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Aim of exercise

This exercise looks at the extent and quality of user and carer feedback in placement
reports in a sample taken from two cohorts of students in 2003 and 2004 at the University
of Dundee. A requirement to include user and carer feedback was made in 2004 at the
University of Dundee. The exercise takes into account the preparation and guidance
offered to students, practice teachers and service users and carers in providing and
gathering feedback for placement reports.

Format of exercise

A content analysis of 20 student and practice teacher reports, randomly selected, 10 from
each student cohort, was completed. 16 practice teachers were involved in writing these
reports: 12 out of the 16 practice teachers were contacted and interviewed. An interview
with the coordinator of practice learning opportunities within the department was also
completed.

Findings will be presented under the following headings:

Content analysis of placement reports

Preparation and guidance for students

Preparation and guidance for practice teachers
Preparation and guidance for service users and carers
Integration of feedback

Good practice indicators
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Content analysis of placement reports
The content analysis noted

e any references to service user or carer feedback

e detailed/specific quotes or paraphrases of service user or carer feedback showing
influence on student’s practice

e examples of service user or carer feedback incorporated into the assessment process

e good examples of feedback reported.

There was, as might be expected, given the requirement by the university for service user
and carer feedback in 2004, a significant difference in the extent of feedback evident in
the reports read. Of the 10 reports written in 2003, six reports contained no feedback
from service users and carers at all. Of the four reports which did contain feedback, two
reports included feedback both in the sections provided by student and practice teacher.
Of the reports written in 2004, however, all 10 reports contained feedback from service
users and carers. Feedback was reported by practice teachers, but students did not refer
to service user and carer feedback at all.



Where feedback was reported, there appeared to be little significant difference in its
quality between the two years examined. Feedback was predominantly about the
relationship between student and service user or carer:

Children’s mother told me that the brother was shy of meeting the student, but his
sister had told him the student was nice and easy to talk to

A parent said he had found me very approachable and life has improved

Another service user felt she’d been respected and included in all aspects of their
work together

Some reports directly quoted feedback given:

‘student is a great student. Student is very good at helping people to open up.
Student is very confident, a good listener and polite.’

‘student is wonderful, I can speak to her better than other adults.’

In a number of reports, more detailed feedback is given, though there is no explanation of
how this feedback influenced the student’s practice:

M gave feedback that the student had been clear in explaining her role and
purpose of her involvement that she’d been very attentive and had responded well
to their concerns and kept them well informed

Feedback about the student’s ability as a groupworker from service users
included ‘pretty good at her job’, ‘she was OK but some exercises felt a bit daft’,
‘I really like her, she’s good’.

The following comments indicate students have sought service users’ feedback as part of
their interventions but what that feedback was or how it influenced the students’ practice
is again not demonstrated:

Student’s report: during my placement I check with them — i.e. children and check
their views on the process and how they are feeling

The student asked for children’s opinions of the service the student had provided
and this was recorded in the student’s reflective diary

No evidence of how service user or carer feedback is integrated into students’ learning or
practice was found in any of the reports. Neither indeed was any evidence found of how
service user or carer feedback was incorporated into the assessment process.



Feedback is reported to a much greater extent in 2004, but it does not appear to contribute
to any extent to the improvement of students’ reflectiveness. How it explicitly feeds into
the assessment of the student is also not clear. Section 5 of this paper, which draws on
the interviews with practice teachers, discusses this further.

2. Preparation and guidance for students

Practice teachers were asked how well prepared students were for the process of seeking
feedback during placements. Responses fell into two groups.

Most practice teachers (7) felt students did not seem prepared:

Respondent doesn’t have a strong sense that students are well prepared or have
creative ideas of approaching this. Some students may have a natural instinct
about checking out with people about their work, and this can be built on.
Students are not awfully clear about how to approach this, and need guidance.

The students don’t seem to be prepared. The respondent assumes seeking
feedback is raised and discussed but she doesn’t know. Students don’t seem to
have this in the forefront of their minds —it has to be prompted. Some students are
aware of the importance of user involvement at a ‘values’ level, but don’t seem to
know how to put it into practice.

Three practice teachers felt students were well prepared, (though one of the practice
teachers noted a difference between students they had assessed):

Students are well prepared through the preparation they get at university. They
are open to the idea that practice teachers will ask users and carers for their
views and are keen that this happens.

The two remaining practice teachers could not comment, as there was no requirement for
service user and carer feedback in 2003.

Practice teachers were then asked to identify any ways in which students might be better
prepared. Most ideas concerned understanding what feedback is and what methods might
be used:

Students need specific work on:

e Understanding what feedback is, giving and receiving feedback, looking at
what constitutes constructive feedback

e Finding creative methods of getting feedback

It would be helpful if students could look at the idea of feedback and work through
its application for their work e.g. there always seems to be anxiety about feedback
which is not positive, as if that’s necessarily a poor reflection on their work.



Practice teachers said that they prepared students in supervision and agreed how their
students could approach service users and carers. Several practice teachers however
highlighted the difficulty in gathering feedback, if it is not part of the organisation’s
practice, or seen as integral to social work practice as a whole:

Unfortunately seeking feedback is not usually an integral part of agency policy, so
that for most people seeking feedback is something that students do. There are
assumptions made by workers about the kind of feedback achievable, especially
from those people not happy with a service they are receiving. In this context it is
difficult for students — it’s simply not part of standard social work practice.

Social workers as practitioners need to model user and carer involvement.

The coordinator of practice learning opportunities explained that in 2003 there was no
written guidance provided in the programme handbook about service user and carer
feedback. However revised guidance now in the Practice Learning Handbook sets out the
requirement for service user and carer feedback and refers to the context, process,
methods and impact of service user and carer feedback on student practice (see Appendix
1). There is a greater emphasis on students integrating service user and carer feedback,
on an on-going basis. A week of preparation for placements is provided for students.
Service user and carer feedback is integrated within all aspects of the week’s teaching
e.g. regarding supervision, the training team, assessment.

3. Preparation and guidance for practice teachers
Practice teachers were asked what preparation they were given about their role in helping
students to seek feedback. The majority (11) felt that limited information and preparation
had been given, either through university or through training during the Practice Teaching
Award. Typical comments were:

No information or guidance when I last had a student in 2003

[ got the impression this wasn’t a very important aspect of the placement

Minimal, mostly from the handbook and written guidance. I feel I have to find my
own way through this process

Two practice teachers however referred to the requirements of the new social work
degree:

One of the meetings about the new degree included users from Who Cares? and
this demonstrated the importance of involving people.

Training team meetings were mentioned too. One practice teacher recalled the emphasis
drawn by the tutor on service user feedback and this is contrasted with the experience of
another practice teacher where no reference was made by the tutor.



When asked what other ways could be used to prepare practice teachers, a number of
practice teachers (5) referred to practice teacher and link worker meetings:

PT meetings used to happen and were a good way to look at guidance and discuss
ideas with colleagues. PT and link worker meetings are crucial to disseminate
and discuss issues, in addition to written guidance. There were only one or two
meetings last year so it feels we are left to our own devices

More materials were requested and examples of what feedback might look like:
Guidelines on how many users to involve and guidance about methods

It would be useful to have examples of what feedback might look like in terms of
its tone and the depth required

The feedback tool devised by Bristol University to get feedback from service users
was included in the MHO training handbook

The co-ordinator reported that the Practice Learning handbook aims to inform practice
teachers as well as students. Practice teachers’ meetings integrate service user and carer
involvement within the requirements for the placement. Anecdotally there was a sense
from the Practice Panel that service user and carer feedback featured more frequently in
practice teachers’ reports.

4. Preparation and guidance for service users and carers

Practice teachers were asked how well prepared service users were for the process of
giving feedback. There were three groups of responses to this question.

The first group (4) interpreted the question as to how feedback would be gathered from
service users and carers. There would be discussion in supervision with students and
decisions made about the whole process:

The preparation is done individually with each service user, after careful
discussion with the student in supervision about how to approach the user or
carer. Different approaches are needed for different individuals e.g. children and
adults would need different methods. Literacy problems can mean that written
questions are not always appropriate.

A second group of responses (4) referred to the way that service users and carers are
made aware of their potential role with social workers in training:

As a project, user and carer feedback is a key part of the organisation’s reviewing
procedures. In terms of students, the respondent would take the opportunity in
meetings or home visits to get feedback. When introducing the student to a



service user, they would be described as a ‘trainee’ and that the practice teacher
would be asking for the service user’s help in the course of their placement.

The third group (4) commented on the difficulties associated with gathering feedback
from service users and carers, most often because of perceived barriers in connection
with the client group:

This process is sometimes difficult — sometimes it’s beyond the capacity of people
to articulate their views, or sometimes it’s because they don’t want to say what
they really think (this mirrors students’ situations at times).

This depends on the client group. Working with people with dementia means that
remembering is difficult.

Two practice teachers referred to the notion of briefings for service users and carers.
One practice teacher suggested the preparation of a short leaflet about social work
training. The second practice teacher discussed in more detail the importance (and
complexities) of briefing:

User feedback requires briefing time to demonstrate value and respect for
individuals. This isn’t always easy. ...Understanding the purpose of feedback
may be quite difficult. How much do people need to know before they are able to
take part? What limits are there re feedback? Do we say it arises from your own
experience of working with the student or do we expect people to comment on
learning/ requirements etc?

The coordinator said that the university did not provide any written guidance for service
users and carers. She was however enthused by the idea and thought it would be a useful
addition to the university’s support for service user and carer involvement. She
suggested that the university carer and user group, the CU Group, might like to consider
working on this. It was an underdeveloped area. Some organisations prepared their
service users and/or carers well to receive students, informing them in advance of
placements and clarifying their role concerning feedback. However there was scope in
most placements for better, more creative ways of preparing service users and carers for
their part in practice learning.

5. Integration of feedback

Practice teachers were asked to comment on:

o the strengths and weaknesses of feedback given to students by service users and
carers

e how students reflected upon this feedback

e to what extent students were able to incorporate this feedback into their practice



Strengths and weaknesses

Responses about this were very varied from the practice teachers canvassed. They
ranged from ‘always helpful’’ to ‘I’'m not sure how critical people can be..and so I'm not
sure how much learning results for the student.’

One practice teacher indicated a list of advantages and disadvantages in the process:

Advantages:

e helpful for the project in empowering users

o gets students used to the importance of getting user
e feedback on their practice

e good evidence for placement reports

Disadvantages:
e service users may be caught up in their own issues and so student placements
are seen as an irrelevance
o Feedback may be negative because of circumstances not of the student’s
making

Again the use of appropriate methods and tools were highlighted, emphasising the
importance of using specific questions:

This depends on the questions you ask. Bristol University tool is good at breaking
down areas into specifics. So it’s important to have appropriate range of methods

and tools.

Reflecting on feedback

A number of practice teachers (4) noted that giving students sufficient time to reflect on
feedback was not always possible in the course of a busy placement. It required careful
planning to gather feedback at points over the course of the placement:

The problem is that feedback is most often collected at the end of the placement
rather than being an on-going thing, which is a problem about incorporating it.

Over half the group (7) gave no examples of how students reflected on feedback. One
practice teacher in fact felt that ‘feedback hasn’t a critical edge and so it can’t be tested to
any extent.” However two practice teachers remarked on the impact of feedback from
service users and carers on their students:

Students have often been surprised about positive feedback and have been
surprised at what has been noticed about their work. Often this has been
something the student hasn’t realised themselves.



Students have sometimes been surprised at feedback. Respondent remembers one
student lacking in confidence who improved over the course of the placement
because of the feedback from a particular service user.

One practice teacher noted that feedback was an integral part of interventions used and
thereby contributed to the student’s learning:

Respondent observed a student using life story work and found this a valuable
tool to check the pace and scope of the work, as well as the relationship with the
student. Evaluation is built into each session and determines the course of the
work.

Another student really valued feedback which arose out of work with an adoptive
mother and daughter.

In group care, there is a more on-going sense that feedback guides learning.

Incorporating feedback into practice

There was a wide range of responses from practice teachers, from ‘it doesn’t really
happen’ to ‘it reinforces what they know already’ to specific learning points, such as
‘feedback was mainly about students presentation to others. They got an insight into how
they put information across to service users. They learned to pace their interview and
recognise if users were struggling with what they were saying.’

Again the point was made that:

Ideally feedback should be part of everyone’s practice, being part of evaluation of
every intervention. In an example currently, a student is using a child-friendly
tool to evaluate group sessions with children.

One practice teacher has found that students rarely write up feedback in their own work
and evidence it, (as has been found in this exercise too):

Students may see user feedback as an assessment tool of PTs and therefore
students rarely write up feedback in their own work and evidence it.

The placement coordinator noted that readers of the practice panel now expect to see
service user and carer feedback in reports. Anecdotally the coordinator sees that some
students are doing very well; others are anxious. The culture around gathering feedback
needs to be constructive, contributing to learning. It was not possible to say categorically
what improvements have been made in student practice, but that gradually there was an
increasing sense of awareness regarding service user and carer involvement that was
permeating all aspects of practice learning.



6. Good practice indicators

This exercise has indicated a number of ways in improving the extent and quality of
service user and carer feedback in placement reports. Some points address wider issues
about social work; others are specific to practice learning:

e Feedback from service users and carers should be an integral part of practice — not
just confined to student placements. Social workers as practitioners need to model
user and carer involvement in their practice

e Preparation for practice learning is an essential element for students — especially in
providing examples of tools for gathering feedback and in understanding what
constitutes constructive feedback

e Preparation/ briefing of service wusers and carers is also essential:

1. on an individual basis regarding the link with the student social worker

2. in providing accessible information about social work training to ‘set the
scene’ for the placement, and to clarify expectations about working with a
student

3. 1in enabling service users and carers to give constructive feedback

e Evaluation of interventions which draw on service user and carer feedback (alongside
other sources) contribute to reflective practice

e The dissemination and sharing of good practice is vital to practice teachers, link
workers, lecturers, and students

7. Conclusion

This exercise suggests that the requirement to include service user and carer feedback in
placement reports has promoted a greater awareness of this component in assessment
processes. The exercise has highlighted the centrality of training and support,
particularly in giving and receiving constructive criticism and feedback on the part of
practice teachers, students, service users and carers and indeed university staff. Issues of
power relations and inequality between student, service user and carer and practice
teacher have not been explicitly raised during this exercise but need to be taken into
account in practice. More work is needed in improving students’ reflectiveness, giving
attention to the processes needed to ‘make this happen’ in the course of a busy placement.
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Appendix 1
University of Dundee: Practice Learning Handbook
Feedback From Service Users And Carers (p.21)

The Framework for Social Work Education in Scotland (2003) sets the context for the
integration of service user and carer involvement in social work education. The
University of Dundee now requires that students and practice teachers provide evidence
that the views of service users and carers have been sought in the course of practice
learning opportunities. Service users and carers provide feedback from their unique
perspective of using services.

Planning the process of gathering feedback is important. Sufficient time should be
given to the whole process so that feedback can inform practice as well as being
accounted for in the final report. We suggest that by the mid-placement stage the practice
teacher and student plan together which service users and/or carers may be approached
and what methods of gathering feedback could be used. There should then be
opportunity to reflect on learning gained from feedback and time to work out how it will
be recorded in the final report.

There are a range of ways of gathering feedback from service users and carers. In all
cases, service users and carers should be asked if they are willing to give their views and
time taken to explain the reason for their involvement. Methods should be used which
are appropriate to individuals’ needs. Questions used should be in plain English and may
be put verbally or in writing, depending on individual circumstances. For children and
young people, games designed for evaluation can be used e.g. using smiley faces or
number cards as ‘rating’ measures.

Direct observations provide an opportunity for gathering feedback from service users
and carers. The views of those service users or carers involved in the observation must
be included in the documentation. Other opportunities for gathering feedback may be
specially arranged or arise in the course of the student’s practice.

It is important that feedback is grounded in the perspective and experience of the service
user or carer — not linked with students’ learning needs or practice requirements. Service
users and carers should not be expected to identify aspects of the student’s performance
that need to be developed (SCIE Resource Guide No 2:2004). Reflecting on feedback
and its impact on practice is a task for supervision for the student and practice teacher.

It is expected that in all areas of practice the contribution of service user and carer
feedback is indicated. Practice teachers may incorporate service user and carer feedback
into their final report (within the framework provided) or separate it out into an
independent report. Students should include learning arising from service user and carer
feedback in individual summaries of work.
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