
 
 

 
MSc Social Work Course Philosophy 
 
 

The University of Bristol aims to produce graduates who are ready and able to fulfil the role of 
newly qualified social workers.  Social workers are expected to have the knowledge and skills 
necessary to perform the roles and functions across a range of agencies. This statement of 
our Course Philosophy seeks to provide information about the principles underpinning our 
approach to the education and training of social workers. 
It also provides testimony to our own value base and the expectations we have of our 
graduates. 

 
 

Aims of the Programme 
 
Employers, colleagues and those who use social work services should expect to find in 
graduates of Bristol’s MSc in Social Work: 

 
 
- someone broadly educated in social work theory and research and in relevant social 

science disciplines, as well as someone trained in practice methods. 
 

- someone able critically to appraise a range of sources of evidence, including research 
evidence 

 

- someone whose knowledge and transferable skills equip them for working in a variety 
of settings and with a variety of service users, but also someone eager to continue 
their professional development once these have been consolidated with a period of 
practice. 

 

- someone who has acquired the range of competencies needed to cover the roles 
expected of social workers, including those of case manager, caseworker, advocate, 
team  member,  group  worker  and  community  worker  or  community  development 
worker. 

 

- someone who, in the complex and f luid organisational framework of health, education 
and social care, is able to work confidently within a multi-disciplinary and/or across 
agency boundaries. 

 

- someone capable of carrying out modest-scale practical research projects.  This is a 
valuable aid to any social worker's data-collection and assessment skills and enabl es 
them, as team members, to help to address the information-needs of their agencies. 

 

- someone who is evidence-based in their decision making and who can be expected 
systematically to appraise and monitor their own work. 

 

- someone capable of purposeful introspection.  We try to help students to become 
aware of the influence of their own experiences, needs, fears, prejudice, personalities, 



 
 
 
 

temperament, interests and `blind spots' on their work.  In this regard we expect not 
just self-knowledge or insight but also evidence of an attempt to correct any adverse 
influences. 

 

- someone who can work within agency conventions and l imitations, but can also see 
beyond these to patterns of needs and oppor tunities for preventative work which may 
not find their way through the resource allocation system.  We try to ensure that 
students are able to think critically about the efficiency and ef fectiveness with which 
problems are addressed. 

 

-          someone who has well-developed professional attitudes and for this to show through: 
•        their conduct and manner of self-presentation. 
• their aspirations to base their decisions on knowledge and expertise rather than 

purely on personal values or bureaucratic convenience. 
•        their willingness to submit themselves to the profession's ethical code. 
• their preparedness and ability to address prejudice and oppression, in whatever 

form they encounter it. 
• their desire to continue to develop their knowledge and skills in the service of 

their clients. 
 

In short, we aim to produce graduates who have clearly met the National Occupational 
Standards, and have demonstrated their ability to act in accordance with the General Social 
Care Council’s Code of Conduct and Practice. 

 
 
 

Our Approach to Knowledge, Values and Skills 
 
 
The following list comprises the main components of our course philosophy, as these pertain 
to knowledge, values and skills. 

 
 
1. Critical Thinking.  Social workers need to be able critically to appraise a wide range of 

evidence relevant to the decisions they are required to make.  We regard ourselves as 
an eclectic course in that we draw on ideas and research from a wide range of 
disciplines and try consciously to adapt these to the practical needs of service users. 
However, we are aware that `eclecticism' can be a euphemism for indiscriminate and 
uncoordinated curriculum design.  W e are ourselves well aware of the tensions and 
sometimes incompatibilities that exist between different levels of analysis (e.g. between 
sociological, social policy, and psychological research).We do not adopt a 
`supermarket' philosophy in the face of this complexity - simply leaving it to students to 
choose what attracts them at any given time.  Rather we engage them in a debate 
about different sources, levels and standards of evidence.  This is done in sessions 
devoted to the issue of epistemology (see the psychology, sociology and social work 
studies syllabi) and elsewhere throughout the course by raising questions about the 
quality of evidence for particular views.  We seek to ensure that students are aware 
they have to make provisional choices in areas where explanations overlap or conflict. 
We expect them to have clear views on the characteristics of a `good' theory or a good 



 
 
 
 

quality research study:- explanatory power, testability, practical relevance and so forth. 
Having said this, we are equally anxious that students do not prematurely `foreclose' 
on the many unresolved - and perhaps irresolvable - issues in social work theory and 
practice.    In  short,  we  expect  an active,  discerning,  and conscious  selection  of 
concepts for use in practice and that students should be able to defend their decisions 
to  us,  to  their  supervisors,  to  each  other,  and above  all,  to  service  users. 

 
 
2.  Breadth and Depth of Knowledge and Skills.  Qualifying social work degrees are a 

generic qualification, and this has informed the structure and content of the course.  In 
the first year we expect students to acquire a good knowledge of the origins of a range 
of social and other problems with which social workers have frequently to engage. 
During this year we also expect them to develop a core repertoire of social work skills 
and competencies.  We build on this in the second year by directing students to a 
range of specialist methods, and t o a more in-depth study of certain problems and 
issues.  Courses of study in each year are carefully designed to support the period of 
practice learning that takes place in each. The variety of practice learning opportunities 
is broad.  Some students are placed in settings where the focus is primarily a 
service user group. For example we have students placed in agencies providing 
services to refugees, to children in hospital; and to women who have been subject to 
domestic violence.   Similarly,  some  students  prefer  to  specialise  by intervention  
techniques  rather  than  client  group  and we  regularly  accommodate interests such 
as community work, group work, behavioural approaches, and psychodynamic 
casework.   This ‘two-tier’ structure ensures a) that students are basically equipped for 
the full range of demands which will come their way in practice; b) they have also had 
an opportunity to develop particular knowledge and/or skills in depth.   This seems to 
us to reflect present trends in the profession towards a continuation of front-line 
genericism, but backed up by a range of specialist skills contained within a team or 
agency. 

 
 
3.  A Broad Perspective. Although social workers need to be skilled in direct work with 

service users and carers, they also need to be equipped with a wide range of additional 
skills.   They need to be c onfident advocates, constructive negotiators, able to liase 
effectively with the members of other professions, to organise and facilitate groups, 
and to arrange reliable care for those in the community who require it.  We think it 
important therefore to prevent students from developing too narrow a view of what 
social work involves, and accordingly we encourage them to think about skills in 
`bands'.  For  example, data-collection and as sessment skills for a r ange of different 
types of practice are introduced en block and students consider together such methods 
as social history taking, group work assessment, behavioural analysis, community and 
social survey work, and s tudies of organisational performance.  The most important 
product of this philosophy is that students recognise that the cases referred to them 
are only a partial reflection of similar needs in the community, and that the origins of 
problems rest at many levels, including socio-economic.  They are encouraged to think 
of `referral pathways' and about the many, often poorly-addressed opportunities for 
preventive and self-help work that exist along the way. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
4.  Theory-Practice  Integration  is  an  essential  component  of  an evidence-based 

approach to decision-making, and one which is given high priority in this course.  I t 
receives expression through the involvement of practitioners throughout the curriculum 
and the involvement of academic staff in many practice-based projects in the field. 
Integration is not left to chance, nor is it simply a general feature of our teaching (which 
it is).  Rather, there are many timetabled opportunities and assessment points where 
we expect students to bring issues from their fieldwork, and issues from the social 
science component of the course, to bear on theoretical teaching. 

 
 
5.  Social Workers as Helping Professional. Having stressed that the casework role of 

the social worker does not cover all that staff are now called upon to do, this University 
has a long-standing reputation for turning out students with first-rate therapeutic skills. 
We continue to regard this as a very important function - social workers after all 
operate within the personal social services and however important are their social care 
planning and organising functions they, themselves, also constitute an important 
resource. Accordingly, we spend time training our students in the skills of direct 
intervention, and present to them a view of the role of the social worker which stresses 
that their own personal skills are important in producing useful changes in the lives of 
those with whom they work. 

 
 
6.  Social Workers as Agents of Change. There is considerable emphasis on change 

throughout our course, either in the sense of producing useful alteration to behaviour, 
attitudes or feelings; or in the sense of preventing deterioration in functioning; or in the 
sense of producing a change in circumstances which operates to the advantage of the 
client.  The skills units, the social work studies and psychology units, and the law and 
policy  taught  throughout  the  course  are  of  particular  importance  in  this  regard. 
Between  them  they  identify the  basis  of  the  social  worker's  influence,  skills  and 
authority as  an  agent  of  social  change,  and occasionally of  social control. The 
underlying emphasis here is that social workers are expected to make a difference to 
the problems in which they intervene. 

 
 
7.  Anti-Oppressive Practice. Prejudice, discrimination and oppression are experienced 

by many sections of the population, especially minority ethnic groups, women, older 
people, working class people, disabled people, lesbians and gay men. All at various 
times experience injustice, hurtful ignorance, a lack of understanding, hostility and 
isolation. Individuals, organisations and policies that disadvantage them, each restricts 
their opportunities for participating in society, or for seeking or receiving services to 
which they are entitled.  We expect students and staff to engage with these important 
issues and demonstrate both a commitment and an ability to address these, both in 
practice and within the University. All qualifying social workers must be able to provide 
services in an anti-oppressive and non -discriminatory way and be able to identify and 
tackle discriminatory policies and practices.  To that end we seek to inform students of 
the many factors and processes underpinning discrimination and oppression, both at 



 
 
 
 

the individual, society and institutional levels, and to show how these influence the 
provision of public services, particularly social work.  B y enabling students to develop 
their understanding of these issues, and their ability to reflect on their own thoughts, 
behaviour and attitudes, we aim to enable them to develop their competence in anti- 
oppressive practice. 

 
 

8.  Core Values. Anti-oppressive and anti-discriminatory practice are the logical end-point 
of social work’s core values.    In their practice social workers have a general duty to 
respect the dignity and worth of all human beings and t o promote social justice.  The 
pursuit of social justice involves identifying, seeking to alleviate and advocating 
strategies for overcoming structural disadvantage.  Respecting the dignity of worth of 
all human beings entails recognising their right to well-being, to self-fulfilment and to as 
much control over their own lives as is consistent with the rights of others.  We seek to 
integrate  a consideration  of  these  core  values  into  all  teaching  and  learning 
opportunities,  and  assess  the  extent  to  which  students’  work,  including  practice, 
reflects these. 

 
 

9.  An Evidence-Based Approach. Our course works hard at being an ev idence-based 
programme.  We try to present to students the most solid material available on both 
the nature of social problems and on the various approaches that might be taken to 
their amelioration.  Accordingly, we make extensive use of the effectiveness research 
and client-opinion research literatures, threading these findings throughout most of our 
social work teaching. 

 
 
The list presented above outlines our basic philosophical stance on the kind of social worker 
we are trying to produce and on how we set about trying to achieve this. Different members of 
the teaching team would probably wish to underline certain sections of the list, and possibly 
alter its order of presentation; nevertheless as a statement of our values we each give our 
support to it. 


