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Students find it difficult to integrate 

theory with practice
Practice experience indicates that the application of theory 

with practice for social work students on placement can cause 

confusion, anxiety and vagueness.

Clapton, et al (2008) found that the division between theory 

and practice becomes apparent when social work students go 

to the field and need to apply what they have learned in 

university. 

Complicating this learning is an increasing number of 

placements where there are no on site social workers who 

could help students bridge this gap. 



Reason for developing the tool

In mid placement interviews 

‘I use the strengths 

perspective.’

is the start of the conversation 

not the end.



Some definitions
Whilst there is a difference between the following terms for the 

purpose of this presentation the term

Theory also  includes;

• Hypothesis

• Method

• Model

• Approach

• Perspective

It could also refer to a body of content knowledge e.g. 

domestic violence.

The goal of the structured tool is to help students connect 

their work with a theoretical knowledge. 



Some definitions

Theories that 
illuminate our 
understanding 
of people, 
situations and 
events 

Theories 
that relate to 
direct 
practice, e.g. 
practice 
approaches  
and 
perspectives 

Theories that 
analyse the 
role, task 
and purpose 
of social 
work 

Theoretical  

Knowledge

Trevithick 2007



Some definitions

Social

Policy

Law, 
Legislation

Knowledge 
specific 
problems

Knowledge 
of people

Agency 
policy, 
procedures 
and systems

Factual  

Knowledge

Trevithick 2007



Structured Tool

Integrating 

theory with
practice

1. Choose a 
client, project 

or group

2. Select an applicable 
theory.  Explain briefly 
why it is relevant and 
include at least one 

reference for the 
theory

3. Briefly 
write at least 

three 
theoretical 

assumptions 
of the mode

How do these 
assumptions affect 
your plan and 
intervention? 
Explain each one in 
turn.

4. What parts 
of the model 
are you not 
using - why 

not?

5. What are the 
limitations and 
advantages  of 
this approach?

6. What skills do you 
need to implement 
this theory in this 

context? - state three 
skills andexplain why

Give an example of 
how  you have or 
would apply this 

skill in this context

7. How would 
you evaluate 

your application 
of this theory?

Tool developed by Patricia Muncey for use with Field 

Education students at UniSA. Acknowledging multiple 

worksheets in this development.



How this tool fits in to the bigger picture

The tool is a structured teaching aid to help students 

focus on applying one theory to a specific context.  It 

is not designed to help students develop an 

overarching personal framework. 

Broad Concepts
Integrated Personal 

Framework

One theory that could 
fit within personal 

framework

One technique to 
analyse the 

application on one 
theory in one context



Key Points for helping students integrate 

theory with practice
It is argued that key points for successfully integrating theory 

with practice are;

1. Relevance of theory to the client group (and to social work)

2. A clear understanding of the principles of the theory 

3. How these principles affect practice 

4. Recognition of which parts of the theory are not being used

5. Limitations and advantages of the theory 

6. Skills needed to implement the theory in the agency

7. Evaluation of the application of the theory.

8. Ability to articulate the application of the theory



Relevance of theory to the client group 

(and to social work)

Purpose 

1. To encourage  students to review the client or situation in 

context rather than default to their favourite theory

2. For students to consider whether the values etc. of the 

theory are consistent with social work



2./3. A clear understanding of the 

principles of the theory and how these 

principles effect your practice 

If they don’t 
then there is no 
value in using 

the model.

BECAUSE

How do these 
principles 
affect your 

intervention?



Every individual, family, 
group or community has 
strengths – discerning and 
respecting these resources 
and the potential they may 
have for reversing misfortune 

is crucial etc.

Trauma and abuse and
struggle may be injurious but
may also be sources of
challenge and opportunity

Every environment has
assets and strengths that we
can draw on e.g. agency
programs or services

We best serve clients by
collaborating with them

Example

Strengths 
Perspective



4. What parts of the theory are not being 

used?

Part not used Reason



5. Limitations and advantages of the 

theory in your agency context

Advantages Limitations



6. What skills and factual knowledge do 

you need to implement this theory and 

how would you apply them in your 

agency context?

Responding 
to feelings

Knowledge 
of
legislation

Understanding 
of funding for 

DV 



6. Example – techniques to assist in 

implementing the strengths perspective

Inventory of strengths – work collaboratively to develop an inventory 

of strengths and capabilities

Type of questions – ask clients to think about what might be and how

it might come about

Build the story – show interest in the client’s view of things – develop 

the narrative

Forces of self righting – help the client search for these forces within 

their environment



7. Evaluating your application of theory –
Argyris (multiple publications)

Espoused Theory Theory in Use

I believe it is important to 

communicate with clients in a 

respectful and adult manner.

When the client didn’t respond 

positively to my suggestion I 

thought they were being 

uncooperative.

I believe it is important to focus 

on strengths in assessment.

I found it hard to look beyond 

the fact that the client is 

unemployed, estranged from 

her children, has had a long 

term untreated mental illness 

and is in a violent relationship.



Additional step - Articulating your 

application of theory

1. Read source material

2. Understand the basic premises

3. Clarify how these assumptions affect 

your practice

4. Practise discussing application of 

theory based on a solid foundation
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