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Bridging theory and practice in child welfare education: 
preparing students for practice

Å bygge bro mellom teori og praksis i barnevernsutdanningen: 
Forberedelse til profesjonell praksis
Heidi Aarum Hansena, Siv-Britt Bjørktomtab and Tina Gerdts-Andresenc

aFaculty of Health, Welfare and Organisation, Østfold University College, Halden, Norway; bDepartment of Social 
Work, Uppsala University, Uppsala, Sweden; cFaculty of Social Sciences, Department of Social Work, Child Welfare 
and Social Policy, Oslo Metropolitan University, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
A challenge in social work education is developing courses that effectively 
train students in the practical child welfare skills necessary to manage 
complex situations with families in vulnerable contexts. This study 
explores how practical, subject-integrated teaching methods were 
perceived to support critical reflection and the development of 
professional competence in child welfare work. The research focuses on 
an eight-week course within a Norwegian university-based child welfare 
programme, where students are trained to specialise in practice. Various 
teaching methods, including discussion-based seminars and real-life 
case studies from municipal child services, are employed to support 
learning and develop practical decision-making skills. The data were 
collected from 239 students participating in the course during the latter 
half of their second year in the bachelor’s programmes in Child Welfare 
and Social Work. Thematic analysis reveals that the course structure was 
experienced as fostering deeper professional reflection and enhancing 
students’ awareness of professional assessments. A significant aspect 
was the emotional work. The findings highlight the importance of 
instructors with hands-on child welfare experience, emphasising their 
role in bridging theoretical knowledge with practical application and 
reinforcing students’ preparedness for real-world social work practice.

ABSTRAKT
En sentral utfordring i barnevernsutdanningen er å utvikle emner som på en 
effektiv måte gir studentene praktiske ferdigheter til å håndtere komplekse 
situasjoner med familier i sårbare livssituasjoner. Denne studien 
undersøker hvordan praktiske, fagintegrerte undervisningsmetoder ble 
oppfattet å støtte kritisk refleksjon og styrke studentenes profesjonelle 
kompetanse i barnevernsarbeid. Studien tar utgangspunkt i et åtte ukers 
emne ved en norsk universitetsbasert barnevernsutdanning, hvor 
studentene trenes i spesialisert praksis. Ulike undervisningsmetoder, 
inkludert diskusjonsbaserte seminarer og reelle kasus fra den kommunale 
barnevernstjenesten, ble benyttet for å fremme læring og utvikle praktiske 
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ferdigheter i beslutningstaking. Datamaterialet ble samlet inn fra 239 
studenter som deltok i emnet i siste halvdel av sitt andre studieår i 
bachelorprogrammene i barnevern og sosialt arbeid. Den tematiske 
analysen viser at emnestrukturen bidro til dypere profesjonell refleksjon og 
økt bevissthet om faglige vurderinger. En sentral dimensjon var arbeidet 
med følelser. Funnene fremhever betydningen av undervisere med 
praktisk erfaring fra barnevernet, og understreker deres rolle i å bygge bro 
mellom teoretisk kunnskap og praktisk anvendelse, samt å styrke 
studentenes beredskap for yrkesutøvelse i sosialt arbeid.

Introduction

The preparedness of newly graduated child welfare workers and social workers for the challenges of 
their professional roles has been a recurring topic of discussion within the field (Björktomta & Tham, 
2024; Frost et al., 2013; Fuseini, 2024; Hitchcock et al., 2021; Moorhead et al., 2019; Tham et al., 2021; 
Tham & Lynch, 2014). A vital issue is equipping students with the theoretical knowledge and practical 
skills necessary for complex social work, such as child welfare (Tham et al., 2021; Walker & Gant, 2021). 
Developing courses that balance academic learning with the development of professional competen
cies, such as critical thinking, ethical judgment, and decision-making, remains challenging (Björktomta & 
Tham, 2024). These abilities are essential for navigating the complexities of practice and achieving what 
is considered ‘good work’ in the profession (Öberg et al., 2016). While employers are responsible for 
orientation and support once workers enter the field, thorough and practical-oriented education is 
equally important. Björktomta and Tham (2024) stress that social work programmes must focus on com
prehensive preparation, ensuring that students leave their studies with theoretical knowledge and the 
competence and confidence to engage the demanding realities of child welfare practice.

This study contributes to the ongoing discussion in social work education on how to prepare stu
dents for the complex tasks they face as new professionals in child welfare, emphasising the need to 
ensure student preparedness through high-quality education (Björktomta & Tham, 2024; Tham et al., 
2021). Underlined by the Norwegian government and professional reports on the necessity of 
strengthening the Norwegian child welfare workers’ assessment skills (e.g. Norwegian Board of 
Health Supervision, 2019; The Ministry of Child and Equality, 2009; 2017), critical thinking is high
lighted as a fundamental requirement for the decision-making processes within child welfare (The 
Ministry of Children and Families, 2013). To bridge the gap between theoretical knowledge and 
the practical demands of child welfare work, a specialised course was developed as a part of a Nor
wegian university-based bachelor’s programme in child welfare and social work. This study explores 
how students describe their experiences with the practical, subject-integrated teaching methods 
employed in this course and how they perceive these methods as supporting critical reflection 
and professional decision-making in child welfare education.

Reflection as a tool to develop critical thinking

The ability to engage in critical reflection is widely regarded as a core element of professional edu
cation (Gerdts-Andresen et al., 2022), particularly in fields like teacher education (Hatton & Smith, 
1995), nursing (Brooke, 2019; Hargreaves, 2004), and social work (Boryczko, 2022; Christensen & 
Wärnsby, 2023; Ferguson, 2018; Rai & Lillis, 2013). In social work, including child welfare, reflection 
is an internal process and an active, intentional practice involving emotions, experiences, and reac
tions. This process helps transform thinking and decision-making (Bie, 2021; Ferguson, 2018). 
Through reflective practice, students and professionals connect their lived experiences with theor
etical knowledge, enhancing their ability to make informed and ethically sound decisions (Watts, 
2018).
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Bie (2021) emphasises that reflection must be an active, conscious, and intentional act. Tools such 
as online journals, daily diaries, weekly reflections, and reflective writing assignments (Boryczko, 
2022; Christensen & Wärnsby, 2023; Gursansky et al., 2010; Ruch, 2002; Vinjamuri et al., 2017) are 
commonly used to help social work students cultivate reflective habits. These structured activities 
support the development of critical thinking, enabling students to connect theory with practice 
and develop sound professional judgment (Belchior-Rocha & Casquilho-Martins, 2019; Verburgh, 
2019; Watts, 2018). Several examples of reflection models offer structured pathways for this 
process. For instance, Kolb’s (1984) four-stage model focuses on gaining understanding through 
actual experiences, moving from concrete experience to reflective observation, abstract conceptual
isation, and active experimentation. The model provides a practical framework for reflective thinking, 
helping social work students translate their experiences into learning.

Critical thinking is a multifaceted concept, often linked to Schön’s work (1983; 1987) reflection in 
action. In social work, Lipman (1988) defines critical thinking as ‘skilful, responsible thinking that facili
tates good judgment, underlining its importance in practice. Schön (1987) further emphasises how 
reflection supports reasoning and decision-making in complex and unpredictable situations. Therefore, 
becoming a reflective practitioner is both a methodological and ethical responsibility. Moreover, Schön 
(1987) stresses that deeper learning is rooted in reciprocal and reflective learning processes. In social 
work, reflection fosters craftsmanship, helping practitioners build trust, warmth, and mutual respect in 
their relationships (Røkenes & Hansson, 2016). It also contributes to developing a professional identity, 
as students strengthen their self-knowledge and understand their professional roles through analytical, 
interpretive, and evaluative engagement (Gerdts-Andresen et al., 2022). Embedding reflection and criti
cal thinking in social work education is essential to promote metacognitive skills and support the devel
opment of a sustainable professional identity (Bruno & Dell’aversana, 2018; Gerdts-Andresen et al., 2022; 
Moorhead et al., 2019; Wiles, 2017), bridging the gap between theory and practice (Fleck, 2012).

The Norwegian context

The Norwegian child welfare services are structured at municipal and state levels to ensure compre
hensive support and oversight. The primary responsibility lies with the municipalities, which handle 
most tasks outlined in the Child Welfare Act. These tasks include receiving and reviewing reports of 
concern, conducting investigations, and making decisions regarding voluntary assistance measures. 
Municipalities are also authorised to take emergency actions when necessary, such as immediate pla
cements of children without parental consent when there is acute danger to the child’s health or 
development. These cases must subsequently be reviewed by the Child Welfare Tribunal (Directorate 
for Children, Youth and Family Affairs, 2021). The state level provides oversight, guidance, and assist
ance in more complex cases through specialised agencies, ensuring consistency and adherence to 
national standards across all regions.

While there is no strict requirement for a specific academic background beyond a bachelor’s level in 
health and social sciences for employment in the Norwegian child welfare services, two educational 
pathways are often highlighted for their relevance. The bachelor’s degree in child welfare is a three- 
year university programme designed to prepare professionals who can identify needs and appropri
ately support children, young people, and families in vulnerable situations. Graduates from this pro
gramme are expected to be ethically conscious, reflective, and skilled in collaborative practices 
(Regulation on National Guidelines for the Child Welfare Education Program, 2019). Additionally, the 
bachelor’s degree in social work, a three-year university programme, equips professionals to assist indi
viduals, families, and groups in preventing, mitigating, and addressing social and health-related chal
lenges. This education helps candidates understand the relationship between individual issues and the 
broader societal context, promoting a holistic approach to practice (Regulation on National Guidelines 
for the Social Work Education Program, 2019). The course related to this study is an obligatory module 
for both educational pathways, designed to integrate theoretical knowledge with practical skills. It is 
conducted during the second year of the bachelor’s programme.
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The course structure
Preparing students for the multifaceted demands of child welfare work requires more than theoreti
cal instruction; it necessitates a structured approach that integrates legal frameworks and practical, 
hands-on learning experiences. Research on pedagogical strategies in child welfare education 
(Dodds et al., 2018; Hargreaves & Hadlow, 2007; Laidlaw et al., 2020; Neverdal & Kane, 2020; Rai, 
2006; Skilton, 2011; Tham et al., 2021; Walker & Gant, 2021; Watts, 2018; Wilson & Kelly, 2010; 
Zegarac & Isakov, 2018) underscores the importance of a dynamic educational approach that actively 
engages students.

The course, Care Assessments and Decision-Making Processes in Child Welfare Work, is part of a 
Norwegian university-based bachelor’s programme in child welfare and social work, structured to 
bridge the gap between theoretical knowledge and practical demands. It aligns with key learning 
outcomes critical for student development, such as reflective learning and decision-making (Norwe
gian Board of Health Supervision, 2019; The Ministry of Child and Equality, 2009; 2017; The Ministry of 
Children and Families, 2013). While some research points to a lack of evidence for the benefits of 
reflection (D’Cruz et al., 2005; Fook, 2002; Fook & Askeland, 2007; Ixer, 1999; Theobald et al., 2017; 
Thompson & Pascal, 2012), it is widely acknowledged that reflection enhances self-awareness and 
the ability to navigate complex situations (Walker & Gant, 2021).

The course follows the process of a child welfare case, from receiving a report of concern to the 
conclusion of an investigation. As shown in Figure 1, all child welfare cases in Norway start with a 
report, often from health centres, kindergartens, schools, child psychiatry services, or directly from 
children and parents (The Ministry of Children and Families, 2021). Child welfare services assess 
these reports for indications of child abuse or neglect and decide whether to investigate or 
dismiss the case. If an investigation proceeds, it typically begins with meetings with the parents, fol
lowed by assessments and discussions with the child. The course integrates this process to teach stu
dents assessment and investigation practices.

The course emphasises reflective learning combined with decision-making, aligned with Schön’s 
(1987) model of reflective practice. Students engage in case studies, role-plays, and group decision- 
making exercises to develop critical thinking skills. Inspired by Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning 
model, the pedagogical framework focuses on understanding through actual experiences, moving 
from concrete experience to reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active exper
imentation. The course consists of five main components: 1) theoretical lectures on key themes 
such as mental disorders, addiction, and domestic violence; 2) plenary seminar discussions; 3) prac
tice-oriented tasks; 4) group tasks focusing on reflection and assessments; and 5) guided group 
reflection. This structure, rooted in problem-based learning (Barrows, 1996; Yew & Goh, 2016), 
allows students to work with real-life scenarios and receive guidance to connect theory and practice 
(Fleck, 2012). The teacher is a facilitator, guiding students through investigation processes and pro
viding real-time feedback. This role helps students focus on relational aspects and translate their 
observations into reflective learning (Bie, 2021; Kolb, 1984; Schön, 1987).

Figure 1.  Course theme – from concern to end of investigation.
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The course content
The course begins with introductory dialogue lectures on various forms of child neglect and maltreat
ment, focusing on how mental disorders, drug addiction, and domestic violence affect parents’ caregiv
ing abilities and children’s everyday lives. These interactive lectures combine short theoretical 
segments with opportunities for student reflections to engage with the material actively. Following 
these lectures, students engage in practice-oriented tasks that simulate real-life responsibilities in 
child welfare work. The first task involves assessing multiple reports of concern, identifying risk and pro
tective factors, and determining the need for further action based on written descriptions (Jensen, 
2021). This step culminates in a plenary discussion where one report is selected for further investigation.

Students then conduct the investigation, focusing on reflection, assessment, and documentation 
skills. The course integrates three sequences of teacher-led role-plays after a lecture on legal and pro
fessional practice in conducting investigations. Role-play as a learning tool provides a framework for 
students to reflect critically on the knowledge, values, and skills essential in child welfare work (Har
greaves & Hadlow, 2007). These role-plays, facilitated by instructors with extensive professional 
experience, simulate interactions between caseworkers and parents. Students observe these role- 
plays from the perspective of child welfare professionals and participate in subsequent group 
writing and reflection sessions. Supervisors present during the role-plays guide these sessions, pro
viding feedback that emphasises writing and reflective thinking skills. By the end of their second task, 
they were asked to write an investigation report based on the information gathered through the 
second task’s performance.

Finally, the students were required to reflect on and evaluate what actions would best serve the 
child’s interests, using the information gathered during the role-play, contextualised within the legal 
framework and connected to relevant theory. Teachers guide the students’ writing throughout this 
group task, emphasising their reflective thinking and child welfare assessments.

Method

Based on students’ perceptions, this study explores how they describe their experiences with the ped
agogical approach used in the child welfare course and how they perceive it as supporting the devel
opment of critical reflection, decision-making skills, and practical application of theoretical knowledge.

Participants and data collection

The participants were students in an eight-week course specialising in child welfare work. The course 
was offered in the latter half of their second year of the bachelor’s programmes in Child Welfare and 
Social Work. As part of a structured evaluation task within the course, all students completed indi
vidually written reflections in response to two questions. Of the 378 students enrolled in the 
course, 239 consented to their reflections being used for research purposes. All responses were sub
mitted anonymously and could not be linked to individual students.

Data collection in this study was aligned with action research methodology, using two structured 
reflection questions to elicit insight and support ongoing learning: (1) Could you please elaborate on 
the most significant insights you have gained from this course, and (2) What has had a significant 
impact on your learning experience? These questions encouraged students to reflect critically on 
specific topics and their course experiences. Reflection questions of this kind are commonly used 
in educational settings to promote self-reflection and critical thinking (Veine et al., 2019).

Processing of data

A thematic qualitative analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021) was conducted. One of the researchers manu
ally analysed the data. The initial step involved thoroughly reading the students’ reflections, followed 
by an initial coding of themes related to the child welfare students’ reflections on how the 
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pedagogical approach affected their perception of learning outcomes. After that, the codes were 
categorised into similar themes, and recurring topics and discussions across the responses were 
identified, necessitating multiple code-sorting and discussion rounds. Throughout this process, 
new categories were continually added as well as deleted, and the whole process ended with two 
overarching themes on how practical, subject-integrated teaching methods may enhance child 
welfare students’ ability to develop theoretical understanding and professional decision-making 
skills: 1) Fostering deeper professional reflection and 2) Enhancing awareness of professional 
assessments.

Ethical considerations

This research complied with the National Research Ethics Committee for the Social Sciences and 
Humanities (NESH) guidelines. The data collection involved students’ reflections on two predefined 
questions. Their participation was voluntary, and they were informed that their reflective responses 
would contribute to the research. This data collection method, prioritising anonymity and informed 
consent, ensured that ethical standards were maintained.

Limitations

The students’ reflections offer valuable insight into how they perceived their learning. However, 
as self-reported data, the responses may be shaped by individual interpretation or a wish to 
meet perceived expectations. Since only those who gave informed consent were included (239 of 
378), students with more positive experiences may be overrepresented. All responses were 
submitted anonymously, which may reduce this effect. These factors are considered when inter
preting the findings, and they reflect subjective experiences rather than objective measures of 
competence.

Findings

The following sections present an analysis of students’ written reflections, exploring how they 
describe their experiences with the practical, subject-integrated teaching methods used in the 
course.

Fostering deeper professional reflection

A fundamental dilemma in child welfare work is that real-world problems rarely present to prac
titioners as well-defined structures (Schön, 1987). Instead, they often emerge as messy and indistinct 
situations. The students highlighted the use of examples from everyday child welfare work in dialo
gue lectures: 

The lectures and discussions have been incredible. Everyone is encouraged to actively participate in the various 
topics and themes, leading to lively discussions. These experiences have made me more reflective and conscious 
about professional assessments.

The practical orientation of the course, along with the understanding that these skills will likely be essential in 
my professional life, motivated me to put in extra effort and engage more deeply […] As a result, I have learned a 
great deal. Case processing no longer feels foreign in practical work; I now feel more confident in many areas […] 
The teaching was intricately connected to real-world applications, significantly enhancing my learning 
experience.

As the quotes above show, the students highlighted the significance of having teachers with prac
tical experience who used examples from everyday child welfare work. In their reflections, they 
emphasised that discussions and exchanges of perspectives helped them become more aware of 
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aspects they had not initially considered. Some also reflected on what ‘good work’ in child welfare 
entails. These reflections relate to how professional practice often involves complex situations where 
discretion is needed and values may conflict (Ferguson, 2018; Öberg et al., 2016). To support stu
dents in developing their reflection skills, both in and on action, the dialogue-based lectures were 
designed to encourage discussion and the exploration of different viewpoints (Ferguson, 2018; 
Gerdts-Andresen et al., 2022; Schön, 1983).

Some students highlighted the opportunity to learn from listening to the conversation between 
the teacher and other students in the classroom: 

I learned a lot from listening to the conversations between the teacher and other students. It is beneficial to be 
able to ask about things […] there is a lot that can be difficult to understand, and having experienced teachers is 
particularly helpful […] one teacher, in particular, is excellent at using examples from practice to explain […]

The active involvement of students in lectures and seminars stimulates academic discussions, [and] collabor
ation in plenary sessions has significantly contributed to learning.

In the quotes above, the plenary seminars are described as a learning arena where students could 
engage with teachers’ and peers’ perspectives to deepen their understanding. The students’ 
reflections echo Schön’s (1987) concept of reflective practice, emphasising how professional 
knowledge develops through engagement with complex, real-world situations. Rather than 
reinforcing traditional knowledge transmission, the seminars supported learning through 
experience and dialogue, helping students to explore the knowledge, values, and skills of child 
welfare practice: 

The seminars preceding the role-plays were crucial for my learning experience […] I gained a different under
standing by hearing how others thought about which questions were important to ask ‘my mother’ […] There 
was a lot I had not considered myself. […]

[In the beginning], I heavily relied on the arguments of others in the decision-making process […] Discussing this 
with the teacher and fellow students significantly improved my professional self-assuredness.

In their reflections, students described how tasks related to legal frameworks and case processing 
helped strengthen their professional confidence. They highlighted that the seminars encouraged 
open dialogue, where discussing different perspectives supported the development of professional 
judgement. Several students noted that reflecting on their understanding of the subject and evalu
ating decision-making processes deepened their awareness. Listening to how others interpreted the 
same case content made them reconsider aspects they had initially overlooked (Öberg et al., 2016; 
Tham et al., 2021; Walker & Gant, 2021).

Several students also reflected on how the role-plays presented unexpected scenarios that 
required immediate responses: 

During the role-plays, I realised how crucial it is to be well-prepared as a caseworker. The mother character asked 
several questions, which I immediately found challenging.

The quote illustrates how the role-play prompted reflection on the demands of acting professionally 
under pressure. Students described how such moments made them aware of the need to balance 
responsiveness with empathy. Within this framework, some students began to consider how 
thorough preparation might help manage the difficulties they expect to face in such situations: 

I genuinely felt like a caseworker despite not playing that role. Immersing myself in the role-play, I repeatedly 
experienced how challenging the situation was for the parents.

As the quote exemplifies, several students reflected on emotional aspects after participating in the 
course. By immersing themselves in the role-play, they empathised with the discomfort they 
believed the parent character was experiencing. Drawing on their reflections, students became 
more aware of the parents’ vulnerability and how emotions influence professional decision- 
making. This learning extended beyond the cognitive and engaged an emotional dimension 
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(Bie, 2021; Ferguson, 2018). Several students described the role-plays as a unique opportunity to 
physically and emotionally experience different roles, contributing to embodied knowledge. Some 
also reflected on the importance of developing emotional regulation, which Sewell (2020) and 
Nissen (2024) highlight as an essential aspect of professional practice in social work.

In the following quote, the students reflect on the work carried out in the groups after the role- 
plays. While the role-plays were going on, the students noted keywords from the conversation 
between the mother and the case worker (individual task), and the group´s task was then to 
compose them into a familiar journal note: 

Recognising how our varying perceptions and interpretations of observations can influence decision-making has 
been challenging. I have become particularly interested in our use of language, focusing on what we write and 
how we articulate our thoughts.

In the quote above, the student reflects on how group work broadened their understanding by 
exposing them to different ways of thinking. Several students described becoming more critical 
of their assumptions by listening to how others articulated their thoughts. Some also expressed 
increased awareness of how they write about others and represent their perspectives, what Christen
sen and Wärnsby (2023) describe as central to reflective writing. Group discussions were experienced 
as enriching, especially when diverse perspectives challenged students to justify their reasoning and 
apply theoretical concepts, contributing to more nuanced understanding (Ferguson, 2018; Walker & 
Gant, 2021).

A central theme in the students’ reflections was the supervisor’s presence during group work, 
which they appreciated particularly because the guidance was adapted to their individual experi
ences and needs. Some described strong emotional responses to the mother’s story, while others, 
as the following quote illustrates, emphasised the value of receiving concrete feedback on their 
reasoning and decision-making: 

Learning by having our decision-making processes commented on and analysed by teachers and fellow group 
members is engaging. The class actively participates in the learning process, which teaches us to evaluate 
decision-making processes in child welfare proceedings critically.

Students’ reflections indicated that group work encouraged constructive engagement with others’ 
perspectives, helping them to deepen their thinking. Rather than focusing solely on their individual 
input, they described how collaboration supported shared learning. Differing interpretations high
lighted the importance of theoretical justification in child welfare assessments.

Enhancing awareness of professional assessments

Child welfare workers often face scenarios that demand courage and emotional balance within 
themself, as well as professional expertise (Ferguson, 2018; Nissen, 2024). There is an expectation 
that, in line with its statutory responsibilities, the child welfare service will address and resolve 
complex life issues: 

The role-playing exercises were excellent […] Experiencing a [role-played] home visit is entirely different from 
conversing with someone in an office setting […] It raised the question: How should one behave when visiting 
someone sceptical of your presence? Observing how the teacher communicated and interacted with the parents 
was incredibly instructive.

As illustrated in the quote, one of the role-plays involved a home visit. In their reflections, students 
described how such scenarios helped them become aware of the different settings in which child 
welfare assessments may occur. According to the students, the role-plays provided a framework 
for beginning to understand professional judgment across these varied contexts.

Another dimension of the role-play is the emotional dimension. Those who work in child welfare 
described feelings as hard to cope with (Fuseini, 2024). In the course, the students have many oppor
tunities to reflect on the emotional aspects of child welfare investigations: 
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Being reported to child welfare services must be difficult to face […] I felt a deep empathy for the parent who sat 
there crying […] Seeing the parent [character in the role-play] so stressed, I experienced a profound emotional 
response.

As the quote illustrates, students empathised with the discomfort they believed the parent character 
was experiencing. In their reflections, several described how the role-play increased their awareness 
of the parent’s vulnerability and allowed them to engage with emotional and cognitive aspects of 
practice, a balance central to reflective judgment in social work (Nissen, 2024). They experienced 
the role-play as a unique opportunity to embody different roles and described this as deepening 
their learning through both physical and emotional engagement. Such experiences were also 
seen as supporting the development of emotional regulation skills, which Sewell (2020) highlights 
as essential in preparing social work students for practice.

Additionally, some students also found that the role-play served as an educational platform, 
giving them an insight into their own academic and ethical understanding: 

During the first [role-played] home visit, it was not easy to discern how the parent interacted with the child […] 
and I was puzzled how I would explore themes other than those by the caseworker [in the role-play]. I suspected 
neglect, but I was uncertain about the severity of the situation.

The quote illustrates how some students, during the role-play, expressed concern about what they 
interpreted as the parents’ lack of caregiving skills. Their reflections also pointed to a humble stance, 
acknowledging their uncertainty and lack of professional identity. Several students described how 
the experience prompted self-awareness and reflection on personal assumptions, an important 
part of student-centred learning that supports the development of judgment in complex and evol
ving situations (Öberg et al., 2016; Walker & Gant, 2021). This process also contributed to shifts in self- 
perception and emerging professional identity (Björktomta & Tham, 2024).

In the following quote, we can see how one of the students reflected on the necessary knowledge 
and own emotions when the student discovered that the mother in the role-play had been exposed 
to violence: 

The role-play challenged me to understand the difficulties of conversing with someone who has experienced 
domestic violence […] I was taken aback upon seeing the parent’s bruises and the plaster patch on her face 
[…] At that moment, I was at a loss for words, unsure of what to say […] Being a part of this experience 
taught me a great deal [about myself].

As the quote illustrates, some students reflected on the emotional impact of encountering caregivers 
in challenging situations. They described feeling ‘completely taken aback’ when confronted with a 
parent’s injuries during the role-play. In their reflections, students discussed the complexity of home 
visits, including the uncertainty of being a welcome or unwelcome guest and the difficulty of 
knowing how to act in unfamiliar or emotionally charged settings. Several also touched on the 
importance of managing their emotional responses, something Sewell (2020) highlights as essential 
in developing professional judgment. These experiences were described as offering insight into the 
relational and situational demands of child welfare work.

Another central element in the course was the case processing exercises, which students 
described as highly relevant to professional practice. In their reflections, several noted that the prac
tical orientation of the course, combined with the understanding that these skills would be essential 
in their future work, motivated them to engage more actively. The connection to real-world appli
cations was seen as enhancing their learning experience: 

[I] discovered the significance of details in a case […] I learned the importance of respectfully writing and avoid
ing condescending language […] It is crucial to be mindful of our language when composing journal notes, con
sidering our audience and the purpose of our writing.

The quote reflects what Christensen and Wärnsby (2023) describe as reflective writing. Several stu
dents emphasised the importance of developing writing skills that enable them to engage with laws, 
administrative principles, and professional guidelines in child welfare casework. Their reflections 
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suggest that working with written documents supported a deeper understanding of professional 
responsibilities and contributed to their awareness of the language used in decision-making.

Discussion

The overall purpose of this study was to increase the knowledge of how the gap between theory and 
practice can be bridged and incorporated into social work curricula. The students’ reflections suggest 
that practical, subject-integrated teaching methods were perceived as contributing positively to 
their learning experiences in child welfare education. A central theme that emerged was the 
emotional dimension of learning. According to the students’ reflections, the course structure 
appeared to support the integration of theoretical knowledge with practical challenges in a way 
that encouraged both cognitive and emotional engagement. They described how emotionally 
charged learning situations, such as role-plays and case discussions, helped them work with their 
reactions and balance empathy with professional reasoning (Nissen, 2024). These accounts are con
sistent with previous research highlighting that emotional awareness and regulation are essential 
components of social work practice and decision-making (Kanasz & Zieliñska, 2017; Cook, 2017; 
Nissen, 2024). In addition, students emphasised that the combination of active participation in dis
cussions, real-life case studies, and guidance from experienced instructors supported their develop
ment of critical reflection and professional judgment. These reflections point to the potential of 
teaching methods that engage both the emotional and cognitive dimensions of learning to 
strengthen students’ preparedness for the emotional complexity of child welfare work. In the follow
ing, some of these aspects are explored in more detail.

First, the value of discussion-based teaching methods was frequently emphasised in the students’ 
reflections as enhancing active participation and critical thinking. Knowledge acquisition was 
described as an interactive process involving cognitive engagement and reflexive action. Through 
discussions, students re-conceptualised their understanding and recognised the plurality of perspec
tives. This resonates with Schön’s (1987) view of reflective practice as situated in complex, real-world 
problems. Writing journal notes after role-plays and receiving immediate feedback from supervisors 
supported the development of reflective and academic writing skills (Boryczko, 2022; Christensen & 
Wärnsby, 2023). The course’s structure, including dialogue with peers and supervisors, was experi
enced as fostering deeper reflective engagement. Previous research highlights how dialogical learn
ing and feedback promote critical reflection in social work education (Christensen & Wärnsby, 2023; 
Walker & Gant, 2021). However, it is important to recognise that while discussion-based learning sup
ports reflection, it may not fully capture the complexity of real-world decision-making (Fook & Aske
land, 2007; Ixer, 1999)

Second, the use of real-life case studies from municipal child welfare services was described in the 
students’ reflections as supporting the development of practical decision-making skills. As Gursansky 
et al. (2010) note, case-based learning is action-oriented and allows students to analyse complex situ
ations and consider alternative responses. The reflections suggest that analysing authentic cases and 
discussing them with peers helped students connect theoretical knowledge with practical assess
ments. Similar findings are reported in studies showing that working with real-life scenarios pro
motes professional reasoning (Neverdal & Kane, 2020; Wilson & Kelly, 2010; Zegarac & Isakov, 
2018). At the same time it has been argued that case-based exercises may not fully capture the con
textual uncertainty and time pressure of real-world child welfare work (Fook & Askeland, 2007).

Third, the importance of having instructors with hands-on experience in child welfare was high
lighted in the students’ reflections as a significant contributor to their learning. Instructors who 
bridged theoretical knowledge with practical insights were perceived as enriching the students’ 
understanding. This aligns with Schön’s (1987) concept of the reflective practitioner, which under
scores the value of combining theory with practical application to support professional judgment. 
Similar perspectives are reflected in studies showing that instructors with field experience can 
enhance learning by connecting academic content to realistic practice situations (Laidlaw et al., 
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2020; Skilton, 2011; Walker & Gant, 2021). According to the students, this integration helped them 
relate course content to real-world practice and reflect more clearly on the use of discretion in 
decision-making. It is worth noting that professional experience does not automatically translate 
into effective teaching, and that the ability to support reflection depends on pedagogical as well 
as practical competence (Fook, 2002; Ixer, 1999).

Fourth, the emotional experiences that emerged in several students’ reflections highlight the 
importance of role-play activities for developing self-regulation and confidence in dealing with 
emotional material in an educational context (Sewell, 2020). Ikebuchi and Rasmussen (2014) empha
sise the importance of creating a space that fosters a sense of safety, which the students’ reflections 
suggest was achieved through the course design. They described how the role-play exercises 
allowed them to engage with some emotional work they may encounter in future interactions 
with children and families. These accounts correspond with previous research showing how 
emotional learning in social work education can support professional identity formation and 
increase readiness for complex relational situations (Bie, 2021; Ferguson, 2018). In this way, it may 
be argued that emotional engagement was not only part of the learning process but also linked 
to students’ preparation for future professional challenges. At the same time, role-play exercises, 
while structured and supportive, may not fully replicate the unpredictability, urgency, or emotional 
weight of decision-making in actual child welfare practice. This limitation is also noted in previous 
research on experiential learning in social work education (Fook & Askeland, 2007; Theobald et al., 
2017).

Concluding reflection

After completing the course, the students’ reflections suggest that many felt better equipped for 
professional practice. However, this perceived preparedness must be understood in light of the 
structured and supportive conditions of the learning environment. Previous research has shown 
that the transition from education to frontline child welfare work can involve a significant reality 
shock, as newly graduated social workers encounter emotional pressure, high caseloads, and 
decision-making under time constraints (Ferguson, 2018; Fook & Askeland, 2007; Theobald et al., 
2017). While student-active and practice-integrated methods support reflective and emotional learn
ing, the extent to which they prepare students for the full complexity of real-life practice remains an 
open question. These findings highlight the importance of viewing professional readiness as a 
gradual and situated process (Björktomta & Tham, 2024).

Future research could further investigate how student-active pedagogical approaches contribute 
to professional development, for example, through comparative studies of students following 
different course models or longitudinal research on professional performance after graduation. 
Studies that combine student reflections with other data sources, such as instructor assessments 
or observed decision-making, may also provide a broader understanding of learning outcomes.
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