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A VARIED PICTURE 

Social work education emerged to answer to specific needs connected with ocial work education emerged to answer to specific needs connected withS
the historical backgrounds, the social policy trends and the different national the historical backgrounthe historical backgroun
and regional cultures 

all these factors have implications in the way in which training in social work all these factors have implications in the waya
has been established in different countries 

some commonalities and many differences 



SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION IN 
EUROPE Commonalities and differences  

• 27 independent countries constituting a political and economic 'supranational' 
union. Engaged in supporting the  development of education and culture for a 
“inclusive, cohesive and competitive Europe”

• The Bologna process (2000) – Creating an European space of higher education  with 
three levels (bachelor, master and doctorate) and  harmonisation of methodologies,  
competences, learning outcomes, student-centred learning  

• Boosting mobility and students exchanges: the Socrates- Erasmus programmes 
• Common schemes of research funding - Horizon 2020 
• A long tradition of gathering and creating associations (since 1928, with the Paris 

international conference). 
• Nowadays: the EASSW European Association of Schools of Social Work, ESWRA 

(European Social Work Research Association) , IFSW Europe, and several subregional 
associations 
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SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION IN 
EUROPE Commonalities and differences

in the kind of institutions  where social work education is provided (universities, 
higher public or private institutions such as the ‘Fachoschoolen’and
‘hogensschoole’, or the french IRTS) 
• The insertion into the university system rather than in other contexts, produces 

different legitimation of the social worker role and leads to a more elevated status 
of the profession. 

• In the duration of training/education period: efforts in aligning to the Bologna 
process is still on going, now providing two patterns:  3 + 2 years (ie Italy, Norway, 
Estonia) or 4 year (i.e Spain, Holland )

• In the disciplinary components (i.e. sociology, psychology and pedagogy; social 
policy and legal studies) and balance of credits. The different balance among dip  
unveil 

• In the professional practice/ field practice (number of hours, accompanying , 
evaluation process 

Fachoschoolen hogensschoole IRTS
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SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION IN 
EUROPE Commonalities and differences

• Level of academisation (stable presence of teachers and researchers with 
social work professional experience and knowledge in the academic 
workforce- department and faculties of social work )

• Different levels of recognition of social work as a profession/ different 
regulations/ 

• Different professional profiles and names ( Social worker, social pedagogue, 
youth worker care worker …)

•

•
•



DIVERSITY AS A DISTINCTIVE 
FEATURE 

• Diversity can be seen as distinguishing mark of social work discipline linked to 
its nature of being engaged in  historical and political processes 

• “social work teaching finds its particular strength in taking into account the 
specific context in which it is being practiced and for which it is preparing 
students” - Rather than looking for a unique profile, “what can be learned 
from different versions of social work” (Lorenz, 2021, 7) 

• Different ways to represent social work profession:  the therapeutic view; the 
‘transformational’ view, the ‘social order’ representation (Payne, 2006 pp 12-
14)

•
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CHALLENGES IN PREPARING FUTURE 
SOCIAL  WORKERS  Before the pandemic 

• The financial crisis of 2008 with increasing levels of poverty and the eu rules of 
the “stability pact” , with   adoption of austerity measures (different forms of  
limitation of services) 

• Spread of neoliberal approach and managerialism
• Forced migrations and challenges to the EU welfare systems  - the European  

fortress?  
• The increasing levels of populism and discrimination 

The risk of “austerity social workers” (Garrett & Bertotti, 2017)
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CHALLENGES IN PREPARING FUTURE 
SOCIAL  WORKERS  Before the pandemic 

• The emergence of new expectation of recognition of identities and 
individuals 

• Increased expectations of being involved and participation
• Efforts in nurturing critical thinking, reflexivity, 
• Development of EBP and its critical view
• Involving users in social work education

•
•
•
• EBP
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THEN PANDEMIC CAME: REACTION AND 
CHALLENGES 

• Measures related to pandemic have been different and diversely assumed in 
EU countries, according the different stages of the disease, degrees of 
awareness and capacities of the system to deal with the consequences . (I.e
in Italy lockdown of all activities (“stay at home”)  started in n March 2020, in 
Nordic countries in late June 2020).. 

• After the first freezes, efforts at different levels started, both at the level of 
social services maintaining service provisions already existing as well as In 
bringing support and protection to new people in need.  

• EU
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STRATEGIES TO COPE 
• Reciprocal support, sharing distress, fears and worries   have made a difference in 

supporting individual capacities of resilience and the emergence of new ideas and 
strategies to cope.  

• Social work organisations  played a crucial role, both in a positive sense, supporting work 
at distance, providing devices and training for on line working, offering spaces for 
reflection and sharing but also in negative direction, withdrawing supports and sharing

• The new conditions  posed by the pandemic created many challenges, from a 
practical, organisational and ethical point of view

• an international survey conducted by a research group led by S. Banks supported by 
IFSW, explored the ethical challenges  faced in the first wave of covid (may 2020) 
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ETHICAL CHALLENGES  DURING COVID – 19  
SIX THEMES FROM THE SURVEY

1. Creating and maintaining trusting, honest and empathic relationships via phone or 
internet with due regard to privacy and confidentiality, or in person with 
protective equipment.

2. Prioritising service user needs and demands, which are greater and different due 
to the pandemic, when resources are stretched/unavailable and full assessments 
often impossible.

3. Balancing service user rights, needs and risks against personal risk to social 
workers and others, in order to provide services as well as possible.

4. (existing or new) or use professional discretion in circumstances wherDeciding
whether to follow national and organisational policies, procedures or guidance 
e policies seem inappropriate, confused or lacking.

5. Acknowledging and handling emotions, fatigue and the need for self-care, when 
working in unsafe and stressful circumstances.

6. Using lessons learned during the pandemic to rethink social work in the future.

(Banks et al (2020), pp 572-574) 
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AWARENESS OF THE LONG TERM IMPACT OF COVID 
AND LEARNINGS FOR SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION 

«The corona crisis has underlined the urgency for social work educators to 
examine their fundamental understanding of social work, the profession’s role 
in society, .. its theoretical grounding and its political mandate in order to then 
confront the acute question how to equip future practitioners with knowledge 
and skills that will allow them to make an impact on the reconstruction of 
societies. (Lorenz, 2021,2) 
• social justice and cohesion are not naturally given but should be cared and 

constructed through explicit social and economic policies. 
• social workers have the knowledge of how the social fabric can be 

destroyed or reconstructed built. Their voices, for instance pointing out the 
risks of prolonged social isolation in elderly homes, must be heard. 

• Our efforts as social work educators  should strengthen these capacities to 
speak and to be heard 

Lorenz, 2021,2 
•

•
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