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Introduction
Heidi Dix and Aisha Howells

People work in different ways and learn in different ways.
(Student 8B, Howells and Bald, 2020)

Creativity in social work is discussed in many different spaces and in a 
variety of ways. As social work is a profession underpinned by human 
rights and social justice, social workers are often required to find creative 
ways to work collaboratively with children, adults and communities to 
support them to access and enact their rights and entitlements. There 
is also a long-​standing debate as to whether social work is an art or a 
science, with evidence-​informed approaches often depicted at one end of 
the spectrum and innovation and creativity deemed to be at the other. 
These ideas are sometimes discussed among concerns that the profession 
has become managerial and overly bureaucratic, leaving social workers 
frustrated that too much of their time is taken up doing administrative 
tasks and leaving little capacity to work relationally with others in line with 
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the values of the profession. Conversely, the request that social workers 
themselves need to be more creative is often espoused by various govern-
ment departments and organisations in response to their lack of invest-
ment and chronic under-​resourcing of human services.

Creativity involves an ability to create new ideas and problem solve in a novel 
way. Requiring both originality and value, it is about both offering a fresh 
perspective and being useful in some way. It is suggested that creativity is 
something that cannot be taught but exists within all of us and requires inspir-
ation and opportunities to flourish. An example of this can be found in early 
2020, where due to the challenges brought about by the Covid-​19 pandemic, 
practice educators, on-​site supervisors and students found innovative ways 
to engage with learning and teaching in a digital world. Yet, perhaps many 
of these people would not have described themselves as creative individuals 
prior to this experience. The same can be said for some of the contributors 
to this book who would not consider themselves to be particularly creative, 
but due to their passion for a particular area of interest have produced ori-
ginal resources for you to use in social work practice learning.

A brief overview of the book contents
The intention of this book is to provide a resource for practice educators 
and students to support learning and teaching. Each chapter contains 
standalone tools that can be used in the practice learning placement. As 
well as providing a brief description of each tool, with examples of how it 
can be used within practice learning and on many occasions in social work 
practice more widely, the author(s) of each chapter describe the inspir-
ation behind their innovation. Each chapter also provides a brief outline 
of the theoretical ideas and/​or concepts that underpin the tools they have 
developed. Aspects of each chapter have been illustrated to enable easy 
identification of the different features so that you can dip in and out of the 
book as needed. In the appendices, a copy of the tool has been provided 
for you and the student to easily access.

Interwoven between many of the chapters are original pieces of poetry 
or spoken word. We suggest that these poems can be used to support 
learning, teaching and assessment in a way that works for both practice 
educators and students.

The book attempts to mirror the journey of the practice learning oppor-
tunity and so Chapter 1 sees Claire Skilleter discussing the importance 
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of beginning well through establishing an effective relationship. Using 
the different components of a chair, Skilleter discusses how a safe 
environment can be created to enable students to undertake their best 
learning. Skilleter also provides an innovative way to capture and record 
the achievements of the student as the practice learning opportunity 
progresses.

Awareness of digital poverty and the impact of this is increasing, and in 
Chapter 2, Anna Wright provides simple yet fun activities to help prac-
tice educators and on-​site supervisors explore this subject with students 
as well as any accessibility issues they may be experiencing. Wright also 
highlights the importance of a ‘team around the student’ approach and 
provides a helpful checklist that can be used to prepare the team for the 
student joining them.

Anti-​racist practice has a long-​established history in social work. The 
murder of George Floyd in 2020 reinvigorated the profession’s commitment 
to anti-​racism and in Chapter 3 Garfield Hunt outlines tools to help all 
involved in practice learning to consider their understanding and experi-
ence of racism, as well as highlighting the need to always promote and 
actively engage in anti-​racist social work practice.

In Chapter 4, Caroline Aldridge highlights the importance of providing 
a trauma-​informed environment to enable students to understand 
and make sense of their own experiences as part of an exploration of 
self. Aldridge takes established tools used within social work, such as 
chronologies and timelines, and translates these to the practice learning 
setting to provide innovative ways they can be used to support learning 
and teaching.

Being a practice educator in social work can be a lonely endeavour with 
social work practitioners having to undertake the task on top of their usual 
roles and responsibilities, with little support from the organisation and 
limited professional development opportunities available to them (Plenty 
and Gower, 2013). As such, Chapter 5, by Heidi Dix and Aisha Howells, 
provides a tool which outlines a set of reflective activities to enable prac-
tice educators to consider their motivation and commitment to students, 
as well as helping them to explore how comfortable they feel with the 
legitimate authority they hold within the role. This chapter also provides a 
tool to help students and practice educators create a rights-​based culture 
within their social work practice.
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Narrative approaches and storytelling are used within social work practice, 
and in Chapter 6, Alison Taylor recounts her experiences in the form of 
vignettes as a way to encourage practice educators and students to build 
confidence and consider their well-​being to develop into autonomous 
professionals.

In Chapter 7, Nora Duckett discusses the importance of professional 
curiosity in social work and provides reflective activities in the form of 
checklists that can be used by practice educators and students to explore 
assumptions, understand aspects of professional dangerousness and 
help the development of professional curiosity.

Finally, Chapter 8 sees Claire Skilleter discussing the importance of 
endings in social work and provides several innovative ways to support 
students to end their work with people with lived experience effectively. 
The chapter also provides a tool to support both practice educators and 
students to mark the end of the practice learning opportunity.

Going forward, we suspect that some aspects of practice learning will 
continue to occur virtually for the foreseeable future. Like some of the 
contributors to this book, you may not initially consider yourself to be a 
‘creative’ person. However, we hope to take you on a journey of discovery 
and through engaging with the tools outlined in the chapters, you will 
become inspired to explore this side of yourself. We actively encourage 
you to utilise both your unconscious and conscious mind to release your 
inner creativity and, in turn, motivate students to release theirs and par-
ticipate in imaginative social work practice learning.

References
Howells, A and Bald, C (2020) ‘This Is My Oasis’: An Exploration of Student 
Hub Support for Social Work Students’ Wellbeing. Social Work Education. 
https://​doi.org/​10.1080/​02615479.2020.1861242

Plenty, J and Gower, D (2013) The Reform of Social Work Practice Education 
and Training and Supporting Practice Educators. The Journal of Practice 
Teaching and Learning, 12(2): 48–​66.

https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2020.1861242
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A note about illustrations
This book is centred on different and diverse creative approaches. Both 
of us, as editors, are visual learners where our learning is often enriched 
with visual elements. As such, we have repeated illustrations throughout 
the chapters indicating specific sections that we believe are important for 
you as practice educators and students to know, so that you can use the 
tools to their maximum potential. Although the names of the headings 
may be different or appear in a different order within each chapter, the 
illustrations reflect the details in the boxes below.

Tool

An introduction to the tool. This provides a brief  
overview.
Inspiration

Where the inspiration for the tool is drawn from. This is the 
tool’s origins.
Theory

The theoretical perspective which underpins the tool. This 
is social work practice being evidence informed.
Example

Where an example is provided of the tool being used. This 
brings the tool to life.
Application

The description of putting the tool into practice in learning 
and teaching. This is the how-​to.
Social work practice

Shows you how to use the tool in your work with people 
with lived experience. This is about your day-​to-​day practice.
Three key points

Outlines three key take-​away learning points. This is the 
summary.
Poem

This is a further learning tool to use within the practice 
educator and student relationship.
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Chapter 1

Let’s start at the beginning
Claire Skilleter

In the beginning…
This chapter will look at the importance of beginning student practice 
learning opportunities and working relationships well, thus setting the 
scene for ending well. In fact, Kadushin (1990) suggests that the beginning 
is where preparations for endings should start. The start of the practice 
learning opportunity and the relationship between the practice educator 
and the student is, in part, the beginning of the end. It is here, at the start, 
where we already know when our supervisory relationship will end. As 
such, the beginning of the practice learning opportunity is best placed to 
create a relationship of safety and trust, which are the underpinnings to 
end well. Put simply, getting these basics right, from the start, shapes the 
supervisory relationship and the path it may follow.

In terms of practice educators and students working together from the 
outset, McMullin’s (2017) model for relationship building is transferrable 
to the student practice learning process. The model has four stages, all of 
which need attention and are of equal importance:

•	 engage;

•	 negotiate;

•	 enable;

•	 ending.

The model is not meant to be prescriptive and all relationships are unique. 
However, the model is helpful in breaking down the process of relationship 
building (McColgan and McMullin, 2017). To apply the model to the prac-
tice educator and student relationship, the practice educator and student 
begin the practice learning opportunity by engaging with each other maybe 
through a pre-​placement meeting, a supervision agreement and getting to 
know each other activities. As part of the practice learning agreement and 
throughout the placement the practice educator and student negotiate the 
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learning opportunities. The practice educator then enables the student to 
develop learning through practice and the use of supervision. Finally, there is 
an ‘ending’; the practice educator writes the final report and makes their final 
assessment. Work with people with lived experience draws to a close and 
the working relationship between the practice educator and the students 
ends. Sometimes when things go wrong, there are enforced endings which 
happen earlier than planned. For example, the student withdraws or does 
not pass the practice learning opportunity and it is terminated. When this 
happens, the ending is likely to be painful for both student and practice edu-
cator and the opportunity to ‘de-​brief’ and reflect on the experience is likely 
to be vital for both the student and practice educator.

This chapter will pay attention to the ‘engage’ stage of relationship building, 
but also has an eye on the ending stage (which is further discussed in 
Chapter 8). McColgan and McMullin (2017) state that potential endings 
should be discussed at the engage stage and the two practice tools presented 
in this chapter, The Supervision Chair and Placement Achievements 
Boxes, go some way to enabling this. They also support the development 
of a safe, secure and appreciative dialogue between the practice educator 
and student and promote a sense of working in partnership. One practice 
educator who has used The Supervision Chair with a student said:

It broke down barriers really quickly. It helped to stress super-
vision as a joint endeavour, more equal than the usual 
agreement I would use… I really feel it helped us develop a 
fantastic working relationship.

The student said: ‘I felt really clear about my supervision and that we were 
working in partnership. It really helped set the scene for the type of supervision 
we wanted to create… It helped me understand the sort of safe space supervi-
sion could be.’

This chapter draws heavily on therapeutic techniques. It is important to 
recognise that practice educators are not therapists, but we can work in 
a relationship-​based way with students. The practice tools may indeed 
require the practice educator to share something of themselves. This is 
particularly relevant to the Social GGRRAAACCEEESSS (Burnham, 2012) 
discussion later in this chapter. In addition, taking a humanist perspective 
to adult learning, Rogers (1994) would say that congruence requires the 
practice educator to be true to oneself and to not be afraid to express and 
discuss feelings in order to develop a rapport with the learner.
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For many years I have used supervision agreements with 
students; these have tended to cover expectations, bound-
aries, needs and responsibilities. I have always had con
versations about power and how to make supervision a safe 

space too. However, these supervision agreements have always felt quite 
limited and formal, one-​sided even. I try to model creativity, building a 
rapport and relationship-​based practice from the start of my working rela-
tionship with students, and I began to think about how the supervision 
agreement was not aligned to these. When we started to work virtually at the 
beginning of the Covid-​19 pandemic, I anticipated it was going to be even 
harder to develop a rapport, model creativity and ‘do’ relationship-​based 
practice from the start of the practice learning opportunity. I, therefore, 
started to think about other ways I could carry out a supervision agreement 
discussion with students.

The supervision chair –​ What do you need to feel 
comfortable and secure in supervision?
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Let’s settle in
The Supervision Chair acts as a supervision agreement and is 
a visual and creative way to pay attention to the beginning of 
the working relationship between the practice educator and stu-
dent. It has a strong focus on enabling the student to feel safe 
and secure, which is particularly important for virtual supervision 
where these elements can be more challenging.

A little theory

The Supervision Chair is influenced by the concept of 
a secure base, which comes originally from the work of 
Bowlby (1969). In line with Bowlby’s concept of a secure 
base, supervision is seen as a comfortable chair, a safe 

haven to return to from the stressors of placement, where the student 
can safely explore feelings and thoughts, have challenging conversations 
to promote learning and then return to the outside world feeling that 
things are more manageable. Thinking about the practice educator and 
the student as a team, The Supervision Chair is also closely aligned to 
the concept of the team as secure base. In their model of the Team as a 
Secure Base, Biggart et al (2017) identify five domains for promoting a 
secure base: availability, sensitivity, acceptance, co-​operation and mem-
bership. The Supervision Chair promotes these domains.

Chair legs –​ Availability: The practice educator is there for the student.

Chair arms and getting in and out of the chair –​ Sensitivity: The stu-
dent feels safe enough to explore feelings.

Chair seat –​ Acceptance: The student’s feelings, identity and views will be 
accepted in supervision.

Chair back and getting in and out of the chair –​ Co-​operation: This is a 
joint endeavour between the practice educator and student.

Chair seat –​ Membership: The practice educator and student value and 
understand each other.

The concept of The Supervision Chair came from thinking 
about my own experiences of supervision. One of my first man-
agers, Elaine, did in fact have two comfortable armchairs in 
her office, which were only sat in for supervision discussions. 



  

  

  

Creative Approaches to Social Work Practice Learning

10

Let’s start at the beginning

I always recall feeling safe with her, in supervision, to say whatever was on my 
mind. When I left that chair, I often felt that I had learnt something maybe 
about myself or I had some new understanding to take forward. I felt more 
connected to my work, emotionally contained, valued and appreciated. Of 
course, this process was little to do with the armchair, but the way in which 
Elaine conducted the supervision. When I reflected on what it was Elaine actu-
ally did to enable this process to happen, availability, sensitivity, acceptance, 
co-​operation and membership seemed to make sense.

The how-​to

For working virtually, The Supervision Chair template can 
be shared with the student and used to guide the discus-
sion. The student’s comments can be written on the tem-
plate as each section of the chair has been discussed. The 
template can be individualised by using an image of a chair 

chosen by the student. In comparison, when working in person, students 
can be asked to create a large drawing of The Supervision Chair or a 3D 
chair model with boxes and tubes. The Supervision Chair could also be 
created by using a collage of magazine pictures of chairs or online chair 
images. The practice educator and student can write all over the chair 
collage, or create speech bubbles, arrows and pictures to represent the 
supervision agreement discussions at each stage of building the chair.

The practice educator should start by talking to the student about the 
concept of supervision as a comfortable chair, a secure base. Explain that 
The Supervision Chair is built from the bottom up, similar to the con-
cept of using co-​production techniques where policy or approaches are 
influenced by staff or individuals.

There are six stages to building The Supervision Chair. The practice edu-
cator and the student talk though each stage and record the discussions, 
on either the template, large drawing, model or collage.

IMAGE 1.1A: 1. Chair legs –​ What do you 
need in order to feel that supervision and 
your supervisor are available, stable and 
predictable?
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IMAGE 1.1B: 2. Chair seat –​ What do we need 
to know about each other so that we can sit 
comfortably with each other? How can we 
learn more about each other? How do our 
values, beliefs, life and work experiences, 
cultural similarities and differences impact 
on how we ‘sit’ with each other? What do 
we need to acknowledge in terms of the 
seat of power and privilege? How will we sit 
with and manage challenge or conflict?

The practice educator may guide or prompt the student by talking about 
the chair needing to have four legs firmly on the ground; it needs to feel 
strong, like it would hold you up if you fell down; it needs to be constant, 
available, in the same place and the student should know how to get to 
the chair. Thinking of supervision in this way, what does the student need 
to feel that supervision and the practice educator are available, stable 
and predictable? Each student’s responses and needs will be different, 
but often discussions at the chair legs stage may be connected to the 
following aspects of supervision:

•	 protected time;

•	 scheduled in the diary;

•	 in the same location;

•	 on time;

•	 knowing who will send the joining link for virtual supervision;

•	 who will book a room if supervision is in person;

•	 how long the session will last;

•	 what will happen if the session is cancelled;

•	 what your agreed supervision structure will look like;

•	 what preparation is expected.

All of these elements and more help The Supervision Chair feel stable 
and predictable.
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The practice educator may guide or prompt the student by talking about 
the fact that the student and the practice educator will be sitting with each 
other for some time. It will be important that they can feel comfortable and 
sit through complex discussions with some understanding of each other. 
This section of the chair is a good point to discuss similarities and differences 
and, importantly, to schedule in further plans to expand and develop these 
discussions. The Supervision Chair shouldn’t be the only time the practice 
educator and student have these discussions. Undertaking discussions at 
this point of The Supervision Chair sets up an expectation that discussions 
about power, similarity and difference are part of on-​going supervision.

McCaughan et al (2018) acknowledge that discussing similarities and 
differences at the beginning of the supervisory relationship is vital as it 
supports the practice educator and student to return to these discussions 
throughout the practice learning opportunity. Social GGRRAAACCEEESSS 
(Burnham, 2012) is a helpful model to assist with discussions at this point. 
Social GGRRAAACCEEESSS is a mnemonic to aid consideration of diffe-
rence and similarity within relationships. In a linear form, it includes:

gender;

geography;

race;

religion;

age;

ability;

appearance;

class;

culture;

ethnicity;

education;

employment;

sexuality;

sexual orientation;

spirituality.
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IMAGE 1.1C: 3. Chair arms –​ What do you 
need from me as a practice educator to 
feel accepted, emotionally contained 
and supported? How will you know 
this is happening? How might previous 
experiences of supervision impact on the 
creation of an emotionally containing 
supervisory relationship?

Each element can be discussed, in terms of views, experiences, similarities 
and differences. Consider which elements stand out to the practice edu-
cator and the student. For example, the following five questions may be 
helpful to consider at this point.

1.	 In our supervision relationship, which Social GGRRAAACCEEESSS are 
more visible or invisible and why?

2.	 Do any of our Social GGRRAAACCEEESSS provide us with more power 
or privilege (for example, White privilege, education or employment 
privilege) than the other one of us? How might this impact on our 
supervision relationship?

3.	 How might we challenge each other when we notice discrimination, 
bias or assumption in relation to the Social GGRRAAACCEEESSS?

4.	 Which of the Social GGRRAAACCEEESSS stand out to you and why do 
you think that is? How might that impact on supervision for you?

5.	 As your practice educator, is there anything you would like me to 
keep in mind about your Social GGRRAAACCEEESSS?

Thinking about how the student and practice educator will ‘sit together 
comfortably’ will often include some uncomfortable discussions in order 
to reach a comfortable point in a meaningful way. The importance of these 
discussions in paying attention to the early stages of the practice educator 
and student relationship cannot be minimised. For example, Brookfield 
(1995) confirms that our cultural beliefs are so powerful they may be more 
influential than our age in terms of the impact on how we learn. In add-
ition, research by Christiansen et al (2011) also found that good supervi-
sion involved the creation of a safe space in which the supervisee could 
communicate and process experiences related to cultural issues.
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The practice educator may guide or prompt the student by talking about 
supervision acting as a metaphoric hug to help the student feel emotion-
ally held, supported and accepted. The student can think about what they 
need from supervision in order to achieve this sense of emotional contain-
ment (Bion, 1962). A conversation about previous supervisory experiences 
and what helped or hindered in terms of feeling emotionally contained 
and supported can be helpful. Additional questions can be used such as 
the following.

•	 If feeling emotionally contained in supervision was represented in the 
arms of this chair…

	» what colour would they be?

	» how would they feel to touch?

	» what size would they be?

	» how would the arms feel when you sit in the chair?

•	 If you feel uncontained in supervision…

	» what might I see?

	» �how will you tell me if you need your supervision chair to feel 
more supportive?

Each student will have different responses, but this section of the chair is 
an opportunity to think about what acceptance, emotional containment 
and support may look and feel like to them. This is increasingly important 
in the world of virtual supervision and can help raise self-​awareness about 
how empathy, kindness and respect are communicated via a computer 
screen.

IMAGE 1.1D: 4. Chair back –​ What are the 
ground rules that will help us to stay sitting 
up and paying attention to each other? 
What learning style or thinking styles do 
we prefer and how will we use these? What 
has helped us to keep focus in previous 
supervisions?
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