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Clearing up confusion 

• Or 1990 club and electro-
dance hit “ride on time” by 
Italian dance group Black Box 






Black box 

• Is a concept drawn from the sociology of science and technology, in particular Actor-
network theory (Callon, 1987; Latour, 1994, 2005)

• Latour (1994, 2005) argues that science, technology, and society are inseparable, and that 
they merge as black boxes, “closed artificial units” containing diverse interconnections 
between human and non-human actors (or actants).

• One way to think of these backboxes are that they are the hidden aspects between input 
and output.

• Opening these black boxes require us to “follow the actors” within any given network. To 
find blackboxes within blackboxes and to move beyond the focus of inputs and outputs 
and to explore the interconnections themselves.



Social Work Field Education (some context)

• Before exploring the particular black box that we attempted to open, it is 
important to add some context around field education in social work. 

• Shulman (2005) proclaimed field work (field education) to be the signature 
pedagogy in social work education.

• Field education provides the opportunity to take what is learned in the 
classroom and integrate this into a practice environment. 

• Reflection on practice is central to the development of practice and 
learning integration – we would argue that it is the ink of our signature 
pedagogy.

• Students learn through observation and doing and are assessed against 
specific learning outcomes.

• Historically this assessment has happened in a myriad of ways.  



Students' Perspectives on Field Education

• Social work graduates often cite their fieldwork as the most rewarding and 
important part of their education (Bogo,Regehr, Hughes,Power & 
Globerman, 2004) .

• Students often enter into fieldwork with a high level of anxiety. This is 
usually around being of benefit to their perspective clients and wanting to 
perform at a high level of competence (Shulman, 2005).

• Student’s also report finding rich learning when they are able to fully 
engage with the mahi of the organization. Rather than learning from 
completing typical assessment models. 



The Black Box of traditional field education 
assessment 

• Literature highlights multiple methods of assessing student’s practice 
development, including; portfolios of evidence, case studies, critical 
reflection, direct observation, focus groups and interviews. 

• Most of these assessment methods are undertaken by field education staff 
at the end of placement after students have completed their required 
number of days. 

• They are, therefore, primary summative, asynchronous forms of 
assessment that close opportunities for formative and collaborative 
learning. 

• This, it is argued, creates a “black-box” in relation to the evaluative 
process. 



Undertaking a change process 

Defining the problem(s). 

What has changed in the wider 
context?

What have we been told? 
(student and stakeholder 

feedback)

How can we support 
reflective and 

competent practice 
with our learners as 

they “become” 
practitioners 

If assessment is 
hidden, how can we 
make visible learning 

in action? 

How can we open 
this black-box?



What has changed in the wider context?

• Social work became a protected title requiring mandatory registration in 
February 2021

• The Social Work registration Board now requires the tertiary institution 
to take more accountability when assessing student's competence to 
practice.

• The SWRB requires institutes to directly assess students against the 10 
core competencies 



What have we been told by our stakeholders

• Field education uses experienced practitioners (working within social 
service agencies) to guide student learning (called field educators). 

• field educators provide their expertise voluntarily without 
compensation or release of time. 

• Workloads have increased and cases have become more complex, 
raising concerns that the quality of field education oversight could be 
affected.

• Less time has become available to guide and develop student's learning 
due to field educators having less time being available (Globerman & 
Bogo 2003). Students now needing to learn more independently 
despite the increasingly challenging mahi (Globerman & Bogo 2003).

• Field educators are still willing to support student learning, but want 
the process to be as simple and less time consuming as possible. 



What we have been told by our students

• Feelings of “being alone” (disconnected to their learning 
institute)

• Difficult to understand assessment tasks
• Want to focus on the mahi of the organization, rather than 

“academic” requirements



Undertaking 
a change 
process



Making change: Supporting  reflective and 
competent practice with our learners. 

1. Centering reflection as assessment 
• Recognising reflection on practice as central to the integration of 

theory and practice
• Using the 10 SWRB competency as guides to reflect on practice –

assessment is therefore directly connected to professional practice and 
institutional requirements are met 

2. Moving away from end of placement assessment 
• Hidden
• Summative 
• Not developed in stages 
• Problem of reflective distance



Making change: Supporting  reflective and 
competent practice with our learners. 

3. Focus on communication and feedback loops
• Creating a supportive rather than a monitoring relationship with students
• Creating responsive learning strategies (what students want to know, not 

what we think they should know) 
• Developing connection (across distance) with students. Relational learning, 

and supportive problem solving
• Focusing on formative development with learners



Organisation
“field educator”

student

Submission of portfolio 
of evidence

visit Call-back day

TEC

SWRB

Clients 

SWRB

Policy

visit

Institution

“visiting lecturer”

10 x Google doc uploads, 
one per week – student 

reflections of SWRB comps, 
the ability to review as 

developed

Communication, emails, 
phone calls, quick survey, 

learning resources



Using Google Docs

• The development of a student portfolio of reflections on social work 
competencies in a shared google document (created by us and shared with 
individual students) 

• Use of “familiar” technology. 
• Open source, so no further costs. 
• Google docs 

• Allows for “open” access between students and teachers 
• Sharing learning as it develops 
• Feedback (synchronous and asynchronous communication)
• What other support may be needed?  



Example from a google doc



Other connection mechanisms: Communication, emails, 
phone calls, quick survey, learning resources

• Communication 
• Weekly updates 
• Open lines
• Check-in 
• Feedback on assessment (in real-time)

• Responsive teaching
• Using quick survey- student content shaping 
• Delivering readings 

• Technological upskilling/professional development
• Calendar invites 
• Email protocols  



Feedback thus far

• I also thought that the assessments and requirements we well structured. The reflective 
assessment served as not only a way to reflect and make notes but it was also aligned to the 
competencies so it gave us a directive learning and made sure we understood each one. We 
were able to give our own perspective and it gave us a chance to record highlights in our 
placement.

…as far as placement itself and the support and content. I loved it. I felt I 
had adequate support from all staff I sought advice or assistance from. I 
felt that the assignment we had relating to the 10 core competencies was 
helpful to provide personal and professional reflection, thought and insight 
into practice in the field and my own personal stance and ideas around 
these competencies.

my personal experience here went so smoothly, especially with having more time to learn 
and be fully emerged in placement rather than being stressed about a big assessment

The structure of the content, the assessment was well explained and easy to understand.



Where to next?

• Developing the triad relationship between Student, Field 
Educator and Visiting Lecturer so that the Field Educator and 
Visiting Lecturer communication is strengthened in addition to 
that of the tertiary institution and student.

• Refining the process of reflection based on student feedback.
• Developing the overall model through evaluation 
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