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Aim of exercise

The aim of this exercise was to develop students communication skills and capacity
for reflection through the use of videoed role play and feedback from a service user,
other students and a practice teacher.

Format of Exercise

For this exercise, selected service users were asked to provide a brief problem-based
scenario, drawn not from their own experience but from their knowledge and
understanding of the kind of issues which service users face. This scenario provided
the basis for a videoed role play, with the social work student playing a social worker
and the service user playing a service user (in role). On completion of the role play,
the service user completed a box grid (Appendix 1) which identified his’her view of
the strengths and limitations of the student’s communication skillsin four main areas:
awareness of body language; careful listening; using clear English; being sensitive
and accepting. This grid provided a basis for feedback to the student from the service
user. Additional feedback in a subsequent session came from a small student group
(including a practice teacher acting as afacilitator) following viewing of the video.

Evaluation of exercise.

The evauation of this exercise draws on three sources; feedback from the students
involved; feedback from the service users; and feedback from two small group
facilitators. Feedback from the facilitators will be drawn on in the final discussion
section to contextualise and clarify the student and service user feedback.

1. Student feedback.

A total of 28 students were involved. In their evaluation of this exercise, they were
asked to comment on the following four areas:

i.  Adequacy/appropriateness of preparation
ii.  Strengths and weaknesses of the role play
iii.  Usefulness of feedback from young person

iv.  Overall comments on exercise.

Students' comments on each of these areas will be considered in turn.

i) Preparation

Students were asked how prepared they felt for the role plays and what, if anything,
might have made then feel more prepared. Reponsesfell into two broad categories.

The first group (11) felt that they had been well-prepared or at least as prepared as
they could have been. Typical comments were:

Reasonably prepared



Had ample time with scenario

| felt that the lectures and role-playing scenarios were adequate for
preparation for the mock interview.

Other students, while expressing some reservations, felt that they were probably as
well prepared as they could have been:

A little more information on the practicalities of the role play. However, | do
feel that, in class, role plays do begin to prepare us and that we had done
quite a bit of practice. Aswell prepared as| could have been.

Sightly prepared as we had already done some in class. However this was
mor e nerve-wracking as it was with a stranger.

Finaly, there were those who felt that no amount of preparation could have
completely removed the anxieties associated with role play:

| don’t think | would ever have been prepared even if | was doing the role play
in 2 weeks time!

However, a larger group (17) felt less prepared. That lack of preparation related to
things like the purpose of the exercise; lack of clarity about student role and what it
was appropriate to ask; brevity of scenarios; and how the video would be viewed.

Not at all [prepared]. | felt there was inadequate information about the
processin class, adding to stress and worry.

Felt we could have been given more information about the purpose of the
videoed role lay, what benefit it would have as a learning experience, how it
would be viewed, etc.

Not prepared at all! Didn’t want to do it, didn’t fully understand the purpose
of the interview, etc. Was really nervous and didn't feel ‘ready’ to interview a
Service user

Even within this group however, there was a recognition that some areas were easier
to prepare for than others, as the following two comments make clear:

Prepared in techniques, things we' d covered in class. Not prepared for
situation e.g. camera, topic.

Quite unprepared in relation to personal research, not in relation to
information and instructions given by the lecturer.

Students were than asked to identify any ways in which they might have been better
prepared for the exercise. A small group (5) felt that no additional preparation or
additional information, for example about the service user, would have been useful
and in fact might be counter-productive:



It made the situation more realistic not having lots of information about the
service user. Having to wait for an extended period of time to actually do the
role play increased my anxiety levels.

For this purpose, | thought that | was suitably informed and confident | the
skills| learned.

While feeling that some more information might be useful, another student
commented that

| think no matter how much info there was, there would still be a sense of
‘winging’ it

A much larger group, however (23) did suggest ways in which preparation might be
improved. The most common request was for more information, both about the
purpose of the exercise and also about the service user’ s background.

Maybe a little bit more information about what was actually being looked for.
For example, | refrained from giving any concrete advice because | felt that |
did not know the law adequately enough. However, in the feedback | was
asked why | hadn’t done this.

More information about the service user’s background and my rolei.e. was it
to solve the problem or was it just to gather information?

Moe information about the problems faced by the service user would be
helpful as| felt it would have helped me concentrate o the service user on the
day rather than worrying about what questions/information was wanted.

Other suggestions were for more role play preparation and more reassurance that the
exercise would not be assessed.

i) Srengths and weaknesses of the role play.

Here, students were asked to comment both on the strengths of the role play exercise
and on any areas which they felt might have worked better, or could have been
improved. Interms of strengths, comments fell into two main groups: first, the value
of role play as a method of learning; second, the ‘added value' of having a ‘live’
service user there. In respect of role play in general, students' comments included the
following:

Once we got into it, good opportunity to practise listening/questioning skills,
body language, etc

Good opportunity to examine your practice — noticed things | wasn't aware of.



Other comments included the value of being able to see yourself on video, and aso
having a scenario which was not too prescriptive:

The vagueness in the case scenario’s content and remit — this allowed for an
imaginative and creative approach. | didn’t feel pressureto achieve a specific
goal.

Interestingly, some students who had felt more information would have been useful
commented on how good it was to have been ‘thrown in at the deep end’.

The most frequent comments, however, related to the involvement of service usersin
the interviews, which were overwhelmingly positive and included the following:

Having a service user there helped me to actually get into the role of a social
worker rather than just a student pretending to be a social worker

It's better to have a ‘real’ service user than a fellow student.

The fact that it was a ‘real’ young person and not a classmate you were
having to interview.

Severa students also commented very positively on the skill with which the service
users had got into role and felt that they had managed to put the students at ease!

In terms of limitations of the role play, several comments reinforced the points made
earlier about the need for more information on the purpose of the exercise and on the
background of the service user. In addition, other comments/suggestions included:

the limitations of restricting the role play to 10 minutes

an opportunity to get to know the service user a bit better before the interview
more chance to rehearse role plays

more time to get into role

amore redlistic setting than a classroom

The most frequent comment, however, concerned the poor quality of the sound
recording which students felt limited the overall usefulness of the exercise.

iii) Feedback from service user

Students were then asked about the usefulness of the feedback from the service user,
the helpfulness of the grid as a mechanism for giving balanced feedback, and any
suggestions for improving the usefulness of the feedback.

A magjority of students (15) found the feedback from the service user useful or very
useful. Comments included:

Feedback was useful in picking up on things | didn’t know | was doing.

Feedback was clear and specific.



A balance between the negative and the positive which was quite encouraging.
The negative was good to help me improve next time.

The remaining students, however, felt that the format of the exercise, as well as the
genera difficulties involved in giving feedback (especially critical feedback) had
limited the usefulness of the feedback. As a consequence a small number stated that
they had received no feedback at al or very little feedback; others felt that the
feedback was too genera; while a third group felt that the feedback had been ‘too
kind'.

| didn't get much feedback. | personally think it's a lot to ask of a young
person...they feel they don’'t want to say you were bad at certain things but
they also feel pressure they have to make up the negative aspects.

It was rather too kind and not very specific e.g. just one word such as ‘fine'.

Feedback was too rushed — the service user did not have time to give reflective
criticisms.

Others felt that the service users had been ‘coached to give both positive and
negative feedback regardless of how the student performed, with the result that some
of the feedback (e.g. moving hands during interview, ‘fidgeting’) did not always seem
terribly relevant or central.

There was similarly mixed feedback about the usefulness of the grid, with a slightly
larger majority (17) expressing a positive view. These students felt that the grid had
provided the service users with a useful framework for giving feedback, as well as
giving the students something which they could take away and reflect on later.

| felt it was useful — concentrating on key areas and the service user was able
to make further comments — structured feedback

Others identified what they saw as some of the limitations either of the grid or of its
use in the format of the exercise. One student felt it was too prescriptive and did not
allow service users to develop their feedback; more frequently, respondents felt it
needed to be more specific, with one suggesting that yes/no answers would have
helped the service user more and another the use of rating scales. Another criticism
was not of the grid itself but rather the requirement that the young person gives the
feedback to the student there and then.

We were there as they filled it in so they might have been afraid to say
something negative.

In terms of improvements the quality and usefulness of the feedback from students,
suggestions included:

The opportunity for service users to watch the video before filling in feedback
sheet to remind them.

More time for the young person to think about the feedback

Y oung person to give feedback when the students weren’t in the room.



A chance to discuss feedback with the service user privately.
More opportunity for discussion after role play
Allowing service users to design the feedback sheet

iv) Overall comments.

The overwhelming majority of students seem to have found this to be a very useful
exercise, with only one person suggesting that the exercise be dropped and replaced
with shadowing area team social workers in the community. Just over a third of the
students (10) were unequivocaly positive about the exercise and had clearly
experienced it as a powerful learning tool. Comments included:

Overall | feel | have learnt an awful lot from this experience and | thought it
was extremely useful. In regards to the feedback with the class this was very
enlightening.

| really enjoyed this exercise despite my nerves during the video. | really
learned a lot from the group feedback sessions particularly from the practice
teacher in our group. | think this should be a part of social work training. Of
all the classes I’ ve been to since | started this course, I’ ve enjoyed this one the
most. Thank you.

A very useful exercise which encouraged reflection.

It isimportant to note here that what some students found particularly useful about the
exercise was the feedback from the practice teacher and the group, a point to which
we shall return in the discussion below.

While the primary aim of the exercise is to develop the students communication
skills, its success depends in part on the extent to which service users are genuinely
involved in the exercise and in that connection, one student commented:

| was impressed by the service users' sense of ownership and empower ment.

Severa suggestions were also made about the ways in which the exercise could be
improved. Some of these have been mentioned above including the need for more
information beforehand, issuing of the scenarios at an earlier stage, more time getting
into role and —crucially — better sound technology. One other comment concerned the
ethics of the exercise:

| get concerned about possible exploitation of service users for our own ends
and whether role plays may be ‘too close to home' and potentially damaging
for them.

In the discussion section later in this paper, we shall consider further ways of ensuring
that service user are not in any way harmed through participation in the exercise.



2. Young people sfeedback.

In their evaluation of the exercise, the five young service users were asked to address
the same areas as the students:

i.  Adequacy/appropriateness of preparation
ii.  Strengths and weaknesses of the role play
iii.  Issuesin giving feedback
iv.  Overall comments on exercise.
i.  Adequacy/appropriateness of preparation

Three of the young people felt adequately prepared. Two, however, felt they would
have liked more help in devel oping the scenario

Information was just ‘ The young person will develop their own scenario’.
Didn’t know what kind of situation would be appropriate.

ii.  Strengths and weaknesses of the role play

In general, the young people felt positive about the role plays. Comments included:
Happy and excited that it helped people.
Feel it went well, although it is a bit nerve-wracking for the student.

At the same time, some minor reservations were expressed:
Most of the time it went well, but for one, I’'m not sure it helped the student.
Can be a bit emotional for the student.

Using the same 3 scenarios was difficult — keeping track of what you’' ve said
already.

In relation to thislast point, one service user commented that it was ‘draining to do it
three times, as it connects with real feelings.’

A number of suggestions were made for improving the effectiveness of the role plays:
Maybe three different scenarios might have been better.
Not having the camera so close.
More rehear sal/practice to calm nerves (for student)

An hour before to prepare, or on a different day. A bit more space between
interviews.



More time, because the student is telling you details/infor mation about what
could be happening in the future.

iii. Giving feedback to the student.

Two service users found it ‘very easy’ to give feedback to the students, whether
feedback was positive or negative:

It was just as easy — it is the truth and you have to tell them the truth. Be
confident about what you think — they have got to learn.

The other three, however, clearly did not find this so easy and their comments tended
to mirror those of the students above:

| don’t like giving verbal feedback. | prefer to write it down.
It's quite hard to look them in the eye and tell them what they’ ve done.

Hard, because you don’t want to upset them with your feglings.

| was able to write it down but found it uncomfortable to say.

Three of the five found the grids a useful tool in giving feedback. Two disagreed,
however, and found it confusing. They would have preferred just simple headings.

iv. Overall suggestions.
A small number of suggestions were made for improving the exercise.

These included:
- Moretimefor therole play
Moretraining in giving feedback
‘Maybe some other form of feedback, as young person may feel they have to
give positive feedback’.
‘Remember that feelings go alongside what you're doing’
Putting the scenarios onto video and asking students to watch these as part of
preparation for the role play.

Overdl, however, the young people felt very positive about the exercise and did not
feel that major change was necessary.

The social work students should have this experience — to have contact with
young people who have experience of social workers.

It's been an interesting experience — different students have reacted in
different ways to the scenarios | gave them.

Thereisn't anything that can be improved. Thanks for the experience.



Discussion

This was a new exercise, amed at improving students' reflectiveness and their use of
communications skills through the direct involvement of service users. This find
section will attempt to assess the strengths and weaknesses of the exercise, on the
basis of the feedback provided above by the students and service users involved, and
informed by the comments of two practice teachers who facilitated the process.

i. The student experience
a) Preparation.

Aswe saw in the earlier discussion, students were divided on whether or not they had
been adequately prepared for the exercise, with those students who felt underprepared
requesting more information on the purpose of the exercise and aso on the
background of the service user. In relation to the first point, one facilitator similarly
felt that students could have been clearer about the purpose of the exercise, with some
students appearing to feel the need to come up with solutions to service users
problems, rather than focusing on how they actually engaged with the service user.
This respondent stressed the importance of

reminding students that they are new social workers— that solution offering is
not necessary.

Greater clarity, therefore, about the aims and objectives of the exercise therefore
might both increase student confidence and also the exercise' s effectiveness.

In relation to other suggestions for improved preparation, such as more information
about the service user or more time to prepare, there was no single position amongst
the students. While most would have liked more time and more information, there
was also arecognition by several students in this group that not only might this have
reduced the usefulness of the study (in terms of the extent to which it approximated to
actual practice) but also that a certain level of anxiety ailmost inevitably accompanies
role play and that no amount of preparation could have completely removed this.

That said, excessive anxiety is clearly unproductive and consequently it is important
to ensure that students are given clear guidance on the purpose of role play, have an
opportunity to rehearse scenarios similar to those they will experience in the role play,
have experience of being videoed and have proper time to get themselves into role.
(To befair, alarge minority of students felt that all these things had in fact happened).

b) Therole play.

The overwhelming view from the students was that the role plays had worked well
and that they had particularly valued the involvement of the young people. That view
was endorsed by both facilitators. Echoing some of the students comments above,
one facilitator felt that:

On the whole [the role plays] worked very well as a learning experience.
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As noted earlier, however, amagjority of students still felt that more preparation would
have made them even more effective. Commenting on this, afacilitator said

Some students felt ill-prepared but | would question whether much more could
be done as nerves were ultimately the big factor. Maybe more emphasis on
self-awareness — the value of recognising how the self reacts in new, difficult
situations.

Where facilitators did agree with the students, however, was on the importance of
getting the practical aspects of the exercise right:

The rooms/furniture/sound quality need attended to.
c¢) Feedback

As we saw earlier, students were divided about the usefulness of the feedback they
had received from the service users, particularly in relation to critical feedback. Some
felt that service users had perhaps been ‘coached’ to give both positive and negative
feedback regardless, while others felt that it was difficult for service users to give
negative feedback at all (aview echoed in the service users comments above). Aswe
have seen, there was also mixed views about the usefulness of the grid, though a
majority felt it had been useful.

These findings merit some discussion. Giving feedback is a skill which even
experienced social workers sometimes find difficult to exercise (and giving critical
feedback even more s0). It is hardly surprising therefore that it should have posed
some challenges for this group of young people. In addition, the young person in
these scenarios was being asked to carry out a dual role, as both role play participant
and also observer, on the basis of limited training in both skills. In view of this, the
large number of students who expressed satisfaction with the process is impressive
and the young people deserve to be commended.

That said, the following changes might facilitate the process. First, for service users
asfor students, greater clarity about the purpose of the exercise and the basis feedback.
Asonefacilitator put it, it isimportant to stress

That solutions are not important, it’s about how relaxed you were made to feel
—isthis somebody you could talk to?

Second, the feedback from the service users should be seen as complementary to the
feedback from the facilitator and the student group, rather than the primary source of
feedback.

Third, more thought needs to be given as to how the feedback is delivered. Some
students (and also some service users) felt that given written feedback would be easier,
perhaps after viewing the video again. Others felt that there should be more time for
discussion.
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ii. The service user experience

To repeat, the main am of this exercise was to develop students communication
skills and capacity for reflection. It is against that primary aim that the success or
otherwise of the exercise should be evaluated. That said, it was clear from the
comments of the young people that, overall, they had aso found this to be a positive
experience.

From an ethical point of view, however, the exercise did potentially raise some issues.
These related both to the role play and also to the giving of feedback. First, aconcern
was raised by one of the facilitators about both the content and the process of the role
play. Thisindividua felt that

It is an exercise which raises dilemmas for services and the ability of service
userslyoung people to ‘step outside’ their issued/difficulties to enable
reflection on others skills and contributions to potential ‘help’. | think it is
opening a vulnerability which we shouldn’t ask whilst participants are still
finding their resolvement of their issue. | fee we should engage with ex-
service users who by their very position have a distance from the issue that
required a ‘relationship to help’ in their past.

Second, it was clear from the comments, both of (some) students and also of (some)
service users, that a small number of service users found giving feedback, particularly
critical feedback, very difficult and to that extent the exercise was less successful than
it might have been. Some of the reasons for this difficulty in giving feedback have
been identified above. The concern must be, however, that the experience leaves the
young people feeling deskilled and less confident. At the very least, this suggests the
need for proper debriefing following the exercise.

As we saw above, in their feedback all of the young people expressed very positive
feelings about the exercise and there was no sense that they had been in any way
‘damaged’ by the exercise — quite the contrary. However, should the exercise be used
again or ‘rolled” out for use in other settings, these ethical concerns do need to be
borne in mind.

Conclusions and Good Practice I ndicators.

The experience of this exercise suggests that involving service users in videoed role
plays can be a vauable way of both increasing students understanding of the
problems faced by service users and of improving their communication skills. The
majority of studentsin this exercise were very positive about the whole experience.
For the exercise to be effective in meeting its aims, however, a number of conditions
need to bein place.

Purpose of exercise. Clear information about the purpose of the exercise is
essential. In particular, both students and service users need to be aware that
the student is not there to ‘solve’ the client’s problems but rather to begin to
engage with the service user in away that s/he finds helpful
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Training in role play. Many people find role play intimidating, particularly
videoed role play which is then observed by other people, and as severd
students recognised, no amount of preparation will completely eliminate this
anxiety. However, aclear understanding of the purpose and value of role play,
as well as a chance to rehearse some scenarios prior to the videoed session,
can go some way in reducing this anxiety.

Preparation for the videoed scenario. Time (and perhaps assistance) to get
into roleis an essential element of successful role play. Thereisless evidence,
however, that issuing scenarios well in advance of the role play or providing
substantially more information about the background of the service user, as
some students suggested, would make for a more effective role play. As
several students recognised, not only is this sometimes an understandable but
ineffective attempt to address anxiety but it can also reduce the authenticity of
the exercise.

Developing self-awareness. Conversely, developing students awareness of
what they feel in difficult or challenging situations, such as role plays, and
helping them to reflect on these feelings can provide very useful learning in
terms of their understanding of self and their use of self in professional
practice.

Involvement of service users. practical and ethical issues. There needs to be
clarity about the purpose of service user involvement in the exercise.
Presumably the purpose of directly involving service users in the role play is
to provide a more authentic experience and this is certainly how the students
in this exercise did experience their involvement. However, such involvement
is open to several objections, one practical and two ethical. The practical
objection is that the service user is being asked to carry out two roles. as role
play participant and observer. For this to work, it may be that additional
opportunities have to be provided to allow the service user to carry out the
second role effectively e.g. watching the video before giving any feedback to
the student. The first ethica objection is that the young person could
inadvertently be set up to fail. Giving feedback is a skill. Giving feedback,
especialy critical feedback, to someone who may be perceived as more
powerful isdoubly difficult, even more soif it isbeing given faceto face. The
risk is that the service user is left feeling that they have failed. The second
ethical objection is that the role play, if it works, may well engage difficult
feelings on the part of the service user which may persist after the exercise is
over. None of these objections rules out the involvement of service usersin
this exercise (although one facilitator suggested the involvement of former
service users) but they do need to be addressed.

Forms of feedback. In terms of students’ learning, feedback from service
users should be one source of feedback but not the only one. Severa students
also spoke very positively about the feedback they had received from the
practice teacher and other students involved in the exercise. While some
students (and service users) found the feedback grid a little prescriptive, a
majority in both groups felt it was a very useful tool for giving structured
feedback
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Practical issues. Good recording equipment is an essential requirement for the
success of thisexercise. In this case, severa students felt the usefulness of the
exercise had been marred by poor sound quality.

lain Ferguson
University of Stirling
January 2005
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Appendix 1

Role play feedback sheet

Being awar e of body language Listening carefully
Thingslike Thingslike

Using clear English

Thingslike

Thank you

15



Being awar e of body language | Listening carefully

Using clear English

BE0 & # & 't v
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