guiding their professional identity 

to be in line with social work values and norms. For example, through the provision of an 

informal reflective space for discussions of identity between the student and their peers, and 

through the establishment of a reciprocal relationship between the practice teacher and 

student (Wheeler, 2017). In Ireland, the typical unit of a practice placement is made up of the 

practice teacher and the student, with a university-based practice tutor acting as the liaison 
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between them and the university (Flanagan and Wilson, 2018). As the practice teacher has 

such an important role, it is crucial that they are equipped to provide a quality placement for 

students. McLaughlin et al (2015), in assessing the work of other researchers, identified the 

following as the conditions for a quality placement: planning and preparation for a student’s 

arrival, planned induction, effective support, regular supervision, a skilled assessor, and a 

commitment to the relevant regulatory body codes of practice. Wilson and Flanagan (2019) 

found that from the students’ perspective, the most highly valued tools for a quality 

placement were working with cases, observing, co-working and increased responsibility 

and/or independent work. Other tools regarded as important include opportunities to 

critique one’s own work and informal supervision. More recent research undertaken by Tusla 

(2021b) had similar findings and showed that the students that undertook placements with 

the agency between January and May 2021 had very high levels of satisfaction with the 

placement process, despite the fact that this particular cohort were impacted by Covid-19 

restrictions which resulted in some remote work. Overall, these students were very positive 

about their weekly supervision and viewed the practice teacher as someone who could have 

a very big impact on their experience of the placement. Similar to the Wilson and Flanagan 

research, the Tusla study found that face to face work with clients was the most enjoyable 

aspect of the role for students (2021b). 

 

Whilst the benefits of practice teaching for social work students is clear, what appears to be 

discussed less is its benefit to the practice teachers themselves. In reviewing literature on 

practice teachers (‘field supervisors’), Baum (2007, p. 1107) concurs that becoming a practice 

teacher and supervising students constitutes a new ‘developmental stage’ for social workers, 

where they experienced both personal and professional learning, including learning around 

their strengths and weaknesses as social workers. Research by Tusla (TUSLA, 2021a) which 

comprised a study of practice teachers active within the agency between September 2020 

and May 2021 illustrated some of the benefits for Irish practice teachers in undertaking the 

role. These benefits were focused around their own learning as the practice teacher 

experience presented them with opportunities for reflective practice and the need to justify 

why and how the agency intervenes the way that it does, which allowed them to interrogate 

and scrutinise their own practice more closely. Additionally, they reported that the process 

enabled them to develop their own skills in a range of areas such as mentoring, supervision, 
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case management and prioritisation of cases within a busy and demanding environment 

(TUSLA, 2021a). Finally, the practice teachers in the Tusla study spoke about the benefit of 

student supervision for the whole team as having a student on placement was seen as 

energising the team.  

 

Despite the benefits of practice teaching for students, practice teachers, social work 

employing agencies and social work in general, there are still a number of challenges faced 

within the field of practice placement. O’Meara and Kelleher (2022) described how the 

participants in their scoping exercise for the Irish Association of Social Workers frequently 

highlighted the issues of a national shortage of practice placements, despite the fact that 

placements are core part of training people to become ethical and competent social workers. 

Thus, they argued that the dearth of placements is ‘creating a bottleneck in the “supply chain” 

of newly qualified social workers, where one of the arguments against increasing the number 

of college places is the lack of sufficient placement options each year’ (O'Meara and Kelleher, 

2022, p. 17). Despite the dearth of placements, there is resistance towards non-traditional 

approaches to the practice element of social work education. However, increased creativity 

and innovation around the sourcing of placements could open up opportunities for 

placements outside of the traditional settings. Short et al (2022, p. 1) argue that ‘creativity 

and innovation guided by well-articulated educational principles, learning outcomes, and 

pedagogical practices, promote the construction of quality placements that transcend 

potential risks’. Additional challenges facing practice placement provision include time 

constraints and a lack of recognition of and adjustment for the additional workload by 

employers (Domakin, 2015). As such, social work practice teachers can face competing 

demands between their own practice responsibilities and those additional demands that 

come with supervising a student. The findings and discussion sections will take up this issue 

in more detail as similar challenges were found in the current study. 
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Methodology 

 

Purpose of the research 

 

This quantitative study utilised an online questionnaire as the tool for collecting data on the 

experience of practice teaching in Ireland between September 2022 and May 2023. The 

purpose of the research was to examine feedback from CORU registered practice teachers on 

their experience of practice teaching in Ireland using a cross sectional survey design. Due to 

a crisis in sourcing social work placements, members of the NPTSWI were seeking to garner 

an in-depth understanding of the experience of practice teaching. The initiative wishes to 

understand any opportunities to improve the experience for practice teachers in ways that 

might attract more social workers to supervise students, as well as understanding issues that 

may be acting as a barrier for further social workers taking on the practice teaching role. As 

such, the research question, which the questionnaire sought to answer, was:  

 

How do social workers describe the experience of working as a practice teacher in 

Ireland? 

 

The survey involved gathering data around the opportunities and barriers for practice 

teaching. To this end, the study makes a valuable contribution to the development of practice 

teaching and education in workplace settings, as well as helping to understand what attracts 

people towards, or keeps them away from practice teaching. 

 

The study was carried out after ethical approval was granted from the Social Research Ethics 

Committee (SREC) in University College Cork. The following sub-sections will provide details 

on the survey sample, the design of the research tool, data analysis and some study 

limitations. 
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The survey sample 

 

The aim of this research was to examine the experience of practice teaching among practice 

teachers active in a defined time period in all six of the HEIs offering social work. A major 

advantage of this research being undertaken by the NPTSWI is the fact that all six HEIs are 

involved with the network which gave access to all practice teachers active in Ireland for the 

current academic year. As such, the approach taken to the research was to invite the full 

research population, rather than a sample, to take part in the research; in other words, all 

practice teachers active between September 2022 and May 2023. This was straightforward 

to do as the practice co-ordinators have easily accessible records of all the practice teachers 

who supervised students at the specified time, as well as their email addresses.  

 

This approach to the research was taken in order to maximise the number of responses during 

the two week-time frame in which people could respond to the survey. As the research had a 

tight deadline, it was important to encourage people to reply within this time period as it was 

not possible to extend the deadline beyond this. An initial email invitation was sent to all 

practice teachers, followed by a reminder email the following week. In total 510 practice 

teachers were sent the survey. A total of 107 responded, giving us a response rate of 21 per 

cent. Although the response rate appears to be on the lower-side, it is important to remember 

that this response rate is calculated from a survey that was administered to every member of 

the survey population and not just a sample. Thus, it constitutes responses from 21 per cent 

of all practice teachers who were active in the academic year 2022-2023. Additionally, an 

earlier survey, also using Microsoft Forms, carried out by the NPTSWI had a similar response 

rate. Thus, this response rate does not appear unusual for this particular survey population 

and is likely related to the many demands already on their time as they work in an area with 

a very high workload (O'Meara and Kelleher, 2022). 
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Table 2: Total invitations sent to practice teachers to participate in the survey by university 

University Total survey invitations sent 

Atlantic Technological University 36 

Maynooth University 74 

Trinity College Dublin 120 

University College Dublin 96 

University College Cork 125 

University of Galway 59 

Total 510 

 

Research design 

 

This research used a cross-sectional survey design to collect data from social work practice 

teachers. This kind of survey involves collecting self-reported data from participants at a 

specific point in time. Bryman defines cross-sectional design as entailing ‘the collection of 

data on more than one case (usually quite a lot more than one) and at a single point in time 

in order to collect a body of quantitative or quantifiable data in connection with two or more 

variables (Usually many more than two), which are then examined to detect patterns of 

association’ (Bryman, 2012, p. 58, Italics in original). This survey design suits this particular 

research as we are interested in the ways that social workers describe their experience of 

practice teaching presently.  

 

The research tool comprised a questionnaire which was administered online using Microsoft 

Forms. There are a number of advantages and disadvantages in using online surveys as a 

research tool. The benefits include the cost effectiveness, the ability to quickly reach a large 

number of respondents, the ease of maintaining anonymity and the speed of data collection. 

Some disadvantages include the possibility of responses bias, technical issues, and an inability 

to clarify questions for respondents (Van Selm and Jankowski, 2006). For the purposes of this 

research, the benefits were seen to outweigh any potential disadvantages. This study was 

undertaken with practice teachers across the country as the six HEIs offering social work 

education are located in a number of counties: Dublin, Kildare, Galway, Cork and Sligo. They 
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were all professionals who would have experience of using the internet, thus the possibility 

of missing out on respondents due to a lack of internet access was not a concern. Additionally, 

the timeframe for undertaking this research was tight and responses were required within 

two weeks after the initial survey invitation was sent, which would only be possible using 

online research tools. Maintaining anonymity was important for this research so that the 

practice teachers would feel comfortable sharing their honest opinions around their 

experience of practice teaching without any worries of this impacting their relationship with 

the university or placement co-ordinators. The mitigations to address the possibility of 

response bias are outlined in the limitations section. Overall, online survey research was the 

best tool for this study considering the budget, timeframe, survey population, location of 

respondents and need for anonymity.  

 

The questionnaire covered a number of areas related to the experience of practice teaching 

in Ireland which were identified through literature and input from the practice co-ordinators 

in the six HEIs undertaking social work research in Ireland (See appendix one for full 

questionnaire). The questionnaire consisted mainly of closed questions, but included sections 

for open-ended questions too. This approach was taken as it was felt that some open-ended 

questions would allow the respondents to elaborate on their responses and provide more 

detail around their experiences of practice teaching, giving their voice more presence in the 

research. 

 

An information note on the research was included in the email invitation and at the beginning 

of the online survey. These information notes outlined the anonymous and voluntary nature 

of the research, as well as their right to withdraw up to the point of data submission. Consent 

was sought from all participants through ticking a box stating whether they did or did not 

consent. If any had clicked ‘do not consent’ the survey would have ended there and they 

would be directed away from the page. However, everyone consented to participate after 

reading the information note. 

 

 

 



 16 

Data analysis 

 

The closed question responses were analysed using SPSS. The data was easily downloaded 

from Microsoft Forms to Excel, from where it was uploaded to SPSS for analysis. The data was 

thoroughly checked and recoded where necessary due to most of the Likert scale responses 

getting mixed up in the data transfer process. Once the data file was fully set up in SPSS, all 

data was checked against the data saved in Microsoft Forms to ensure it had been transferred 

and coded correctly.  

 

Both descriptive and inferential statistics were used through the data analysis process. The 

descriptive statistics helped to understand the characteristics of the research population. 

Whereas, the inferential statistics were used to identify relationships between the variables  

 

The open-ended questions were analysed manually to identify the most frequent responses. 

A selection of the quotes was then compiled for each of the questions. 

 

Ethical considerations 

 

There were no significant ethical considerations identified for this study. The practice 

teachers who were invited to participate in the research have a working relationship with the 

practice co-ordinators who sent them the invitation to participate. There was the possibility 

that the respondents could be critical of their experience working with the universities, thus 

anonymity was essential so that they felt free to be honest in their responses. Likewise, it was 

important to the practice co-ordinators that the research in no way impact their relationship 

with these practice teachers. As such, the use of the online survey ensured that the responses 

were completely anonymous. Respondents were not asked for their names at any time 

throughout the process. As such, the researcher and practice co-ordinator had no way of 

knowing if a person had replied to the survey or not.  
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Study limitations 

 

This research utilises a cross-sectional design in its approach to gathering the data. Cross-

sectional research is often criticised through a comparison with longitudinal design which is 

viewed as offering advantages such as its ability to shed light on causal connections (Spector, 

2019). However, for the purposes of this study the cross-sectional design works well as our 

aim was to examine the experience of practice teachers at a given point in time, i.e., the 

current academic year, and with reference to one particular student placement experience. 

As such, using a cross sectional design meets the needs of the current study and provides a 

useful means to collect the required data to address the research question. 

 

As with all survey research, particularly that undertaken through internet questionnaires, 

there was the potential for non-response bias to impact the data collected through the 

fieldwork. Non-response bias occurs when a particular proportion of the research sample 

decide not to respond to the survey or drop out before it is completed, and are systematically 

different from those who decide to participate (Prince et al., 2012). This can be a significant 

concern for internet surveys as a lack of direct contact between the researcher and potential 

respondents may lead to higher levels of non-response. To mitigate this risk, follow-up, 

reminder emails were sent to potential survey participants in order to try and improve the 

response rate. Likewise, the homogeneity of the research population acts as a mitigating 

factor as there are likely less differences between responders and non-responders. Although 

comparing the characteristics of responders and non-responders can help in estimating the 

significance of non-response bias, this was not possible for this study as responses were 

anonymous so there was no way to know who had or had not responded.  
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Survey findings: Practice teacher experiences 

 

This section of the report will outline the findings of the online questionnaire sent to practice 

teachers active between September 2022 and May 2023. It will present data from both the 

closed and open-ended questions. The closed question data will be presented through a 

mixture of tables and charts, whereas the open-ended questions will be presented through a 

selection of quotes from the respondents. The open-ended questions were not thematically 

analysed as stand-alone qualitative data. Rather, they were intended to provide detail to the 

closed questions and to give the respondents an opportunity to present their opinions on 

specific issues. Most of the closed questions were answered by all respondents. However, in 

a few instances there were a very small number of missing responses. For the sake of the 

analysis, the missing responses were excluded from the analysis but it is possible to see which 

questions they were in as the total should be N=107, as was the case for the majority of 

questions The most missing responses from any one questions was four (where N=103). 

 

Background information 

 

The first section of the survey asked respondents about background information, which will 

be outlined in the following tables and charts. 

 

Table 3: Gender of participants 

Gender Number % 

Woman 84 78.5 

Man 21 19.6 

Non-binary 0 0 

Prefer not to say 2 1.9 

Total (N) 107 100 

 

As would be expected for a survey in a female dominated profession, the vast majority of 

respondents were female at 78.5 per cent compared to 19.6 per cent for males. The gender 

distribution of female to male amongst the survey participants is similar to proportions within 
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the field of social work (BASW NI/IASW/Northern Ireland Social Care Council/Coru, 2020). No 

respondents described themselves as non-binary and just 1.9 per cent preferred not to 

answer the question on gender. 

 

Chart 1: Age ranges of survey respondents  

 

N=103 

 

Chart one illustrates the age ranges of the research participants. The youngest participant 

was 27 and the oldest was 65. The average age was 42. Of all the respondents who stated 

their age (N=103), 12.6 per cent fell into the 20-30 category (N=13); 26.2 per cent were aged 

between 31 and 40 (N=27); 42.7 per cent were aged between 41 and 50 (N=44); 15.5 per cent 

were aged 51-60 (N=16); and 2.9 per cent were aged over 60 (N=3). 
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Table 4: What type of agency do you work in? 

Agency type Number % 

HSE 46 44.2 

Tusla 34 32.7 

Disability 6 5.8 

Probation 6 5.8 

Non-statutory agency  3 2.9 

Other 9 8.7 

Total 104 100 

 

Table four presents data around the type of agency the respondents were employed in. A 

total of 104 people answered this question. Of those, the biggest proportion worked for the 

HSE (44.2%), followed by Tusla (32.7%). Together, these two agencies constituted 76.9 per 

cent of all the respondents. Those that chose ‘other’ are the next highest proportion (8.7%), 

followed by disability (non-HSE) and probation (both 5.8%). Finally, the smallest proportion 

stated that they worked for a non-statutory agency (2.9%). The respondents who worked in 

the HSE and Tusla were asked what sections they worked in within these organisations. 

Within the HSE, the highest number of respondents stated that they worked in a medical 

setting (N=14) or in Adult Mental Health (N=13). A total of seven respondents stated that they 

worked in CAMHS, with the same number working in disability (within the HSE). A total of 

nine stated that they worked either in safeguarding, primary care, or ‘other’ section. Within 

TUSLA, most respondents worked either in Children in Care (N=13) or Child Protection and 

Welfare (N=12). A smaller number (N=9) worked across the remaining sections: Adoption, 

Foster Care, Intake and Assessment, PPFS and ‘other’. 
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Table 5: How long have you worked as a social worker for? 

Length of time Number % 

2-3 years 9 8.6 

4-5 years 20 19.0 

6-7 years 10 9.5 

8-9 years 13 12.4 

10 or more 53 50.5 

Total 105 100 

 

The majority (50.5%) of practice teachers who responded to the survey have been social 

workers for ten years or more, as is illustrated in table five. Those who have been social 

workers for 2-3 years constitute the lowest proportion of respondents (8.6%), followed by 6-

7 years (9.5%), 8-9 years (12.4%) and 4-5 years (19%).  

 

Table 6: How many students have you supervised as a practice teacher to date? 

 Number % 

First time practice teacher 26 24.3 

2-3 40 37.4 

4-5 14 13.1 

6-7 6 5.6 

8-9 10 9.3 

10+ 11 10.3 

Total 107 100 

 

Out of the 107 respondents to the survey, the highest proportion (37.4%) stated that they 

have supervised 2-3 students on placement over their career. The second highest proportion 

constituted first time practice teachers (24.3%), followed by 13.1 per cent who had supervised 

4-5 students, 10.3 per cent who had supervised over ten, and finally 5.6 per cent who had 

supervised 6-7. 
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As would be expected, there is a correlation (<.001 Pearson correlation) between the length 

of time that a person has been a social worker and the number of students that they have 

supervised. However, the highest proportion of first-time practice teachers have been a social 

worker for four to five years, which indicates that many social workers are taking on students 

for the first time after they have gained a few years of experience in the work place 

themselves. Overall, the survey indicates that the students who are going out on placement 

are benefiting from supervision by very experienced social workers as the majority of 

respondents have been working as social workers for 10 years and over. Similarly, the highest 

proportion of first-time practice teachers have been social workers for 4-5 years, again 

indicating at the experience level that students are benefiting from their practice teachers. 

 

Table 7: Practice teacher training to date 

Training % Yes (N) % No (N) % Total (N) 

Preparation for practice teaching (before 

the placement) 

85.0 (91) 15.0 (16) 100 (107) 

Practice teacher training during the course 

of a placement 

55.1 (59) 44.9 (48) 100 (107) 

Practice teacher CPD provided by the 

university 

56.1 (60) 43.9 (47) 100 (107) 

Practice teacher CPD provided by any other 

organisation (non-university) 

13.1 (14) 86.9 (93) 100 (107) 

Level 9 postgraduate qualification in 

practice teaching 

8.4 (9) 91.6 (98) 100 (107) 

No practice teacher training to date 0.9 (1) 99.1 (106) 100 (107) 

 

When asked about the training that they have undertaken since becoming a practice teacher, 

almost all of the survey participants (99.1%) stated that they have undertaken some practice 

teacher training to date, with just one participant (0.9%) stating that they have not completed 

any practice teacher training. The respondents were asked to answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’ for all the 

training options available.  The vast majority (85%) answered ‘yes’ that they completed a 

preparation for practice teaching course before starting to work as a practice teacher, whilst 
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55.1 per cent answered ‘yes’ to completing practice teacher training during the course of a 

placement. In total, 43.9 per cent of the respondents answered ‘yes’ to having completed 

continuous professional development (CPD) provided by the university, whilst 13.1 per cent 

answered ‘yes’ to the question of whether they have undertaken CPD provided by any other 

organisation (non- university). Out of the 107 respondents, nine (8.4%) stated that they have 

completed a level 9 postgraduate qualification in practice teaching. 

 

Chart 2: Motivations to engage in practice teaching 

 

 

Chart 2 visually displays the data for a number of questions the respondents were asked 

around their motivations to engage in practice teaching. The chart illustrates how the 

respondents are more motivated by a commitment to the education of future social workers 

and a commitment to engaging with universities, than they are motivated by colleagues 

and/or managers, or by the additional stipend. As the chart does not include numerical data1, 

this is outlined in table eight. 

 

 

 
1 These histograms are produced in Microsoft Forms and do not have the option to insert value labels. SPSS 
does not have a function to create similar histograms. Thus, both the charts and tables are included as the 
histograms provide an interesting visual representation of the data, whilst the tables present the values. 
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Table 8: Motivations to engage in practice teaching 

 Strongly 

agree 

%  

(N) 

Agree 

 

%  

(N) 

Neutral 

 

%  

(N) 

Disagree 

 

%  

(N) 

Strongly 

disagree 

%  

(N) 

Total 

 

%  

(N) 

I am committed to the education of 

future social workers 

57.0 

(N=61) 

40.2 

(N=43) 

2.8  

(N=3) 

0  

(N=0) 

0  

(N=0) 

100 

(N=107) 

I am committed to engaging with 

universities that offer social work 

qualifications 

50.5 

(N=54) 

37.4 

(N=40) 

11.2 

(N=12) 

0  

(N=0) 

0.9  

(N=1) 

100 

(N=100) 

I work as a practice teacher for my 

own continuous professional 

development 

39.3 

(N=42) 

43.9 

(N=47) 

13.1 

(N=14) 

3.7  

(N=4) 

0  

(N=0) 

100 

(N=107) 

Encouragement from my colleagues 

motivated me to begin practice 

teaching 

9.3  

(N=10) 

29.0 

(N=31) 

40.2 

(N=43) 

17.8 

(N=19) 

3.7  

(N=4) 

100 

(N=107) 

Encouragement from my manager/s 

motivated me to begin practice 

teaching 

15.9 

(N=17) 

33.6 

(N=36) 

29.0 

(N=31) 

15.9 

(N=17) 

5.6  

(N=6) 

100 

(N=107) 

I am motivated to practice teach so 

that I can act as a gatekeeper for the 

profession 

19.6 

(N=21) 

38.3 

(N=41) 

23.4 

(N=25) 

12.1 

(N=13) 

6.5  

(N=7) 

100 

(N=107) 

Additional payment/stipend motivates 

me to practice teach 

15.0 

(N=16) 

23.4 

(N=25) 

28.0 

(N=30) 

19.6 

(N=21) 

14.0 

(N=15) 

100 

(N=107) 

 

The data illustrates how the highest proportion (97.2%) of respondents strongly agree or 

agree that they are committed to the development of future social workers. Additionally, a 

very high proportion (87.9%) either strongly agreed or agreed with the statement that they 

are committed to engaging with universities that offer social work qualifications. The next 

highest proportion (83.2%) stated that they strongly agree or agree with the statement 

around working as a practice teacher for their own continuous professional development. 

When asked if they are motivated to practice teach in order to act as a gatekeeper for the 

profession, 57.9 per cent stated that they either strongly agree or agree with this statement. 

The proportions that either strongly agreed or agreed were smaller for the other statements, 

with 49.5 per cent agreeing that encouragement from their manager motivated them to begin 

practice teaching; and equal proportions (38.3%) agreeing with the statements that 
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encouragement from colleagues motivated them to begin practice teaching and that 

additional stipend/payment motivates them to practice teach. 

 

Quotes 1: Selection of motivators and demotivators for engaging in practice teaching 

 

 

The respondents were asked the open-ended question: ‘If there is anything that motivates or 

demotivates you to engage in practice teaching, which was not mentioned in the previous 
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question, please outline’. There were a variety of responses, some of which are outlined 

above, but a number focused on being motivated to practice teach due to a desire to ‘give 

back’ due to their own positive experiences with a particular practice teacher when they were 

a student; as well as a desire to provide opportunities for students; and to provide learning 

opportunities for themselves as social workers. Additionally, some mentioned that they enjoy 

the process of seeing students ‘grow’ on placement. The demotivators were focused around 

the workload associated with taking a student and concerns around how this would impact 

an already high workload; and the very low payment received for all the additional work. 

Whilst a small few wondered about whether the academic ability of students had decreased 

in recent times as they found it demotivating to work with students who they felt needed a 

lot of additional support. 

 

The experience of practice teaching in Ireland 

 

Having examined the background information provided by the survey respondents, this 

section of the results will discuss responses related to the participants’ experience of 

practice teaching in Ireland. 

 

Chart 3: How would you rate your experience of practice teaching overall? 

 

N=107 
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The vast majority of respondents (92.5%) stated that their experience of practice teaching 

was either very satisfactory or satisfactory. Just 3.7 per cent stated that it was neither 

satisfactory or unsatisfactory, whilst 3.8 per cent rated it as unsatisfactory or very 

unsatisfactory. This illustrates how for the vast majority of social workers who supervised a 

student on placement during the academic year 2022-2023, the experience of practice 

teaching was a positive one.  

 

Table 9: Type of agency by level of satisfaction with practice teaching  

Agency Very 

Satisfactory 

Satisfactory Neither 

satisfactory 

or 

unsatisfactory 

Unsatisfactory Very 

unsatisfactory 

Total 

HSE No. 17 22 4 1 2 46 

% 37.0% 47.8% 8.7% 2.2% 4.3% 100% 

Tusla No. 16 17 0 1 0 34 

% 47.1% 50.0% 0.0% 2.9% 0.0% 100% 

Disability No. 1 5 0 0 0 6 

% 16.7% 83.3% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100% 

Non-

statutory 

agency 

No. 2 4 0 0 0 6 

% 33.3% 66.7% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100% 

Probation No. 1 2 0 0 0 3 

% 33.3% 66.7% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100% 

Other No. 2 7 0 0 0 9 

% 22.2% 77.8% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100% 

Total No. 39 57 4 2 2 104 

% 37.5% 54.8% 3.8% 1.9% 1.9% 100% 

 

It is worth noting, as table nine illustrates, workers in the HSE were the least likely to rate 

their experience as very satisfactory or satisfactory (84.8%; N=39) with 8.7 per cent (N=4) of 

HSE social workers rating it as neither satisfactory or unsatisfactory; 2.2 per cent (N=1) rating 
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it as unsatisfactory; and 4.3 per cent (N=2) rating it as very unsatisfactory. All the other agency 

types had between 97.1% and 100% of respondents state that they were either very satisfied 

or satisfied with their experience of practice teaching. The agency with the highest proportion 

of respondents who stated that their experience was ‘very satisfactory’ was Tusla at 47.1 per 

cent (N=16). 

 

The respondents were asked to provide some reasons for their answer around satisfaction 

levels in an open-ended question. The reason for unsatisfactory responses focused around 

issues associated with having a challenging student and issues with the increase in workload 

when supervising a student. On the flip-side, having a student who was deemed competent 

and did not take up as much time to supervise, positively impacted their experience of 

practice teaching, as did having a student who they felt was motivated and eager to learn. 

The perceived level of support from the university could impact the overall experience too 

with some stating that they did not feel they got enough support from the university (or 

tutor), whilst others stating that they had a positive experience because they did receive 

support from the university. Like with the previous question around motivations for practice 

teaching, seeing a student progress and grow was mentioned by a number of respondents as 

something that impacted their satisfaction with the experience of practice teaching. A 

selection of the open-ended responses are outlined below. 
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Quotes 2: Give some reasons for your response to the question of how you would rate your 

experience of practice teaching 
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Chart 4: Would you recommend practice teaching to a colleague 

 

N=107 

 

Despite the very high proportion of respondents who stated that they would rate their 

experience of practice teaching as either very satisfactory or satisfactory, a smaller proportion 

were willing to recommend practice teaching to a colleague. However, a majority still 

answered yes to this question at 79.4 per cent, with just 4.7 per cent stating that they would 

not recommend practice teaching and 15.9 per cent stating that they were unsure. It was 

mainly those who rated their experience as very unsatisfactory or unsatisfactory who stated 

that they would not recommend practice teaching (N=4) and those who rated their 

experience as ‘satisfactory’ who were unsure about whether they would recommend practice 

teaching to a colleague (N=14). The respondents were also asked to provide some reasons for 

their answer in an open-ended question. The responses to whether they would recommend 

practice teaching to a colleague were often related to context. For example, whether the 

colleague’s team was supportive, whether they would have time for the role, or whether they 

felt that the colleague could deal with conflicts and difficult conversations that can arise 

during the course of the placement. Others stated that they would recommend it as they feel 

that it is an important role for social workers to take on, and as it can be both rewarding and 

an opportunity to improve your own skills as a social worker. 
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Quotes 3: Please provide some reasons why you would or would not recommend practice 

teaching to a colleague 
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The respondents were asked the two open ended questions: ‘what do you like most about 

practice teaching?’ and ‘what do you like least about practice teaching. For the first question, 

many of the responses stated that the practice teachers enjoyed seeing their students ‘grow’, 

‘progress’ and ‘develop’ as social workers. Many enjoyed the teaching element, in terms of 

teaching the student and being able the share their social work knowledge, but they also 

enjoyed the learning that they gained through the process, either through reflecting on or 

questioning their own practice, or through having to keep abreast of developments within 

social work.  

 

When answering the second question around what they liked least about practice teaching 

answers centred around issues of time for the extra workload in terms of getting other 

required work done and the extra work that was involved with supervising a student, as well 

as the fear that the student might not be as competent as you would like (and thus require 

closer supervision). The paperwork involved with supervising a student was by far the most 

prominent within the responses to this question and was described as time consuming, 

voluminous, daunting and tedious. Having to deal with issues when something goes wrong 

and trying to access support for a student were also mentioned as something people did not 

enjoy. Finally, finding time for supervision with the student was also mentioned a number of 

times as an aspect they enjoyed least about practice teaching. 
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Quotes 4: What do you enjoy most about practice teaching? 
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Quotes 5: What do you enjoy least about practice teaching? 
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The respondents were asked which NPTSWI resources they have used in the past in order to 

gather some information for the NPTSWI on the reach of their initiative. The results of this 

question are outlined in table ten. 

 

Table 10: What NPTSWI resources have you used in the past? 

Resource Yes 

%  

(No.) 

No 

%  

(No.) 

Total 

%  

(No.) 

Website for practice teaching 

information and resources 

44.9 

(N=48) 

 

55.1 

(N=59) 

100 

(N=107) 

Online CPD events with the IASW 20.6 

(N=22) 

79.4 

(N=85) 

100 

(N=107) 

Attendance at the Educating Together 

Practice Teaching Conference March 

2023 

9.3 

(N=10) 

90.7 

(N=97) 

100 

(N=107) 

Other 0.9 

(N=1) 

99.1 

(N=106) 

100 

(N=107) 

I have not used any NPTSWI resources to 

date 

48.6 

(N=52) 

51.4 

(N=55) 

100 

(N=107) 

 

The most frequently used resources is the website as 44.9 per cent of respondents stated that 

they have used this resource. A total of 20.6 per cent have attended online CPD events with 

the IASW and 9.3 per cent had attended the NPTSWI practice teaching conference in March 

2023. Just under 50 per cent of the respondents (48.6%) stated that they have not used any 

NPTSWI resources to date. 
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Table 11: How likely are you to use NPTSWI resources in the future? 

Likelihood Number % 

Very likely  33 31.1 

Somewhat likely 39 36.8 

Undecided 24 22.6 

Somewhat unlikely 9 8.5 

Very unlikely 1 0.9 

Total 106 100 

 

As well as asking the research participants about the NPTSWI resources that they have used 

in the past, the survey included a question around their likelihood to use the resources of the 

NPTSWI in the future. A majority of respondents (67.9%) stated that they are very likely or 

somewhat likely to use NPTSWI resources in the future; 22.6 per cent were undecided; and 

9.4 per cent were somewhat or very unlikely to use these resources. When asked to provide 

more detail around their reasons for their answer around the likelihood that they would use 

NPTSWI resources in the future, quite a few of the respondents stated that they were not 

aware of or had forgotten about these resources: 

 

 I am not sure where to find the resources; 

I wasn't previously aware of the NPTSWI resources, but now I know that they are 

available I will use them; 

I was not aware of this resource; 

Was unaware of existence so will definitely look to see if useful for me. 

 

A small number stated that they have time constraints that prevent them using these types 

of resources: 

 

 I don't have the time in general unfortunately; 

 lack of time. 
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Some of the respondents who stated that they are unlikely to use these resources in the 

future stated that they gave this answer as they are unlikely to work as a practice teacher and 

supervise students again: 

 

 It is doubtful I will take more students; 

 I do not anticipate I will be taking any more SW student  

 

Finally, most of the respondents who stated that they had used these resources in the past 

said that they found them very useful: 

 

 It’s great to have resources all in one place and easy to find; 

Am always happy to learn myself about my profession, so they are a useful reference 

and for own learning; 

Any resources that would support my development for future Practice Teaching would 

be helpful and I would be happy to use them; 

 I will definitely use it more if it's updated with new content and resources, regularly. 
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Focus on most recent placement 

 

This section of the report will focus on the data provided for the questions asked around the 

practice teachers’ most recent placement. 

 

Chart 5: What university was the most recent student that you supervised attending? 

 

N=107 

 

The largest proportion of respondents supervised students attending University College 

Dublin (30.8%); followed by University College Cork (23.4%); Trinity College Dublin (20.6%); 

University of Galway (15%); Maynooth University (7.5%); and finally Atlantic Technological 

University (2.8%). 
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Chart 6: Was your student on an undergraduate or postgraduate programme? 

 

N=106 

 

Chart six illustrates the data from the question addressing whether the placement students 

were on an undergraduate or postgraduate programme. The vast majority (75.5%) were 

postgraduate students, with a much smaller proportion (23.6%) being undergraduate 

students. In just one case the practice teacher was unsure whether the student was at 

under- or postgraduate level (0.9%).  

 

Chart seven shows that although the highest proportion of placements by far took place in 

Dublin at 44.9 per cent (as would be expected based on population and locations of the 

universities); there was a good distribution of respondents across the country. After Dublin, 

Cork (14%), Galway (9.3%), Clare (3.7%) and Wicklow (3.7%) are the next highest 

proportions. The rest of the counties had small proportions ranging from 2.8 to 0.9 per cent. 
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Chart 7: What County is the organisation based in where you last worked as a practice 

teacher? 

 

N=107 

 

Chart 8: Please rate how supported you felt by the following stakeholders in undertaking 

your duties as a practice teacher (for your most recent placement) 
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Table 12: Please rate how supported you felt by the following stakeholders in undertaking 

your duties as a practice teacher (for your most recent placement) 

 Very 
Supported 

Somewhat 
supported 

Neither 
supported 

nor 
unsupported 

Somewhat 
unsupported 

Very 
unsupported 

Total 

% 
(No.) 

% 
(No.) 

% 
(No.) 

% 
(No.) 

% 
(No.) 

% 
(No.) 

Team/ 
colleagues 

69.2 
(N=74) 

24.3 
(N=26) 

4.7 
(N=5) 

0 
(N=0) 

1.9 
(N=2) 

100 
(N=107) 

Line manager 58.9 
(N=63) 

19.6 
(N=21) 

15.0 
(N=16) 

5.6 
(N=6) 

0.9 
(N=1) 

100 
(N=107) 

Agency/ 
employer 

37.7 
(N=40) 

31.1 
(N=33) 

25.5 
(N=27) 

3.8 
(N=4) 

1.9 
(N=2) 

100 
(N=106) 

Practice 
learning co-
ordinator 

51.0 
(N=53) 

25.0 
(N=26) 

16.3 
(N=17) 

4.8 
(N=5) 

2.9 
(N=3) 

100 
(N=104) 

College tutor 57.9 
(N=62) 

24.3 
(N=26) 

9.3 
(N=10) 

7.5 
(N=8) 

0.9 
(N=1) 

100 
(N=107) 

The 
university 

40.6 
(N=43) 

27.4 
(N=29) 

20.8 
(N=22) 

6.6 
(N=7) 

4.7 
(N=5) 

100 
(N=106) 

 

Chart eight presents the data from table 12 in a visual format. From it you can see that 

practice teachers felt most supported by their team or colleagues in work, followed by the 

college tutor, their line manager, the practice learning co-ordinator, their agency/employer 

and finally the university. Although the university was the most frequently chosen option of 

‘very unsupported’ and ‘somewhat unsupported’ (6.6 per cent and 4.7 per cent), the 

proportions that felt unsupported overall where a lot smaller than the vast majority that felt 

supported by the various stakeholders. The respondents were asked in an open-ended 

question if there was anyone else who had supported them in their role as a practice 

teacher. The responses to this question varied. However, one response that was mentioned 

multiple times was the support received from other practice teachers where possible. 
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Chart 9: How would you rate the following? 

 

 

The survey respondents were asked to rate a number of items on a scale from very good to 

very poor (Chart 9 and table 13). As the survey involved practice teachers working with six 

different universities, a not applicable option was included in this question as the items may 

not have been relevant for every university. Overall, the vast majority of respondents chose 

either very good or good to rate all of the items. This was highest for the practice teacher 

manual and the course handbook both at 81.3 per cent, and lowest for CPD to support their 

practice teaching (67.9%) and ‘Other’ supports (66%). For those that rated the items as poor 

or very poor, the highest proportion was for advance information from the university about 

the placement (12.2%) and communication from the university (8.4%), and the lowest 

proportion was for the practice teaching manual (1.8%) and the course handbook (3.7%). It is 

interesting to note that although communication from the university was rated as very poor 

or poor by a larger proportion of respondents than most other items, it was the second 

highest item rated as very good (45.8%), possibly indicating differences in approach of the 

various universities. However, the numbers are too small to make any definitive conclusions 

around this. 
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Table 13: How would you rate the following? 

 Very 

good 

Good Average Poor Very 

poor 

Not 

applicab

le 

Total 

% 

(No.) 

% 

(No.) 

% 

(No.) 

% 

(No.) 

% 

(No.) 

% 

(No.) 

% 

(No.) 

Communication from 

the university 

45.8 

(N=49) 

29.9 

(N=32) 

15.9 

(N=17) 

4.7 

(N=5) 

3.7 

(N=4) 

0 

(N=0) 

100 

(N=107) 

Practice teacher 

manual 

43.0 

(N=46) 

38.3 

(N=41) 

15.0 

(N=16) 

0.9 

(N=1) 

0.9 

(N=1) 

1.9 

(N=2) 

100 

(N=107) 

The course 

handbook 

40.2 

(N=43) 

41.1 

(N=44) 

11.2 

(N=12) 

2.8 

(N=3) 

0.9 

(N=1) 

3.7 

(N=4) 

100 

(N=107) 

Advance information 

from the university 

about the placement 

34.9 

(N=37) 

38.7 

(N=41) 

12.3 

(N=13) 

7.5 

(N=8) 

4.7 

(N=5) 

1.9 

(N=2) 

100 

(N=106) 

CPD to support your 

practice teaching 

23.6 

(N=25) 

44.3 

(N=47) 

20.8 

(N=22) 

3.8 

(N=4) 

1.9 

(N=2) 

5.7 

(N=6) 

100 

(N=106) 

Response times for 

queries and 

questions from 

university 

50.5 

(N=54) 

22.4 

(N=24) 

15.0 

(N=16) 

4.7 

(N=5) 

2.8 

(N=3) 

4.7 

(N=5) 

100 

(N=107) 

Other supports such 

as relevant reading 

and links to CPD 

videos 

27.4 

(N=29) 

38.7 

(N=41) 

20.8 

(N=22) 

3.8 

(N=4) 

1.9 

(N=2) 

7.5 

(N=8) 

100 

(N=106) 

 

The respondents were asked in an open-ended question if there were any additional areas of 

support from the university that would be useful to them as a practice teacher? The most common 

responses focused on supports that they felt could strengthen the students’ skills before the 

placement or to indicate to the practice teacher the students’ areas of weakness before the 

placement commenced, as well as suggestions around additional supports for practice teachers for 

completing the written requirements of placement supervision. A number of respondents 

suggested that the handbooks be condensed, if possible, whilst others suggested that access to 
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the college library would be useful so that they could access up to date academic literature. A 

selection of the responses are included below. 

 

Quote 6: Are there any additional areas of support from the university that would be useful 

to you as a practice teacher? 
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Chart 10: Level of agreement with the following statements 

 

 

The survey respondents were asked to rate their agreement or disagreement with a number 

of statements designed to explore their feelings around the practice teaching experience.  

Chart 10 illustrates how the level of agreement shifts dramatically towards the disagreement 

end for the statements around workload2.  

 

 

 

 
2 The number of people who chose ‘not applicable’ for the statement ‘My workload was adjusted to 

take account of my duties as a practice teacher’ seems unusually high (N=13), as this statement is 

applicable to all respondents. Having re-examined the format of the survey, it is possible that some 

respondents accidentally chose ‘not applicable’ when they meant to choose ‘strongly disagree’ as the 

headings for the statements are not visible when the respondent scrolls down to the bottom of this 

question. I checked the possibility of this through examining the response for this question chosen by 

a respondent who suggested an adjustment of workload in another section of the survey and found 

that despite this, they had clicked ‘not applicable’ for their answer here. This issue should be taken as 

a cautionary note for others when choosing the Likert option if using Microsoft Forms for your survey. 

It is probably best to avoid any options , i.e. not applicable, that are outside of the Likert scale itself. 
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Table 14: Level of agreement with the following statements 

 Strongly 

agree 

Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

Total  

% 

(No.) 

% 

(No.) 

% 

(No.) 

% 

(No.) 

% 

(No.) 

% 

(No.) 

Having a student on 

placement made a valuable 

contribution to our 

team/service 

50.0 

(N=53) 

 

31.1 

(N=33) 

11.3 

(N=12) 

5.7 

(N=6) 

1.9 

(N=2) 

100 

(N=106) 

My team contributed to my 

student's learning on 

placement 

53.8 

(N=57) 

41.5 

(N=44) 

2.8 

(N=3) 

1.9 

(N=2) 

0 

(N=0) 

100 

(N=106) 

My employing agency 

contributed to my 

student's learning on 

placement 

36.4 

(N=39) 

35.5 

(N=38) 

20.6 

(N=22) 

5.6 

(N=6) 

1.9 

(N=2) 

100 

(N=107) 

I would like to be a practice 

teacher again in the future 

55.1 

(N=59) 

26.2 

(N=28) 

10.3 

(N=11) 

4.7 

(N=5) 

3.7 

(N=4) 

100 

(N=107) 

I had a manageable volume 

of college administration 

(Reports, meetings, etc.) 

related to this placement 

19.8 

(N=21) 

40.6 

(N=43) 

21.7 

(N=23) 

10.4 

(N=11) 

7.5 

(N=8) 

100 

(N=106) 

My workload was adjusted 

to take account of my 

duties as a practice teacher 

13.8 

(N=13) 

11.7 

(N=11) 

17.0 

(N=16) 

16.0 

(N=15) 

41.5 

(N=39) 

100 

(N=94) 

I find working as a practice 

teacher a rewarding 

experience 

60.7 

(N=65) 

30.8 

(N=33) 

3.7 

(N=4) 

0.9 

(N=1) 

3.7 

(N=4) 

100 

(N=107) 

 

Table 14 outlines the percentages under each statement to investigate the experience of 

practice teaching from strongly agree to strongly disagree. It should be noted that an ‘not 

applicable’ option was added to this question as it was felt that not every statement would 

be applicable to every respondent. However, the not applicable responses were excluded 

from the data presented in this table to give a more accurate representation of the 
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proportions of relevant respondents agreeing or disagreeing with the statements. As the table 

and histogram show, the respondents were more likely to agree or strongly agree with 

statements around the value and contribution of students than with the statements around 

workload. For example, they agreed or strongly agreed with the statements around the 

valuable contribution of having a student on placement (81.1%); that their team contributed 

to the students learning (95.3%); and that they finding working as a practice teacher to be a 

rewarding experience (91.5%) compared to the much lower percentages for having a 

manageable volume of college administration (60.4%); and their workload being adjusted to 

accommodate their work as a practice teacher (25.5%). By far this final statement had the 

highest proportion of respondents who either disagreed or strongly disagreed with the 

statement at 57.5 per cent. 

 

The survey included an open-ended question asking about any positive contributions brought 

to their team by the most recent student the respondents supervised. The answers were 

varied but numerous responses mentioned that the student brought a fresh perspective 

and/or enthusiasm to the role. Others mentioned that because supervision required that they 

clearly outline what they were doing and why, it helped them in their own role, through 

examining their work processes. The student’s knowledge about up-to-date policy was also 

seen as a positive. Finally, some of the respondents answered this question by outlining the 

specific tasks the students undertook which included case work, involvement in team 

meetings, and research. A very small number of the practice teachers responded ‘none’ to 

this question. A selection of the quotes are outlined below. 
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Quote 7: What positive contribution/s did the student make to the team/service? 
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Chart 11: On a scale of very easy to very difficult, how did you find the following? 

 

 

Chart 11 and table 15 clearly shows that the statements directly related to the time and 

workload associated with practice teaching are the ones that have the most responses of 

‘difficult’ or very ‘difficult’, whereas the actual duties are more likely to be rated as very easy 

or easy. In other words, the responses indicate that it is not the duties associated with the 

role of practice teacher that the respondents find difficult, rather it is finding the time to carry 

out these duties. For example, high portions for the following statements stated that they 

found it easy or very easy: 84.9 per cent for providing students with a variety of learning 

experiences; 84.8 per cent for the provision of informal supervision; and 73.8 per cent for 

providing learning opportunities to satisfy CORU requirements. This compares to just 22.4 per 

cent who found it very easy or easy to find time to attend CPD or practice training workshops 

and 26 per cent who found it very easy or easy to find time to undertake all the duties 

expected of them as a practice teacher. 
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Table 15: On a scale of very easy to very difficult, how did you find the following? 

 Very 

easy 

Easy Neutral Difficult Very 

difficult 

Total 

% 

(No.) 

% 

(No.) 

% 

(No.) 

% 

(No.) 

% 

(No.) 

% 

(No.) 

Being a practice teacher 13.2 

(N=14) 

41.1 

(N=44) 

28.3 

(N=30) 

16.0 

(N=17) 

0.9 

(N=1) 

100 

(N=106) 

Providing learning opportunities 

to satisfy CORU proficiency 

domain competencies 

18.7 

(N=20) 

55.1 

(N=59) 

19.6 

(N=21) 

6.5 

(N=7) 

0 

(N=0) 

100 

(N=107) 

Provision of weekly formal 

supervision sessions 

15.0 

(N=16) 

29.0 

(N=31) 

20.6 

(N=22) 

31.8 

(N=34) 

3.7 

(N=4) 

100 

(N=107) 

Assessment of the student's 

learning 

10.5 

(N=11) 

61.0 

(N=64) 

19.0 

(N=20) 

8.6 

(N=9) 

1.0 

(N=1) 

100 

(N=105) 

Provision of informal supervision 32.4 

(N=34) 

52.4 

(N=55) 

8.6 

(N=9) 

6.7 

(N=7) 

0 

(N=0) 

100 

(N=105) 

Encouraging students to apply 

theory to their practice 

12.1 

(N=13) 

46.7 

(N=50) 

20.6 

(N=22 

20.6 

(N=22) 

0 

(N=0) 

100 

(N=107) 

Providing students with a variety 

of learning opportunities and 

experiences 

26.4 

(N=28) 

58.5 

(N=62) 

9.4 

(N=10) 

5.7 

(N=6) 

0 

(N=0) 

100 

(N=106) 

Finding time to undertake all the 

duties expected of me as a 

practice teacher 

5.8 

(N=6) 

20.2 

(N=21) 

22.1 

(N=23) 

43.3 

(N=45) 

8.7 

(N=9) 

100 

(N=104) 

Finding time to attend practice 

teaching CPD and/or practice 

teaching workshops 

3.7 

(N=4) 

18.7 

(N=20) 

25.2 

(N=27) 

40.2 

(N=43) 

12.1  

(N=13) 

100 

(N=107) 
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Quote 8: Have you any suggestions that you feel could improve the experience of practice 

teaching? 
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The final question on the survey was open-ended and asked the respondents if they had any 

suggestions that they felt could improve the experience of practice teaching? Again, there 

were a variety of response, a selection of which are outlined above. Notable ones, which were 

mentioned multiple times, related to a desire for the recognition of the workload involved 

with taking students and that caseloads would be adjusted to accommodate the extra work 

on practice teachers.  Additionally, some suggested a desire for increased interaction with 

other practice teachers; better preparation for students before their placement, increasing 

the stipend (or paying it in vouchers); and reducing both the amount of paper work associated 

with the placement and the required frequency of formal supervision. 
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Discussion, conclusions and recommendations  

 
The aim of this research was to investigate the experience of social workers in Ireland who 

undertook the role of practice teacher between September 2022 to May 2023. This was done 

through a cross-sectional survey designed to elicit the enablers and barriers to practice 

teaching from the perspective of those most recently active in undertaking the role. The 

purpose of this research was to provide a snapshot of the practice teaching experience to the 

practice learning co-ordinators in each of the six HEIs that offer social work education and 

who are members of the NPTSWI. This was to get a better understanding of issues that may 

be impacting the crisis in the sourcing of social work placements. Thus, the research question 

for this study was: 

 

How do social workers describe the experience of working as a practice teacher in 

Ireland? 

 

The findings very clearly illustrated a pattern in responses around the experience of practice 

teaching for practice teachers, which will be discussed in the following section 

 

 

Enablers for practice teaching: Intrinsic motivation and a recognition of the 
importance and value of supervising placements 
 

There were strong indicators in the research findings that practice teachers are intrinsically 

motivated to carry out the role due to a recognition of the importance and value of 

supervising placements for the students, for their own development and for the social work 

profession as a whole. Intrinsic motivation ‘refers to people’s spontaneous tendencies to be 

curious and interested, to seek out challenges and to exercise and develop their skills and 

knowledge, even in the absence of operationally separable rewards’ (Di Domenico and Ryan, 

2017, p. 1). Intrinsic motivation is more useful than external reward for maintaining interest 

and productivity (Martin, 2009). Having looked more closely at the theory around motivation, 

Develin and Mathews conclude that some theorists have:  
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‘…argued that what motivates workers is the content of their work - the intrinsic 

challenge, and interest of the task itself – while those factors which de-motivate 

workers are most likely to be associated with the context of work – working 

conditions, company policy and aspects of supervision’ (2012, p. 19) 

 

They subsequently argue that the research on what motivates social workers to become and 

remain practice teachers is limited. However, one consistent theme that they found is the 

role of the employing agency in facilitating the practice teacher process through supporting 

this work: 

 

‘Organisations which have a culture of encouraging placements, providing workload 

relief, releasing staff to attend training and briefing sessions, providing office space 

for students, and providing administrative support, tend to generate and keep 

practice assessors’ (Develin and Mathews, 2012, p. 20) 

 

In the current study, the motivations with the highest proportions of responses that strongly 

agree or agree are more in line with internal rewards (‘I am committed to the education of 

future social workers’; ‘I work as a practice teacher for my own CPD’) than the external ones 

(‘additional payment/stipend motivates me to practice teach’; ‘encouragement from my 

manager/s motivated me to practice teach’). The fact that such a high proportion of 

respondents (97.2%) either strongly agreed or agreed that they are motivated to practice 

teach due to a commitment to the development of future social workers is a very positive 

indicator that social workers recognise the importance and value of undertaking this role. 

Throughout the open-ended questions, phrases that centred around giving back or aiding the 

growth and development of students were repeatedly used, which could be seen as another 

indicator of the strength of the intrinsic motivation to practice teach. When it came to the 

questions around their experience of practice teaching, the respondents mostly described 

this experience positively. Additionally, when asked what they liked most about practice 

teaching, again the responses focused on the growth, development and progression of the 

students. However, these phrases were also used in relation to the social workers themselves 

and they were positive about the impact that working as a practice teacher had on their 

practice as a social worker. 
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Despite these enablers, as the following section will discuss, there were two phrases used 

repeatedly that illustrated what gets in the way of these motivations: time and workload. 

 

Barrier to practice teaching: The reoccurring time and workload issues 

 

In general, social workers enjoy being practice teachers and find it to be a rewarding 

experience. However, issues associated with workload were prominent with respondents 

stating that their workloads are not being adjusted, thus the social workers have to do the 

placement supervision alongside their existing workload. When it came to the negative 

aspects of practice teaching described in the open-ended question, the issues of time and 

workload arose repeatedly. The responses indicated that the social workers felt overworked 

when they had to continue with their usual social work tasks and take on the additional tasks 

associated with practice teaching. For example, finding the time for the required number of 

formal supervision hours and completing all the paper work which was described as 

voluminous by some.  

 

Another aspect to the issue with time and workload was related to the abilities of the student. 

Possibly because the practice teachers have such high workloads additional to the practice 

teaching role, they found it difficult when placements were not straightforward, i.e., if 

something went wrong or they had any difficulties with the student. Some questioned 

whether the ability of students had decreased in recent years, whilst others suggested that 

additional work be carried out with students before they took up their placements as it was 

felt that some are not prepared for the realities of the workplace.  

 

Additionally in a number of the Likert scale questions the clear outliers in terms of responses 

were those that related to time and workload. For example, in a question where respondents 

were asked their level of agreement with a number of statements designed to explore their 

feelings around the practice teaching experience (Chart 10) the majority strongly agreed or 

agreed with all the statements except for the one focused on an adjustment of their workload 

to take account of practice teacher duties, where the majority either disagreed (16%) or 
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strongly disagreed (41.5%). Similarly, in the question around the ease or difficulty of the tasks 

associated with practice teaching, the outliers in terms of responses were related to time; 

finding time to undertake all practice teacher duties and finding time for CPD, where the 

majority rated both as difficult or very difficult and provision of weekly formal supervision 

sessions where 35.5% rated it as very difficult or difficult). This compared to all the other 

statements where the majority rated them as very easy or easy.  

 

The responses to these Likert scale questions are a clear indicator of time and workload 

constituting a significant barrier to practice teaching. Similar was found by Domakin (2015, p. 

403), who stated that: 

 

A major issue identified by all agency-based practice educators was they were unable 

to devote sufficient attention to the role because they did not have a protected 

practice workload. 

 

As well as acting as a potential barrier to encouraging social workers to act as practice 

teachers and/or encouraging practice teachers to undertake the role again in the future, the 

issue of unaltered caseloads has the potential to impact the quality of the learning 

experiences offered to social work students (Domakin, 2015). Indeed, research by 

Waterhouse et al (2011) illustrates the impact of time and workload on the learning 

experience with their finding that 73.8 per cent of their respondents stated that workload 

pressures are the main barrier to providing learning opportunities to social work students and 

69 per cent cited lack of time as a barrier. However, both Domakin’s research and the current 

study identified a lot of enthusiasm amongst social workers around practice teaching, despite 

the issues that they encountered around time and workload. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Overall, the survey findings are quite positive as they show that the desire to practice teach 

is generally there amongst those undertaking the role and they appreciate the value of 

practice teaching for students, for themselves and to the professional of social work as a 
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whole. However, the recurring theme throughout the research is the dual issues of time and 

workload. Although the respondents were generally positive about having the skills to 

undertake the duties associated with the role, they were a lot less positive about having the 

time or adjusted workload that allows them to carry out these duties. As such, it indicates 

that the important work for universities in attempting to increase access to social work 

placements, should not necessarily focus on the social workers themselves. Rather, the 

focus that is more likely to improve the experience of practice teaching, thus making it more 

attractive to social workers, is work with agencies that employ social workers. It is 

imperative that these agencies fully understand the importance of the practice placement 

experience for the development of future social workers and for maintaining high standards 

within the profession. Any initiative that aims to encourage social work employers to 

recognise the value of practice teaching through incorporating it into the social work role 

and therefore included within the workload is to be welcomed and encouraged. As O’Meara 

and Kelleher (2022, p. 17) stated in their scoping exercise for the Irish Association of Social 

Workers (IASW):  

 

In the context of a competitive recruitment environment, and to fill vacancies and new 

posts arising, it is ultimately in the interests of employers to work with the universities 

around placements, to ensure adequate numbers of students can be accommodated 

on courses 

 

As such they argued that: 

 

Employers need to make more placements available and it is a source of puzzlement 

to some interviewees why this is not happening, considering the value and necessity 

of placements in identifying those unsuitable for careers in social work as well as 

preparing students for employment and creating a supply of potential employees’ 

(O'Meara and Kelleher, 2022, p. 17). 

 

Additionally, the findings around the levels of support available to practice teachers by the 

university as well as the volume of paperwork demands, should be carefully considered in 

order to improve the practice teaching experience for social workers. 



 58 

 

Recommendations 

 

Some recommendations include: 

 

• Building on the intrinsic motivation that exists amongst social workers to act as 

practice teachers by working with employers to remove some of the significant time 

and workload barriers that exist for social workers when considering this role. 

• Linked to this would involve work with employers to facilitate their comprehension 

of why it is in their best interests as employers of social workers to facilitate the 

practice teaching process as best they can. 

• The recommendation by O’Meara and Kelleher in their scoping exercise to the IASW 

for a national strategy should be supported as this could help with this recognition of 

the value and centrality of practice teaching for the development of future social 

workers. 

• An assessment of the paperwork requirements of the different universities would be 

useful in order to try to streamline the process somewhat so that practice teachers 

can expect some consistency if working with different universities. 

• More preparatory work with students before their placement – focused on the 

realities of the world of work for social work practice – would be useful.  

• Continuing to update the resources on the NPTSWI website would be valuable for 

practice teachers as the respondents who were aware of the website appreciated 

having numerous resources in one place. 

• Fostering peer support amongst practice teachers could prove beneficial to improve 

their practice teaching experience as some suggested that these peer interactions 

were a highly valued form of support. 
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Appendix one: The National Practice Teacher Questionnaire 2022-2023 
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