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Foreword

In April 2002, I launched an Action Plan for the Social Services
Workforce. This plan focused on developing the workforce we will
need for the future to deliver high-quality services. The people of
Scotland expect and deserve high-quality services that respond to
their individual needs, are reliable, and are based on best
practice. This means having a well-trained, well-supported and
highly-valued workforce. Social workers are an important part of
this workforce. They need to be properly trained and equipped to
carry out the increasingly challenging and complicated tasks we
expect of them, both now and in the future.

Social workers provide advice, support, care and protection to
children and families, vulnerable adults and older people. They
also contribute to community safety through the supervision and
rehabilitation of offenders. It is crucial that their education and
preparation is provided at a level that is suited to their heavy
responsibilities. To achieve this, I announced that from 2004 there
will be a new honours degree level qualification for social workers. 

This new degree is part of my vision for the future.

The Standards in Social Work Education (SiSWE) set out what
student social workers will need to achieve to gain the honours
degree and to become professionally qualified. The SiSWE bring
together key elements of two previous standards documents for
social work: the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education’s
Benchmark Statement and the National Occupational Standards
for Social Work. These are combined in an easy-to-read way to
strengthen the links between academic and professional
standards. In this way, the SiSWE follow similar developments in
Scotland in initial teacher education, nursing, midwifery and health
visiting.
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In this document, I am also setting out requirements for those
who provide qualifying training and education for social workers. 
I am convinced that these standards and requirements will ensure
we have competent, confident social workers who can respond to
the challenge of delivering high-quality public services.  

I want to thank everyone who has been involved in helping us to
develop the SiSWE and the requirements. Their contribution has
made sure we continue to keep the needs and interests of the
key stakeholders, including people who use services and carers,
at the heart of our thinking.

I know that the standards and requirements create considerable
challenges. But there is much that needs to be done to make
sure we have the competent, confident social workers we need
in the 21st century. I am confident that everyone will rise to the
challenge and that the introduction of the new honours degree
level qualification in 2004 will help us develop the future social
services we want for the people of Scotland.

Cathy Jamieson, MSP
Minister for Education and Young People
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Who the Framework is for

This document will be useful for the following people:

• those involved in designing, approving, accrediting or validating social
work programmes;

• those who teach social work programmes;

• those who assess and examine students;

• those who provide opportunities for practice learning within social work
programmes;

• students studying for the social work qualification;

• those who are responsible for the quality of social work programmes;

• social services employers;

• those who are responsible for continuing professional development;

• members of other professions who work closely with social services; and

• the general public, particularly people who use social services and carers.
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The framework has been prepared as part of the new
arrangements for enhancing the quality and standards of social
work education in Scotland linked to the introduction of the new
honours degree in social work or equivalent postgraduate awards.
The aim is to provide an approach that serves the needs of all the
stakeholders in social work education in Scotland. The key
stakeholders include higher education institutions (HEIs),
employers, the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education,
the Scottish Social Services Council and the Scottish Executive.

This framework is made up of:

• the Scottish Requirements for Social Work Training;
• an Introduction to the Standards in Social Work Education; and
• the Standards in Social Work Education. 

The Scottish Requirements for Social Work Training are aimed at
providers of social work programmes. They specify what
providers must do and/or comply with in order to provide
programmes of training. These requirements are organised in 
two sections:

• the entry requirements (A-G). These have been carefully drafted
to encourage wide access to the course but also to ensure
essential learning outcomes are achieved.

• the teaching, learning and assessment requirements (H-R).
These incorporate the practice learning proposals for the new
degree at L-O.

The Introduction to the Standards in Social Work Education
defines the guiding principles underpinning social work, the vision
for social work and the transferable skills which social work
students will acquire. It sets out the learning requirements that
each programme of social work education in Scotland must meet. 

The Standards in Social Work Education set out what students
need to learn to do, what they need to be able to understand and
the competences they must have when they complete their
training.

The framework was developed by three working groups whose
membership was drawn from a wide range of key interests and
stakeholders including representatives of people who use services
and carers. Membership of these groups is included in the
Annexes.
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This document can be found at the following websites:

www.scotland.gov.uk
www.qaa.ac.uk
www.sssc.uk.com
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Programme providers must make sure that they meet the Scottish
Requirements for Social Work Training that are set out in this
document. The requirements are organised into two sections –
entry requirements, and teaching, learning and assessment
requirements. 

Entry requirements

All providers must do the following:

A Make sure that the candidate meets the university’s
admission requirements for the degree. 

B Make sure that the candidate is registered on the part of the
Scottish Social Services Council’s (SSSC) register for students.
(The SSSC’s registration requirements will normally be completed
by the beginning of the course and will include criminal records
checks. A student will not be able to start practice learning in a
service delivery setting unless they are registered.) 

C Make sure that the candidate has the language and literacy
skills they need to: 

• understand and use the written materials that are used to
teach the degree; and

• communicate clearly and accurately in spoken and written
English. 

(These skills would normally be equivalent to Standard Grade 2 in
English.)

D Make sure that the candidate has one of the following:

• the basic numeracy skills they need to understand the
course materials and meet the Standards in Social Work
Education (SiSWE), for example:

– managing resources; 
– financial statistics; and
– budgetary procedures.

(These skills would normally be equivalent to Standard Grade 2 in
Mathematics.)

• the ability and opportunity to learn and to demonstrate
these skills while studying for the degree.

E Make sure that the candidate has the potential and
willingness to learn the basic information technology and
communication skills they need to get the European
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Computer Driving Licence, or its equivalent, by the end of
their first year of study.

F Use selection procedures that: 

• take account of the candidate’s strengths and weaknesses;
and

• exclude individuals who would not meet the SSSC’s
registration conditions.

G Make sure that selection policies and procedures include
effective and appropriate ways of involving key stakeholders
in social services. (‘Stakeholders’ include people who use
services, carers and employers.)

Teaching, learning and assessment requirements

All providers must do the following:

H Design the content, structure and delivery of the training to
allow social work students to show that they can meet the
SiSWE and are suitable to be registered with the SSSC.

I Make sure that students’ achievement against the SiSWE is
regularly and accurately assessed, and confirm that all social
work students have been assessed and have met all the learning
outcomes before they are awarded the degree in social work. 

J Make sure that policies and procedures for assessment
include effective and appropriate ways of meeting the
requirements of key stakeholders in social services.

K Make sure that students understand that they must be
registered with the SSSC to start and stay on the
programme, and that if the SSSC removes them from the
register as a result of their misconduct, they will not be able
to achieve the professional qualification in social work. 

L Make sure that all students have the practice learning they
need to meet the SiSWE. 

M Make sure that all social work students spend at least 200
days in practice learning, of which at least 160 must be
spent in supervised direct practice in service delivery settings.
This practice learning must be assessed. Up to 60 days of
the supervised direct practice element can be subject to
credit from prior experiential learning.
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N Make sure that this assessed practice learning is structured
over the course of the new degree to allow students to gain
experience of:

• carrying out statutory social work tasks, involving legal
interventions;

• working in at least two contrasting service delivery settings
(for students entering through work-based routes, at least
one of these should be outwith their employing agency
other than in exceptional circumstances);

• providing services to at least two user groups; and
• providing services in a way that takes account of and

values diversity. 

O Make sure that all students undergo assessed preparation for
direct practice to make sure they are safe to carry out
practice learning in a service delivery setting. This preparation
must include the opportunity to develop a greater
understanding of the experience of service users and the role
of social workers.

P Make sure that the students spend enough time in structured
academic learning, under the direction of an educator, to
meet the required level of competence. This is expected to be
at least 200 days or 1,200 hours. 

Q Make sure that the programme is continually updated as a
result of developments in legislation, government policy and
best practice so students have the skills, knowledge and
understanding they need.

R Make sure that the students’ continuing learning requirements
are recorded in an individual learning plan that they can take
with them into their career in social work.
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Introduction

From 2004 onwards, student social workers must achieve an
honours degree in social work, or an equivalent postgraduate
award, to become professionally qualified.

This document sets out the learning requirements that each
programme of social work education in Scotland must meet.
These learning requirements form the Standards in Social Work
Education (SiSWE).

The purpose

The SiSWE will be used for a variety of purposes. In particular:

• higher education institutions will use them to design, monitor
and review social work education programmes;

• staff who are responsible for examining and assessing the work
of students will use them as the criteria for awarding the degree;

• the Scottish Social Services Council (SSSC) will use them to
decide whether or not to approve social work education
programmes; and 

• social workers and employers will use them as a basis for
planning further professional development. 

The guiding principles

Social work has always had a strong ethical basis that emphasises
the importance of building a positive, professional relationship with
people who use services as well as with professional colleagues.
Social workers must be able to balance the tension between the
rights and responsibilities of the people who use services and the
legitimate requirements of the wider public (for example, where
there are issues to do with child protection, criminal justice or
mental health). They must also be able to understand the
implications of, and to work effectively and sensitively with, people
whose cultures, beliefs or life experiences are different from their
own. In all of these situations, they must recognise and put aside
any personal prejudices they may have, and work within guiding
ethical principles and accepted codes of professional conduct.

These principles say that social workers must:

• maintain and promote the dignity, safety, choice, privacy and
potential of people who use services and balance these with
consideration of the needs of others for protection; 

• treat everyone equally, and value their distinctiveness and
diversity; and

• maintain public trust and confidence in social services.



These guiding principles are also at the heart of the national care
standards, which set out in detail what people who use services
can expect. Graduates from the new social work education
programmes will gain the knowledge and skills they need to
deliver services to these requirements. The principles are also
embedded in the Code of Practice for Social Service Workers
published by the SSSC. This Code sets out the standards of
professional conduct and practice that social workers must meet.
All social workers must understand and agree to follow the Code
as a condition of their continuing registration with the SSSC.
Student social workers must register with the Council and sign up
to the Code. The SiSWE use the Code as the ethical basis for
practice and the value base underpinning study for the new
qualification.

Social workers work in complex social situations to protect
individuals and groups and promote their well-being. Social
workers need to be able to act effectively in these demanding
circumstances and, to achieve this, students must learn to reflect
critically on, and take responsibility for, their actions. Since the
nature, scope and purpose of social work services themselves are
often fiercely debated, graduates should also be able to
understand these debates fully and to analyse, adapt to, manage
and promote change. The new social work education
programmes must be designed to prepare newly qualified social
workers to do this.

Students on these programmes must understand that social work
is a moral activity in the sense that social workers make and
follow up difficult decisions about human situations that directly
benefit or harm an individual or group. They should be able to
understand moral reasoning and to make decisions in difficult
ethical situations, especially where there are conflicting moral
obligations.

Practice is seen as an essential element of the new qualification.
Development of the students’ skills and abilities in practice is
based on the fact that practice is a setting for learning, a way of
learning and an essential part of the learning that students must
complete.

The vision 

People who use services expect to be able to use them quickly
and easily. Society demands increasingly seamless services,
delivered more efficiently. To achieve these requirements, the way
in which social services are delivered is changing and will continue
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to change. More and more, social workers will be working closely
with a range of other professional groups in health, social care,
criminal justice and education services. Social workers must know
when they need to work together to deliver better services. To
work effectively, as part of a multi-skilled and multi-disciplinary
team, all of the different professionals involved need to
understand and value the distinctive contributions each can bring
to the task of delivering the services that people want. They must
also be aware of, and tackle, barriers to working in an integrated
way. 

In delivering seamless services, social workers need to be able to
use modern information and communications technology to bring
real benefits for people using services and achieve greater
organisational effectiveness. The demands on them mean that
they need high level skills in personal organisation, managing their
workload and dealing with conflict and stress.

Social work services are designed for people and they depend
essentially on people. How to work with people using services,
carers, professional colleagues and volunteers, and work closely
in partnership with them is central to the SiSWE.

The new social work education programmes prepare social
workers to work in this challenging and changing environment.
They are designed to improve service standards by producing
social workers who are:

• competent to work across a wide range of settings; 
• confident in what they know and can do;
• clear about their professional identity and that of other

professionals;
• flexible and adaptable;
• committed to continuous improvement;
• responsive to change in a positive way; and
• able to contribute to the development of the profession. 

The nature and scope of the learning requirements

The professional framework

The SiSWE set out the knowledge, understanding and skills that
social workers need, and act as a basis for their continuing
professional development. They are demanding because they aim
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to make sure that social workers are committed to providing an
excellent service and can work in a changing world where they
must accept responsibility for their actions and take account of
many social, economic, cultural and political issues. 

The SiSWE guide the design of suitable social work education
programmes for students and set the criteria they will be
assessed against. They define the core elements of these
programmes in terms of the skills, abilities, knowledge,
understanding and ethical standards that newly qualified social
workers must demonstrate.

Institutions that provide social work education programmes may
structure their courses to take account of their particular
academic strengths or professional expertise as long as the
programme fully covers the necessary learning outcomes of the
SiSWE. This means that students can choose a programme
which best meets their interests and, at the same time, know that
it will prepare them for registration as social workers so they can
work in any setting once they have graduated. 

The educational framework

The SiSWE are outcome statements which set out what student
social workers must know, understand and be able to do to get
the new professional social work qualification. They incorporate
key elements of the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher
Education’s Benchmark Statement that takes account of both the
academic and practice elements of social work education
programmes. In doing so, in Scotland, they replace this
Benchmark Statement. They also reflect the fact that practice
experience is central to the new qualification and covers a wide
range of learning experiences. 

Some graduates or some people with other qualifications (for
example Higher National Certificates) will ‘fast track’ into the new
social work programme if they can show their previous learning
allows them to do so. Others with a first degree may choose to
study for a postgraduate qualification. Programme providers must
show their institutions that whatever qualification they are offering,
the programme meets the requirements of the SiSWE, the SSSC
and the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework.
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Aspects of professional development

Social work education programmes need to promote the following
three main aspects of professional development:

Placing these elements in a triangle emphasises that they are
linked essentially to each other and one cannot exist without the
other two. These three linked elements make up social workers’
professionalism. 

The SiSWE learning requirements will develop all three elements
of professional development. They incorporate practice
competences and other nationally recognised requirements in
social work education as well as the requirements of academic
study. In doing so, they replace the six core competencies of the
present Diploma in Social Work. (The Diploma in Social Work will
not be offered once the new qualification is available.) 

Transferable skills 

All social work education programmes help students to develop
high-level planning, analytical, teamwork and communication skills
that they can use in other settings. In adopting this academic level
as the requirement for registration, it is recognised that social
work graduates need these skills to work effectively in changing
and complex situations and alongside other well-educated
professionals. This is reflected in the SiSWE emphasis on self-
critical reflection and the importance of logical thinking and skills
in handling evidence and information. The third column of the
SiSWE identifies these transferable skills in a generic manner, and
it is assumed that, using them, all graduates from the social work
education programmes will be equipped to contribute positively to
change and development in service delivery.

Knowledge
and understanding

Skills and
abilities

Ethical and
personal

commitment
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Registering social workers 

The SSSC was set up under the Regulation of Care Act
(Scotland) 2001. One of its functions is to set up a register of key
social services workers. In order to be eligible to apply to the part
of the register for social workers, people must have a qualification
in social work that is approved by the SSSC. The courses leading
to the honours degree based on SiSWE, and the equivalent
postgraduate qualifications in social work, will be approved
qualifications for this purpose. 

The SSSC will publish the register on its website, and the public
and employers will be able to check whether a social worker is
registered on the social work part of the register.

The structure of SiSWE

The format of the SISWE parallels used for the Standards in Initial
Teacher Education and comparable documents for nursing,
midwifery and health visiting. This allows for the identification of
common elements in the training of these different professions
and in future, opportunities to develop integrated training
initiatives.

The SiSWE are made up of the following parts:

university and practice learning Learning
outcomes

Learning
requirements

Underpinning
knowledge

High level transferable
skillsKey role

Learning
focus Assessed

outcomes

To achieve the honours degree, Honours graduates in social work On successfully completing the
Learning focus social work students need to will acquire the transferable skills to honours degree, newly qualified

understand the following do the following social workers must demonstrate
competence to do the following

Preparing for social work Social processes such as racism, poverty, Make effective contact with individuals and Review agency notes and other literature
contact and involvement unemployment, poor health, disability, lack organisations to achieve a range of aims, that is relevant to the case or situation.

of education, unemployment, unsuitable over the phone, in writing or by e-mail.
housing, victimisation and other sources of Contact and work with relevant
disadvantage that are associated with the Gather information from a wide range of professionals and others to get additional
risks of crime, marginalisation, isolation sources and in a variety of ways, for a information that can influence initial 
and exclusion. range of purposes. These methods should contact and involvement.

include electronic searches using the
The effect these processes have on the Internet, reviews of relevant written Engage and relate effectively with people
demand for social work services. materials and face-to-face, written and who use services, with their families and 

telephone contact with individuals and groups. other carers and with other professionals,
Legal bases for intervention and the maintaining awareness of their own style
significance of relationships with statutory Take account of different views when and approach and its effect on others.
social services, especially education, gathering information and assess the
housing, health, criminal justice, income reliability and relevance of the information Evaluate all information to identify the 
maintenance and with other services they have gathered. best form of initial involvement.
provided by partner voluntary organisations
and support groups. Develop and record an initial action plan.

The importance of inter-personal factors in
delivering effective social work services

1: Prepare for, and work with, individuals, families, carers, groups and communities to assess their needs and cir-
cumstances
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There are six key roles taken from the National Occupational
Standards. Each is broken down into a number of learning
focuses, and the underpinning knowledge and the high level
transferable skills are identified. All of this learning supports the
assessed outcomes located in the right-hand column. SiSWE
must be read as a complete document that emphasises the
balance between professional knowledge, professional skills and
ethical practice. The learning requirements are connected in such
a way that the student must be competent in all of them to
complete the honours degree successfully and be able to show
this in a thorough assessment of the learning outcomes. 

Definitions

The term ‘people who use services’ means any individual,
group, community or organisation who receive social work
services. This term will include some people who do not want or
ask for these services, for example people who are on probation
or parole.

The term ‘carer’ means people who provide informal, unpaid care
to a member of their family or to another person, and who work in
partnership with social workers to deliver a service. As part of
their learning, students must gain the understanding and skills
they need to separate the conflicting interests that some people
who use services and some carers have, in order to offer
appropriate support. 

The term ‘social worker’ is defined in the Regulation of Care
(Scotland) Act 2001 as ‘a person who has an entitling
professional qualification in social work’.
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 p
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 p
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 f
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l b
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nd

 s
up

po
rt

iv
e 

co
m

m
un

ic
at

io
n

ch
oi

ce
, 

po
te

nt
ia

l, 
di

gn
ity

 a
nd

an
d 

ch
an

ge
.

w
ith

 p
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H
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 t
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w
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 p
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.
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 c
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 f
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 d
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 c
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 b
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 p
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 d
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 c
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, f
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 p
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 r
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 p
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l c
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 d
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 p
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re
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 o
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 m
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, c
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 c
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 c
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e 
sa

fe
ty

 o
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ro
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.
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 p
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 c
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 m
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 c
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 c
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at
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at
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 m
on

ito
r, 

re
vi

ew
 a

nd
 r

ec
or

d
ou

tc
om

es
 a

nd
 a

ct
io

ns
 t

ak
en

 t
o 

m
in

im
is

e
ris

k,
 s

tr
es

s 
an

d 
ha

rm
.



36

To
 a

ch
ie

ve
 t

he
 h

o
no

ur
s 

d
eg

re
e,

H
o

no
ur

s 
g

ra
d

ua
te

s 
in

 s
o

ci
al

 w
o

rk
O

n 
su

cc
es

sf
ul

ly
 c

o
m

p
le

ti
ng

 t
he

Le
ar

ni
ng

 f
o

cu
s

so
ci

al
 w

o
rk

 s
tu

d
en

ts
 n

ee
d

 t
o

w
ill

 a
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ra
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 f
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 d
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in
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E
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g
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 c
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er

is
tic
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an

d 
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f 
th

e
A
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e 
st

re
ng
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ili
ty

 
R

ev
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w
 a

nd
 r

eg
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ar
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 u
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at
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th
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e 
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o
w

le
d
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e 

o
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fe
ct

iv
en
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 s
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l w
or
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pr

ac
tic

e 
in

 a
an

d 
im

pl
ic

at
io

ns
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f 
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ra

st
in

g 
th

eo
rie
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of
 r

el
ev

an
t 

le
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sl
at

io
n,

 p
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ic
y

an
d

 r
es
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in
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, 
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ng

e 
of

 c
om

m
un

ity
-b

as
ed

 a
nd

ex
pl

an
at

io
ns

, 
re

se
ar

ch
, 

po
lic

ie
s,

 p
ro

ce
du

re
s

gu
id

el
in

es
, 

se
rv

ic
e 

st
an
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rd

s 
an

d
so

ci
al

 w
o

rk
 p

ra
ct

ic
e

or
ga
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tio
na

l s
et
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g 
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ou
p 
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re

.
an

d 
m
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en
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 f
ra

m
ew

or
ks

.

F
ac

to
rs

 in
flu

en
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ng
 c
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ng
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 in
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e
E
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er
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ng
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f 
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m
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ur
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un
de
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nd
 c

rit
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al
ly

 e
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lu
at
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w
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in

 s
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to

ry
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nt
ar
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an

d 
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e 
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an
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at
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ie
ta
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na
l,

re
se
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 f
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an
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er
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se
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al
 a

nd
re
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al
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e.
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Annex 2 Standards in Social Work Education
Working Group

Annex 3 Practice Learning Working Group
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