Preparing Social Work Students for Professional Writing


Introduction
This paper is based on an investigation into student writing on a social work programme in a UK distance learning University and the effectiveness of the programme to prepare students to write in their professional roles. Professional social work writing is complex and is developed implicitly across the academic and practice domains. The paper explores the relationship between academic and professional writing and the implications for teaching writing effectively to social work students. This project builds on substantial prior research and scholarship investigating writing in social work education and practice (Rai 2004, 2006, 2008, 2011, 2014, Rai & Lillis 2011, 2012, 2013). This body of work will be used as the basis for the literature review. 	Comment by Lucy.Gray: Add sources other than Rai & Lillis
Background to the study
Munro, in her inquiry into the effectiveness of child protection social work, stated that the centrality of professional social work writing cannot be over-estimated’ (2011 p.111). Although she refers specifically to ‘recording’, this is just one form of professional social work writing which sits alongside a myriad of text types such as court reports, letters, assessments and referrals. Writing takes up more than half of social workers time (BASW 2012; Holmes et al. 2009; O’Rourke 2010) and while the desirability and reasons for this are debatable, it reflects the reality of modern social work practice. Research by McDonald et al asserts that despite social work writing being an activity which can have potentially serious repercussions for service users, students still graduate ‘without the overall writing proficiency required’ (McDonald 2015: 360). In particular McDonald et al focus on the importance of an ethical framework around professional writing based upon a set of values and principles rather than the range of genres of writing required (McDonald et al 2015: 365). 
The writing of potential entrants to the profession have been tested since the introduction in England of a compulsory written test for all candidates set by the awarding (Social Work Reform Board 2010, p 44), however, despite the writing being a required capability of social work training (HCPC ref needed), there has been little attention paid to the part played by qualifying programmes in preparing graduates for professional writing on qualifying. The implication of focusing on only pre entry writing skills seems to be an assumption that if students begin training with good basic writing ‘skills’ they will be able to perform well in both academic and professional writing. Academic student writing has been a significant focus for research in the UK over the past 10 years (Lillis, Lea, etc.) but there has been less attention paid to the ways in which students are prepared to write in professional contexts. Research by Rai and Lillis (Rai 2004; Rai 2006; Rai & Lillis 2012; Rai & Lillis 2011) however has explored the both academic and professional writing in social work and the tensions between the two. Rai (2014) suggests that:
Writing sits somewhat awkwardly as both a practice competence in its own right and the means through which students are assessed academically. This may in part explain why practice writing can slip into invisibility as a capability in its own right. I would suggest that although writing is an important scholarly as well as a professional practice capability it is all too often only recognised as the medium for assessment and not as an outcome in its own right.                                                                                                                       (Rai 20114: p5)
Rai (2014) suggests that academic writing is taught and assessed in the ‘academic domain’ but it is unclear where professional writing, which takes place during practice during practice learning opportunities, is taught. While there are some important commonalities between academic and professional writing, these genres are not the same and indeed there is significant difference between different forms of both academic and professional writing (Rai 2014: p5).

1. Methodology
The aim of this study was to offer a reflective insight into the exiting approach to teaching professional writing on one qualifying Social Work degree delivered at a national open distance learning programme in the UK. The study drew on a review of the existing teaching and assessment alongside qualitative data from recent graduates, current students, tutors and also qualified social worker responsible for training in agencies sponsoring students on the programme. 
Research questions
The research questions posed by this study were as follows:
1. How effectively are social work students prepared for writing in a professional context?
2. How is the responsibility for teaching professional writing shared between the university and praxis?
3. How can common learning from academic writing be applied to professional writing?
The methodology used was grounded theory and focused on eliciting the experiences and reflections of graduates, students and social work employers on writing undertaken in both the academic and professional domains. Grounded theory enables the researcher to generate theory iteratively drawing primarily on both an inductive and deductive approach to data collection and analysis. The study was deductively constructed based on existing theorisation arising from prior research undertaken within the same programme of study (Rai & Lillis 2011, 2012, 2013). This work enabled the researchers to formulate the questions for the online survey based on existing findings about the complexity of the relationship between academic and professional social work writing. An inductive approach enabled the researchers to respond to the initial data from the online survey in the construction of the forum discussions, which were facilitated around semi structured questions but allowed the group to influence the direction of the conversation. Similarly participants in the online survey were offered the opportunity to participate in a telephone interview with one of the researchers and these conversations enabled participants to lead the conversation focusing on aspects of their responses that they chose to elaborate on.  Texts were not collected, but prior text orientated research based on the same social work programme has informed this study (Rai & Lillis 2011, 2012, 2013). Desktop research analysed the teaching and assessment on the programme studied to identify where professional writing is explicitly and implicitly taught. As a distance learning programme the majority of teaching materials were archived as online resources and therefore available for analysis. Three additional methods of data collection were used, the first of these was a qualitative online survey completed by graduates qualifying in 2015 and employers who had sponsored a student on the programme in the past five years. This approach was used as experience from previous scholarship led the team to conclude that although face to face interviewing would deliver richer data, it would be very difficult to recruit sufficient participants, particularly as none would be current students. The research team also had experience of effective engagement in a qualitative online survey in an unrelated study but drawing on a similar participant group. Participants in the survey were offered a follow up telephone interview. The interviews were recorded and partially transcribed with full researcher notes were taken directly after the interview. Participants were sent a summary of their completed online survey prior to the interview and questions were based closely on expanding on the responses given to the survey. 	Comment by Lucy.Gray: More needed on grounded theory.
Focus groups were conducted with three groups and facilitated by a member of the team who was a current tutor on the programme. They were held with one group of final year students and two groups of tutors responsible for supporting students during their learning.  
Literature review
Reflective writing in social work education is a particular problematic genre due to implicit expectations which differ from some academic conventions, such as the use of the passive voice (Rai 2006). Rai and Lillis (2013) found that social work students felt unprepared for professional writing and that any support arose ‘serendipitously’ with no systematic teaching of professional writing in either the university or practice contexts (Rai and Lillis 2013: 362). Moreover this study suggested that:
The transfer of learning was not necessarily explicit for social workers, but experience in thinking critically about changes in how they positioned themselves in the text (reflective writing) and the use of evidence (both essays and reflective writing) to build an argument appeared to be relevant and valuable to their professional writing.
(Rai and Lillis 2013: 362)

[More needed here on the literature relating to student writing in social work.]
Profile of participants
The graduates participating in this study were typical of students on the sponsored, selective social work programme in that 70% had A levels or above and 40% already held a higher education qualification. Women made up 81% of the responding sample and 70% were aged 36 or above. The sample included on 17% of students identifying themselves as being from Black and Minority groups. Of the employer participants, 76% were based in a local authority

Writing in the academy
Data from the desktop research indicated that students undertook a range of written tasks throughout the assessment of the academic element of the programme. Table x summarises these tasks:	Comment by Lucy.Gray: Need to add an outline of the academic and practice elements of the programme. 

Table X.
	Level 1
	Level 2
	Level 3

	Reflective essay 
	Essay
	Reflective essay

	reflective essay 
	Power point presentation
	Evaluation of ICT tool

	Report of interview with a service user
	Reflective essay
	Research proposal

	Reflective report 
	Reflective essay
	Reflective essay

	Case study
	Reflective essay
	Reflective essay

	Essay 
	
	

	Case study based essay
	
	



Reflective essay tasks varied but shared the expectation that the student would draw together discussion of theory based on relevant literature and reflections on learning from social work practice placements. Although reflective writing requires students to make connections between academic and practice learning, it bears little resemblance to the writing that social workers undertake as part of their professional duties. Consequently, although the programme studied included writing that was relevant to practice, none of the assessments included writing that enabled students to engage in genres that they would be expected to use as professional social workers. 
[Concluding comments]

Writing in professional practice
The data gathered suggested that social workers are engaged in a very wide variety of text types differentiated by the organisational setting and the purpose of the text, a finding which is supported by the literature (Rai & Lillis 2013). The following tables identify responses firstly from graduates and secondly from employers to the question ‘Please indicate the kinds of writing that you/your employees routinely undertake within your/their current professional role’:
[image: ]
[image: ]

The range of writing tasks identified by each group are very similar and indicate the significance of a diversity of texts with no one text type dominating. These diverse texts required practitioners to make appropriate and selective use of writing techniques such as narrative, selection, precis and critical analysis. 
All respondents highlighted the importance of sound value base informing professional writing, for example the need for social workers to write in a way that was non-stigmatising and non-judgemental. Students stressed the importance of writing in a person-centred way which reflects what is important to and for the induvial being written about. This point related a theme discussed in the focus groups about the impact of professional writing could have on service users. This seemed to lend further weight to view discussed of the importance of professional writing being accurate, factual and its recommendations and decisions should be well informed, evidence based and justified demonstrating the responsibility and accountability of practitioners. 
‘Professional writing is fit for the audience, whichever the audience is. Sometimes there might be multiple audiences, so you write a report and it’s going to a number of professionals and it’s also going to a family. So yes, you might need to think about the language but I guess there something about being mindful about who this is going to and the purpose of the writing, whether you use jargon or not. So, it might be OK when it’s to members of the team but when it’s going to members of the public, service users or other professionals it needs to be understandable.’	Comment by Lucy.Gray: Still to develop
Rhetorical:
‘I wrote an email to a support provider concerning perceived failures in the support. My supervisor supported me to write the email in a more ameliorative way so that the support provider would be more accepting of criticism and willing to work to improve rather than get defensive.’
Audience
‘Understanding core business and feeling comfortable and confident with understanding/using professional and corporate language.  Understanding when - and when not - to use it.  Knowing what's pertinent to the task - and knowing your reader (service user, audit, legal, colleagues etc.) Feeling confident in the role and knowing employer expectations.’
[Concluding comments]

Making the transition
The transfer from academic to professional writing was not straightforward despite commonalities as well as differences between the genres. One example of a perceived difference was the use of voice:
Students have found it difficult to transfer from academic writing …In particular, they tend to write in the passive voice, often losing the subject in the process, e.g. the assessment found...instead of I assessed that. 
Employer 5: Online survey
This observation is significant as much of the academic writing undertaken by students, as indicated in fig X,  was reflective writing in which students were encouraged to use the first person. Equally the target voice in professional texts varied greatly as social workers were at times expected to be expressing their own professional view while in other texts they were writing on behalf of the agency or representing the views of service users or other professionals. It was clear from the desktop research, however, that there was little direct teaching about adjusting the writers voice according to the purpose of the text in either academic or professional texts. 
Participants identified some elements of academic writing that were transferable between academic and professional writing and therefore supported the transfer of learning. One example was the gathering, synthesis and use of evidence from a range of sources:
 Providing evidence for your findings was paramount in writing essays and I feel that this prepared me for thinking about how I would evidence my findings in professional writing.  For example, I have to complete assessments which determine the approval or not of carers or adopters. And throughout the process, my teaching has taught me to consider the reasons behind my writing.
Graduate 3: online survey
 An essential element of professional writing identified by employers was the ability to analyse and justify professional decision making. While employers suggested that a lack of analysis was a weakness in the writing of some newly qualified social workers, academic writing was perceived as offering a good preparation: 
You must do an analysis or an evaluation to justify action/resource allocation. Essay writing demands similar skills such as developing an argument, ensuring the narrative flows, having an evidence base.
Employer 1: Telephone interview
[Concluding comments]

2. Discussion	Comment by Lucy.Gray: This section is still in development, the bullet points indicate areas for discussion

· Audience – the complexity of audience in both contexts and how an understanding of audience can inform the ability to write effectively in both academic and professional contexts. In the academic context there are issues relating to ‘imagined’ audience of the assessor and meeting the expected requirements of both critical self-reflection and providing evidence of ‘competence’. In professional writing the audience is multiple and unpredictable due to the unknown trajectory of texts. 
· Voice – as with audience this is complex but relevant to both contexts. In academic contexts this is different for reflective writing where the voice of the author is different (more personally present, less passive for example). Reflective writing includes an element of ‘enacting’ a voice.  In professional writing the voice varies depending on the text but is closely related to expressing a professional judgement, representing the agency, co-ordinating multiple voices (service users, other colleagues etc.).
· Transferable cognitive capabilities – selection, synthesis, critical analysis, developing an argument / rhetoric – these are common, how can teaching these elements of academic writing help students learn to writing in professional contexts more effectively?
· Support – there is data on who helps students learn (tutors, managers, practice supervisors, peers, colleagues, family / friends etc.) but I am not sure at this point whether to include this data in this paper?

Appendix 1	Comment by Lucy.Gray: Include? Not all of these themes have been included in the discussion in this paper. 
Summary of themes
Key:
ES – Employer Survey
GS – Student Survey
EI – Employer interview
GI – Student interview
FG – AL Focus Group

	Theme
	Source
	Links to the literature

	Structure, language, format and form
	
	

	Basic English skills (sentence construction, grammar, clarity)
	ES, EI, FG
	· Reports into competence in SW writing

	Appropriate language / avoidance of jargon
	ES, EI, FG
	

	Context and purpose
	
	

	Very diverse types of writing
	all
	Rai & Lillis (various)

	Value of ‘real’ practice examples in the context of academic assessments and learning
	GS, EI
	

	Difficulty transferring skills from academic to practice writing e.g. and difficulty describing how they practice. Academy didn’t prepare well for professional writing
	ES, EI, GI, GS
	

	Should be taught from level 1 and then threaded throughout training, include reference to research / theory
	FG
	

	Adapting to different assessment and report requirements including more complex as well as proforma based reports
	ES, GS
	

	Practice writing is complex and contextualised – shaped by professional and organisational concerns, reflecting differences between professions and agencies
	FG
	

	The fact that writing needs to be ‘signed off’ in practice does not mean that feedback is given
	FG
	

	Confidence in court reports – what to include and leave out, clarity
	ES, EI, GS
	

	Workload cited as a contributor to basic errors in proof reading and use of cut and paste / focusing on bare requirements rather than reflecting professional judgment
	EI, SI, GS
	

	Need to practice and be assessed in writing closer to that used in practice
	GI, EI, GS
	

	Need more input from tutors who are still in practice
	GS
	

	Analysis, criticality and reflection
	
	

	Justification of decision making
	ES, EI, FG
	

	Reflect on their own practice
	ES, FG
	

	Analysis of complex situation
	ES, EI, FG
	

	Gathering and using evidence
	ES, FG
	

	Clear presentation of facts and evidence to inform decision making and differentiating facts from judgement
	ES, EI, FG
	

	Critical reflection on practice using theory to inform action / recommendations
	ES, FG
	

	Overly descriptive with a lack of selectivity  / inability to be concise
	ES, GS
	

	Analysis skills in assessment reports
	ES, FG, GS
	

	Express a professional opinion
	EI, FG
	

	Understanding when narrative is unhelpful, for example in recounting a meeting
	EI
	

	Voice, audience and professional role
	
	

	Insufficient awareness of power of role when writing
	ES
	

	Should support accountability
	FG
	

	Writing for different audiences and purposes
	ES, FG, GS
	

	Person centred reflecting what is important to the individual
	ES, EI
	

	Understanding the need to treat correspondence as recording
	ES
	

	Unhelpful use of passive voice in practice, reluctance to use active voice which is identifies the subjects / actors
	ES, EI
	

	Adjusting voice from formal academic to e.g. ‘less officious’ professional voice – adapting to the purpose and audience
	GI
	

	Reflective writing was challenging compared with other academic writing
	GI
	

	Support
	
	

	Good support in practice writing from practice supervisor / line manager – tutor support in academic
	GS
	

	Considerable difference in expectations across tutors / supervisors / teams / agencies
	FG, GS
	

	Support from peers / colleagues was useful
	GS
	

	Useful to learn through doing, practice
	
	

	Would value 1:1 feedback on writing
	GS
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Institutional description
My research has been undertaken with the context of The Open University UK which is a large open access distance learning university. The majority of students are based in the UK, but the University also delivers teaching internationally, particularly in Europe, the Middle East and in Africa. Some of this teaching is delivered through a variety of cross institutional arrangements including institutional validation. The Open University is the largest UK university with 150,000 undergraduate and more than 30,000 postgraduate students. 

The University historically delivered teaching in print supported by face to face tuition, but this has increasingly changed to online delivery with a combination of online and face to face tuition. In both contexts teaching and assessment is heavily text based and writing is a central aspect of the student learning experience. My own research has focused on professional learning, specifically within the Social Work department. In the context of social work students undertake learning both within the University and through assessed professional practice placements. Social work employers are closely involved as partners in the programme and the majority of students are supported by their employers in the selection, assessment and quality assurance of the programme. 




Digest of key theorists and frames used in the choice of methods and research design

Social Practices 
This approach is based upon the premise that choices are made in all discursive events and that these choices are affected by our identity and relationship with the presumed ‘role’ and identity of the reader or addressee (Fairclough, 1989). ‘Choices’ in this context refers to the conscious and subconscious decisions made by writers about what and how they write. Such choices range from individual words through to the organisation of evidence and argument. Such choices are related to the writers’ identity but also the writers’ perception of their target audience. This contrasts with the view that writing is essentially mechanistic, based upon the acquisition of incremental skills which are employed in a social and cultural vacuum. Lea & Stierer (2000) suggest that the latter traditional approach is based upon the belief that:
The qualities of good writing are assumed to be self evident, and largely a matter of learning and mastering universal rules of, for example, grammar, usage and text organisation. 
(Lea & Stierer, 2000, p. 5)

Academic literacies
Academic literacies recognises academic writing as an activity embedded in social and interpersonal ways of being (Lea and Stierer 2000; Lillis and Scott 2007; Lillis 2001; Lillis and Turner 2001; Lillis 2003). Much of this work has taken a critical approach to understanding disciplinary based institutional practices which are particularly relevant in the context of multi-disciplinary practice-based subjects such as social work.

Text-orientated Ethnography
Text-oriented ethnography (see Lillis, 2008) is an approach within which a key epistemological principle is the fundamentally contextual nature of all language, including writing. This epistemological position on the relationship between language and context means that at the heart of our approach is an understanding that 'content' and 'language' cannot be separated. which involves the collection and analysis of a range of ethnographic and text-based data to explore the production of texts in their contexts.

Grounded Theory
Grounded theory infers that there exist multiple realities that are constructed by people based on the meanings that they assign to the world around them during their interaction with the objects Charmaz,
2008). involves people as active agents in the research process, and data and theory are created through an interactive, inductive, and contemporaneous process by both researcher and participants. Data and theory are, thus, co-constructed (Charmaz, 2008).




Glossary 

Academic writing – writing undertaken by students, usually as assessment tasks, within the academy

Reflective writing – A form of academic writing, particularly used in the context of professional learning, where the learner draws on both theory and reflections on personal and / or practice experiences and makes links between the two domains of learning

Professional social work writing – writing undertaken by both student and qualified social workers as part of their duties as social workers


Capability –areas of professional competence specified by the professional standards and assessed during professional training. 

Basic writing ‘skills’ – an assumed (but contested) set of discrete, technical writing skills such as the standardised use of grammar, punctuation and syntax. 

Grounded theory – see above

Focus group – a method of qualitative data collection involving semi- structured conversations in a facilitated group 

Qualitative Online survey - a method of qualitative data collection using prompt questions and free text entry through an online survey tool
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[bookmark: _GoBack]Preparing Social Work Students for Professional Writing
Introduction
This paper is based on an investigation into student writing on a social work programme in a UK distance learning University and the effectiveness of the programme to prepare students to write in their professional roles. Professional social work writing is complex and is developed implicitly across the academic and practice domains. The paper explores the relationship between academic and professional writing and the implications for teaching writing effectively to social work students. This project builds on substantial prior research and scholarship investigating writing in social work education and practice (Rai 2004, 2006, 2008, 2011, 2014, Rai & Lillis 2011, 2012, 2013). This body of work will be used as the basis for the literature review. 
Background to the study
Munro, in her inquiry into the effectiveness of child protection social work, stated that the centrality of professional social work writing cannot be over-estimated’ (2011 p.111). Although she refers specifically to ‘recording’, this is just one form of professional social work writing which sits alongside a myriad of text types such as court reports, letters, assessments and referrals. Writing takes up more than half of social workers time (BASW 2012; Holmes et al. 2009; O’Rourke 2010) and while the desirability and reasons for this are debatable, it reflects the reality of modern social work practice. Research by McDonald et al asserts that despite social work writing being an activity which can have potentially serious repercussions for service users, students still graduate ‘without the overall writing proficiency required’ (McDonald 2015: 360). In particular McDonald et al focus on the importance of an ethical framework around professional writing based upon a set of values and principles rather than the range of genres of writing required (McDonald et al 2015: 365). 
The writing of potential entrants to the profession have been tested since the introduction in England of a compulsory written test for all candidates set by the awarding (Social Work Reform Board 2010, p 44), however, despite the writing being a required capability of social work training (HCPC ref needed), there has been little attention paid to the part played by qualifying programmes in preparing graduates for professional writing on qualifying. The implication of focusing on only pre entry writing skills seems to be an assumption that if students begin training with good basic writing skills they will be able to perform well in both academic and professional writing. Academic student writing has been a significant focus for research in the UK over the past 10 years (Lillis, Lea, etc.) but there has been less attention paid to the ways in which students are prepared to write in professional contexts. Research by Rai and Lillis (Rai 2004; Rai 2006; Rai & Lillis 2012; Rai & Lillis 2011) however has explored the both academic and professional writing in social work and the tensions between the two. Rai (2014) suggests that:
Writing sits somewhat awkwardly as both a practice competence in its own right and the means through which students are assessed academically. This may in part explain why practice writing can slip into invisibility as a capability in its own right. I would suggest that although writing is an important scholarly as well as a professional practice capability it is all too often only recognised as the medium for assessment and not as an outcome in its own right.                                                                                                                       (Rai 20114: p5)
Rai (2014) suggests that academic writing is taught and assessed in the ‘academic domain’ but it is unclear where professional writing, which takes place during practice during practice learning opportunities, is taught. While there are some important commonalities between academic and professional writing, these genres are not the same and indeed there is significant difference between different forms of both academic and professional writing (Rai 2014: p5).

1. Methodology
The aim of this study was to offer a reflective insight into the exiting approach to teaching professional writing on one qualifying Social Work degree delivered at a national open distance learning programme in the UK. The study drew on a review of the existing teaching and assessment alongside qualitative data from recent graduates, current students, tutors and also qualified social worker responsible for training in agencies sponsoring students on the programme. 
Research questions
The research questions posed by this study were as follows:
1. How effectively are social work students prepared for writing in a professional context?
2. How is the responsibility for teaching professional writing shared between the university and praxis?
3. How can common learning from academic writing be applied to professional writing?
The methodology used was grounded theory and focused on eliciting the experiences and reflections of graduates, students and social work employers on writing undertaken in both the academic and professional domains. Grounded theory enables the researcher to generate theory iteratively drawing primarily on both an inductive and deductive approach to data collection and analysis. The study was deductively constructed based on existing theorisation arising from prior research undertaken within the same programme of study (Rai & Lillis 2011, 2012, 2013). This work enabled the researchers to formulate the questions for the online survey based on existing findings about the complexity of the relationship between academic and professional social work writing. An inductive approach enabled the researchers to respond to the initial data from the online survey in the construction of the forum discussions, which were facilitated around semi structured questions but allowed the group to influence the direction of the conversation. Similarly participants in the online survey were offered the opportunity to participate in a telephone interview with one of the researchers and these conversations enabled participants to lead the conversation focusing on aspects of their responses that they chose to elaborate on.  Texts were not collected, but prior text orientated research based on the same social work programme has informed this study (Rai & Lillis 2011, 2012, 2013). Desktop research analysed the teaching and assessment on the programme studied to identify where professional writing is explicitly and implicitly taught. As a distance learning programme the majority of teaching materials were archived as online resources and therefore available for analysis. Three additional methods of data collection were used, the first of these was a qualitative online survey completed by graduates qualifying in 2015 and employers who had sponsored a student on the programme in the past five years. This approach was used as experience from previous scholarship led the team to conclude that although face to face interviewing would deliver richer data, it would be very difficult to recruit sufficient participants, particularly as none would be current students. The research team also had experience of effective engagement in a qualitative online survey in an unrelated study but drawing on a similar participant group. Participants in the survey were offered a follow up telephone interview. The interviews were recorded and partially transcribed with full researcher notes were taken directly after the interview. Participants were sent a summary of their completed online survey prior to the interview and questions were based closely on expanding on the responses given to the survey. 
Focus groups were conducted with three groups and facilitated by a member of the team who was a current tutor on the programme. They were held with one group of final year students and two groups of tutors responsible for supporting students during their learning.  
Literature review
Reflective writing in social work education is a particular problematic genre due to implicit expectations which differ from some academic conventions, such as the use of the passive voice (Rai 2006). Rai and Lillis (2013) found that social work students felt unprepared for professional writing and that any support arose ‘serendipitously’ with no systematic teaching of professional writing in either the university or practice contexts (Rai and Lillis 2013: 362). Moreover this study suggested that:
The transfer of learning was not necessarily explicit for social workers, but experience in thinking critically about changes in how they positioned themselves in the text (reflective writing) and the use of evidence (both essays and reflective writing) to build an argument appeared to be relevant and valuable to their professional writing.
(Rai and Lillis 2013: 362)

[More needed here on the literature relating to student writing in social work.]
Profile of participants
The graduates participating in this study were typical of students on the sponsored, selective social work programme in that 70% had A levels or above and 40% already held a higher education qualification. Women made up 81% of the responding sample and 70% were aged 36 or above. The sample included on 17% of students identifying themselves as being from Black and Minority groups. Of the employer participants, 76% were based in a local authority

Writing in the academy
Data from the desktop research indicated that students undertook a range of written tasks throughout the assessment of the academic element of the programme. Table x summarises these tasks:

Table X.
	Level 1
	Level 2
	Level 3

	Reflective essay 
	Essay
	Reflective essay

	reflective essay 
	Power point presentation
	Evaluation of ICT tool

	Report of interview with a service user
	Reflective essay
	Research proposal

	Reflective report 
	Reflective essay
	Reflective essay

	Case study
	Reflective essay
	Reflective essay

	Essay 
	
	

	Case study based essay
	
	



Reflective essay tasks varied but shared the expectation that the student would draw together discussion of theory based on relevant literature and reflections on learning from social work practice placements. Although reflective writing requires students to make connections between academic and practice learning, it bears little resemblance to the writing that social workers undertake as part of their professional duties. Consequently, although the programme studied included writing that was relevant to practice, none of the assessments included writing that enabled students to engage in genres that they would be expected to use as professional social workers. 
[Concluding comments]

Writing in professional practice
The data gathered suggested that social workers are engaged in a very wide variety of text types differentiated by the organisational setting and the purpose of the text, a finding which is supported by the literature (Rai & Lillis 2013). The following tables identify responses firstly from graduates and secondly from employers to the question ‘Please indicate the kinds of writing that you/your employees routinely undertake within your/their current professional role’:



The range of writing tasks identified by each group are very similar and indicate the significance of a diversity of texts with no one text type dominating. These diverse texts required practitioners to make appropriate and selective use of writing techniques such as narrative, selection, precis and critical analysis. 
All respondents highlighted the importance of sound value base informing professional writing, for example the need for social workers to write in a way that was non-stigmatising and non-judgemental. Students stressed the importance of writing in a person-centred way which reflects what is important to and for the induvial being written about. This point related a theme discussed in the focus groups about the impact of professional writing could have on service users. This seemed to lend further weight to view discussed of the importance of professional writing being accurate, factual and its recommendations and decisions should be well informed, evidence based and justified demonstrating the responsibility and accountability of practitioners. 
‘Professional writing is fit for the audience, whichever the audience is. Sometimes there might be multiple audiences, so you write a report and it’s going to a number of professionals and it’s also going to a family. So yes, you might need to think about the language but I guess there something about being mindful about who this is going to and the purpose of the writing, whether you use jargon or not. So, it might be OK when it’s to members of the team but when it’s going to members of the public, service users or other professionals it needs to be understandable.’
Rhetorical:
‘I wrote an email to a support provider concerning perceived failures in the support. My supervisor supported me to write the email in a more ameliorative way so that the support provider would be more accepting of criticism and willing to work to improve rather than get defensive.’
Audience
‘Understanding core business and feeling comfortable and confident with understanding/using professional and corporate language.  Understanding when - and when not - to use it.  Knowing what's pertinent to the task - and knowing your reader (service user, audit, legal, colleagues etc.) Feeling confident in the role and knowing employer expectations.’
[Concluding comments]

Making the transition
The transfer from academic to professional writing was not straightforward despite commonalities as well as differences between the genres. One example of a perceived difference was the use of voice:
Students have found it difficult to transfer from academic writing …In particular, they tend to write in the passive voice, often losing the subject in the process, e.g. the assessment found...instead of I assessed that. 
Employer 5: Online survey
This observation is significant as much of the academic writing undertaken by students, as indicated in fig X,  was reflective writing in which students were encouraged to use the first person. Equally the target voice in professional texts varied greatly as social workers were at times expected to be expressing their own professional view while in other texts they were writing on behalf of the agency or representing the views of service users or other professionals. It was clear from the desktop research, however, that there was little direct teaching about adjusting the writers voice according to the purpose of the text in either academic or professional texts. 
Participants identified some elements of academic writing that were transferable between academic and professional writing and therefore supported the transfer of learning. One example was the gathering, synthesis and use of evidence from a range of sources:
 Providing evidence for your findings was paramount in writing essays and I feel that this prepared me for thinking about how I would evidence my findings in professional writing.  For example, I have to complete assessments which determine the approval or not of carers or adopters. And throughout the process, my teaching has taught me to consider the reasons behind my writing.
Graduate 3: online survey
 An essential element of professional writing identified by employers was the ability to analyse and justify professional decision making. While employers suggested that a lack of analysis was a weakness in the writing of some newly qualified social workers, academic writing was perceived as offering a good preparation: 
You must do an analysis or an evaluation to justify action/resource allocation. Essay writing demands similar skills such as developing an argument, ensuring the narrative flows, having an evidence base.
Employer 1: Telephone interview
[Concluding comments]

1. Discussion

· Audience – the complexity of audience in both contexts and how an understanding of audience can inform the ability to write effectively in both academic and professional contexts. In the academic context there are issues relating to ‘imagined’ audience of the assessor and meeting the expected requirements of both critical self-reflection and providing evidence of ‘competence’. In professional writing the audience is multiple and unpredictable due to the unknown trajectory of texts. 
· Voice – as with audience this is complex but relevant to both contexts. In academic contexts this is different for reflective writing where the voice of the author is different (more personally present, less passive for example). Reflective writing includes an element of ‘enacting’ a voice.  In professional writing the voice varies depending on the text but is closely related to expressing a professional judgement, representing the agency, co-ordinating multiple voices (service users, other colleagues etc.).
· Transferable cognitive capabilities – selection, synthesis, critical analysis, developing an argument / rhetoric – these are common, how can teaching these elements of academic writing help students learn to writing in professional contexts more effectively?
· Support – there is data on who helps students learn (tutors, managers, practice supervisors, peers, colleagues, family / friends etc.) but I am not sure at this point whether to include this data in this paper?

Appendix 1
Summary of themes
Key:
ES – Employer Survey
GS – Student Survey
EI – Employer interview
GI – Student interview
FG – AL Focus Group

	Theme
	Source
	Links to the literature

	Structure, language, format and form
	
	

	Basic English skills (sentence construction, grammar, clarity)
	ES, EI, FG
	· Reports into competence in SW writing

	Appropriate language / avoidance of jargon
	ES, EI, FG
	

	Context and purpose
	
	

	Very diverse types of writing
	all
	Rai & Lillis (various)

	Value of ‘real’ practice examples in the context of academic assessments and learning
	GS, EI
	

	Difficulty transferring skills from academic to practice writing e.g. and difficulty describing how they practice. Academy didn’t prepare well for professional writing
	ES, EI, GI, GS
	

	Should be taught from level 1 and then threaded throughout training, include reference to research / theory
	FG
	

	Adapting to different assessment and report requirements including more complex as well as proforma based reports
	ES, GS
	

	Practice writing is complex and contextualised – shaped by professional and organisational concerns, reflecting differences between professions and agencies
	FG
	

	The fact that writing needs to be ‘signed off’ in practice does not mean that feedback is given
	FG
	

	Confidence in court reports – what to include and leave out, clarity
	ES, EI, GS
	

	Workload cited as a contributor to basic errors in proof reading and use of cut and paste / focusing on bare requirements rather than reflecting professional judgment
	EI, SI, GS
	

	Need to practice and be assessed in writing closer to that used in practice
	GI, EI, GS
	

	Need more input from tutors who are still in practice
	GS
	

	Analysis, criticality and reflection
	
	

	Justification of decision making
	ES, EI, FG
	

	Reflect on their own practice
	ES, FG
	

	Analysis of complex situation
	ES, EI, FG
	

	Gathering and using evidence
	ES, FG
	

	Clear presentation of facts and evidence to inform decision making and differentiating facts from judgement
	ES, EI, FG
	

	Critical reflection on practice using theory to inform action / recommendations
	ES, FG
	

	Overly descriptive with a lack of selectivity  / inability to be concise
	ES, GS
	

	Analysis skills in assessment reports
	ES, FG, GS
	

	Express a professional opinion
	EI, FG
	

	Understanding when narrative is unhelpful, for example in recounting a meeting
	EI
	

	Voice, audience and professional role
	
	

	Insufficient awareness of power of role when writing
	ES
	

	Should support accountability
	FG
	

	Writing for different audiences and purposes
	ES, FG, GS
	

	Person centred reflecting what is important to the individual
	ES, EI
	

	Understanding the need to treat correspondence as recording
	ES
	

	Unhelpful use of passive voice in practice, reluctance to use active voice which is identifies the subjects / actors
	ES, EI
	

	Adjusting voice from formal academic to e.g. ‘less officious’ professional voice – adapting to the purpose and audience
	GI
	

	Reflective writing was challenging compared with other academic writing
	GI
	

	Support
	
	

	Good support in practice writing from practice supervisor / line manager – tutor support in academic
	GS
	

	Considerable difference in expectations across tutors / supervisors / teams / agencies
	FG, GS
	

	Support from peers / colleagues was useful
	GS
	

	Useful to learn through doing, practice
	
	

	Would value 1:1 feedback on writing
	GS
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