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members are trying to
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Postings on course
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practice
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There is little in the social work literature that specifically addresses how social work
students learn practice. More specifically, how the social, interactional contexts of
practice learning, influence the process and outcomes of practice skill development.
Given the research and theory that suggest that interpersonal processes exert powerful,
reciprocal processes on interactants’ behaviors, this area of study appears to offer
potential insights into the challenges of practice learning.
This research addresses this question by studying graduate social work students’
practice in a video assignment required by a group practice class and also by
interviewing them about their experiences and perceptions of factors influencing their
practice decision making.
The study was developed using an exploratory, mixed methods grounded theory
approach, employing a variety of methods intended to provide for observational ratings,
in-depth qualitative investigation, and triangulation of methods and data sources.
Seven students participated in the sample including, two African American women, ages
58 and 59, two white women, ages 26 and 30; and three white males, ages 24, 26, and 31.
Participants were recruited via email after the course concluded. Students’ video
recordings of their practice in a group exercise were observed by the researchers using
two measures, one rating the dominance and affiliative qualities of the students’ practice
actions (employing a validated instrument), and a tally of the use of skills discussed in
the course.
Following these measures participants were interviewed in order to determine the extent
to which the practice behaviors were responsive to interpersonal influences and to
obtain students’ perceptions about their practice decision making. Interviews were
recorded and transcribed and data were analyzed using a grounded theory approach.
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Skills Assessed:
• Collaborative and
responsive starting
• Contracting
• Focusing
• Engagement (warmth)
• Self-disclosure
• Exploration
• Clinical confrontation
• Process comments
• Empathy
• Soliciting feedback
• Learning actively
• Discussing course
theories
• Advising

• Anxiety – Every student stated that they were anxious doing the assignment. Students shared
they were focused on being evaluated and concerned about “doing it right.” Students also
reported being anxious with the format, a less structured focus then they were accustomed to.
• Acting in a Dominant/Controlling Manner – Students acknowledged that they were being
encouraged to act in a more collaborative, facilitative, egalitarian way, yet struggled to put this
into practice. 84% of the time the student practitioner was viewed by researchers as acting in a
dominant way. The primary example is how students started their group sessions by assuming
control and directing the group toward some kind of action.
• Socially Normative Acting/Interacting – Students often discussed their concerns about only
doing things that would be received as consistent with group norms. Students avoided
practicing some of the skills learned in the course if they presumed it would be uncomfortable
for their peers or themselves. This included, primarily, process work.
• Automaticity – Students typically acted in instinctive ways, typically without any conscious
strategizing or reflection.
• Modest use of Course Theories and Skills – Use of skills by student facilitators were examined.
Of 103 skillful actions, students most often used exploratory questions (26 times) and some kind
of self disclosure (25 times). They also asked for feedback on their performance, generally as
part of an end of session evaluation (6 times). Much less often used were confrontation (2),
process considerations (2), empathy (2), and starting in a collaborative, responsive way (1).
Students also only rarely discussed group practice directly (3). They discussed course theories
12 times. Students did not discuss their individual learning goals as was encouraged.

Student quotes:
• “Anytime I feel like I’m
being evaluated or
watched, I always have a
level of anxiety.”
• “I started to feel
uncomfortable with the
direction of the
conversation, and so I’m
like, I need to jump in, I
need to take control, and
make sure this doesn’t go
off the rails.”
• “Uh, fears around causing
controversy, around taking
a risk, around upsetting the
norm. Either the norm
that’s explicitly or implicitly
communicated.”
• “I don’t know if I had any
thought about it, I think it
just felt like the right thing
to do, to just kind of say
something there.”

Influences of the Psychosocial Context of Practice Learning in an
Experiential Group Work Course
Mark Cameron, PhD and Kathy Pjura, LCSW

Findings
Abstract
Introduction
Methods
Results 1
Results 2
Conclusion
Complementarity:
Students strive for
interpersonal
complementarity in
their practice learning
experiences in order
to minimize conflict
and dis-equilibrating
the people they are
working with.
Students do not seem
to be aspiring to relate
in an egalitarian way
as much as they
appear to be avoiding
anti-complementarity.
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• Pseudo Evaluations – Evaluations at the end of session were typically entirely positive, some
evaluation standards were not discussed, and the evaluative conversations were sometimes
rushed.
• Complementarity – 69% of the time the student facilitator was assessed as acting in a
complementary way meaning that they responded to their sense of how group members
were relating to them and what they were implicitly asking of them interpersonally in ways
that were consistent with those perceptions. This included responding to what was perceived
as hostility with hostility (see below), in contradiction to course theory.
• Hostility – Hostility was prevalent in the group sessions. Students related this to perceptions
that group members were not pleased and/or not comfortable with having to do the
assignment, and also perceptions that group members were not acting in ways hoped for by
the facilitator. 85% of the time student facilitators rated their perceptions of their groups
members as hostile, 67% of the time student facilitators were judged by us as acting in a
mildly or more strongly hostile way.
• Use of Inhibitory Responses – Students commonly suggested that what they did was not
their first instinct but rather an inhibitory counter-instinctive action due to their initial hostile
reaction. In some cases students acted in response to perceived hostility with a friendly
response (25% of the time) but in most cases responded in a less intense but still somewhat
hostile way.

Student quotes:
• “What’s really difficult,
struggling you know, kind
of admitting to ourselves,
on tape, as a group, in
front of each other that
we’re not really good at
this. I think it’s limited the
extent to which we felt
comfortable doing that.”
• “Maybe being put on the
spot. Maybe my anger at
the situation that I gotta do
a video. I don’t know,
decoupled my feeling of
worth at that moment.
• “Overthinking and then just
how does this sound, how
does this look. Rather than
being in the moment, you
know, more focused on
how I’m coming off.”
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Situational conservatism:
When students, in
moments of uncertainty
and anxiety, resort to a
hierarchal, directive, less
responsive, and hostile
way of relating. In such
moments, students are
quick to move to closure,
minimizing depth work
and resorting to socially
normative ways of being
in an effort to help them
manage their anxiety and
preserve their
relationships amongst
their peers.
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• Anxiety among students in practice learning opportunities is due in part to pressure to not simply use already learned
behaviors. Anxiety, emotionality, and dis-equilibration are produced when students cannot simply rely on scripts, or their
already learned actions sequence habits. Anxiety promotes students’ use of conventional, hierarchical, and at times
subtly derogating practice in groups.
• Dominance/Control – Students view dominance in the role of group facilitator as skillful practice. Students struggle to
develop facilitating practice that is egalitarian and collaborative, especially when experiencing anxiety.
• Avoidance of Skillfulness – Students view skillful practice that is seen as incongruous with social norms and pre-existing
scripts as hostile and avoid its use. Students project their anxiety and hostility to rationalize this.
• Social Normativity – Students tend to conform with the social norms of their learning group, enacting practice that
mostly represents ritualistic interacting, intended to avoid interpersonal conflict. Students actively discourage challenge
and obvious use of skillfulness among peers.
• Automaticity – Generally, students practice with minimal mindfulness but with limited authenticity. Automaticity is used
to minimize and avoid thinking and reflecting in action, which evoke anxiety and emotionality.
• Hostility - Students hostility is in reaction to being challenged to use course theory and skills and to use themselves in
ways that are inconsistent with pre-existing beliefs and habits related to instructions to forego use of commonsense,
socially normative, ritualistic practices. This is due in part to being challenged to think in interpersonal practice
situations which closely resemble everyday helping situations in their lives in which they act with automaticity and in
their views successfully. Students believe that anger and upset are to be avoided or contained in practice learning and
with one another. Emotionality may be understood as an interruption of automatic patterns of behavior; in this sense
avoidance of emotion prevents change and development of practice skill.
• Closure – Students seek closure in their work, minimizing uncertainty, exploration of issues, depth work, and tending
toward directive practice. Dominant practice actions tend to produce closure.
• Structure – Students may understand structuring via use of dominant, socially normative, superficial, and distanced
relating as essential to group practice.
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Implications:
We should discuss
interpersonal influences
on practice with students
and supervisees and
help them to understand
the ways in which they
might tend to respond to
perceptions of others’
indirect requests of them
with complimentary
responses.
We need to discuss the
roles of support and
challenge in change
work to develop strategic
and challenging practice.
Students should be
taught and asked to use
explicit theories of
change in their practice.
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• System Justification - All of the findings suggest that students are protective of the status quo within the group, including
status arrangements, and actively avoid practice that might be experienced as system threatening. Students
unconsciously replicate in their group practice learning the status arrangements toward lower status members present
in American society. In addition some students suffer from depressed entitlement, meaning that they act out their
internalized lower status by experiencing opportunities to develop skillfulness as inconsistent with their status,
producing anxiety and upset and resistance to engagement in skill developing actions.
• Practice Learning – Students struggle to experiment with theories and new helping practices interpersonally and will
unconsciously abandon learning in these ways, rationalizing this as kindness, while theory use and skill development
are minimized by this. It is our sense that we may be asking students to do things that in some cases may not be
psychologically achievable for some students.
• Change vs. Socialization – Given students’ struggles with acting in ways that are inconsistent with social norms we
stipulate that students are embracing a socialization posture in their work, not a change posture. It is our sense that
this is reinforced in their fieldwork placements.
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