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Preface 
 

Training and learning methodologies are changing in the field of 
social work, and there is an increase in the use of technology, best 
practice sharing and reflective practice. The PRAISE project has 
studied and evaluated exciting and powerful new methodologies for 
22 months across ten partner countries, providing an in-depth 
analysis of the impact of the described methodologies on eight 
different social work training programmes. The experience and 
knowledge gained over the project have been compiled into this 
book, which seeks to capture and transmit some of the wisdom and 
progress made, as well as markers to what to avoid. 

The first part of the book is an introduction to the place of the 
PRAISE methodologies in the context of modern social work training 
and a measure of its importance on such programmes in a 
European context. This part includes an examination of strategic 
and operational pedagogical considerations, thereby contextualizing 
the experimental results of the PRAISE project. Also included is an 
overview of each of the partners, including operators with training 
needs, specialist training institutions, and pedagogical and 
eLearning partners with development and deployment experience 
gained over a long time in a challenging sector. 

The second part of the book deals with the theoretical concepts 
and framework in which the local implementations were embedded. 
Each of the sections in this part seek to introduce the reader to both 
the concepts related to the key aspects of the PRAISE methodology 
as well as providing an introduction to other sources of literature 
and analysis regarding these various components. The first section 
deals with good praxis and its counterpart, good practice. Many 
people use these terms without considering their definitions and 
requirements for implementation. Moving on, the concept of virtuous 
circles is introduced, being a term for the PRAISE group reflective 
practice methodology. Once one has established that good practice 
should be developed and transmitted, through a reflective practice 
communication methodology, one must define a vehicle to empower 
such transmission; the next section deals with the PRAISE vehicle, 
that of narrative transmission. Finally, the theoretical section 
concludes with a section on case studies and how they are 
supported by the preceding components. 

This is followed by a detailed description of each of the individual 
partners’ experimental implementations of the PRAISE methodology 
in the participating countries involved in the project. Each partner 
describes their planning for implementation, the process of 
structuring local virtuous circles to transmit and develop case 
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studies, the results of the experimental methodology in real social 
work training programmes, and the impacts, both practical, 
operational and organizational, that have been discerned following 
this experimentation. 

The final part of the book makes a comparative analysis of the 
PRAISE project and describes some of the partners’ conclusions 
following on from the project. Also found in this final part of the book 
are sections describing the technological, pedagogical and 
knowledge management aspects of the PRAISE methodology for 
readers who may wish to understand more about these elements. 
The sections begin with a definition of the knowledge domains that 
have been used for the PRIASE project. Included also is a 
description of the process sharing experience and the related 
negotiations for agreeing the domain. The next section deals with 
the ontological aspects of PRAISE, including the process of creating 
the ontology, the negotiation of meanings between and within 
partners, and the value of having actors define their working terms 
in a strict manner. Within this section are descriptions of 
pedagogical aspects of ontologies and multilingual and multicultural 
considerations. The section also includes both formal and informal 
definitions of ontology. The following section details the analytical 
process that abstracts formative, i.e., training and educational, 
needs of a group from the compiled narrations. This process takes 
these educational requirements that are thus identified in and 
models them into curricular modules that can then meet the needs 
of the group from a student centred approach. The European 
dimension of the interaction between the local virtuous circles is 
described in the next section, which analyses the hierarchical links 
between the case studies produced by individuals and then 
expanded in the virtuous circle. As the previous section describes, 
these case studies help to identify educational requirements which 
are then modeled into modules, which are shared between partners, 
In this way, there is a relationship between all of the local virtuous 
circles; this relationship produces knowledge which can be shared, 
as well as the shared problems in training and social work support. 
The following section gives a high level description of the technical 
platform components, the human computer interfaces and some 
issues concerning the machine encoded representation of 
knowledge. The final section is one of conclusions of the entire 
project. This section demonstrates the results of the project 
methodology and analyses its impact on training systems in social 
work environments. It concludes with some informed opinions on 
how to evolve the present European social work training systems 
and praxis in a manner which include some of the principles 

 
 

v 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

detailed in this book. 
The editors would like to extend thanks to all of the authors who 

have painstakingly contributed their knowledge and experience to 
this book. Thanks also go to the organizations that participated in 
the PRAISE project that has resulted in the developments detailed 
herein. Finally, the PRAISE project would not have happened 
without the important support of the European Commission’s 
eLearning initiative, under which PRAISE was financed as a project. 

The PRAISE story is an interesting and important one. For too 
long have soft knowledge targets such as social work been 
latecomers to the eLearning feast. Many would hold that this is 
because the domain is too hard owing to its imprecise nature, but 
this book demonstrates that there are real gains to be had through 
the introduction of modern educational and knowledge 
management techniques into this important field. 
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Introduction 
 

PRAISE is about transmitting effectively best practice for social 
workers through training and continuous professional development 
[CPD]. It achieves to do this via the adaptation of established 
organizational training and CPD frameworks with potentially new 
and effective formational methodologies as well as integrating some 
powerful aspects of new eLearning technologies. Yet, as within 
many professional practice domains, there has been hitherto such a 
low level of impact on these traditional methodologies of things 
commonly referred to as eLearning, that we must first standardize 
some concepts and provide a necessarily brief overview of certain 
theories. 

What do we mean when we speak of eLearning? To break the 
word down into its roots, we see that it is composed of electronic 
learning; thus, it is a modern, technologically influenced form of 
learning. Learning is a process by which new experience results in a 
measurable, assessable change in behaviour or knowledge. The 
behaviour or knowledge can be physical, attitudinal, intellectual, etc. 
To introduce information and communication technologies to this 
process is important since many people would take it as a core 
assumption that for someone to learn from another’s experience or 
knowledge, that experience needs to be communicated in some 
form. Here, with the advent of networked communications systems 
and easy access to structured information via these systems, this 
communicative act should become both more effective and efficient 
for people with busy lifestyles in the modern workplace. eLearning 
would refer to the enhancement or facilitation of the learning 
process, by adapting the delivery of a learning, training or other 
educational experience by electronic means, including both formal 
and informal scenarios. It covers a wide set of application and 
services, including those based on computer based learning, virtual 
spaces, digital collaborations, and web based learning. 

A term popular in today’s educational circles is that of blended 
learning, which involves the application of more traditional 
educational methodologies and scenarios mixed with those 
developed under the eLearning label. This blended learning 
approach is more realistic of peoples’ everyday scenarios, and 
provides a powerful context in which to apply these new techniques. 
Blended learning is a recognition that eLearning has simply been, 
since its arguable inception during the 1970s in the form of CBL, an 
augmentation of the learning process, not a wholesale replacement 
with computers. 

Since this book is about transmitting experiential knowledge, best 
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practice, etc. to others, and learning from their own experiences, 
much of the basis for this work is motivated by constructivism. For 
those unaware of the differences between the major psychological 
schools, there are three major divisions for educational use1. 
Behaviourism holds that knowledge is completely passive, and 
mostly automatic response to environmental factors, external to the 
learner. In contrast, cognitivism holds that knowledge is the 
collection of an individual’s abstract symbolic representations that 
can be parceled up and delivered to another’s collection. 
Constructivism differs from the absolutist frames and holds that 
knowledge is a constructed entity made by the learner during the 
learning process, i.e., during the transmission phase. 
Constructivism can be traced back as an established school to the 
works of Piaget, Dewey, Vygosky and Bruner. The basic 
understanding of constructivism is given succinctly by von 
Glaserfeld (1987) as: 

 
1. Knowledge is actively constructed by the learner, rather than 

through passive transmission from the environment; 
2. There is a adaptation process that is based upon and constantly 

modified by a learner’s life experience, which represents coming 
to know. 

 
This aspect is sometimes referred to as radical constructivism2, 

and is a divorce from other epistemological theories that only view 
communication as simple transmission of symbolic representations 
between holders. Constructivism promotes the idea that new 
knowledge is grafted into existing frameworks held by the learner. 
Thus, each learner has a personal perspective through which they 
see the world and adapt to new experience. All emphasis has hereto 
been on the individual learner as a constructor; Vygotsky stressed 
the social aspect of learning, with his Zone of Proximal Development 
and Activity Theory (1978). This aspect stresses that the learner is 
not in isolation but within a wider environment, and this social world, 
including teachers, friends, clients, co-workers, etc., will profoundly 
influence the learner’s new knowledge constructs. Building on this, 
Cobb (1994) asks if mind is found in the head or in social action, 
and argues that both perspectives are necessary and should be 
used together. What is seen from one perspective as a group of 
individuals each reasoning independently and each mutually 
adapting to each other’s actions and experience can also be seen, 

 
1   I am intentionally excluding the biological and humanist schools as their application to the present 

domain would only complicate matters for people not steeped in the domain. 
2   Trivial constructivism, which might be closer to that originally promoted by Piaget, would offer only 

the first element of the definition. 
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from the other perspective, as the normative practices of a 
classroom community (Cobb, 1998). 

Teaching strategies which base themselves on social 
constructivism include contextualized teaching, contexts which are 
personally meaningful, and therefore motivating, for students. Also 
included would be group discussion, small-group collaborations, 
and valuing meaningful activity over correct answers (Wood et al, 
1995). 

The different aspects of constructivist theories3  can be divided 
between those with a cognitive orientation, i.e., holding that the 
knowledge is constructed during exploration and discovery and then 
represented as a mental, symbolic representation only found in the 
mind of the learner. In contrast, the social orientation stresses the 
collaborative, communicative aspects between learners as 
embodying the learning. This forms a part of the basis for CSCL 
[Computer Supported Collaborative Learning]. All of this 
constructivist school holds implications for the PRAISE 
methodologies when considered by knowledge workers and 
organizations, as embodying a domain specific distributed 
intelligence. As Roy D. Pea states: 

 
… the focus in thinking about distributed intelligence is not on 

intelligence as an abstract property or quantity residing in either 
minds, organizations or objects. In its primary sense here, 
intelligence is manifested in activity that connects means and ends 
through achievements (Pea, 1993). 

 
This distributed intelligence reflects the critical knowledge asset of 

social operators and trainers inside social service organizations, and 
is equally applicable to any experiential knowledge based 
organization. 

The experimental space that was created by PRAISE in the 
participating organizations had two poles. The first pole was to 
motivate and experiment with students in the use of new supportive 
technologies that fall under the eLearning umbrella, a description of 
which comes in this book. The other pole was to motivate and 
experiment with students using the new pedagogical methodologies 
that are also described in this book. An integrated approach, 
utilizing aspects of both of these poles in an effective fashion, was 
sought from all participating institutions. That said, there were 
choices made by the different organizations that reflect their own 
local circumstances. The book has extensive detail, analysis and 
reflection on these differences, and is there useful to a wider variety 
of knowledge based organizations which seek to improve practice 
3  Again, for brevity, I have excluded cultural and critical aspects of constructivist theories. 
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based training systems in their own local context. 
 

Crucially, PRAISE had feet in two different stakeholder camps: 
organizations involved in training of social workers, and 
organizations involved in operational services. This helped to ensure 
the wider applicability of the PRAISE results to professionals 
involved in modern, best-practice based social services. It was a 
project that was challenging but important, and the participants in 
PRAISE were committed to trying to experiment and improve these 
processes. What follows is a summary of the project itself, the 
experience of which this book is a distillation. 
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PROJECT SUMMARY 
 

The PRAISE project, funded under the eLearning initiative of the 
European Commission, aimed at creating a community of best 
practice relating to the innovation of training methods for social 
workers across seven European member states. The partnership 
was composed of nine institutions, with competencies ranging from 
social sciences to pedagogy through to technology for education. 
The project duration was 22 months, from January 2004 to October 
2005. Moreover, it worked in strict cooperation with another 
European project funded under the Socrates Minerva action, named 
CABLE, and the joint effort combined nine European member 
states, involving twelve institutions. 

Professionals involved in the field of personal support and help 
require a wide range of skills, including human relational 
capabilities, introspective analysis, self control, group work 
capabilities, and so on. The everyday tasks performed by these 
professionals are very time consuming, and often this involvement 
limits, in a considerable way, the time that can be dedicated to an 
individual’s development and training, in comparison with other 
professional operators that are not directly involved in the case 
interventions. 

The PRAISE project addressed these aspects, because individual 
lifelong training, even if often set aside, is of paramount importance 
for improving the quality and the effectiveness of the operative 
interventions. The adaptation of the training actions to an ever- 
changing reality such as society necessarily implies the investment 
of time and resources in teaching, research and communication. 
Experience and knowledge acquired in this sector mainly reside in 
the social workers who, during the execution of their work find 
innovative resources, build “small theories” in adapting the classical 
methodologies to the situation they have to face. Knowledge 
sharing, confrontation, and an open mind towards external inputs 
assume, therefore, a base importance, and raises the need for 
methodologies that are adherent to the intervention praxis. This all 
helps to maintain the motivational and concrete links without whom 
the educational action might become sterile (if not 
counterproductive), owing to the lack of everyday work support. 
PRAISE did not want to negate the importance of the theoretical and 
epistemological research work available; rather, it endeavoured to 
stress that this work should be related, especially during 
dissemination, to an educational methodology adjusted to the set 
goals. 

All the partners involved in the project routinely accomplish 
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institutional functions and have developed substantial experience in 
the field over their competence territories. Over the years they have 
developed their own methodologies suitable to face their specific 
problems. PRAISE, therefore, did not aim at producing educational 
materials (courses, software, etc.) to substitute, modify or increment 
the educational curricula that are presently implemented by each 
partner, but rather to analyse thoroughly the study of educational 
methodologies capable of meeting the challenges that the European 
and the world dimension are presenting now, and presumably will 
continue to present in the mid term. 

Most of partners had already learned, often at their own expense, 
how important it is to consider state of the art in shaping educational 
curricula, in order to have a product ready in the exact moment it is 
required. They agreed on the importance of investing time and 
resources into research, of using suitable tools in the field of the 
new information and communication technologies, of experimenting 
with innovative approaches, of linking design and experimentation 
actions through a network wide enough to support the 
comprehension of the phenomena under analysis, of sharing 
theories and experiences among territories that may present 
analogous situations, and of confronting personal experiences with 
very different situations. 

Furthermore, most social workers and educators are somewhat 
reluctant to use computer tools and advanced technologies in their 
everyday work. One of the main causes of this behaviour is the 
difficulty they have in identifying immediate concrete benefits against 
the costs of learning to use these tools. For this reason, another 
action of PRAISE aimed at bridging this gap, with the firm belief that 
the communication among different and distant countries can be 
improved and augmented with the help of computer and network 
tools, and that open and distance education is possible, even 
desirable, in the socio-educational field. 

Specifically, the first and main objective of the PRAISE project was 
to foster the sharing of good practice in the field of personal 
services, both locally with the establishment of virtuous circles 
coordinated by the local partners, and at European level, linking 
these virtuous circles in a European communication network. 
A number of issues assumed particular relevance for this goal: 

 
• establishment and management of the virtuous circles; 
• involvement of professional profiles, with related educational 

needs and curricula; 
• network communication and interaction, and shared work 

strategies; 
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• verification and sustainability; 
• transmission and the reproducibility of the acquired experience. 

 
A second objective was the careful study of the main topics that 

are taught in the social worker curricula through a series of 
theoretical and practical seminars. These topics have been 
discussed among the partners in the light of the results of the issues 
previously described. The main focus was on three topics: narration 
as a shared work methodology; the impact of knowledge society 
technologies and methodologies on personal services and social 
worker education; peer review of established and new educational 
processes and methodologies in the scope of social services. 

The third and final goal was to a create a network of expert social 
workers that understand in detail the reality and the related 
problems of currently implemented methods, and that could 
intervene in arising critical situations. To reach this goal, PRAISE 
worked on promoting group work, on experimenting educational 
methodologies localized in the various real contexts, on analysing 
the educational impacts in order to extract useful information with 
which to build open and distance educational models, and on 
verifying the effectiveness and efficiency of the implemented training 
curricula. 

Given these goals, target groups intended to benefit directly from 
the PRAISE project are the workers and the managers of target 
services, the students linked to the project partners’ educational 
institutions and the teachers that produce on-line courses oriented 
to social worker education. Additionally, it is intended to have 
indirect impact also on the users of the target services and their 
families and organizations, and on anybody that can freely use 
online educational materials. 

The educational model was based on good practice examples, 
collected by the operators or students in local contexts, and 
subsequently shared in the virtuous circles in order to extract theory 
and common views about these examples. In cooperation with the 
CABLE project, a common data base of good practice examples is 
available to all the involved partners, who contribute to and access 
the case studies collection, thus creating a European 
communication network to support a social worker’s distributed 
virtuous circle. 

The good practice examples are encoded in a narrative form and 
reports are collected and analysed through software support. 
Experiences coming from the different countries are compared to 
determine their reuse potential, and face-to-face and distance 
training modules are designed in order to support the identified 
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priorities, in cooperation with those institutions that address social 
and educational policies. 
To summarize, the main achievements that PRAISE intended to 
reach were: 

 
• supply the partners with a neutral research and study space, i.e., 

a space that is not conditioned to the operational contingencies of 
any site but that is able to aggregate and increase the value of 
each experience; 

• support the local virtuous circles, thus indirectly affecting the 
quality of user services; 

• involve all social realities in the territory through the virtuous 
circles (public and private sectors, associations, etc.) 

• link theory and praxis in social work, according to criteria and 
methodologies that couple face-to-face meeting with open and 
distance education specific paths; 

• identify local support networks linked with open European 
networks, and carefully study their limits and potentialities; 

• combine face-to-face education with communication and training 
through new technologies. 

 
A series of tangible results has been produced, namely, a quality 

improvement in the educational courses produced by the partners, 
the establishment of groups for the mutual educational and 
operational support, and production of educational material free for 
use. Additionally, PRAISE has involved structures and institutions 
outside the partnership, and created communication, dissemination 
and mutual support channels that will live beyond the project 
duration. 

Finally, the present book is the conclusive and main deliverable of 
the PRAISE project. It will share with the readers the experience and 
the results of a group of institutions and people working together for 
22 months with both a common goal and the enthusiasm for change. 
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Partner: SFEP, Comune di Torino 
www.comune.torino.it/sfep 

 
ORGANIZATION: The Turin City Council runs social services directly 
through the Social Services Division or in agreement with private 
social bodies, for citizens in need: minors, families and adults in 
difficulty, the elderly and the disabled. The Social Services system is 
deployed throughout the territory with various services and 
professional roles, including coordinators, social workers, 
professional educators, social health operators, administrative 
employees, etc. 

The Social Services Division also is required to check, coordinate 
and supervise the training of social workers, as it is the public body 
in charge of the Social Services For this purpose, Services for Life- 
long Training, SFEP (formerly, the School for Professional 
Educators) was created, accredited by the Piedmont Region. It is 
run by a director and it is organized in four units, three project units 
and an administrative unit. Each project unit is coordinated by a 
manager, supported by didactic professionals acting as course 
tutors, and by external consultants. 

 
Aims: SFEP is responsible for planning basic and continuous 
professional development paths for social workers in relation to 
employment requirements not fulfilled by university courses, e.g., 
promoting the research, experimentation of themes connected to 
the professional profile of social workers, etc. Further aims are 
monitoring and checking social worker training by other training 
bodies in the city (the Turin Council may request the collaboration of 
the University and of the National Health Service and of other Social 
Services Bodies). 

 
Teaching/Training Activities: SFEP carries out and manages 
professional, life-long, and distance learning training activities for 
social workers, using a distance-learning platform containing 
educational resources and hypertexts related to qualifying and life- 
long courses. The courses are targeted at re-training requirements, 
including regional authorities’ qualifications, or life-long training 
courses. In 2004-2005, the SFEP qualified 430 social workers. SFEP 
has planned and is carrying out training paths to radically improve 
the Social Services system, involving some 1200 operators. In the 
PRAISE Project, SFEP’s role was that of a pedagogic partner. 

 
Supporting Activities: SFEP gathers informative material 
supporting research into service delivery to clients. It also promotes 
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research into topics related to social professions and related issues. 
 

Project Role: SFEP played a coordinating and managerial role 
within the PRAISE Project, elaborating and presenting the planning 
proposal, defining the final project submitted to the European 
Commission for approval and the financial agreement. It signed the 
contract with the European Community on behalf of all the partners. 
It achieved the specific tasks and implemented the stated projects, 
also writing the intermediate and final reports. 

 
 

Partner: The Highland Council 
www.highland.gov.uk 

 
Organization: The Highland Council [HC] provides a wide range of 
essential local government services to a population of 210,000 
people. The Council covers an area of 10,000 square miles- the 
largest of any Council in Scotland, and one of the most rural and 
sparsely populated areas of Europe. The Highland Council Social 
Work Service provides help and advice in many situations, including 
children in need of additional support and/or protection, adults in 
need of support due to disability or ill-health, learning difficulties, 
mental health problems, homelessness, drug or alcohol 
dependency, support for informal carers, and services to the Courts 
and people who have contact with the criminal justice system. 
Social Work Services in Highland work closely with partners in 
health, housing, education, the police and the voluntary sector to 
provide the best services possible to our clients. 

 
Aims: There are five key objectives which underpin the Social Work 
Services in Highland; firstly, to fulfil the statutory requirements for 
social work on behalf of the HC; secondly, to provide efficient and 
effective services which take account of best value, thirdly, to involve 
and consult service users and communities in the planning and 
delivery of services, fourthly, to develop and sustain effective 
partnerships, and finally, to tackle disadvantage and promote social 
inclusion. 

 
Teaching/Training Activities: The Social Work Staff Training & 
Development Team comprises four full-time staff, all of whom are 
Social Workers with experience in the delivery of social work 
education. This includes practice learning for social work trainees 
and continuing professional development. 
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Supporting Activities: The Team aims to foster a learning culture 
within the organization, recognising that this is a responsibility 
shared amongst all staff. 

 
Project Role: Although the agreement with the project recognised 
the short time scale for The Highland Council to engage fully in all 
the activities of the project, a number of VCs have been 
commenced. In addition, case studies were supplied, together with 
chapters for the PRAISE book. Representatives attended the five 
meetings, and hosted a meeting in Inverness in June 2005. 

 
 

Partner: Friedrich-von-Bodelschwingh-Schulen, Berufskolleg Bethel 
 

Organization: The Berufskolleg Bethel [Bethel] is one part of the 
institution von-Bodelschwinghsche-Anstalten-Bethel. The foundation 
of the Von-Bodelschwingsche-Anstalten took place in the 19th 
century (1867). Today more than 14.000 persons are cared for in 
different institutions including clinics, homes, schools and 
kindergartens. The departments in the institution are: department for 
assistance for disabled persons; department of psychiatry; department 
for vocational training for persons with epilepsy. 
There are also a number of schools which belong to the institution: 
remedial schools, secondary school, high school and Bethel. 

In Bethel there are 38 teachers and 550 students. The school itself is 
divided into three departments, namely a department for social 
assistance, a department for social education, and a department for 
remedial pedagogy. 

 
Aims: Bethel aims to train students to work in different social fields: 
day care institutions for children; child and youth work: residential 
care; and institutions for persons with special needs. Bethel 
cooperates with private and public institutions of social work in the 
area of the Von-Bodelschwingschen-Anstalten and the region. 

 
Teaching / training activities: Bethel provides vocational training 
and general education. It trains in the following professions: 
SozialhelferInnen (social assistants) HeilerziehungshelferInnen und 
Heilerziehungspflegerinnen (specialized care workers), Erzieherinnen 
(educators, professional child and youth workers), and 
Heilpädagoginnen (remedial teachers) 

Teaching is provided in subjects such as pedagogy, psychology, 
didactical methodology, German and English language, 
mathematics, and politics. It also provides supervision for students 
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in their practical placements. 
 

Supporting activities: Bethel organizes opportunities for 
professional exchange and discussions among social workers and 
students through meetings and conferences. 

 
Role in the project: In the PRAISE project Bethel has worked with 
other partners to define the concept of viruous circles and to 
activate and make experimentations with VCs. The Berufskolleg 
Bethel was responsible for formative plans in the PRAISE project. 

 
 

Partner: INFOP-CEMEA Institut de formation professionnelle 
d’animateurs 
infop@cemea-infop.org 

 
Organisation: The INFOP is an institution that is part of the CEMEA 
network, a recognised association of public interest, an additional 
educational movement to the school and a teaching organisation, 
engaged in all the fields of education and social work for more than 
sixty years. Based on the values of Popular Education and New 
Education, the institute proposes, alone or in partnership, diploma 
courses covering all the levels of qualification of the careers proposed 
by the Ministry of Youth, Sports and Associative life (from assistant 
activity leader to equipment project manager). 

 
Aims: The CEMEA claims to adhere to New Education, education 
that is based on the approach of children as vectors of past 
experience, of things to say. Concretely, the CEMEA defines New 
Education as "an education that creates situations in which the child, 
the youth or the adult becomes conscious of the world that 
surrounds them and of their capacity to transform it and hence 
aimed at individual and collective progress". The mission of the 
INFOP is to intervene in the field of continued education among 
professional activity leaders in the socio-cultural, educational and 
social fields. 

 
Teaching activities: professional training courses leading to a 
diploma are organised within the scope of continued education, for 
institutions or professional activity leaders and social workers within 
the framework of developing their skills. The alternating training 
courses and the support of a militant network of professionals are 
good principles when dispensing courses that are closely related to 
reality and supported by institutional teaching. Social promotion is 
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sought through the valorisation of personal experience, 
experimentation and activity, as a process for acquisition and 
learning. One of the fundamental principles of the INFOP is to serve 
as the vector of social transformation by training the actors who 
work on site with individuals and groups. The educational approach is 
based on cultural accompaniment, the pedagogy of the project, and 
active citizenship. The INFOP is established in Gennevilliers, a 
commune close to the Paris suburbs, in a working class city in the 
heart of urban problems. It hosts 250 trainees every year in long 
courses (19 to 24 months) in study groups of around 20 persons. 
The framework of these courses is administered by a permanent 
salaried staff of 11 teachers, all of who have had a professional 
career in activity leadership and social work. 

 
Supporting activities: The institute disposes of 1000 m2  with 
classrooms, a documentary resource centre and space dedicated to 
information and communication computer technology. The Institute 
develops international actions in partnership with many European 
organisations. 

 
Project role: In the PRAISE project, the INFOP participated in the 
definition of the Virtuous Circles, coordinated the activation and 
experimentation of the VCs, elaborated the training courses at 
distance and contributed to the constitution of the "semantic table". 

 
 

Partner: University of Akureyri, Faculty of Law and Social Sciences 
www.unak.is 

 
Organization: The University of Akureyri, founded in 1987, is a 
public institution of higher education that now comprises six 
academic faculties: Law and Social Sciences, Information 
Technology, Natural Resource Sciences, Health Sciences, 
Education, and Management. Bachelors degrees are granted in all 
faculties, and a certain number of masters-level programs are 
offered. Students currently number approximately 1,500. The 
University of Akureyri offers quality education and is a leader in 
distance learning. The Faculty of Law and Social Sciences was 
established in 2003. The Faculty of Law and Social Sciences reports 

to the Rector and the University Council and is headed by the Dean of 
the Faculty, who chairs the Faculty Meeting, which is the body of 

highest authority within the Faculty. It offers a BA and professional 
degrees in Law, and BA degrees in Psychology, Journalism, Social 
and Economic Development, and Modern Studies. The Faculty 
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plans to develop a program in Social Work. 
 

Aims: The purpose of the Faculty of Law and Social Sciences of the 
University of Akureyri is to offer undergraduate-, and eventually 
graduate-level, university education in law and certain areas of 
social science, and to be a centre for research in the relevant fields. 

 
Teaching activities: The Faculty of Law and Social Sciences offers 
innovative teaching in the areas of Law, Social Sciences 
(Psychology, Social and Economic Development, Journalism and 
Media Studies), and Modern Studies and stimulates and supports 
research in those areas. 

 
Supporting Activities: The research profile of the Faculty of Law 
and Social Sciences is varied, due to the multiplicity of academic 
areas within the faculty. Major research projects in health 
psychology and in drug and alcohol use in youngsters are in 
progress, and smaller projects include studies of the psychology of 
vision, human rights issues, gender equality issues, Icelandic 
NGO’s, the psychology of cruelty, anti-semitism and the holocaust, 
rural news media and the organization of social services. 

 
Project role: In the PRAISE project University of Akureyri has 
worked with other partners on the experimentation with virtuous 
circles. The university has also worked on developing a framework 
for analysis of the case studies. 

 
 

Partner: University of Pitesti 
www.upit.ro 

 
Organization: The University of Pitesti [UP] is a medium sized 
Higher Education Institution for Romania. The University’s highest 
leading board is the University Senate. UP is managed by the 
Rector together with 4 Vice-Rectors and 1 Chancellor who 
coordinate 6 committees and councils: Council of Administration, 
Academic College, College of Ethics, Scientific Council, Council for 
Social Problem of the Students and for Protection of Labor, Council 
for Didactic Activity, Evaluation & Assessment, Certification. UP 
consists of 10 faculties, coordinated by 10 deans, 53 departments in 
faculties and also centralized departments, such as the Departments 
for International Relations and European Integration, Curricular 
Marketing, etc. UP provides 50 university specializations and 24 
master programs. The university hosts about 17,153 students and 
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approximately 800 administrative and teaching staff. 
 

Aims: To develop and promote high quality activities of teaching, 
training and scientific research with the view to creating specialists 
in various fields, capable of finding jobs within the labour market in 
Romania and in Europe. 

 
Teaching/Training Activities: UP delivers a large range of diplomas, 
providing higher education for different fields and domains. Thus, in 
the faculties of our university we perform training and teaching 
activities for teaching staff in secondary and post-secondary, 
education, researchers and specialists in sciences, linguistics, 
engineering, social assistance, and specialists in finance and 
management. We provide research opportunities supported by 
laboratories, study centres as well as a fully equipped, modern 
library. 

 
Supporting Activities: UP is part of a large regional network of 
collaborators who participate actively in the social and economic life 
of the city, county, and region. It works closely with local industry 
and scientific research institutions, as well as with social welfare and 
educational organizations including the school inspectorate, 
department for child protection and county hospitals. UP is actively 
involved in many European Union projects focused on life long 
learning, eLearning, international development, etc. 

 
Project Role: In the PRAISE project, UP has worked as a 
pedagogical partner defining the concept of virtuous circles and 
working on the PRAISE study of the characteristics of project 
formative modules. 

 
 

Partner: Institute of Sciences of Education, University of Barcelona 
www.ub.edu/ice 

 
Organization: The Institute of Sciences of Education [ICE] of the 
University of Barcelona [UB] was created in 1969 and, although it is 
an entity with its own personality in the University, ICE usually 
collaborates with faculties and other UB departments, especially 
with the faculties and associated departments of Pedagogy and of 
Teacher. Although until 2003 ICE formed part of the Division of 
Sciences of Education, subsequently it is has been an independent 
entity whose director is proposed to the UB Rector by the Board of 
Management, in which there are representatives of the different UB 
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faculties. ICE has staff working in the following sections, each of 
which has different programs and projects: Infantile, Primary and 
Secondary Education; University Education; permanent education 
for Adult Education trainers and person involved in community 
social intervention; Educational Innovation; Research. Working 
permanently in this institute are 20 professionals as well as 
collaborators and external trainers, depending on the requirement of 
the projects. The target users are all UB teachers, as well as the 
other level teachers who are working in centres associated with the 
institute. It is important to point out that all the schools in Catalonia 
are associated to one specific university. Each university is 
responsible for the training requirements of their associated schools. 

 
Aims: ICE was created to provide support for the intellectual and 
cultural formation of people work in educational tasks. ICE 
considers its purpose to design, implement, advise and to certify 
formative activities for educational action in each of its targeted 
domains. 

 
Teaching/Training Activities: ICE carries out very wide formative 
activities in each of their sections. Although traditionally it had been 
dedicated to the formation only in the area of formal education, over 
the last few years it has opened new frontiers and created sections 
that are dedicated to the areas of informal education and of social 
education. 

 
Supporting Activities: Throughout the years ICE has actively 
accumulated a document archive focused on formal education; this 
archive has recently expanded to support the areas of social and 
informal education. ICE occasionally makes different publications, 
sometimes in partnership with relevant publishing companies that 
specialize in educational sciences. 

 
Project Role: In the PRAISE project ICE has worked with other 
partners to define the concept of virtuous circles. ICE has also 
worked on the PRAISE study of the characteristics of project 
formative modules. 
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Partner: University of the Highlands and Islands 
www.uhi.ac.uk 

 
Organization: The University of the Highlands and Islands [UHI] is a 
federated partnership of 13 academic partners ranged across the 
entire North of Scotland. UHI and its partners is responsible for the 
entire range of tertiary provision, from FE to HE, fully supporting the 
life long learner through their adult career. There are some 25,000 
students across the partnership in all course levels, from HNC to 
PhDs. Provision takes place through blended learning, including 
ODL and eLearning methodologies. All campuses are tied together 
into a single WAN and audio and video conferencing runs through 
all sites and an additional 150 community learning centres, including 
90 inhabited islands. There are four faculties, Health, Science and 
Technology, Arts and Humanities, and Business. There is a strong 
element of continuous professional development throughout the 
curricular provision. 

 
Aims: Learning and Information Services is the technology and 
information support service for the entire UHI and has a research 
and development unit which supports innovative eLearning 
technology. 

 
Teaching activities: UHI offers innovative teaching across all of its 
faculties using modern methodologies, at all levels of provision. UHI 
stimulates and supports research in all of the faculties, as well 
providing continuous professional development across a broad 
range of sectors, including its own staff. 

 
Supporting Activities: Research and development activities within 
the Learning and Information Services ranges across all areas of 
eLearning and modern computing. Topics include networks, artificial 
intelligence, distributed computing, HCI, intelligent tutoring systems, 
knowledge management, semantic web technologies, AAAS and 
system security, enterprise automation, N-tier system integration, 
PDPs, NLP, automated assessment, etc. The department is involved 
in a large number of research programmes with other universities, 
web and eLearning standards bodies and technology organizations, 
nationally and internationally. 

 
Project role: In the PRAISE project UHI is one of the technological 
partners. Its role is to provide support in eLearning technologies, 
methodologies and in knowledge management and ontological 
engineering. 
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Partner: Department of Information Technology, Sydväst 
Polytechnic, 
www.sydvast.fi 

 
Organization: The Sydväst Polytechnic was created in 1996 from 
several independent institutes. The language of instruction is 
Swedish, the second official language in Finland, spoken by 6% of 
the population or 300,000 people. Sydväst provides education in 
Southwest Finland; hence the name Sydväst, Swedish for 
Southwest. The Degree Programme in Information Technology is 
located in the city of Tammisaari and is a part of School of 
Engineering and Business Administration. Other areas of education 
is offered in Crafts and Design, Tourism Management, Culture 
Production, Sports Instruction, Social Care, Health Care, Church 
Community Work, Maritime Studies, Forestry, Agriculture, 
Horticulture, Landscape Planning and Sustainable Development. 

 
Aims: The main goals for Sydväst Polytechnic and the Department 
of Information Technology are to support the sustainable 
development of the coastal and archipelago region and to provide 
education in their mother language for the Swedish speaking 
minority in Finland. 

 
Teaching/Training Activities: Sydväst Polytechnic educates mainly in 

small student groups. This is both a strength and an asset, which 
means that the uniqueness of each student can be respected and 
individual counselling and support can be provided throughout the 
period of study. Project based learning is often used as a teaching 
method together with eLearning tools. 

 
Supporting Activities: Besides the research that is done in the 
Degree Programmes, Sydväst Polytechnic has a research 
department, named Aronia, together with Åbo Akademi University. 
Aronia was founded in the year 2000. The aim for the institution is to 
coordinate educational and research interests, and to manage the 
research activities in Sydväst Polytechnic. 

 
Project Role: Whilst we are not participating directly in the PRAISE 
project, we do participate in the closely related CABLE project. We 
are one of three technical partners in CABLE and along with the 
other technical partners we developed the technical infrastructure for 
PRAISE and CABLE. Our responsibility in the CABLE project is 
mainly to implement a web application for storage, searching, 
translation and retrieving of case studies in a database. The web 
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application has multilingual support, the present languages are 
German, Spanish, French, Italian, Romanian, English, Swedish and 
Catalan. 

 
 

Partner: Politecnico di Torino 
www.polito.it 

 
Organization: The Department of Computer Engineering is part of 
Politecnico di Torino [PdT], one of the major technical universities in 
Italy. PdT comprises about 860 faculty members and some 800 
technical and administrative staff, with a mission concentrating both 
on teaching and research. Teaching activities are organized into 6 
faculties (4 faculties of Engineering and 2 of Architecture) and take 
place over 7 different locations in the northwestern area of Italy. The 
number of students is about 25,000, and PdT provides 115 degrees 
in engineering and architecture at B.S., M.S. and Ph.D. levels. 
Research activities in different areas of Engineering and Architecture 
are organized into 18 Departments. 

The Department of Computer Engineering comprises 58 faculties, 
and over 50 additional people assigned to research and 15 technical 
and administrative staff. Each year it provides approximately 300 
different educational modules for a total of over 5,000 students. The 
Department runs an Advanced Teaching and Research Laboratory, 
an Experimental Teaching Laboratory, a Robotics Laboratory, and an 
ICT Laboratory. Together with the Department of Electronics, it runs 
the Mario Boella Library, which houses 13,000 specialised volumes 
and over 700 sector-specific journals. In the field of eLearning the 
department has very close connections to the Centre of Distance 
Education and Multimedia of Politecnico di Torino, that currently 
enrolls more than 1,500 students from all over Italy, and that delivers 
B.S. degrees through satellite and internet delivery of course 
contents and through distance tutoring. 

 
Purpose: The Department of Computer Engineering organises 
research and teaching activities for everything concerning computer 
science. It coordinates a large number of national and international 
projects and maintains collaboration with public institutions and 
private companies 

 
Educational Activities: The Department of Computer Engineering is 
committed to the development of teaching at all levels of university 
education, and to the continuing education of research and teaching 
staff. With these aims in mind it organizes and runs courses on 
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computer engineering in all PdT teaching centres, and also for the 
distance training programmes of various degree courses, specialist 
degree courses and Master programmes. It also organizes the PhD 
course in Systems and Information Engineering, which hosts more 
than 50 students over the three-year period. 

 
Supporting Activities: Research at the Department of Computer 
Engineering spans a wide range of areas including computer 
networks, computer graphics, voice recognition systems, databases, 
software engineering, ICT networks, system security, electronic 
circuit design, CAD, eLearning and human computer interaction. 
Various international research programmes are ongoing with various 
universities both in Italy and abroad. In addition, it organizes 
international seminars and conventions, hosts visiting professors 
from prestigious universities abroad, sends its research staff to 
centres abroad and also participates in European projects dedicated 
to mobility among university teaching staff. 

 
Role in the project: In the PRAISE project Politecnico di Torino is one 
of the technological partners. Its role is to provide education in 
eLearning technology and methodology, and to give support about 
the use of information and communication technology in education. 
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Virtuous circles: 
Definitions and Methodology: 

 
The PRAISE project aimed to create a practice based learning 
community comprising eight partners across eight member states 
concentrating on the innovation of social worker training. The 
project is twinned with the CABLE project. Six of the PRAISE 
partners are also involved in the CABLE project which has two 
partners in addition to those found in PRAISE. PRAISE aimed to 
foster the establishment and sharing of good practice in the field of 
personal services, where the reference to the virtuous circles was 
coordinated by each of the local partners and linked in a European 
communication network. 

In order to achieve the main goals of the PRAISE project, a 
network was created which consisted of professionals who 
understand the detail of the realities and associated problems of 
currently implemented training methods and who are capable of 
intervening in critical situations as they arise. The creation of 
virtuous circles was organized in response to each partner’s specific 
situation. During the project, some adjustments were made in order 
to coordinate the structure of the work and to facilitate a work 
process for each virtuous circle. 

This chapter will describe the PRAISE methodology which 
addresses continuous professional development and improvement 
of social services. 

 
Virtuous circles [VC] are local structures in which social work 
actors are actively involved in a complex process of actions and 
ideas stimulated by the project itself. Virtuous circles are composed 
of professional practitioners who share both a common training 
process and similar formative needs. 

Each VC is based on the interaction of collaborating members 
using their experiences and knowledge in order to improve the 
educational process. Figure 1 illustrates the positive feedback loops 
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operating at both a local level and at the level of joint European 
action. 
The joint actions, both at local and European levels, were developed 
by the project and aimed to increase both the quality and quantity of 
formative education for social workers. It was anticipated that this 
would result in a positive impact on the overall service delivery. This 
impact is, in short, motivation for calling the circles virtuous. 

VCs aimed to improve performances via feedback loops as shown 
in Fig 1. This network allowed participants to act locally in each 
circle and to share the production and the results with the rest of the 
partners, facilitated through the case studies stored in the database. 
The VC model aimed to conciliate both the theoretical and 
practical aspects found in social operators’ continuous professional 
development. Within Europe the field of social education is 
heterogeneous because professionals are training in different 
organizations, e.g. universities, local administrations, and private 
institutions. There are many different professionals involved in the 
domain, including social workers, social educators, medical 
practitioners, psychologists, specialist teachers, school counselors, 
and social pedagogues. All of these different elements have 
produced a compositional difference at the level of local VCs, as 
detailed in the following table. 

 
SFEP Bethel UdB INFOP UoA 
1) Social workers of 

reception care 
1) Social workers and 

social educators 
from Bielefeld and 
surrounding area 

- Social workers - Trainers 
- Experts 1)- Social director of joint 

service provision: social 
work, social education 
and psychology; 
Independent social work 
consultant; Hospital 
social worker; Social 
worker from Latvia 

Composition 
- University 
lecturer and 
researcher 

(professionals)
2) responsi e of bl

Services 
2) Social workers in - Social assistant

Bethel - Social educ orat
- Pedagogues 3) Students 

- University lecturer and 
researcher 

2) Social workers and 
University lecturer 

8 members 5 members Number of 
members 1) 30 members 

2) 10 members 1) 5-10 members 1) 4 members 
2) 8 members 2) about 8 mem ers b

3) 15 members 
One per month One per month Frequency of 

the meetings Ranging from two 
to four per month
(starting on 
December ’04) 

1) One per month One per month
2) Two per month 

(starting on 
November’04) 

3) Two per month 
(starting on 
January’04) 

Table 1.: Local VC composition 

 
It was not possible to impose a specific model and homogenous 

process for the virtuous circles in each country. Rather, each partner 
needed to develop a model and process that reflected the reality in 
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their own country. In addition, the local development of virtuous 
circles was related directly to the overall evolution of the PRAISE 
project. 

VCs were created at the beginning of the PRAISE project because 
they are one of the main elements that produce case studies. VC 
creational process was adapted to the main characteristics of each 
participant institution but followed some common themes: 

 
• Each institution involved in the project acted as a VC leader, 

concentrating on meeting organization, scheduling agendas, 
facilitating discussion and recording activity; 

• Different social work and social education practitioners are 
involved in each VC; 

• Elaboration of case studies from the experience of the 
practitioners involved in the virtuous circle experience based case 
studies are drafted and elaborated upon by practitioners in each 
VC; 

• All VC participants collectively analyse the case studies. 
 

The main problems have included the need to involve all partners 
in this open approach and to share and discuss the different 
methodologies and participant institutional organizations. PRAISE 
has found it necessary to deal with problems such as time pressure, 
multilingualism and domain technical terminological issues, 
disparate experiences, and different legislative frameworks. The 
process has been conducted as action-research (K. Lewin, 1946) 
and not with a predetermined definite and linear procedure. 

The main goal of the VC participants was to increase their own 
educational process as a continuous professional development 
based upon real social education practitioner cases. This 
methodology is based upon Schön’s (1983) well-known approach to 
reflective practice, Moscovici’s (1984) theory of social 
representations, Knowles (1989) studies on learning by experience 
and nonlinear systems analysis (Botkin, 1990, Berkes, Colding and 
Folke, 2002). When applied to social workers and social education, 
it is through practice reflection that a student or a professional 
makes progress in reducing the gap between theory and 
implemented practice. 

In the VCs, participation was voluntary and did not prove difficult to 
instantiate, i.e., to find people interested in taking part. Difficulties 

appear for different, practical reasons, including timing of meetings, 
frequency, and the impossibility of participation in all the sessions. 
In some cases, solutions presented themselves, e.g., publishing a 
list of topics, cases to be dealt with and coordinating calendars. 
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Furthermore, participants were given the opportunity to select the 
most convenient slots for attending sessions rather than making it 
mandatory to attend all sessions. 

The main role of the participants was the case studies production 
based on their own practice and experience. Each practitioner was 
asked to select a case or multiple cases according to the main 
topics of the project. 

Cases are based on previous participant experiences, and the 
cases had to be authentic, real episodes from their professional 
practice. It was also necessary to describe not only the case, i.e., 
the main problem, but also the intervention and the results achieved 
during the process. The cases were described in a narrative form 
following the main elements elaborated in the PRAISE project: 
narration, scene, actors, actions, reactions, time and space, aim, 
context, keywords. 

Frequency of the VCs differed from locale to locale, but in most 
cases a session occurred at least monthly and lasted some three 
hours. In these VCs, each partner had a responsibility for the 
organization and preparation of the meeting agenda and content. 

In the first part of the session both general and specific questions 
related to the PRAISE project areas were dealt with, including 
vocabulary, project concepts, agreements and developments that 
would derive from the international meetings, needs identification for 
the design of an educational pilot module, and proposals of subject 
matter for the pilot course.. 

It is important that all participants felt part of the European project, 
and that they were empowered to provide feedback into the VC 
evolution and the further developments of the project. 

The second part of the session was centred on the study of a 
particular case, which was chosen by participants in the work 
session. Before the meeting, the case was distributed amongst the 
members of the circle. 

The analysis of the case was developed during the meeting 
according to the following steps: 

 
1. Brief oral presentation of the case, acting as a complement to the 

written text previously sent to all participants. It was necessary to 
present the case and to clarify issues related to the terminology, 
actions, and reactions, 

2. Interventions of the participants which helped to develop a better 
collective understanding of the case. 

3. Work in small groups focusing upon case analysis, which followed 
a script developed as guidelines. i. 

Formal presentation of the case; 
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ii. Elements and guidelines for analysis; 
iii. Key words. 

4. Common ideas were gathered and it was found to be important 
that the moderator participate in the discussions of the different 
groups in order to arrive at a common understanding of the case. 
This aspect was very important because it accommodated 
contrasts in perspective. 

5. Work in small groups focusing upon synthesis of key case ideas 
for educational development. 

6. Common ideas were gathered and final conclusions were made. 
 

It was also found to be important to conclude the session with a 
session summary and immediate plans for the next session. VC 
evolution worked in parallel to the evolution and work of the PRAISE 
project. 

One positive aspect is that the participation of VC members had 
always been very active, not only in the study of the case but also 
with respect to interest in the global aspects of the projects. 

The main problems and difficulty areas related, involved the 
following aspects: the domain terminology, due to the differing 
professionals’ background, the definition of the case structure and 
the relation between cases and educational modules. 
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The Narrative Transmission 
 

A narration is the product of the capability to articulate language in a 
complex way; it is the intentional result of a productive activity that is 
widespread in the anonymous fabric of everyday life. Yet it also 
constitutes the well-considered reflection, pursuit and construction 
of an order. W. Benjamin writes “the man who travels has much to 
tell, says the popular saying, and conceives the narrator as 
someone who arrives from far away. But with as much pleasure one 
listens to someone who, living honestly, remained in his native land 
and knows its stories and traditions” (W. Benjamin , 1966). The 
power to narrate is a human constant both in the events of 
“extraordinary” life and in those obvious events that are taken for 
granted every day. 

E. M. Forster asserts that the art of narration dates back “to the 
Neolithic period, maybe to the Paleolithic period. Already the 
Neanderthal man listened to tales judging from the form of his skull” 
and he adds “the primitive audience where listeners with ruffled 
heads gathered gaping around a bonfire, exhausted by the fight 
against the mammoth or the rhinoceros and kept awake only by the 
suspense” (E. M. Forster, 1990). 

This second thought recalls to us the fact that narrating is a 
transitive activity in a twofold sense. Firstly, you narrate something to 
someone and it has a function of entertainment. Secondly, however, 
the higher function of the narration has to be brought back to the 
pragmatic aspect; it is of fundamental importance to transmit to an 
audience the knowledge of certain events in order to widen the 
possibilities of action by the audience. Therefore, the narration is an 
instrument connected to the necessity to adapt to one’s 
environment and to make actions more effective and coordinated. 

In primitive societies narration had sacred functions, building near 
the rites which were the centre of religious life. With the 
development of more complex social forms narrations were 
developed into other areas of life. These included the tales related to 
the transmission of crafts, morals, rights and justice. In all these 
cases the retention in primitive societies has occurred by rote. In 
cultures without medial supports, e.g. writing, it was necessary to 
trust to memory these narrations, both for daily transmission and for 
more ritualized functions. Thus, the tales were based on repetitions, 
utilizing rhythm and fixed formula. Narrations were more episodic as 
opposed to a temporarily developing plot line. These characteristics 
survive into the daily oral narrative form used commonly today. 
Often, the narrator is not able to remember plots that are 
overdeveloped. In this type of narration body and voice remain part 
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of the tale and the act has characteristics of a performance. The oral 
narrator must know the laws that govern audience resistance and 
the narrator’s own ability to seduce that audience (P. Jeddlowski , 
2000). 

The introduction of writing changed deeply communication 
methods and thus also had an effect on narration. Oral narration is 
bound to the situation in which it occurs; it is addressed solely to 
the audience and is susceptible to interruptions, gaps and 
retractions. The written narration is released from the transmission 
context and from a rigidly defined transmission situation. Also, it has 
an indefinite audience, it is planned and it can be read again, it can 
count neither on the help of voice and gesture nor on the immediate 
feedback of the receiver. Written narrations remain for a long time 
beyond the moment it has been originated. Writing separates the 
narrator from the receiver, indeed we are inclined to understand the 
written narration as independent from the relationship between 
narrator and receiver. It can be understood as the object of a 
deferred narration or more precisely as the object of a mediated 
narration, i.e., between the narrator and the receiver the text 
interposes itself as medium. But the use of the narrative text also 
requires an active involvement of the receiver; its meaning is realized 
only thanks to the interpretation of the receiver. Indeed, starting from 
his own experience and from his previous knowledge 
the receiver inserts the text in a framework of expectations, attributes 
particular aspects to himself, and selects the salient elements. In this 
way a process of negotiation is activated which does not get 
exhausted in the act of immediate transmission, but it extends in the 
experience of the receiver, via reflections intersecting in life 
experiences. 

Thus far, narrations have been analysed according their written 
characteristics. However, an even more important interpretation 
exists, namely the symbolic mediation. According to Crespi’s 
definition, the symbolic mediation is formed “by the constant work of 
culture which transforms the natural universe into a universe of 
sense” ( F. Crespi , 1996). Indeed, the pragmatic function and the 
entertainment function of narrations are more evident, but 
narrations’ principal role is to permit the classification and the 
interpretation of our lives. On a social level, it is the development of 
a pretence of integration, in the sense of the sharing of common 
knowledge models, e.g. types of characters, of reasons and of 
actions, form of feelings, models of plots and situations, between 
the members of a society (J. Bruner,on M. Ammaniti, D.N. Stern, 
1991). These different interpretations are important because they 
help the receiver by conforming to certain knowledge bases, namely 
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the semantic and conceptual knowledge, world knowledge, 
(knowledge about how the world is), categorical knowledge, (how 
the world is ordered in the receiver’s mind), and social knowledge, 
which represents understanding of people’s attitudes towards things 
in the world of discourse. 

The stories we listen to constitute an exercise of exploration and 
tests of commanding the world. The narrated worlds are simulations 
that constitute an imaginary exploration. For those who listen or 
read, this allows them to identify themselves with the characters and 
to experience the feelings that are associated with the event, 
comprehending them but not being directly involved. What is 
possibly considered during this exploration may prove so important 
as to orient again the convictions and to negotiate again the 
agreements or the receiver with their external world. 

The narrator has many motivations, but the primary motivation is 
to have the receiver recognize his own existence; the difficulty to 
achieve this can be modelled as a gap. Indeed, through the 
narration it is possible to share one’s world, feel one’s voice, 
recognize one’s existence and sensibility. The narrator ascribes 
certain actions to someone, i.e., he wants the interlocutor to accept 
the narration in order to obtain the version of reality that he proposes, 
or interprets. A narration is not a simple collection of disconnected 
sentences, but rather a construction that gives order 
to its material, choosing what is significant, establishing relationship 
between the single events, between the action and the character, 
between the character and the case. (P. Jeddlowski , 2000) Every 
narration has a plot that is the way in which the events acquire 
sense thanks to the form that the narration confers to them, the 
receiver. In this sense we can affirm that the narration is a cognitive 
operation. 

These narrative transmissions are of course forms of 
communication, and therefore they can be included in linguistic 
theory and discourse analysis, of which there are functional aspects 
which would prove more beneficial when seeking a pragmatic result. 
One of the earliest functional theories to be made for the 
communication domain was made by a German psychologist, Karl 
Bühler (1934). Bühler created three major functional categories into 
which language could be typed, namely the emotive, the conative, 
and the referential. These correspond to the first person of the 
addresser, the second person of the addresser, and the third 
person, something or someone referred to . M. A. K. Halliday, 
perhaps the greatest contemporary functional linguist, later 
reformulated Bühler’s three functions to the interactive uses of 
language, Bühler’s expressive-conative, and the informative uses, 
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Bühler’s referential. Halliday put forward that language can be typed 
into two main functions, interpersonal or performative, or as a 
means of symbolic representation. Put within developmental terms, 
this means language use is first situated and performative, but later 
transformed into a decontextualised, representation form (Halliday, 
1973; 1974; 1976). It is this aspect that is most interesting to the 
theory of narration as found within educational development in 
PRAISE. The narrations are first interpreted within their context, but 
then are abstracted up to be applicable to a wider class of situations 
not intended by the narrator. 

In conclusion we can say that every story can be narrated with 
different types of languages, including verbal or written words, or 
more abstract symbols including images, gestures, mimes, etc. 
They can regard situations and characters meant as real or 
imaginary; that which becomes a constant is the presence of time. 
S. Chatman writes that the elementary structure of narration is 
expressed in the formula xRy where x and y are the events and R is 
the temporary relation between them (Chatman, 1978). The 
presence of time is therefore the fundamental characteristic of all the 
narrations, both written and oral. The time at issue is that in which 
the events happen, i.e., the idea of the transformation of one 
situation into another one. However, in the story there is not only 
time as movement, but other forms of action, e.g. characters move, 
actions are made, events transpire, the situation changes. 
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Good Praxis 
 

The concept of good praxis came to the attention of the scientific 
world during the 1940s, principally through interested American 
researchers who conducted a series of studies on the way 
innovative ideas and practices propagate inside rural communities. 
These studies formed the basis of a tradition of research on 
propagation that has since been followed by numerous other 
studies throughout the world. 

These studies were made well known through the work of Everett 
Rogers (Rogers, 1962; Rogers & Shoemaker, 1971), who 
summarized these studies and established the diffusion model, 
which has been applied both in industrialized countries and in 
developing countries; the diffusion model explains the process 
through which innovative ideas and practices are propagated. It also 
identifies the categories of adopters, i.e., those who adopt an 
innovative practice when it is proposed. The diffusion model also 
describes the mental process to be followed, labelled the adoption 
process, and explains how the diffusion process depends on the 
characteristics of the innovations. On the basis of these 
generalizations, Rogers explains how the facilitator of the innovative 
process identifies the user group, determines the appropriate 
content of the message and decides on the consulting methods to 
be used, in accordance with the users, the content, and the stage of 
the adoption process. 

The Training and Visit System [T&V System] is a good example of 
the application of the diffusion model in the work of facilitators in 
rural contexts. It was developed with the support of the World Bank 
in the 1970s and is has been applied widely, especially in the 
developing world (Baxter and Pickering, 1988). The main elements 
of the T&V System are a detailed and precise working programme 
for training facilitators, which includes on-site visits, training and 
updating. The focal point of this work is the involvement of local 
communities through formation of study groups in line with 
proposed innovative experiences. The members of study groups are 
selected, tutored and supervised by educators, whose role as 
facilitators is regularly monitored. 

The T&V Systems model was promptly criticized for being an 
exclusively top-down approach, based uniquely on the vertical 
imposition of information embedded in the consulting and training 
work (Howell, 1982-1983; Oakley, 1986). Still, the model has 
potential as a plausible guideline for innovative training methods. It 
has the merit of introducing an organized system of feedback, and a 
procedure for supporting supervision and systematic training for 
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educators. The most serious criticism is that it does not attach 
sufficient importance to situational factors, to local knowledge, and to 

the ways in which local participation is fostered. Development for 
people, as underlined by Paolo Freire (1971), means development 

without people. 
 
 

The practice community 
 

The privileging of the practice community as the starting point of 
accessing, elaboration and launching of shared knowledge is 
increasingly preferred to the traditional models based on 
transmission of top-down information, particularly in the fields of 
education and social welfare. 

Much has been written about the important characteristics of the 
practice community, which can be best summed up as: 

 
a unit of individuals mutually engaged, joined by a common 
undertaking, in possession of a shared repertory”. Furthermore, 
Wenger suggests that: “In fact, a teleological, theoretical and 
operative/methodological transnationality exists, which joins many 
experiences of virtual communities, whether professional (CoPs) 
or educational; in the latter communities, the meta-cognitive cut of 
the experience is more obvious, because it is rendered explicit 
and because it is congruent to the educational purpose of the 
community itself (E. Wenger 1998). 

 
The National Institute of Pedagogical Research provides the 

experience of a group of Portuguese researchers as a good 
example of a practice community. The project at issue regards the 
creation of a web site to support a virtual community of learning with 

 
l'intention de flexibilizer spatio-temporellement les classes 
présentielles, créant une ambiance virtuelle fondée sur de 'bonnes 
pratiques' …. qui se traduisent dans la notion de communautée, 
group, sens d'appartenence, partage et construction collaborative 
de savoir…. (Oliveira e Blanco - Université du Minho Braga). 

 
Important aspects of learning are realized by the practice 

community involved in this project: learning as the development of 
the meaning of shared knowledge; learning as the development of 
identity, i.e., getting someone as opposed to knowing something; 
but also learning as belonging to a community; and last but not 
least, learning as creating a theory of good praxis aiming to an ideal 
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juxtaposition of theoretical competence and practical experience 
(Wenger 1998 , Midoro 1998). 

 
 

The European Directions 
 

The Italian Department of Welfare has published on its web site an 
important distinction between the concepts of best practice and of 
promising practice which is coherent with current EU understanding. 
Promising practice is understood as a way of developing the 
educational experience that ensures its general effectiveness in 
terms of positive results, intrinsic quality, and specific problem- 
solving power. Training agencies and trainers are required to pay 
particular attention to the following aspects of the content and 
quality of the training provided: 

 
• effectiveness of the actions in achieving specified objectives; 
• political relevance; 
• innovative potential; 
• sustainability, e.g., economical, organizational, environmental; 
• reproducibility of the action, including its adaptability to other 

situations, i.e., ability to solve problems in similar situation, 
conforming to the varying normative, financial and organizational 
conditions; 

• transferability, i.e., ability to solve problems of analogous nature, 
but in different situations and conditions; 

• combination ability, i.e., combining actions together and 
simultaneously the effectiveness of the actions, their quality, and 
the transferability of the practice; 

• mainstreaming potential. 
 
 

Mainstreaming 
 

The concept of mainstreaming refers to the process through which 
innovations developed in pilot or experimental situations are 
integrated into the main structure of any system (social, economic 
or institutional). In this way, good praxis that has been demonstrated 
as effective and useful in single pilot projects can be acquired on 
behalf of the national or local community. 

Mainstreaming can be either horizontal or vertical. Horizontal 
mainstreaming is the transfer of findings from a project in one 
organization to another found within a similar environment; for 
example, the transfer of an innovative educational model from one 
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training agency to another with the intention of creating and 
developing a local network through focus groups, new technology 
and permanent work groups. Vertical mainstreaming is the transfer 
across hierarchical levels, e.g. from the practices of local 
organization to the policies of higher political, regulatory or 
administrative bodies. 

Mainstreaming is a strongly dynamic concept: it does not only 
indicate what has been accomplished, (the results), but also how, 
(the way certain inputs into the system achieve a certain aim and 
cause certain effects). The described process connects, in an 
osmotic way, the input coming from the bottom (bottom-up) with the 
effects of the elaborations carried out from the top (top-down) in a 
circular process of feedback, which is typical for complex systems. 

 
 

The PRAISE project 
 

Given the preceding overview, it is now possible to address the 
choices made within the PRAISE project as an original and 
innovative synthesis of such notions as good praxis and practice 
community, yet consistent with the standards of the international 
scientific community. 

The local virtuous circles are in every respect learning 
communities based on the educational theory of shared praxis. 
Members are engaged in the exchange and circulation of praxis 
considered significant by the operators themselves. The activity of 
the virtuous circles has made it possible to foster horizontal 
mainstreaming of the training innovations of the project, which is 
leading to the definition of locally shared representations. 

The international partnership group has been responsible for 
vertical mainstreaming, achieving this through development of 
communication and learning instruments, and through diffusion both 
within partnership meetings and at public meetings in each country. 
The concepts of significance and of representation of the reality 
are at the centre of the proposed methodological model. These 
concepts do not comprise just the acquisition of quantitative data, 
e.g. statistical significance, but also the enrichment in connotations 
and sense that qualitative analysis can provide. In order to endorse 
fully these concepts, a narrative inquiry protocol was proposed as a 
key aspect of the methodology and has been refined through the 
process of experimentation, discussion and redefinition. Through 
this protocol, case studies of significant practice in each locality 
have been collected and shared through an online distance learning 
platform capable of semantic analysis. The repository of knowledge 
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contained in the narrations has been tested by, and joined to, a 
unique multilingual ontology, aimed to facilitate exchange of 
experiences. 

Consistently with the methodology of the project, the application 
of the said protocol allowed for the sharing of, and the 
experimentation with, the practices at issue, as such practices 
become reproducible and transferable. This happens because the 
practices now coincide with a domain of knowledge that is shared 
and discussed by the authors of the processes themselves. 

Finally, it is important to emphasize that the PRAISE methodology 
privileges the personal knowledge and the ”small theories” of 
professionals working in a context that relies much more often on 
deductively-applied “grand theories”, even when they do not fit with 
the actual facts that such theories intend to address and explain. In 
this sense, PRAISE leads the professionals themselves to getting 
involved in a large and ongoing exercise formed by the whole of the 
actions that they come across in their daily activities. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

35 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Case Studies 
 

The case study is well known in the social sciences as a research 
method and as an interesting and useful way to enhance learning. 
Both these applications are integral to the PRAISE methodology. 
The description and evaluation of the activities of the virtuous circles 
in each partner country form research case studies within the 
project. Each of these case studies is an inquiry into the question of 
how an inclusive approach to developing social work knowledge 
and learning might be achieved. The virtuous circles produce case 
studies of social work practice that perform a crucial role both in 
abstracting the formative needs of the group and in supporting the 
learning environment. Through the linkage of these practice case 
studies into formative modules each partner can enrich their own 
knowledge and teaching. 

 
The sections that follow define and describe in general terms both 

the case study research method and practice case studies. 
 

3.1.: Case study as a method of investigation and research 
 

Case study research excels at bringing us to an understanding of a 
complex issue or object and can extend experience or add strength 
to what is already known through previous research. Case studies 
emphasize detailed contextual analysis of a limited number of 
events or conditions and their relationships. Researchers have used 
the case study research method for many years across a variety of 
disciplines. Social scientists, in particular, have made wide use of 
this qualitative research method to examine contemporary real-life 
situations and provide the basis for the application of ideas and 
extension of methods. Researcher Robert K. Yin (1994) defines the 
case study research method as an empirical inquiry that investigates 
a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, when the 
boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 
evident, and in which multiple sources of evidence are used. 

The case study has even been presented as the prime strategy for 
developing educational theory which illuminates educational policy 
and enhances educational practice (Bassey, 1999). Case studies are 
the preferred research strategy when how, what and why questions 
are being asked, when the researcher has little control over the 
event or when the research is being carried out in a real life context 
(Burns, 1990; Yin, 1988). 
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Case study research has many faces. The purpose for the study, 
the size of the unit under study, the range of data gathering 
approaches used and the overarching methodological paradigm for 
the study all contribute differences. Case studies may involve 
description, explanation, evaluation and prediction (Thomas, 1998). 
Bassey (1999) defines a range of purposes for educational case 
studies that include theory-seeking and theory-testing case study, 
story-telling and picture drawing case study and evaluative case 
study. Typically involving the observation of a bounded system or 
unit, a case study may be developed around an individual or 
extended to cover a community or culture (Mavis Haigh, 2000). 

 
3.2.: The use and importance of case study in educational 
researches and approaches 

 
Burns lists six reasons for carrying out case studies. He suggests 
that they are valuable as preliminaries to major investigations as 
they generate rich data that may suggest themes for more intensive 
investigation. Also, since case studies have the aim of probing 
deeply and analysing intensively the many phenomena that make 
up the activities of the unit under study, then generalisations to the 
wider population may be possible. For similar reasons, they may 
serve to refute generalisations. Case studies may also generate 
anecdotal evidence that can illustrate general findings. The case 
study approach is preferred when pertinent behaviours cannot be 
manipulated and finally, a case study may be the best possible 
description of a unique historical event (Burns, 1990). 

The acceptance of case studies as a viable research tool has 
reemerged partly because people want a meaningful technique to 
capture a time-framed picture of the characteristics and performance 
of an individual or some aggregate that can be construed as a unit 
or collective. Case studies appeal to people because they have what 
might be termed face-value credibility. They can be seen to provide 
evidence or illustrations with which some readers can readily identify 
(Dan Bachor, 2000). 

Case studies are complex, as they they generally involve multiple 
sources of data, may include multiple cases within a study, and 
produce large amounts of data for analysis. Researchers use the 
case study method to build upon theory, to produce new theory, to 
dispute or challenge theory, to explain a situation, to provide a basis 
to apply solutions to situations, to explore, or to describe an object 
or phenomenon. The advantages of the case study method are its 
applicability to real-life, contemporary, human situations and its 
public accessibility through written reports. Case study results relate 
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directly to the common reader’s everyday experience and facilitate 
an understanding of complex real-life situations. 

 
3.3.: Definition of case study used in teaching 

 
A case study used in teaching or training can be described as a 
story which guides us about the complexities of life (Estes). The 
topic can be either an individual, or group of individuals, community 
or organisation. It can be distinguished from a ‘case review’ which 
emphasizes a critical reappraisal of a case, and from a ‘case report’, 
which usually refers to a summary of a case or to the document 
reporting a case. 

Case studies have been used for some time to enhance learning 
for students in a variety of disciplines. There are multiple definitions 
and understandings, but it helps to distinguish between two types 
on a spectrum. At one end of the spectrum case studies facilitate 
objective analysis of real problems in order to determine the correct 
answer. Using this type of case study as a learning tool the teacher 
leads students to reason deductively from general principles to 
reach the solution of a particular problem. This type of case study is 
used in law and medicine. The cases are real stories dealing with 
people with problems but the cases are carefully structured to 
illustrate general principles and good practice. In these case studies 
correct answers and facts have a high priority. At the other end of 
the spectrum are the case studies used in, for example, business 
schools. These case studies are also based on real world situations. 
They are given to students in an incomplete state, the outcome is 
unknown and important information is often missing. The point is 
not to attempt to arrive deductively at a predetermined correct answer 
but to take a complicated and unresolved situation and determine 
how it could best be managed (Kelley and Kelley, 1998). The other 
important characteristic in distinguishing different types of case study 
is the knowledge base of the discipline. In law and medicine, for 
example, the knowledge base is well-defined and the technical-
rational approach of the disciplines make the individual or specific 
context of the case less important. In business much of the 
knowledge is less well-defined. Business education draws on 
different disciplines for its knowledge base and stresses that there 
are multiple ways of viewing and solving particular problems. The 
specific context of the case and subtle differences in individual 
subjective views are seen as important. 

The social work domain is more like business than law. Social 
work practice is complex, both in terms of the external context and 
the needs of the individuals, families and community needs it seeks 
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to serve. The knowledge base is broad and ill-defined; social 
workers use a variety of different approaches such as family therapy, 
radical social work, community work and these approaches rest on 
theories drawn from other disciplines such as psychology and 
sociology. The social work practice situation can be understood only 
by a way of knowing that is engaged and participant, committed in 
its values and reflective and self critical in its cognitive stance 
(Trevillion, 2000). The case study method is a very valuable tool in 
helping practitioners and learners to increase their understanding of 
how to intervene in complex social situations. 

 
3.4.: Structure and description of the case study in approaches 
to learning 

 
A case study is a story with a message which guides us through the 
complexities of an event or set of related events. To tell the story, the 
events must be organised in some way. The story teller must choose 
where to begin and where to end the story and choose what 
information and level of detail to put in the middle. The way this is 
done depends on the story teller, the purpose for which the case 
study is constructed and the discipline of the subject matter. 
Leung identifies four contextual issues as important for the 
construction of computer based learning: topic selection, 
authenticity, complexity and multiple perspectives. These issues are 
also relevant to the construction of case studies for learning. 

Topic selection is about evaluating and choosing a particular set of 
events or a problem as the subject of the case study. The topic must 

arouse interest and be of relevance to the reader. Drawing on the 
expert knowledge of practitioners is a good way of making sure 

that the case study presents real challenges from a real world 
situation. The topic is more likely then to be interesting, relevant and 
engaging for learners. It is also more likely to help the teacher to 
explain real world problems in the learning environment. Contextual 
information helps the learner to understand and become involved in 
the problem. Experts in a domain, describing their own experiences, 
naturally present the necessary details, including the physical 
context, the actors and the organisational and cultural climate. This 
contextual information plays an important role in helping the learner 
interact with the problem. 

Authenticity concerns providing authentic contexts and activities 
aligned with the practice of the discipline. A realistic learning 
programme should be as close as possible to what learners will 
encounter in the real world situations. The real world case based 
approach fulfils these authenticity requirements well, especially in ill- 
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structured domains such as social care. When students know the 
case involves situations they are likely to face they are more likely to 
feel the case is worth studying. 

Real world case studies have complex content which makes high 
cognitive demands on learners because many aspects of 
knowledge and experience, and multiple sources of information are 
interconnected and embedded in the story. This integration of 
learning in a complex problem is important in promoting high-level 
thinking and problem solving. 

Multiple perspectives concern the learner’s problem solving ability 
across different problem situations and the reality that in complex 
domains such as social care it is unrealistic to have a single answer 
to a problem. A good case study encourages the learner to see that 
the story can be considered from different points of view, that 
different constructions can be drawn from the information and that 
different decisions could be made at various points in the story 
(Leung, 2003) 

The structure of the case study can also be tailored to fit the 
learning theory underpinning the course and the teaching method(s) 
employed. A review of learning research generally (and the models 
used in computer based learning, especially online distance 
learning) show a shift in focus from an instructor centred 
behaviourist view to a more active learner’s cognitivism and learner 
centred constructivism. Hodgson, drawing on Rumble’s models of 
distance learning and Mason’s online course models, notes that 
some online courses follow the ‘transmission’ model which is 
essentially behaviourist, with the content designed by educational 
experts in the domain (Hodgson, 2003). Case studies can be 
integrated into the model but this tends to require cases which are 
constructed to lead to the correct answer based on the factual 
content of the case. 

Learning in the cognitivist view builds on declarative knowledge 
and proceeds to a focus on problem solving. The learner is active 
and the emphasis is on teaching students how to think. Learner 
centred constructivism extends the learner further by an emphasis 
on experiential learning where learners learn by discovering for 
themselves (Leung, 2003). This corresponds to Rumble’s socio- 
cultural model of distance learning and Mason’s ‘wrap-around’ 
model of online courses. In these models learning is interactive and 
constructive; it involves evaluation and formation of shared values 
(Hodgson, 2002). Other characteristics are that multiple answers are 
encouraged, course material and theory are closely interwoven with 
practical situations, and the case studies are open-ended and 
realistic. This approach to learning is particularly suitable to the 
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social care domain where the aim is to produce practitioners who 
are grounded in theory, but can apply the theoretical knowledge to 
real world situations. 
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Local Experience – SFEP, City of Turin 
 

The objective of this chapter is to describe the different aspects 
related to the constitution, planning and results obtained from the 
implementation and development of the virtuous circle [VC] 
methodology. The work done with the VCs was conducted by SFEP 
[Services of Permanent Training and Education], a component of the 
City of Turin Social Services. The chapter begins with a general 
description of social work in the context of the city of Turin. It 
proceeds to describe the need for change from the perspective of 
social services, concentrating on SFEP services that relate directly 
to the PRAISE methodologies. PRAISE was the vehicle with which 
SFEP reacted to these needs and initiated good practice training 
measures in production. 

Experimentation with the methodology began in December 2004, 
and involved 32 social workers from the Welcoming Services team of 
Turin Social Services. This work consisted of three phases; firstly, the 

community of practice was formed and initial case studies were 
produced using the narrative description format conceived in 
collaboration with the UB partners. The second phase included 
analysis and validation of the documents, focusing upon critical 
factors and detection of formative needs, achieved through the use 
of expert focus groups. The final phase consisted of VC activation 
intended to provide a forum for Welcoming Services staff, including 
social workers, trainers, socio-sanitary workers, and administrative 
workers. 

In order to understand the PRAISE experimentation in the Turin 
Territory it is necessary to understand the current status of social 
service restructuring, in particular the role of the Welcoming 
Services. 

 
 

Turin context 
 

Turin is a principal city in Northern Italy, as well as the Piedmont 
capital, with a population of 898,891 people . Turin is divided into 
ten administrative districts. Historically, Turin has undergone strong 
industrialization, resulting in massive migrations of people from 
Southern Italy beginning in the 1960s. This mass immigration has 
fostered many problems, including unemployment, poverty, penury, 
and social exclusion. Recent immigration has expanded to include 
Third World countries, and this has intensified the social problems, 
thus multiplying the complex factors that social services have to 
accommodate in their own work. Such new situations include new 
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emergency situations that have created a need to rearrange the role 
and function of the social services. 

Turin maintains social relief services in each of the ten 
administrative districts; these services are dedicated to welcoming 
clients and the evaluating their needs. These services also provide 
the structure that supports all potential users, minors, adults, 
disabled and elderly. This setup is intended to increase and improve 
the quality and operative capability of the social services, via 
dialogue with sanitary districts, through shared planning and 
funding. 

In order to meet these needs, the Social Relief District Service is 
organized into two main components: 

 
1. a component dedicated to the welcoming citizens into social 

services and assessing their needs in terms of social service 
functions; 

2. a component which supports each category of social service user, 
e.g., minors, elderly, etc. 

 
This composition allows the Welcoming Service to adjust form and 

function in relation to other relevant organizations. It seeks to 
minimize the critical aspects resulting from different organizational 
cultures, some of which might be dependent to socio-geographical 
differences throughout the territory. Furthermore, it permits the 
Welcoming Service to implement organizational, procedural and 
professional characteristics to support integration of staff and 
function. 

Turin Social Services has a general goal of seeking to 
homogenise service standards for every citizen in the territory. This 
should result in equality of service for citizens regardless of which 
district in which they seek assistance. For this reason, the city has 
initiated a supporting process for the further development of 
Welcoming Service functions; it is this supporting process which 
empowers the PRAISE experimentation. In order to understand how 
PRAISE impacts, a description of the Welcoming Service is now 
given, as well as a methodological description of SFEP. 

 
 

Welcoming Area Functions 
 

All Turin residents are guaranteed access to Turin Social Services; 
access is given through Welcoming Services, which provide initial 
reception, assessment and assistance. Following initial enquiries, 
the service provides the following functions: 
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• provide information concerning the range of available social 
services and social sanitary integration; 

• develop acknowledgement activities and react to requests of 
social relief by assessment and evaluation and providing 
immediate advice as well as orienting the user to other available 
services; 

• engage in counselling activities for any type of social problem; 
• observe and evaluate demands submitted by citizens, 

organizations and institutions, in cooperation with the social 
sanitary services according to defined protocols. This reception 
and evaluation process can include one or more interviews, a 
domicile visit, documentation analysis, evaluation of necessity, 
assessment of approval requirements to take charge of the 
demand, triage activity to prioritize actions, and establishment of 
appropriate allocation according to common protocols. 

• welcome and evaluate social emergencies; 
• collect information on expressed demands (direct or via third 

party) in order to evaluate access to services by citizens. 
 
 

Welcoming Area Organization 
 

A guaranteed maximum of five days response time has been made 
for a welcoming interview for all service users from the initial 
request. Access can occur in either via free access to the service by 
the citizen, within the time foreseen for that function or by previous 
appointment for those citizens who are not able to wait in reception. 
Normally the reception would take place at social service premises, 
but possible additional locations for welcoming services are tracked 
according to the needs expressed by the population. 

Three tools for welcoming functions have been identified: 
electronic resources, both for data entry and documentation relating 
to the welcoming interview, as well as the Department of Social 
Welfare website which provides necessary information for 
acknowledgement and meeting social relief demands. 

 
 

Welcoming Area Assigned Staff 
 

Because of the pressures involved with the role of welcoming staff, 
including the subsequent needs evaluation, there is a high skill level 
requirement associated with the role as well as a thorough 
knowledge of the territory. Social workers who are exclusively 
dedicated to this role need to be present in sufficient numbers to 
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guarantee service delivery to users, all year round, within the 
specified interval of five days following application. 

The other staff who are not exclusively assigned to this role, e.g., 
educators, relief instructors, domiciliary assistants, and tutelary 
services, are considered technical collaborators for the welcoming 
activity. These collaborators give extra value to the experiences and 
acquired training of the primary staff. Additionally, another role has 
been created, counsellor, which is different to the other roles who 
are functioning as cultural mediators. 

To better understand the PRAISE experimental context in Turin, it 
is necessary to detail the theoretical framework in which SFEP 
began its work. The methodological and epistemological choices 
are typical for Turin social workers. Indeed, SFEP represents the 
arena where social service techniques are gathered and analysed. 
The following are some of the main components of this framework. 

 
a)Maintaining a constant relationship between praxis – theory – 
praxis via a model based on learning from experience: b)Social 
Work is an area of work that quickly wears down 

practitioners. This weariness can be endured if the work is seen 
through a research lens, research intended as a process of 
deepening and enlarging professional experience. One’s 
professional actions become a source of reflective knowledge, 
and undergoing experience produces an awareness which 
enables one to gain and have more experience, producing 
positive cyclic feedback. 

c) A mechanism through which this feedback can occur is written 
narration. Indeed, writing and externally expressing the subject 
matter enables an important objective distance required in order 
to facilitate deep consideration of one’s own professional practice. 
In this way, writing can become the tool that permits experience to 
sediment and undergo a process of elaboration, which transforms 
the experience into knowledge, i.e., experiential knowledge of 
which one is conscious and aware. Moreover, writing introduces a 
third element, namely, the person who is reading and interpreting. 
This element allows for comparison, distanced in space and time, 
making the learning process more dynamic. 

 
 

Experiential Knowledge 
 

Experiential knowledge is that which accumulates and sharpens 
through (professional) practice. It can be differentiated from both 
scientific knowledge and common sense, since it focuses on the 
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sense of practice. Normally, this intentional meaning of a social 
professional’s practice hovers at the edge of scientific knowledge. 
Relative to common sense, it constitutes a pondering synthesis, 
which augments and adds meaning to what is endured through 
passive acceptance. This type of knowledge makes no separation 
between ends and means, what we do from why we do it. 

 
 

Training enables path self-construction 
 

The most appropriate training environment for social service 
operators is one that facilitates analysis and reflection of 
professional experience. This leads to conditions where the social 
operator allows possible knowledge to surface into conscious focus. 
This means that the operator is able to describe, to cast what is 
done by Social Services. The operator is able to create a space in 
which to determine relationships between actions and situations, to 
choose, advise and help in reflected experiences. The proposed 
training paths must be able to couple revision and mobilization of 
the operator’s already recognized cognitive resources and skills, 
thus putting into evidence and then satisfying the formative training 
needs self recognized by the social worker. It is, therefore, 
fundamental to consider training paths that focus on the needs 
identified through the reflection, as these are active subjects in the 
new elaboration and reconstruction of their own professional 
practice. 

 
 

The narrative tool 
 

A social worker has no option but to elaborate and contemplate, 
emotionally and intellectually, what is experienced during normal 
work. This process needs to allow for the acquisition of contextual 
knowledge and truth, in order to produce and develop experiential 
knowledge. As listening, watching, telling and writing are all actions 
made by a social worker, the narrative tool is particularly suited to 
communicating the operator’s daily work. The activation of this 
narrative tool as a means of relating experience to others, to sharing 
it, communicating it, creates the possibility of developing the 
virtuous circle, which can bring added value to the practice of 
experience. 
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The Project: The Culture of Welcoming 
 

We now turn to a description of the training project itself, focusing 
on the culture of welcoming. The experimentation was targeted on 
people in charge of the welcoming service, namely, the social 
workers. The project was promoted and coordinated by SFEP, as 
this department is normally involved in training programmes for 
these staff members. Therefore, the next section delineates some of 
the theoretical premises which underlie the project; this will help to 
understand the methodological and epistemological choices made 
by the training services through their experience in social services. 

 
 

The project: The Culture of Welcoming 
 

PRAISE incorporated Turin social workers involved with welcoming 
functions based upon the hypothesis that these methodologies 
would better allow them to interpret their working experience in 
different ways. This would allow them to reduce the distance 
between thought and action while remaining coherent with the 
organizational philosophy, all during a period of great change for the 
institution. Particularly, the training project endeavoured to: 

 
• develop new support for the operating group, by rethinking and 

restructuring the supply of services to the client, that the services 
be more oriented to organizational values and delivered by 
operators; 

• develop a process aimed at achieving constructive attitudes. 
 

Therefore, the method used is one that orients to sharing working 
situation representations and the associated characteristic 
problems. 

A tool was needed that would enable the story reconstruction to 
facilitate narration, enabling a re-elaboration of the organization’s 
past; this would help to avoid actions of denial or expulsion that are 
normally seen during organizational reflection and change. Yet also 
this avoided a sense of navel gazing or starting completely afresh. 
More specifically, the method used was that of training-research that 
is meant to detect results which are intermediate yet still significant 
for rethinking and restructuring. These results should demonstrate 
that the operators are both active subjects in the process of change 
for themselves and their organization, but also active in their own 
training process. The training path has offered to the management, 
operators and others involved the opportunity for 
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a series of observations, uniformly organized and accessible, 
concerning service practice and development. 

The type of training-research aimed for has its roots in action- 
research methodologies, intended as knowledge development 
achieved together with the research subjects. This results in 
situating the research action along with the learning action, 
specifically here, allowing a group of social workers operating a 
social situation with the purpose of changing it. This situation puts 
the group in a research mode, enabling them to gain a new 
awareness of their own professional history, and thus through 
extrapolation, their professional future. A formative conjecture 
develops from this methodology, aimed at promoting the expression 
and comparison of their professional experience. This offers to each 
operator the possibility of defining herself as an individual in relation 
to other individuals. 

 
So, in summary, the goals of this method are: 

 
• to learn from knowledge of the current welcoming activities, in 

order to enable a training project seeking to strengthen such 
activities during a restructuring process; 

• to produce good praxis documentation originating from case 
studies, proposed and elaborated in training circles that are 
intended for discussion, analysis and knowledge renewal. In this 
sense of good praxis, good does intend to judge, but rather 
signifies an effort to achieve improvement through analysis of 
critical factors, problems, limits and potentials of those involved in 
the situation. It also relates to the formative needs of those 
involved, of their fulfilment, monitoring, assessment and the entire 
process of restructuring. 

 
We now turn to the project’s three phases. 

 
 

Description of the different phases 
 

Phase I: Case study selection, production and distribution. 
 

The importance of the social worker’s role and the need for their 
formative support was paramount during the preparative work for 
the project. Therefore, the proposal developed around this role, 
involving representatives from the start of the project, during debate 
and planning of the workplan. Meetings to improve the knowledge 
of the proposed training model were held with the social workers. 
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These meetings were always augmented with additional training in 
the use of computer equipment, the web, and specific software. 
Simultaneously, web documentation was prepared to support 
collection and diffusion of information related to case study 
narration. This allowed the case studies to circulate throughout the 
group and receive comments, both face-to-face and online. The 
case studies were categorized according to client types, e.g., 
minors, disabled, troubled adults, etc. The social workers defined 
some narrative parameters, e.g., actors, actions, scene, etc., and 
defined some keywords. 

 
Objective 
The first module was meant to promote the written narration 
methodology to the social workers working in the Welcoming 
Service. This enabled them to create an area of thought and to 
codify, in a raw form, their own professional practice, which was to 
be subsequently shared with other professionals. 

 
Contents 
This module is meant to promote the learning of contents related to 
the basic elements of computer science as a technological 
framework. Moreover, it is meant to yield those elements which 
enable the construction of a narration of one’s own professional 
stories, as a pedagogic method to become fully aware or cognizant, 
putting a story face to face with its legitimate author in the optic of 
partaking of the authors. 

 
Method 
The social workers of the Welcoming Service were divided up into 
two groups, as not to leave the offices unattended. In this first phase 
the training path consists of a part relating to the narrations and one 
to computer usage. 
Time: January, 2005-March, 2005 

 
 

Computer usage 
 

Aim 
Narration dissemination. 

 
Contents 
Knowledge of computer technology, including file administration, 
networks and the internet, databases. 
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Methods 
one expository introduction, two meeting at social service operator 
premises focussing on simulating supply of direct counselling, one 
meeting at SFEP to summarize and verify module. 

 
 

Narration 
 

Through the course of their job, social workers are required to 
author observations, reports, planning, etc. The writing requires a 
great deal of time and effort; they also represent a journey from the 
experience to its depiction that normally results in a loss of meaning 
and context. Particularly in many attempts at narration, there occurs 
a loss of some sense of the reality which leads to a sense of 
deprivation for both the writer and the reader, i.e., the writer is not 
able to express themselves adequately. The original, motivating 
experience, captured on paper, becomes non-descript and the 
reader does not find it as interesting as if a conversation had been 
the medium of transmission. Due to this, the idea to hold a module 
for narration writing arose. 

 
Aim: 
Acknowledging the elements which characterize the narration; ability 
to elaborate the work related stories in written form; ability of 
expression, through the definition of concepts regarding one’s own 
professional knowledge. 

 
Contents: 

The function of narration and its theoretical elements; the narration as 
opportunity to “detach oneself without losing touch with oneself” 

(re-evocative remembrance of the events); definition of the elements 
which characterize the narration of the case studies related to 
minors, disabled and seniors. 

 
Methods: 
Five meetings were held on this subject. The social workers were 
provided with the theoretical elements that characterize the narration 
and justify its use for transmitting professional knowledge, including 
conveying emotional aspects and also permitting reflection. The 
meetings focused on those elements relevant to the welcoming 
service functions. In particular, the writing was conceived and 
defined as a cognitive action that produced two documentary 
perspectives: 1) the writing as an opportunity to elaborate 
experience, via writing in a group to find a balance between the 
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event and communicating it to others, and 2) professional writing, 
meaning keeping together a sense of experience of the workers and 
the fulfilment of institutional communication needs. The narrations 
were produced by the operators and uploaded on the VLE. 

 
 

Phase II: Case analysis and validation, including critical factors 
and training needs definition. 

 
The case studies were selected according to their perceived 
relevance, and the keywords and definitions were shared. Also in 
this phase, the use of blended learning was used. The case studies 
validated in this fashion constituted a central archive structured by 
topic and keyword. From the sharing of the case studies and the 
selection of critical aspects, it moved on to the analysis of critical 
factors and identifying the most important and recurrent problems, 
from the operators perspective. This process also helped to 
highlight the training needs as expressed by the operators 
themselves. 

 
Objectives: 
1)Creation of a system of selection and analysis of the 

documentation produced by the operating groups during module 
1 (see above). 

2)Construction of a methodological tool enabling the structuring and 
transmission of a consolidated professional knowledge corpus for 
welcoming, in order to start a process of renewed elaboration of 
operative routines, lead by past experience. 

 
Methods: 
The work began with hermeneutic theory. In particular, two parallel 
aims were set. The first was to construct qualitative research that 
identified possible models of organization and management for the 
welcoming services. Also, it sought to clarify the interaction between 
the personal and the professional perspectives. The second aim 
was to implement a specific training path based on the social 
workers’ shared experience of good praxis on the specific issue. The 
main point of the programme was to use the narrative method to 
realize the sharing process for professional experiences. This 
method characterizes all the operative phases of the work and 
includes the identification of the learning process within the 
operative group. 

The programme can be analytically articulated into two different 
sub-programmes. The first consists of a research process realised 

 
 

52 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

by a team of sociologists. The aim of this was to start a process of 
empiric interpretation of the qualitative documentation produced by 
the stories of professional experiences concerning the welcoming 
function in the social services, conveyed by those who took part in 
the training programme. The analysis was meant to identify the 
terms present in the narrations that relate to emergency treatment 
models. Furthermore, the researchers aimed to describe the social 
representations of those phenomena uncovered in the use of 
specific systems of elaboration during the qualitative analysis. 

 
The aim of the second sub-programme was to realise a 

hermeneutic process that involved all of the participants, to 
construct a collective experience of narrative analysis. The process 
was articulated into three operative phases: 

 
1)The first phase began with the formation of four cohorts, all 

formed by programme participants. The formation was meant to 
maximize diversity along the following criteria: a) years of service 
and b) professional contexts, e.g., geographical placement in the 
city, working domain, etc. All the group types had a specific 
assignment during this process and during this first phase the 
selection group was charged with creating a empiric classification 
of the narrations previously produced. This was achieved through 
focus groups, enabling a series of discussions centred on 
particular themes. During these discussions, an agreed definition 
of ranking criteria was made that was then used to score the 
narrations. 

 
2)The second phase belonged to the interpretation groups who 

were charged with analysing the case studies selected in the first 
phase. As in that phase, the data building technique employed 
was a focus group. In this phase, focus group interviews provided 
a monitoring opportunity for the sharing of professional 
experiences and with which to identify the specific practice needs 
required for welcoming services. Both the first and second phases 
had two focus groups for each operative group. 

 
3)The third and final phase was characterized by a total 

compositional change of the operating groups in the previous 
phases. The two new, equally sized groups were of selectors and 
interpreters. Again relying upon the focus group methodology, 
each group animated a discussion fostering a comparison 
between selection and analytical criteria. This final phase allowed 
all of the participants to share their representations of good 
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practice related to welcoming services. These representations 
were influenced through the process of collective interpretation. 
At the end of these two group activities, the analytical results 
made by the research team and the case studies produced 
through the hermeneutic interpretation were presented in a final 
meeting. This final meeting provided a reflective opportunity for 
critical observation by all of the participants. 
From a methodological perspective, this project represented an 

attempt to create a hermeneutic process with participant 
cooperation. Particularly, the dominant scientific interest is to 
observe the mechanism by which shared beliefs and professional 
cultures are built. Since all of the focus group discussions were 
recorded, the research team could use the qualitative data in order 
to elaborate and identify interesting aspects of the construction of 
shared professional cultural models. 

Another scientific interest was to identify the selection and 
interpretation criteria chosen by different social actors during this 
process. The comparison made in the third phase can be 

 
Key Concepts Case Study Title Practice Themes: could include 

practice knowledge or lack of 
knowledge, informing practice, 
reforming practice, organizational 
context 

Learning themes, theoretical 
and/or research work applied, 
importance to learning, module 
development 

The rebel Provoking attitude; 
Disinterest; 
Contrasting emotions. 

Giving value to the teachers’ availability. 
Promoting the overcoming of the 
parents’ disinterest. 

Social network, integrating the work 
of educational institut ns. io
Conflict management. 

Giving value to the girl’s availability. 
Foreign unattended minor. 
Multi-professional team. 
Street work. 

Interviewing all the involved actors, 
e.g., relatives, social assistants, 
trainers. 

Counselling techniques. 
Minors in other cultures. From illegal 

minor to worker.

Overcoming the minor’s distrust. 
Finding an agreement with the minor 
concerning aims. 

Working with multiculturalism. Different worlds, e.g., Turin 
vs. Arabic village. 
Evaluation of a social 
assistant, school principal, 
adolescent. 

Giving ear to cultural diversity. Taking 
into considerations the astonishment 
due to the habits of our context. 
Informing about our traditions. 

A grown up child 
called Saladine.

Household. Minors, 
inadequate income, 
resources, institutions, 
volunteering. 

Inadequate income. Overcoming the 
attitude of a mother to delegating the 
resolution of problems to the social 
services. Support, yet underlining 
individual responsibility. 

Support for parenthood. 
Social operators depicting 
parenthood. 

The purpose 
justifies the 
means. 

Trauma due to the delivery 
of a disabled child. 
Listening. 

Welcoming and acknowledgement of 
the sorrow felt by the parent. 
Management of the feeling of 
powerlessness by the social worker. 

Normality and Difference. Disabled 
children, management and mental 
representation. 

My son was 
born Downs … 
what now? 

Aid proposal, proportional to the needs 
and to the resources of the Social 
Services. 

Family abuse Abuse and mother-child 
community Listening to the abuse situation. 

Proposal of support. Moving away 
from home. 

The social work in conjunction with 
the family of the disabled person. 

Abuse and maltreatment: social and 
psychological aspects. 
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considered as interpretation of the interpretation process itself, i.e., 
the participants collaborate to realise a doubly hermeneutic process. 
At first, they analyse their narrations to seek similarities in their 
experiences and to identify the operational criteria for the selection 
and interpretation activities. Then they are involved in further 
comparative actions that help to plan a group reflection of their own 
working culture. 

With regard to psychological and sociological professional 
aspects, this programme yielded the possibility to implement both a 
task and a job analysis with the direct participation of operators. 
This analysis is more specific and useful for clarifying professional 
culture terms than indirect participation. This experience serves as a 
starting point for connecting to professional training theory or to 
sociological and psychological conceptualizations of a professional 
culture. 
Time: April, 2005-June, 2005. 

 
 

Phase III: The training project, including the formalization of the 
course and experts. 

 
This module allowed for full use of the online material and expository 
sessions. Through observation and analysis, as well as data collection 
and analysis, monitoring and verification were also achieved. 

 
Objective: 
Redesign of the training. 

 
Method: 
Redesign the training path on the basis of the new elements 
emergent through the focus group; definition of future scenarios; 
personalization of the tools and training methods. 
Time: July, 2005 onwards. 

 
 

Conclusions 
 

The PRAISE training experimentation involved 32 social workers 
from the Turin Welcoming Services. During this trial, the each had 
the opportunity to meet to be able reflect on their professional 
activities. These professionals eagerly embraced the chance to 
consider welcoming practices encapsulated in cases studies 
because it allowed a concrete identification of professional actions. 
The actually production, the writing, of the cases studies met with 
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some resistance, however; the participants found it less formal, 
more congenial, and less difficult to produce oral narrations. The 
process of writing case studies in the training area afforded the 
participants’ resistance to writing to be socialized; this allowed them 
to face the task in a more relaxed manner. The PRAISE 
experimentation is still taking place in Turin and further 
developments, specifically the meeting of formative training needs, 
will be carried out by municipality of Turin as resources permit and 
in accordance with the official sustainability plan. 
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Local Experience - Highland Context 
 

Highland Region is one of thirty-two local government administrative 
authorities in Scotland and consists of eight political areas, with a 
variety of social and economic characteristics. The economy is 
largely taken up with agriculture, fishing, distilling and associated 
industries. Regeneration measures have resulted in gradual 
industrial development in parts of the authority. 

Unique in many ways, Highland Region occupies one third of the 
landmass of Scotland, and is the seventh most populous local 
authority. While the main population areas are found around 
Inverness and Easter Ross, there are discrete and significant 
communities in many parts of the authority. It has a widely scattered 
rural population of some 210,000 across the biggest land area of 
any council in the UK, with relatively few large communities outside 
Inverness and including a number of island communities. 
Unemployment levels are somewhat above the national average and 
there is significant seasonal unemployment. In the winter 
months the unemployment rate in much of Highland Region is far 
higher. The region experiences significant urban and rural poverty, 
often within particularly disadvantaged communities. But, the crime 
rate is low. 

Over the last ten years the population has become gradually older 
at a slightly higher rate than the rest of Scotland. This is expected to 
continue over the next 16 years with a larger than average decline in 
the number of children and younger people and an above average 
increase (39%) in the proportion of households with adults over 65. 
Depopulation has reduced the traditional career age group; this is 
a particular problem with an increasing ageing population, often 
retired incomers and this is seen most acutely in the more remote 
areas. A higher than average proportion of older people in the 
Highlands already live in single person households. These factors 
create great pressures on community care services. 

Access to services is a major problem as a result of great 
distances and lack of a comprehensive transport network. A major 
and continuing problem is how to provide quality services cost 
effectively and equitably across the authority. Residential and 
nursing home places are readily available but not always located in 
the area of choice. The recruitment and retention of staff is made 
difficult by the geography and also by seasonal employment within 
the tourism industry. 

Geography creates similar pressures on services for children and 
families. Outside of the more populated urban areas there are 
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difficulties ensuring equal access to services. This is particularly 
evident with regard to childcare provision, which is most required at 
those times of the year affected by peak employment patterns, and 
where sustainability becomes a critical issue during the winter 
months. 

 
 

The Highland Council - partner in the project 
 

HC is responsible for the provision of a wide range of services 
throughout the geographical area, including education, housing, 
consumer protection, roads and buildings, etc. 

Social Work Services are provided through a dedicated 
department headed up by a Director of Social Work who is also the 
Chief Social Work Officer. 

Social Work staff are employed primarily by local authorities and 
by voluntary organisations; few are employed within the private 
sector. Services are provided in communities, hospitals, schools, 
residential homes, day centres, prisons and an increasing number 
of specialist centres. The Social Work Department of the Highland 
Council is responsible for provision of a range of services. 

This includes - Community Care – the care of adults in the 
community Services for 

 
• older people; 
• people with learning disabilities; 
• people with physical disabilities; 
• people with sensory impairment; 
• people with mental health difficulties; 
• tackling substance misuse. 

 
Also, this includes the Criminal Justice Service 
This is a full range of services provided through a partnership of 
authorities in the North and East of Scotland 

Finally, there are Children and Family Services. More detailed 
information is provided, as this is the service area that provides the 
practice context for the VCs. Like Community Care Services, the 
provision for Children and Families is wide and varied involving 
services to 

 
• Looked after children: These are children not able to be cared for 

by their parents and for whom the Highland Council takes 
responsibility. 

• Fostering and adoption: Currently there are children waiting for a 
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foster placement. There is a wide range of ages and some have 
been waiting a long time. Groups of brothers and sisters are 
particularly difficult to place. The recruitment of foster carers is 
also a challenge for the Council. An Adoption Service is also 
provided. 

• Through care and aftercare: New legislation and practice 
initiatives are being introduced across Scotland to support the 
particular needs of young people who have been looked after by 
the local authority as they move towards adulthood and 
independence. The Highland council have responsibilities for this 
in their area. 

• Mental health: An audit of mental health (which included 
vulnerable children and children of primary school age who are 
looked after) identified high numbers with mental health problems. 
In response, initiatives to identify and meet the mental health 
needs of children and young people who are looked after have 
been introduced, including a dedicated specialist nurse, specialist 
support to social work practitioners from child and adolescent 
psychiatrists, and mental health worker posts based in local areas. 

• Child protection: Following a major review of Child Protection 
practice and a number of Child Death Inquiries, The Scottish 
Executive has established an improvement programme across 
Scotland. The Highland Council mirrors the issues which face the 
rest of Scotland, including increasing numbers of children 
recognised as living in families affected by substance mis-use, 
alcohol mis-use and domestic abuse. The impact of emotional 
abuse and neglect continue to be recognised. Significant issues in 
terms of inter-agency working and working in real partnership with 
carers and families are being addressed as are our abilities to 
listen and hear the stories of children and young people. The 
question of whether the child protection system protects 
vulnerable children is constantly monitored. 

• Children with disabilities: Approximately 300 children with 
disability receive a service. Local young carers' projects support 
between 70 and 80 young people. Family support workers in the 
youth action team support young people whose parents misuse 
alcohol and drugs. 

• Youth Justice: Highland Council are tackling youth crime by 
creating a multi-agency youth action service. The service is led by 
social work and involves other local government services as, well 
as the prison service and a range of voluntary agencies. 
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The Complexity of the Task 
 

In providing modern and effective social work services , this council, 
as for other local authorities in Scotland, face wide ranging 
challenges, in terms of: 

 
• demographic change, most significantly growth in the numbers of 

older people; 
• pockets of serious and persistent poverty, unemployment and 

deprivation in a number of urban areas and, though in fewer 
numbers, rural areas; 

• increasing problems - often associated with deprivation - which 
individuals, families and whole communities face as a result of 
drug and alcohol misuse; and 

• rising expectations regarding the reach and quality of support 
services and significant questions over the sustainability of some 
policy directions, notably how far the emphasis on increasingly 
providing care at home as opposed to residential settings can be 
taken. 

 
Some of these challenges apply more acutely within the particular 

social, economic and geographical situation of the Highland 
Council. 

 
 

Social work training and Education 
 

Over the past couple of years, social work training in the higher 
education sector has been transformed with the development of 
new standards in education. Following a major review of social work 
education which recognised the complexity of the social work task, 
social workers will now be required to undertake a four years 
honours degree programme, bringing them into line with the rest of 
Europe. Prior to this there were a number of routes to professional 
qualification, the minimum being a two year non-graduate 
programme 

The Institute for Excellence in Social Work Education has been 
established, which it is hoped will be a major contributor over the 
next decade and beyond through its funded projects, e.g., 
eLearning, developing ethical and effective practice learning, etc., 
and as it joins up increasingly with professional education initiatives 
for teachers, doctors, nurses and others. 

These measures are intended to attract new entrants and raise the 
esteem of the profession in the eyes of the public. In addition, 
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financial investment has been made in high quality education for the 
social work leaders of tomorrow. 

 
 

Recruitment and Retention of Staff 
 

Within HC, recruitment and retention of appropriately qualified staff 
is problematical. This is also a national problem and at that level 
initiatives have been launched to attract people into the social care 
profession. Highland Region has no training establishment in its 
area to provide a supply of new staff and there are serious 
difficulties in attracting staff to and retaining staff in rural areas. 
Additionally, HC experiences particular difficulties in recruiting and 
retaining staff within hard pressed Care and Assessment Teams 
working with very vulnerable children and families. This highlights 
the perceived and experienced stress experienced by workers in 
complex high-risk areas of child abuse and neglect. 

HC’s central strategy is to train, develop and support their own 
staff, thus operating a grow your own policy. A number of initiatives 
have been established: 

 
• sponsorship of final year students; 
• bursaries for self financing students; 
• an additional practice teaching post to enable a greater number of 

students to have practice/fieldwork placements in the council, 
recognising that this frequently leads to permanent employment; 

• work opportunities for unqualified staff as a pathway into a career 
in social work especially for those traditional groups under- 
represented in social work staffing, for example, men; 

• fast track scheme which will enable those who have relevant first 
degrees to complete a social work qualification in 18 months 
when they are supported by an employer. 

 
 

The Project 
 

The Highland council joined the project later than the other partners 
and this partly explains why, at the time of this writing, the process 
has not yet been completed and the outcomes of the project have 
not been evaluated. It has also taken longer than anticipated to have 
the project owned by a large bureaucratic organisation where 
externally funded and managed projects present unusual challenges 
On a positive note, there is enthusiasm within parts of the organisation 
for the project and the opportunities for learning and 
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practice development are appreciated. 
 
 

Narration in Social Work Education and Practice 
 

Story telling has been an important part of the social history of this 
northern area of Scotland and as a way of representing and 
understanding the nature of human experience it dates back 
thousands of years. All cultures have a legacy of stories and 
storytelling and therefore narration has an important place in terms 
of biography, history and literature, but also in helping people reflect 
on experiences, consider meaning and giving a sense of continuity 
by linking past present and future. The Highland culture, meaning 
both the Gaelic and Nordic parts, is rich in stories and has used this 
tradition effectively to create meaning and purpose. Indeed, much 
social development comes through listening to and understanding 
narratives – the stories people tell about their own and others’ lives. 
Reminiscence, for example, a way of working with older people to 
attribute meaning to their lives, has been recognised as a significant 
social work practice skill. 

Stories constitute basic structures, which we can use to make 
sense of our lives. Therefore, understanding narrative may be seen 
as fundamental to the practice of social work and, thus, the 
examination of stories provides a rich resource. 

Social work, a practice discipline, has struggled to find its place in 
the high theory worlds of social science. One response has been to 
pursue a model of teaching and learning which focused on helping 
social work students to make better connections between theory 
and practice (Fook, 1996). The post modern age saw a change and 
social work education was challenged to find an educational 
methodology which enabled learning in an increasingly complex 
and ever changing practice environment. Many professional 
programmes have been being influenced by the work of Argyris 
(1974) and Schön (1983; 1987). They argued for a new 
epistemology and adopted a reflective approach to learning and 
practice development. 

It may be that social work educators are able to help students 
develop understanding of significant themes and issues arising in 
their practice through reflective examination of the stories people tell 
about themselves and others. Narrative analysis has as its base the 
theory of social constructivism and provides a framework for 
understanding patterns of meaning as seen in life histories, 
autobiographies, case studies, etc. 

Stories invite teacher practitioners and students to consider how 
 
 

62 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

people come to understand themselves and how this understanding 
influences behaviour, i.e., who we are, where we have been, where 
we are going and what we have gathered to make sense of the 
human experience. 

In preparing social workers for today’s complex and diverse 
service, this approach is especially appropriate for culturally 
sensitive social work practice because meaning is viewed in context, 
i.e., the personal within the social and cultural milieu. This heightens 
our understanding and respect for the client’s culture and values. 

The PRAISE methodology, while perhaps unfamiliar in 
terminology, fits well within the context of reflective practice, which, it 
may be argued, forms the cornerstone of all social work teaching 
and learning in Scotland. The provision of opportunity for workers at 
various stages of their continuous professional development is 
timely and planning is now in place to use the process of narration 
and VCs to support the education and practice development of 
discreet groups of staff. 

 
 

Group 1 
 

As referred to above, social work in Scotland has been deemed to 
be in crisis as the numbers of people applying for social work 
training programmes has decreased markedly and vacant posts 
remain unfilled widely across services but particularly within 
Children’s Services where staff turnover is high. This is an issue 
across the country; findings indicate that careers in other 
professions are proving more attractive. Unfortunately, the Highland 
Council has experienced these difficulties to a greater degree than 
the rest of the country. 

In response to this crisis situation the Scottish Executive has 
supported a number of initiatives to attract individuals to the 
profession. One of these is a fast track scheme for graduates that 
enables councils to employ graduate trainees who will be able to 
complete social work training in an 18-month period. 

HC, following a Grow your Own policy, has appointed nine 
graduates to this fast track route and they will form a VC. The VC will 
be used to develop knowledge, skills and values to enable this 
group to provide evidence in meeting the core competencies 
required to achieve a professional qualification in social work, 
namely: 

 
• communicate and engage; 
• promote and enable; 
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• assess and plan; 
• intervene and provide services; 
• working in organizations; 
• develop professional competence. 

 
This piece of work may help to establish the core framework and 

curriculum of an in-service programme for this group of workers 
over the next few years in an effort to provide practice based 
learning in a more systematic and coherent way with clear linkages 
to the final competences required for the award of a professional 
qualification in social work. 

 
 

Group 2 
 

While Social Worker is a protected title in Scottish law, it is only now 
that a formal Register of the Social Work and Social Care Workforce 
is mandatory; this is in response to increasing needs to 
professionalize the status of social workers and a demand for 
greater public service accountability. All Social Workers who wish to 
practice as such will have to be registered with the Scottish Social 
Services Council. 

Registration requires social work and social care staff to 
demonstrate their continued fitness to practice and provide evidence 
that they have engaged in activities that have developed their 
practice. Individuals must maintain a record of evidence to support 
their claim and employers have a responsibility to support workers 
in undertaking appropriate developmental activity. 

Recruitment, again, is an issue that has evoked response at a 
national government level. Retention of staff, particularly within 
Children’s Services, is also critical. The provision of professional 
services to vulnerable children and their families is an increasingly 
complex area of work with a high public profile involving workers in 
the assessment and management of risk. The responsibility resting 
on such workers is a heavy one. Support to frontline staff has also 
been a focus for government consideration and action. It is widely 
recognised that professional supervision, which historically has 
served four key functions, namely management, education, support 
and mediation, has become increasingly administrative, focussing 
on completion of tasks, decision making and freeing up caseload 
space to undertake new work. 

Opportunities for reflection on and analysis of practice, 
identification of learning, etc., have become squeezed. Learning 
from experienced workers who share the same team room are no 
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longer guaranteed; thus, high staff turnover sometimes means that a 
worker who has been qualified no longer than a year may be the 
most experienced worker in the team. 

In this group the framework will be the Post-Qualifying Award in 
Social Work where workers can be assessed and credited for 
development of competence beyond the point of initial 
qualifications. The requirements for this award are: 

 
• demonstrate the development of competence since the point of 

qualification; 
• work in a complex environment; 
• manage risk; 
• working with others; 
• decision making; 
• take responsibility for the learning of others. 

 
To meet these requirements workers must demonstrate their ability 

to learn in a number of ways but primarily must bring forward 
evidence of their own ability to reflect analytically and critically on 
their practice. VCs will support this process. Group 2 therefore 
focuses on meeting the needs of this group of staff. 

 
 

Group 3 
 

Geographically based groups will provide a third opportunity to use 
the methodology. Because of the rural nature of much of Highland 
Region, it is important to look at the use of VCs across disciplines, 
potentially strengthening understanding and support within an 
interagency group who are involved in delivering a service to one 
family within a particular geographical area. The need for 
development of closer more effective interagency work has been 
highlighted in recent inquiries into child deaths, Caleb Ness and 
Kennedy McFarlane, and in the Scottish Executive Audit of Child 
Protection Services in Scotland “It’s Everyone’s Job to Make Sure 
I’m Alright”. This will strengthen inter-agency understanding, reduce 
feelings of isolation and increase the sense of shared responsibility 
in working with vulnerable children in remote and isolated 
communities. A group has been established in Inverness, the capital 
city of the region, and in Golspie, a more rural centre of service 
provision. 
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The Narratives 
 

Key Concepts Practice themes Learning themes Case Study Title
Language and Physical child abuse, working within 

Child Protection Procedures, the 
Children’s Hearing System in Scotland, 
managing to deal with the bureaucracy 
of the Welfare State despite language 
and cultural differences, managing 
mixed ethnic and cultural backgrounds

Value of children; Needs of children, 
Parental responsibilities, Conflict of 
interests, Child protection and 

‘Getting through 
the red tape’ cultural differences, mixed 

cultural and ethnic 
backgrounds, poor housing, 
poverty, 

family support, Understanding adult 
relationships within a different 
cultural background, Legislation, 
State financial benefits abuse and neglect 

‘No-one answers 
the door’ Drug addicted parents, 

young parents, family 
Dealing with neglect through drug use, 
physical risk to child from drug using 
household, helping young people 

Attachment Theory, Outcomes of 
poor attachment, Effects of drug 
misuse on parenting capacity, 
Addictive behaviour, 

support, management of risk
come to terms with their addiction, 
dealing with extended family 
relationships, Child Protection 
procedures, Childrens’ Hearing 
System; the role of the Authority 
Reporter. 

Assessment frameworks, 
Interagency working 
Neglect, Thresholds for 
Intervention 

‘I met him on my 
mobile’ Poor attachment; neglect, 

teenage rebellion, teenagers 
at risk. 

Dealing with dysfunctional families 
with a history of poor attachments, 
dealing with very young parents, 
preparing Court reports across 
geographical boundaries, disputed 
custody and access rights. 

Attachment Theory, Understanding 
children’s behaviour, Knowledge of 
court procedures across state 
boundaries, Risk assessment 
frameworks, Legislation 

‘They turned my 
daughter into a 
zombie’ 

ADHD treatment, adoptive 
family, hyperactive child. Step-parent adoption process; dealing 

with a family where one child’s 
behaviour disrupts family life and 
results in parental depression, inter- 
agency working to secure best 
outcomes, use of drugs to treat child 
behaviours. 

Working in partnership with 
Families; ADHD - research related to 
treatment and outcomes, Attachment 
theory, Legislation, Mental health 

Inappropriate child sexual 
behaviour, use of coercion, 
the parameters of normal 
developmental sexual 
behaviour 

Professional interviewing techniques 
with children, Joint Interviewing 
procedures in Local Government, 
therapeutic intervention with children 
who display inappropriate sexual 
behaviour and developing programmes 
for this purpose 

Inter-agency working, Values, Child 
Development, Sexual development, 
Communication skills, Managing 
behaviour, Values and attitudes 

‘Is sex bad 
then?’ 

Attachment Theory, Good Enough 
parenting, research on young carers; 
research on twin/triplet behaviours, 
Impact of Domestic Abuse, Anger 
Management therapies, sensory 
impairment, Communication 

‘She’s pointing a 
knife at me!’ Physical abuse, parental 

learning difficulty, anger 
management, older child 
caring for siblings. 

Child Protection procedures over time, 
dangerously threatening behaviour by 
parent despite caring relationship, 
managing demanding triplets, single 
parenting; domestic abuse impact on 
family, working with client with hearing 
impairment. 

‘She set fire to 
the office’ Teenagers at risk; teenagers 

presenting challenging 
behaviour 

Working with teenagers whose 
behaviour puts themselves and others 
at risk, ‘dangerous’ families peer 
pressure, resource issues. 

Attachment Theory, Young people 
who self-harm, Challenging 
behaviour, Residential Care, Secure 
Accommodation and its impact on 
the young person, Risk assessment;

 
Use of Narration 

 
Groups 1 and 2 use selected case studies (see summary following) 
and cases from their own practice. Experienced practitioners tell 
their own stories. The case studies have been selected to enable 
thinking, discussion and reflection of a number of topics, which it is 
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agreed are highly relevant and desirable. These groups will meet at 
regular intervals with a study agenda. 

Group 3 is not programmed so tightly and is presented with an 
occasional opportunity, but at regular intervals, for teams/groups 
across the Council area to meet for case discussions. 

 
 

Evaluation of the Project 
 

It is intended that the evaluation include both verbal and written 
feedback from the participants of each of the 3 groups. Verbal 
comments will be gathered at the end of each event and final 
comments will be sought through a written questionnaire, which will 
elicit views on outcomes for individual workers in relation to 

 
• learning; 
• links to core curriculum – qualifying or post qualifying 

requirements; 
• process. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

This project is welcomed within HC and there is enthusiasm for the 
methodology, which despite its unfamiliar concepts adapts well to 
the current language of reflective and critical practice within social 
work learning and practice development in Scotland. 
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Local Experience - Berufskolleg Bethel 
 

This chapter describes the planning, process and impact of the 
experiences of Berufskolleg Bethel in trialling the PRAISE 
methodology. It begins with a brief introduction to the creation of 
virtuous circles in the school. A contextual summary is given to aid 
the reader in understanding how PRAISE should combine with the 
work of the school. It continues with descriptions of the planning 
and process of the virtuous circles in the school. Finally, it 
concludes with descriptions of the results and impacts, including 
formative needs identified in the process. 

 
 

Introduction 
 

In setting up the virtuous circles at the Berufskolleg Bethel, we took 
as our starting point the opportunity, but also the necessity to allow 
for and to incorporate the existing structure of education in the 
school. This meant building on the existing co-operation with 
partners, and adhering to guidelines for instruction, as well as 
achieving integration with specific regional and organisational 
features. We assumed that the implementation of the idea of 
virtuous circles could only succeed if we managed to use existing 
contacts and to integrate the work of the circles with existing 
commitments, thus achieving a synergy between the project aims 
and the aims of the von Bodelschwinghshe Institutions of Bethel. 

We set up three different virtuous circles with three distinct groups 
of participants: social workers; experts in the support of disabled 
people; and students of the college. The college provides 
supervision and support to students doing practical placement in 
the fields of social and remedial education. This work brings us into 
close contact with colleagues in these fields and provided the 
opportunity to create the first virtuous circle. The Berufskolleg Bethel 
is maintained by the largest religious welfare institution in Europe: 
the von Bodelschwinghsche Institutions of Bethel. The training of 
qualified staff with a noticeably social-religious profile is one 
important reason why this corporation invests in education and 
training. The corporation employs highly trained staff in the fields of 
medicine, therapy and education. This provided the second 
opportunity to set up a virtuous circle with experts in the field of 
support to disabled people, thereby building on the cooperation 
between institutions in Bethel and the school departments to the 
benefit of both. The third virtuous circle was set up with students of 
the Berufskolleg attending the training course on ‘Remedial 
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Education.’ Specific contents of the course were delivered within the 
virtuous circle and the work done in the circle was integrated into 
the training programme. 

In the sections that follow the general procedure used in all three 
circles is described and then the detailed work in each of the three 
circles is described separately. 

 
 

Procedure 
 

In all three circles ‘narration’ was used as the basic method of 
inquiry and analysis. In the narration the concept of professional 
social work is presented from the subjective point of view of one 
person, and in this way complex and differentiated milieus and 
problematic situations are reconstructed and analyzed. Within a 
given narrative structure different core topics can be reconstructed 
and analyzed by questioning. Concepts and problems, educational 

procedures and solutions are explained from unfiltered experience. In 
each virtuous circle examples of good practice were presented 

according to the procedure outlined below. Special emphasis was 
always given to the narration supplemented by an analysis 
according to given categories. 

 
 

Narration procedure 
 

1. Narration of the practical example 
2. Questions for clarification and understanding 
3. Reactions (associations, critical comments, what was new for 

me in this field, etc.) 
4. Evaluation (What is the special quality of this example?) 
5. Analysis and transfer 
6. Identification of key words 

 
 

Virtuous Circle with social workers 
 

This first circle was set up with social work colleagues in different 
settings including: youth work; fieldwork, and remedial education. 
The opportunities and difficulties presented in the course of 
developing the membership and work of this group are described, 
together with the results and impact of the work. 
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Planning and process 
 

The school courses at the Berufskolleg are distinguished by their 
close links with fields of practice: all students have periods of 
practical training in the fields of remedial pedagogy, leisure 
education activities, elementary pedagogy and home education. 
They work with children, teens, young adults and elderly people, 
people with behaviour problems, people with learning disabilities 
and people with physical disabilities. A two year course at the 
school is followed by a year of practical training as a requirement for 
professional qualification. The practical training is closely integrated 
with the educational input: all the practical placements are 
supervised by the teachers of the Berufskolleg, and educational 
exercises take place directly in the social and remedial institutions. 
The college and the practice institutions work closely together on 
the aims, content and evaluation of the placements and this formed 
a good basis for the implementation of the first virtuous circle with 
the educators in these fields. 

It was hard work building up membership of the group. We found 
that we had to make personal contact with practitioners to 
encourage them to participate. Often we had to get permission from 
the responsible manager and it was difficult to find mutually 
convenient times to meet, partly due to the variety of professionals 
involved and their different service demands. Once we got started 
however, most educators participated in at least one of these 
meetings and there was a small core group of regular participants. 
The European aspect of the project generated a lot of interest and 
there was positive feedback from all those who became involved. 
However, it was not possible to constitute a stable, united circle, in 
which each member participated in every session. It was rather the 
case that some of the bigger group of interested educators took part 
in some of the meetings – according to their own interests and the 
chosen topics. We had drawn up a list of email addresses of interested 
educators and inform them about new meetings and the 
corresponding topics/cases. The varying membership at each 
meeting meant that we had to repeat information on the project at 
each meeting. It was not possible for all members of the circle to 
write down their narrative in the form that we needed for the PRAISE 
project, so we supported them in this through audio taped 
interviews. 
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Result and impact 
 

To sum up we can state that this circle was characterised by difficult 
organisational conditions and fluctuating participation. Although 
there was great interest in the exchange on professional concepts, 
the great strain of work on the participants meant that a continuous 
process of analysis and discussion was hardly possible. Another 
problem was that the integration of the PRAISE project into our 
every-day routine was a voluntary, additional and guided activity 
rather than a compulsory part of our school work as a whole. 

The process adopted (narration and analysis) was successful. 
The interpretations of the case studies depended on the subjective 
point of view of the narrator and those taking part in the discussion. 
Through questioning by the group, alongside the subjective concept 
of action of the individual, general conditions of social work could 
be made explicit, particularly questions of financing, network 
structures, arrangements and settings for children and so forth. 
The quality of interaction in the group was very positive; there was a 
supportive atmosphere, in which the participants were not afraid to 
present their working practice. Colleagues presenting their projects 
received a high measure of appreciation. The communication in the 
circle meetings helped to provide a forum for their own work. The 
ideas and concepts presented there were useful to other 
participants and were applied in other fields of work. 

 
 

Virtuous circle with the partners from the Institutions of Bethel 
 

As a school maintained by an institution well known for the support 
of disabled people, we thought it important to include colleagues 
from the practical work of supporting disabled people in a virtuous 
circle. We saw this as a good opportunity for the exchange of 
experiences and case examples. 

 
 

Planning and process 
 

We established contact with executives in the support services for 
disabled children and young people to provide information and 
promote the project. The PRAISE project and the opportunity to 
implement a virtuous circle met with great interest. The service for 
children and young people comprises several groups of these 
sharing apartments situated in the area of Bethel or in the 
neighbouring town of Bielefeld. The children have learning and 
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emotional difficulties and some are also physically disabled or 
autistic. The children receive intensive remedial work and nursing 
care. 

At our first constituent meeting, in which the project was once 
more presented in a Power-Point presentation to all colleagues 
present, in response to the request of the management of the 
service for disabled children in Bethel we agreed the following: 

 
• The virtuous circle was to comprise five executives of the service, 

who would meet every two weeks. 
• At each meeting a colleague working in direct contact with 

disabled children was to be invited to present a narration from his 
or her practical work. 

• The narration could be about individual children or interesting 
group projects. 

• The meetings were to take place during working hours 
• The colleague presenting the case would attend the virtuous circle 

only once. 
 

At first this seemed to us a doubtful procedure, as the colleagues 
telling the story are faced by their superiors. The PRAISE team 
wondered if members of the staff would be willing to report frankly 
on their work to their superiors and then take part in a discussion of 
the case which would lead to a decision on whether it was an 
example of good practice. The senior executive told us that this was 
only practical way of involving practitioners during working hours 
without incurring heavy loss of time in the direct work with the 
children. 

The meetings followed the general procedure outlined above. One 
member of the circle chaired the meeting; another recorded the 
narration and produced a draft for the group after the meeting. The 
draft was presented to the narrator for correction. The revised 
narration was then passed to the translator ready for insertion in the 
database. In the discussion the focus was first on the tasks of 
organization and administration. After further questioning the 
discussion focused on the pedagogical work. This resulted in lively 
professional discussions. The feedback to the narrator generally 
showed great interest in and appreciation of the work. Often 
solution-focused discussions developed on the best procedure for 
educational problems. The every-day educational work became the 
centre of attention. There were often long discussions on key terms, 
as main and side aspects of a topic and theoretical concepts were 
determined here and recorded as a summary of the discussion. 
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Result and Impact 
 

The doubts concerning the membership and format of this circle 
were not confirmed. The five people who have presented case 
histories so far were willing to report on their work. From their 
reports it became clear that their day to day work, receives little 
attention from the public and even immediate superiors. Often they 
have the impression that superiors only notice whether everything is 
well organized and works. Through the PRAISE project the direct 
work with the children/young people was focused on and was 
appreciated. This was perceived as very positive by all those 
presenting cases to the circle meetings. 

Also the standing members of the circle showed great interest. 
The chair of the circle appreciated the many interesting details of 
work which showed good professional thinking. The narration was 
followed by professional discussions on the ‘right’ procedure. The 
narrating colleague was perceived and recognized as a ‘specialist’. 
The following case examples have been collated at the time of 
writing: 

 
• crisis intervention in an institution for short-term nursing; 
• dealing with an aggressive young person in a residential home for 

disabled people; 
• leisure education activity in the form of a swim group; 
• cooking and self-catering educational activity in a home for 

disabled children/young people; 
• the football team – leisure education activity with young disabled 

people. 
 

Promoting self-determination emerged as a central theme of all 
the case studies. This subject was identified as suitable for an 
additional module within the school curriculum. The following 
questions were identified as important learning areas: 

 
• How can a child/a young person live in a flat-share group/a home 

with as much self-determination as possible? 
• In what circumstances do the rules of the groups and institutions 

stand in the way of a self-determined life? 
• What must change in the attitude of staff in order to support self- 

determination for children living in a group? 
• What support do disabled children need in order to realize their 

needs and to communicate them? 
• What help do they need to stand up for their interests with self- 

confidence? 
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• What is the meaning of self-determination for children/young 
people who cannot communicate verbally? 

 
The work of the virtuous circle is not finished and will continue at 

Berufskolleg Bethel. 
 
 

Virtuous circle with students of the college 
 

The third virtuous circle was set up with students of the Berufskolleg 
attending the training course on ‘Remedial Education.’ Specific 
contents of the course were delivered within the virtuous circle and 
the work done in the circle was integrated into the training 
programme. 

 
 

Planning and Process 
 

The Berufskolleg offers training as a remedial educator as an 
additional qualification. During their two years’ training the students 
work on a practical project once a week for one year; in this context 
they work with a child with a disability or with evident behaviour 
problems; or with a small group of children. This practical project is 
prepared intensively and supported during lessons in college. The 
class consists of 24 students, who regularly reflect on their practical 
projects in four small groups. Each small group is chaired by a 
teacher. The form of teaching used in the small groups is an 
intensive method of peer counselling. This method was integrated 
into the PRAISE project and provided a complementary method with 
the project methodology. 

The integration of the virtuous circle meetings into the lessons at 
school at first proved more difficult than expected. The product 
orientation of the virtuous circles was not always compatible with the 
process orientation of teaching, with tests and curricular demands. 
The students faced great pressure to perform. Many colleagues 
were concerned that the expectations on the students were too 
great, especially as the primary purpose of the peer counselling 
method is to provide help and support help. The main problem was 
that the virtuous circle guidelines aim for a tangible result; it is not 
the students with their case example (and possibly also with their 
problems) who are at the centre of attention, but the product ‘case 
example’. There was concern that these additional demands would 
detract from the openness and opportunities to discuss problems 
and look for solutions that was integral to the peer counselling 
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method. We discussed our concerns that the freedom and 
openness of previous learning experiences would be threatened. 

We were also concerned about producing the case studies in 
English. There were limitations on the translation facilities available 
during the course and language barriers were a significant obstacle. 
The limited technical equipment available in the college (too few 
personal computers available for students limited access to the 
Internet, and little experience with the computer as a medium, meant 
that it was difficult to work on and with the eLearning platform. 

On the level of case study and course content the approach of the 
project was repeatedly viewed with scepticism. The students 
questioned whether other European countries with different 
conditions for social work could learn from their examples and vice 
versa. Furthermore there was concern that this the teaching 
modules developed from the case examples would be too far rooted 
in local conditions to be transferable. 

To gain acceptance for the circle, we engaged in intensive 
lobbying. In the end, the curiosity and interest of the students and 
their constructive proposals for the integration of the circle into the 
curriculum decided us to risk the implementation of the circle 
despite our many reservations. We began with a Power-Point 
presentation as an introduction. The first narration was presented by 
the teacher herself, who beside her teaching activities works as a 
self-employed remedial educator. This example served as a model 
for the students. The meeting proceeded according to the general 
procedure outlined above, but with two modifications; the items 

‘Definition of the problem’ and ‘Strategies for solution’, were added to 
the structure of narration. This ensured that the main aims of the peer 

counselling method were not neglected in the student training. 
The intention of the circle meetings to reconstruct examples of 

good practice was thus broadened to include the aim of giving the 
students help and guidance for the solution of problems. The 
meeting was chaired by the teacher herself, a fellow student took the 
minutes of the narration and later wrote a draft. This was 
presented to the narrator for correction and revision as necessary. It 
was not translated during lessons, but by a professional translator. 
For their narration the students made use of the written 
documentation of their projects: observation report (written in the 
first four weeks of the practical); minutes of the weekly therapeutic 
exercise with the child; and reflective reports on the hours of 
exercise with the child. The written documentation served as a 
rough division of the narration. We found it was important for the 
narrator to turn away from the texts, so that she was able to tell the 
narration from memory. This free narration together with the answers 
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to questions from the participants gave a more complete picture of 
the conditions in which the projects were carried out than provided 
by the written documentation. In most cases the result was a far 
more complex view of the child’s situation and of the other persons 
concerned (e.g. the role of the teacher and the physiotherapist in 
the mobility training with a physically disabled child). 

The narrator as well as her fellow students in the circle defined the 
problem as they had perceived it in reality and during the narration. 
Subsequently the participants offered solution strategies to the 
narrator which were accepted, modified or rejected; sometimes 
completely new solution strategies were developed. The complete 
process of narration and interpretation was conducted in a 
constructive and appreciative way. 

The focus of these circle meetings was on the work with disabled 
people. In this context examples were given of the work with deaf 
children, with autistic children, with children with delayed 
development as well as with physically disabled children. Examples 
of therapy from the fields of psychomotorics, play therapy, and 
remedial education, etc. were explained. 

 
 

Result and Impact 
 

Narrating and discussing the problem provided the narrator with the 
opportunity to reflect on her practical project. She allowed all the 
others in the group to engage with the successful and also in the 
failed parts of her project. This was done with great frankness and 
mutual appreciation. The written minutes of the narration provided 
the opportunity to supplement important aspects. They also served 
as a draft for the written reflection on the practical project, if need 
be, and as a summative document for evaluation. This synergie 
effect was very important for the students, as their voluntary 
commitment was recognised and contributed to their evaluation. 

In the case example ‘Mobility training with a severely physically 
disabled girl’ it became clear that the narrator had not realized 
before the evaluation , which was carried out in the form of feedback 
by the other participants, how much obvious progress she had 
achieved with the child. She was confirmed in her previous 
approach and received further suggestions for the continuation of 
the practical project. 

Unlike the other two virtuous circles, the case examples in this 
circle contained examples of therapeutic processes with children 
that extended over one year. This made the students ask very 
concrete questions concerning the functional limitations and social 
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restrictions for the child and possible methods of dealing with the 
resulting more difficult conditions of education. Here are some 
examples of the questions asked: 

 
• how does a child learn a language? How does language develop? 
• What help does a deaf or hard of hearing child need to acquire 

the ability to speak? 
• What possibilities are there to support language by gestures? 
• Can sign language replace language? 
• How can I communicate with a child that is hard of hearing 

without knowing sign language? 
• What further diminutions of perception does the child have? 
• What carefully planned approaches could help this child? 

 
The work in the circle meetings revealed some gaps in expert 

knowledge of the individual kinds of functional limitations and social 
restrictions associated with, for example: complete or partial hearing 
loss; physical limitations; emotional difficulties; and visual 
impairments. Students also identified the need for module 
development in specialised skills for educating, accompanying, 
supporting and teaching disabled children. Future teaching modules 
and courses will contain input on methods of: 

 
• Non-verbal communication 
• Planned improvement of (verbal) language 
• Psychomotorics for visually impaired children 
• Play therapy 
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Case studies 
 

The table below shows a sample of the case studies produced in 
the circles and illustrates how key concepts and practice and 
learning themes were developed from the discussions. 

 
Key Concepts Practice themes Learning themes Case Study Title

  Could include practice knowledge or 
unknowledge; informing practice; 
reforming practice; organisational 
context 

Theoretical and/or research work 
applied 
Relevance to learning; module 
development 

Network, theatre, community 
work, tolerance, dialogue 
between religious groups 

Realizing the multicultural community 
in a town near Bielefeld, the staff of a 
day-care-centre has built up a network 
to carry through an intercultural theatre 
project. Schools, clubs and 
representatives of 3 religions taking 
part. 

Community work. Network. 
Intercultural work. Cooperation of 
different religions. 

Theatre project: 
What do you 
believe in? 

Indirect relevance to the learning 
module development, being a 
positive model of cooperation in a 
intercultural sense. 

Media competence, 
democracy, community 
work, mobile work, 
participation of children 

Mobile child-work in Bielefeld, analysis 
of the possibilities of a city for 

Participation. Commitment for 
children’s rights. Children from 
different cultures. Media 
Competence of children. No 
relevance for the learning module 
development. 

www.bielewelt.de

children, using the internet and public
meetings to create an awareness for the
needs of children. 

Participation, integration of 
different youth scenes, 
democracy, transfer of 
power, commitment 

Open child- and youth work in a youth 
centre with children / young people 
from different cultural background and 
different youth scenes. Attempt to 
encourage young people to be 
responsible for their own place. 

Participation. Encouraging young 
people to respect each other and 

Par ticipation of 
young people in 
a youth centre take over responsibilities. Process of 

identity formation. Adolescence. 
No relevance for the learning 
module development. 

Work with girts, open youth 
work, fashion, ecology Cooperation of social workers in a 

youth centre and an organization for 
work with girls. Funded by the EU as a

Ecology. Gender socialization. 
Methodologies to reach girls in a 
technical field. 

Fashion om fr
Rubbish 

model project in ecology. Taking up the 
girls’ interest in fashion and offering 
methodologies to make girls interested 
in ecology / technology. 

No relevance for the learning 
module development. 

Bilingual early education, 
parents with migration 
background, 
multiculturalism, day-care- 
centres 

Educators in a day-care-centre in 
Bielefeld confronted with a large 
number of children with a Turkish 
migration background and difficulties 
with the German language. Project 
financed by sponsoring. Discussion of 
the possibility of serv g as a model 

Language acquisition. Working with 
parents. Migration. 

Language 
Treasure Project

Needs to include language 
acquisition in the formation of 
educators. Starting-point for the 
development of the learning course.

in
for similar situations. 

 

 
 

Summary and concluding remarks 
 

The virtuous circles described here took into account the different 
conditions of the organization. The circle involving colleagues in the 
fields of social and remedial education was based on voluntary 
participation with the consequence that continuity of membership 
could only be achieved up to a point. We lost some of the benefits 
of sustained participation but gained a more varied exchange of 
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experiences. The circle with students of the college was shaped 
mainly by the framework of training and examination guidelines and 
thus could also only be organized as an optional part of their 
training. The advantage of this circle lay above all in the close 
interlocking of training and practice. For four students the outcome 
was particularly successful because the developed their skills in 
writing their narrations and produced a case study. The other 
students needed more time for their narrations and were concerned 
about the quality of their work. We concluded that we would need to 
develop our process and methods further if we were to fulfil our 
training obligations and meet the personal development needs of all 
students. 

Only the circle with the partners from the Institutions of Bethel was 
characterized by a high degree of obligation. This was costly in 
terms of time for the permanent members, but did lead to valuable 
exchanges of opinion and development of knowledge among 
experts. 

Two results are of special importance to us: All the participants in 
all three circles have experienced a high appreciation of their work; 
and practice settings and the school have proved themselves as 
‘learning organizations’. The opportunity to be able to make one’s 
activity public, to reflect on one’s work critically has motivated many 
participants to continue the exchange in the virtuous circles. 

In each circle an intensified exchange among experts and 
between professionals and school has been achieved. Through the 
organisation and development of the circle networks the school has 
gained new recognition for some fields of work, and for some 
practitioners in the field, and has intensified the exchange between 
training and practice. The school has also benefited by bringing 
training right up to date through the communication in the virtuous 
circles. This exchange takes place through face to face dialogue at 
the moment. We see potential for the eLearning environment in 
extending this dialogue, but do not imagine that communication via 
eLearning will replace face to face exchange. 

In our opinion the question as to whether regional networks can 
be extended to international networks cannot yet be answered 
conclusively at this time. Judging from the experiences described 
here it is necessary to provide more resources (time, money, and 
staff) for European partnerships in eLearning. We assume that 
learning and working together is feasible in Europe. Here we must 
bear in mind that concepts with a regional cultural ‘touch’ can be 
transferred to other European contexts, as long as cultural 
differences in the sense of a ‘right to differences’ are maintained. 
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Local Experience – INFOP-CAMEA 
 

The CEMEA movement (Centre d’Entraînement aux Méthodes 
d’Education Actives – Centre for training in active education 
methods) has stemmed from the regrouping of State Education 
militants dedicating their free time to the supervision of children in 
"holiday camps" and members of the layman branch of the scout 
movement. The latter was related to the social and political context 
of France in 1936 which, at the time, strongly promoted the notion of 
holidays (access to paid holidays and valorisation of holidays as 
space in time for discovery and cultural and citizen enrichment). 

Right from the start, the CEMEA chose training as an 
interventional lever and the qualitative development of education. 
The initiators referred to the value of working class education, 
movement born during the revolution in 1789, related to the 
abolition of privileges and aimed at developing the "the education of 
the people, by the people, for the people". 

The CEMEAs illustrate their choice to exist and to intervene, with 
the words of G. Poujol (specialist in the working class education in 
France): "Working class education can be defined as a project to 
democratise working class education, carried through by 
associations with the aim to complete school education and form 
citizens" 

In 1971, the CEMEAs created an institute of professional training 
for socio-cultural activity leaders. The profession, based on the 
experience of supervision of children and youths, outside the field of 
schooling, underwent great quantitative and qualitative changes in 
the last quarter of the twentieth century. Indeed, the need for care, 
supervision and support for children and for youths, but also for the 
adults affected by the crisis and for the elderly, exploded with the 
collapse of traditional modes of social and societal regulation. The 
activity leaders invest in more and more fields and their intervention 
focusing on the individual, group and the project will become an 
excellent tool for the structures, and in complementarity with the 
professionals who are specialised activity leaders, social assistants 
and teachers of young children. 

The development of activity leaders has led the ministry of 
supervision, the ministry of youth and sports – in fact established 
historically in relationship to the education of the working class – to 
elaborate a training process with four levels of diplomas. The latter 
are related levels of technicity or responsibility. One can distinguish 
a training course leading to a diploma of assistant technician activity 
leader, another leading to a diploma of technician, another to 
responsibility for activities and another leading to director. Today, the 
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ministry has modified this process with the wish to articulate training 
related to young people with that related to sport. However, the four- 
level process should last. 

Even today, the great majority of professional activity leaders 
working in the field do not have any initial training. Their training has 
been usually obtained by confrontation with practical experience 
and a form of "Companionship" with their colleagues, who have 
been through training courses or are more experienced. 

Most of the trainees at the INFOP are professionals with 
experience of field work, often over several years. 

 
 

Training for "integration" 
 

The majority of INFOP trainees are working as professionals in an 
institution. The alternating between a training centre (INFOP) and 
the place where they work is qualified as integration since their 
salaried status confers the responsibility as role player and permits 
them to reinvest what they have learned in situation. This form of 
alternation confronts them and permits them to test what they have 
learned directly, raising their knowledge to the rank of true 
professional knowledge. 

The training-action course 
The situation of alternation described above means that each 

professional can apply the training process as an 'active' course, 
defined as the possibility for a trainee at the centre to work on – 
alone or in a group – a problem specific to his/her professional field, 
to identify strategies and to find the necessary resources to 
construct solutions using his/her new skills. 

 
 

The "class" group and long training course 
 

We call "class" the group of trainees who participate together in a 
long training course. The "class" group is one element of the training 
course. The trainees all have professional experience. As such, they 
nourish the exchanges. Moreover, the time spent in the "class" group 
reinforces the process of building knowledge itself, as expressed by 
the members of the Groupe Français d’Education Nouvelle (French 
New Education group) through their concept of self-social-built 
knowledge. The group also plays a part in the development of the 
relational capacities and know-how of each of the participants. The 
inscription of the same group for at least one year (with group 
sessions for one week every month) is fundamental in promoting the 
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actual transformation of the trainees. 
 
 

The three logics applied in the training courses at the INFOP 
 

The training of professionals from the field is the articulation (we call 
it "knitting") of three different logics: 

 
• The first is that of teaching, the key concept of which is 

knowledge, which as we have mentioned above, we consider is 
built rather than transmitted (see self-social-built knowledge). 

• The second is that of the training course, the key concept of 
which is that of the capacity. 

• And the third is the logic of professionalisation, the key concept of 
which is that of the skills, which can be defined as the capacity, in 
situation, to combine internal and external resources. 

 
 

The activity and cultural dimension 
 

One of the principles of the CEMEA is: "education must be founded 
on activity; essential in personal training and in the acquisition of 
culture". 

The activity (the action) is systematically present in the training 
courses. Individual work in small groups and in large groups is 
proposed. Placing in situation, writing, reading and talking are 
requested of the trainees in the search for implication, analysis and 
distancing. 

We feel that the training course is a space for cultural 
development. Each class benefits from cultural accompaniment in 
the form of cultural outings (museums, live shows, films, sports 
meetings). 

 
 

Reference to institutional pedagogy 
 

Institutional pedagogy is one of the references of New Education. 
Certain principles and tools are used at the INFOP. If the training 
course is a space for cultural development, it is also an intermediate 
cultural space, i.e., a space in which to elaborate the trans-training 
course. This dimension is treated at each session, when the issue is 
raised, or regularly during the sessions focused on individual and 
collective assessment of the course. The other reference to 
institutional pedagogy is expressed by the systematised dimension 
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of the reference to a "third party" and a "context" in the training 
relationship. All that concerns "third party" and anything referring to 
"context" is valorised. This can involve rules, instances, protocols, 
specific roles, rituals... 

 
 

Team work implying the militants of the network 
 

Each class is under the responsibility of one or two of the institute 
teachers. However, each session implies the team work either of 
teachers accredited for the training, or of domains of specific and 
transversal competence, to which one should add, during certain 
sessions, the occasional support of militant CEMEA teachers, 
usually specialised in activity leadership. The support of these 
people reinforces the dimension of the relationship to the reality of 
the problems addressed during the training course. 

It is within this context of a professional training course, mainly 
hosting professional trainees, that the experimentation presented 
below was conducted. 

 
 

Constitution of the target group for the PRAISE project 
 

The INFOP team chose to experiment the work on the PRAISE 
project among a group of trainees following the professional DEFA 
(Diplôme d’Etat relatif aux Fonctions d’Animation – State diploma 
related to activity leadership) training course 

 
Presentation of the training course: 

 
• General aims of the course: 

The training of leaders of projects, associations, teams and 
structures, capable of taking action in social, educational, and 
cultural development, and taking into account the various 
dimensions (pedagogical, technical, political, social, financial and 
administrative) of the domains and the public. 

 
• Volume in hours: 

The course is an alternating cycle during employment. The 
training, which lasts 920 hours (131 days), is dispensed over a 
period of 24 months. 

 
During this period, the trainee is working in his/her domain and, 
whatever his/her status, alternates between the course and the 
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minimum equivalent of part-time work (80 hours/month). 
 

The 920 hours are decomposed as follows: 
800 hours, i.e., 5 TU (training units) of 160 hours 1

 

 
• Rhythm of the courses: 

The rhythm is based on the principle of one week and one day a 
month, except during school holiday periods (very busy when 
doing field work). 

 
At the end of the general training course the following employments 
are targeted: 

 
• head of a department for services to children, youths, childhood, 

or holidays for adults; 
• holidays, Hobbies, Sport, Cultural leisure... in territorial 

communities of less than 20 000 inhabitants; 
• assistant to these same services in territorial communities of more 

than 20 000 inhabitants; 
• responsible for small structures (800 to 1 000 members or users 

for a permanent help centre with around 100 beds, a social 
centre, a youth centre); 

• assistant in large structures of the same type; 
• activity leader in general and psychiatric hospitals, in care 

structures for the middle aged and for the elderly; 
• permanent staff within an association; 
• activity leader in a team within a club for prevention; 
• Teacher, responsible for training courses in insertion programs; 
• municipal Coordinator for children and youths. 

 
The setting-up of the working process recommended by the PRAISE 
project was addressed during the training unit entitled PRH 
(Pédagogie Relation Humaine – Human Relation Pedagogy). The 
aims of this unit corresponded to the work process developed for 
the PRAISE project. 
Aims of the PRH training course: 

 
• develop the capacity for professional action by the activity leader 

through the acquisition of methods for the observation and 
analysis of relational situations; 

• permit the activity leader to know him/herself and to situate 
him/herself when practising his/her function; 

 

 
1   This covered social environement of activity leadership ; Pedagogy and Human Relations; 

Management Administration Organization, Activity Leader Technique, Approfondissement (in-depth). 
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• promote the acquisition of theoretical pedagogical and 
psychosocial references; 

• measure the benefits and limits of human science while working 
as activity leader. 

 
 

The virtuous circle 
 

The virtuous circle (VC) was composed of three permanent teachers 
from the INFOP. This team was composed of teachers with a licence 
in the PRH training course. 
The group established 4 working phases: 

 
1. elaboration by the circle group of a methodology for the study of 

situations-problems; 
2. tasks for the trainees 
3. treatment of the material collected; 
4. construction and elaboration of a lesson based on the study of 

situations-problems. 
 
 

Implementation of the approach 
 

The first stage of the tasks for the VC circle was to develop a 
working methodology for collecting case studies from the trainees. 

 
The approach to the tasks was based on a method currently used 

by the team of teachers within the framework of training courses on 
the analysis of professional practice, and inspired by the works of M. 
Balint and M. de Peretti, the principle of which is the articulation of 
theory and practice. The task for the VC was to propose a protocol 
of work which would permit the articulation of this approach with 
that recommended in the PRAISE project. 

 
The principle retained by the VC was to propose a model focusing 

on acquisition, hence implying a theory/practice relationship, turning 
practice into an application of the theory. Indeed, the analysis of the 
practice permitted the trainees to understand the complexity of the 
interaction between the various role players and the parameters 
implied in a situation. 

This set the situation in three dimensions: temporal, social and 
professional. 

 
• Temporal: in the short term, this permits regular problems to be 
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solved, and in the long term to be capable of distancing oneself 
from the problem and hence capable of analysing it; 

• Social: confronting oneself with others; 
• Professional: training professionals capable of thinking and of 

questioning their professional practice and of developing 
resolution strategies. 

 
The bases of this type of work are composed of three axes: 

 
• the multi-referentials of the theoretical fields used; 
• the relationship to others; 
• the ethical way in which the work is done (guaranteeing a 

reassuring space for the exhibitor, non-interfering, and respecting 
the confidentiality of what is exposed). 

 
 

Explanation of the process used 
 

1. Application of writing guidelines for a situation-problem 
 

The VC developed writing guidelines that would permit the trainee to 
present a professional problematical situation. The situation should 
be narrated using the journalistic style of trivial events. 

 
Contextual elements Where and when did it happen? 

The atmosphere and other features of the context. 
Presentation of the protagonists Description of the various people implied in the situation, specifying their 

different characteristics (gender, status, origin and age) 
Situation - problem As precise a description as possible of what had actually happened, up to the 

solving of the problem, if a solution was found. 
 

2. Presentation of the context and protocol for handling a 
situation 

 
Work context 

 
The VC (composed of teachers who intervene in the UF PRH 
course) decided to establish a work context that would enable all 
the trainees to handle the situation. Groups of five or six people 
were composed, based on criteria that took into account the 
diversity of the situations, the diversity of the people composing the 
group, and in such a way that people from the same professional 
field were not found in the same group. These criteria are essential 
to ensure the optimal and most reassuring work context. 
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Work protocol for "the study of professional situations” 
 

Work in small groups of 5 to 6. The groups will remain the same 
throughout the 5 to 6 work sessions at the ESP. 
Before the sessions, the group members were asked to describe, on 

a single A4 page, a professional situation in which they had been 
personally implied. The situation had to have been problematical 
and the course and outcome must have been deemed 
unsatisfactory in the eyes of the writer. In order to avoid the 
presentation of any unexploitable situation to the group, the situation 
must have been briefly presented to the teacher before starting. 

 
Time allowed: around 75 minutes 

 
In introduction to the session, the teacher specifies and recalls the 
framework in which the exchanges will be inscribed. He/she will 
underline the confidential nature of these exchanges and will invite 
everyone to listen kindly and respectfully to each person's 
presentation. The teacher him/herself takes care to develop his/her 
own empathy towards the person talking and to the rest of the 
group. 

 
1st phase (10min): The person concerned will read out loud the 
professional situation that he/she has described and chosen to 
present. The other participants will listen; they will not intervene, and 
they can choose to take notes or not. 

Once the situation has been presented, the rest of the small group 
are invited to ask questions for clarification or for further precision, 
so as to build a precise and "sufficient" representation for them. 

 
2nd phase (40min): The person having presented his/her 
professional situation and having supplied elements for clarification, 
listens to the reactions, thoughts, analytical hypotheses of the 
other members of the small group. He/she is not allowed to 
intervene. 

The teacher ensures the good flow of the exchanges, accompanying 
the ideas and what is said, proposing other formulations when 
necessary. The teacher suggests lines of analysis that have not been 
anticipated. 

At the end of this period of exchange, the teacher gives a 
summary of what has been said. 

 
3rd phase (10min): The teacher asks the person implied: "Can you 
tell us to what extent the comments of the other participants 
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have clarified the situation?" 
Once again, the other members of the group listen but do not 

intervene. 
 

4th phase (15min): The teacher invites all the members of the 
group to summarise what has been gained from the exchanges. 
He/she can also help to make the links with theoretical notions. 

 
 

Treatment of the material by the virtuous circle 
 

From the situation-problems proposed by trainees, the VC selected 
those that addressed differing problems so as to work on them 
further within the context proposed by the PRAISE project. The VC 
worked on the rewriting of the situations, taking into account the 
constraints of the "case studies" defined in the project, as is 
illustrated by the following four examples: 

 
 

Key Concepts Case Study Title Practice themes Learning themes 
Could include practice knowledge or 
unknowledge; informing practice; 
reforming practice; organisational 
context. 

Theoretical and/or research work 
applied. 
Relevance to learning; module 
development. 

Authority, violence Conflicts and roles Adolescent 
violence Management of power, institutional 

and educational relationships 
Educational relationships Relationships 

with adolescents
Adolescence, activity 
projects, team Adolescent's identification process, 

deontology, male-female 
relationship 

Working in a local care centre Stereotypes and social 
representations Group management and 

participation of the young The group and 
the rules 

Culture, inter-generation Handling aggressiveness The teacher between the institution 
and the inter-generational 
relationship

Incivility of the 
young 

Conflicts in public places Power, limts, social project Handling of power and the ethical 
dimension of social work The constraints 

of the Institution

Revenge, ill-being, 
transgression Paradoxes of the relationship; private 

life and public life of educators Understanding the behaviour that 
leads adolescents in difficulty to 
take action. 

The revenge of 
an adolescent 
Religious beliefs 
and professional 
practice 

Secularity, faith, male- 
female domination Interference between religious 

convictions and professional status Deontology of the educator and 
handling of cultural differences 

Children of 
migrants in the 
city 

Adjusting to culture, 
integration Insertion of children in the community Intercultural and educational project 

of the community 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

88 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The relationship with adolescents 
 

G.M., 15 years-old, has been going to the social centre for 4 years. 
He is convinced that a skiing week end will be organised, as 

usual, during the holiday period in February. However, C.B., a young 
trainee technical activity leader, in the context of her project of 
practical work focusing on discovering one's surroundings, has 
organised local heritage discovery tours for this year. GM is 
extremely disappointed and insults CB. 

The following day, in front of the gymnasium he meets A.D. a 35 
year-old sports leader from the social centre. After a long 
discussion, A.D. convinces him to apologise to CB the same day. 
G.M. goes immediately to the centre to meet her. When he gets 
there, he is called to the director's office and is told "we've decided 
to dismiss you for one week because of your lack of respect 
towards the activity leader, as stipulated by our internal rules and 
regulations." 

G.M. leaves the office and tells everyone that A.D. is a traitor. 
AD hears about this and goes to see the director to ask for an 
explanation. 

The boy has been going to the centre for 4 years. The trainee 
activity leader proposes a project focused on the discovery of the 
local heritage, instead of a sailing week end... 

The boy has just registered for the week end. The trainee presents 
the project which disappoints him. Angry, he insults her. He meets 
the sports leader, who manages to convince him to apologise to 
C.B. 

When he goes to apologise, he's called into the director's office 
and is informed him that he is dismissed because of his lack of 
respect towards the trainee, as is stipulated in the internal rules and 
regulations. 

The boy informs everyone that the sports leader is a traitor. The 
sports leader goes to the director's office to ask him why the boy 
has been dismissed. 

 
 

Adolescent violence 
 

M.G. is responsible for a youth sports centre of a town of 24 000 
inhabitants in the Paris suburbs. 

At 5 p.m. on Monday, 8 youths aged 14 to 17, living in the same 
city, come to prepare their skiing holiday. 

The town hall closes at 5.30 p.m... The activity leaders who 
accompany the youth projects do not work on Mondays. M.G. 
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(alone on the 1st floor) listens to them: they want to find 
accommodation. M.G. proposes to help them. After 20 minutes of 
unsuccessful telephone calls, they become annoyed and refuse to 
leave the building without accommodation having been found. 

At 5.30 p.m., the secretaries leave. The receptionist proposes to 
stay. 

M.G. makes a last, unsuccessful call; they still refuse to leave and 
become insulting. 

M.G. reminds them that they are in a public place, with set hours. 
Having no other arguments, she warns them that she'll be obliged to 
call the police. 

She repeats the proposal that they should return the following 
day. 

They leave, shouting insults and knocking down the presentation 
elements in the reception hall. 

On Tuesday, at 5.30 p.m., they come back, accompanied by a 
dozen other youths. 

In the framework of their mission, the youth sports centre 
proposes to accompany the young in developing their leisure 
projects. Certain activity leaders are responsible for this. 

The person in charge tries to help the youths find 
accommodation. Futile telephone calls. The youths shrug their 
shoulders and become angry. At 5.30 p.m., she proposes that they 
return the following day. They start to insult her. 

She warns them that if they continue to refuse to leave the 
premises, she'll have to call the police. 

They leave, shouting insults and knocking down the presentation 
elements in the reception hall. They come back the following day at 
5 p.m., accompanied by a dozen other youths. 

 
 

The group and the rules 
 

C.S. is the director of a youth sports centre that accepts primary 
school and college children from working class families. 

For the past month, a dozen youths aged 16 to 20 (at the end of 
their schooling, or out of work) regularly attend the local sports 
centre. They criticise the activity leaders, remain in the reception 
hall, particularly in the evening, and do not participate in any 
activities because they consider them "too out dated" to "waste their 
time on". They are noisy, they shout and fight. Their presence 
disturbs the other participants, in particular the adults. 

They ignore all the activity leaders, who live in the same buildings 
as them, except M.N. 
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The managing director meets C.S. They discuss racketeering and 
illegal dealings that go on at the centre. 

The same day, the group of youths register for the next week end 
outing organised by M.N. 

A youth centre (with a hostel, baby-foot, and a ping-pong table) is 
open in the evenings and offers activities for children, adolescents 
and adults. 

The group of youths criticise the activities and the activity leaders, 
and do not communicate with the others. They are noisy and fight, 
except one of them who live in the same city as them. Their 
presence disturbs the members of the Youth centre. 

Rumours circulate (the group of youths organise illicit dealings in 
the centre) and the director hears about this. 

The director asks the activity leader who is in close contact with 
the youths to prohibit the entry of the group of youths to the centre. 

 
 

An adolescent takes revenge 
 

In the heart of a Paris suburb, Georges, 37 years-old and a bachelor, 
is responsible for the Social Centre. For some months, he has 
started a relationship with Danielle, an educator from the nearby 
Prevention Club. She is 34 years-old, divorced and has a daughter, 
Laurence, aged 12. 

Their relationship is sincere, everyone locally knows about it, and 
no one is offended. 

Alain, aged 17, is unstable and has nothing to do. He attends the 
centre and participates in the activities. It seems that he uses the 
centre as a refuge from his parents, school, and the police: he's into 
petty thefts, smokes a little cannabis, often fights, and shows off, 
particularly in front of the girls. 

One evening his angry father, throws him out of the house. Alain 
goes to the Social Centre, which is closed. He breaks a pane and 
opens the door. He didn't see that Georges was in his office. 
Georges had closed the door so as not to be disturbed, he sees 
Alain and understands what has happened: he tells him off. Alain, 
furious and offended, shouts back. Alain jumps on Georges who 
knocks him down. Alain swears that he'll take revenge. 

The following day, Laurence is not at school. She's finally found 
attached to a moped in the "bicycle shelter". At her feet there's a 
piece of paper with "Revenge" written on it. Laurence has not been 
hurt, but she had been very scared. She got over her fear by 
insulting Alain. Alain's father files charges against George’s for 
physical violence against an adolescent. 
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The director and the educator are known by everybody to be in 
love with each other. The adolescent is in conflict with his parents 
and has committed petty crimes. 

He breaks into the centre and is seen by the director; a fight 
starts. He threatens revenge. The following day the educator's 
daughter is found tied up. The father of the adolescent files charges 
against the director. 

An adolescent thrown out of his own home by his father leads to a 
chain of transgressive acts. 

 
 

Elaboration of a lesson by the virtuous circle 
 

The last phase of the VC's work, based on narratives,was to help the 
trainees identify the needs for training. 

The VC developed a lesson on the notion of the project. The 
choice was justified by the great number of situations that refer to 
this notion. The lesson proposed was construed in the perspective 
of distance learning. 

The work carried out by the group of trainees was based on the 
lesson, but was approached differently in the presence of the 
trainees. 

 
 

Description of the lesson (before an audience of head activity 
leaders or directors) 

 
First lesson: the meaning of the word 'project' 

 
• etymological approach: the project/problem link 
• historical approach: from the "pour ject" to the "project"; 
• linguistical approach based on the analysis of paronyms of the 

words "project" and "problem" 
• the links between the imaginary project (the "pro") and its 

completion (the "je(c)t"). 
 
 

Second lesson: the conceptual dimension of the word 'project' 
 

• historical dimension: the passage from the basically spatial 
dimension to the temporal dimension of the project and its 
consequences: the project escapes its initiator; 

• architectural project, handling the complexity related to three 
constraints: solidity, functionality and aesthetics; 
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• the project in philosophy: Socrates' triangle, the philosophy of 
'light' and the social project, JP Sartre and existentialism 

• the anthropological approach to the project based on the works of 
JP Boutinet, 

• the project in social action: the different levels: the individual's 
level, the professional's level, the institutional level and the societal 
level; 

• the attitudes and ethics in the project: pilot or accompanying 
person, the place of the users and the inhabitants, the specific 
aspects of development projects. 

 
 

Third lesson: the birth of the project 
 

• how is a project born: analysis of the various project inductors 
(awareness of lack, wish for improvement…); 

• how to elaborate a project: 
• analysis "on request" and "ordered" by society; 
• identification of the institutional role player(s) in the project 

(values, types and modalities of intervention); 
• elaboration of the problems encountered and the theoretical 

hypotheses guiding the choice of action. 
 
 

Fourth lesson: carrying out the project 
 

The project: a complex human activity: 
 

• passion and conflicts in carrying out the project and in the project 
itself; 

• legitimacy and legitimation of piloting the project; 
• motivations and interaction of the role players in a project; 
• piloting a project and group leadership: facilitation and regulation. 

 
 

Fifth lesson: the methodology of the project 
 

• conceive: internal and external diagnostic methodology; the 
notion of a dynamic diagnosis and a shared diagnosis; 

• methodological tools for investigating settings: observation, 
interviews, questionnaires, documentary analysis; 

• tools for formalising a project: definition of outcomes, general, 
operational or specific pedagogical aims. Expected, unexpected 
and "perverse" effects; 
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• tools for managing time: notion of phases and phase objectives, 
notion of steps and stages; 

• identification of means (financial, human, material and 
communication); 

• computerised translation. 
 
 

Sixth lesson: assessment of the project 
 

• definition of the assessment and its characteristics 
• construction of an assessment process: 

• what should be assessed, when, by whom and how? 
• notion of indicators and assessment criteria. 

• assessment and action, assess a project. 
 
 

Assessment/perspective 
 

The work carried out for the PRAISE project permitted the team from 
the INFOP to refine a pedagogical approach for studying 
professional situations. 

The VC took care to familiarise all the teachers with the work and 
it was possible for all the teachers to test the working methodology 
for collecting situations, based on the protocol developed by the VC, 
in the different levels of the training course. 

Today, this working methodology on case studies has permitted 
the team to constitute pedagogical material to be offered in the 
various training courses. This material is an interesting support for 
intervention, notably in the context of training courses in the field. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

The approach initiated by the European "PRAISE" project aimed at 
developing a learning logic based on eLearning has allowed the 
team of our institute, and in particular the "virtuous circle" group to 
measure the significance of self-learning. Indeed, the dimension of 
grouped mediation in training courses, promoted since the start of 
our institute, has certainly contributed in placing the self-learning 
process second line. 

Today, and even more so tomorrow, the dimension of "training 
throughout one's life", related to the requirement of validating the 
knowledge acquired through experience and to the economy of 
training, will multiply and reinforce a more individual relationship 
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process to the educational process. It is essential to take into 
account the question of self-learning adjacent to the logic of 
presence. The PRAISE process contributes in articulating this 
individual dimension of self-learning with the sharing of plural 
experience, meditated by an increasingly available 
technological tool. 
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Local Experience – Akureyri 
 

This chapter describes the planning, process and impact of the 
University of Akureyri experience in experimenting with the PRAISE 
methodology. It starts with a brief picture of the social and cultural 
context in Iceland before describing the process of initiating the 
project in Akureyri and Reykjavík. The experience on the project 
focused mainly on narrative work in the virtuous circles and the 
production of case studies for the database. The narratives are 
described in some detail in this chapter and an analysis of the 
quality and potential use of the case studies for professional training 
is presented. Although our period of experimentation has been 
short, the work on the project has had a significant impact on those 
involved and it is our intention to continue with the PRAISE 
methodology as we work towards providing a social work 
programme at the University of Akureyri. 

 
 

Icelandic context 
 

Iceland is a modern welfare state which follows the Nordic model of 
social policy and welfare provision. In line with other Nordic 
countries, the state in Iceland provides preventive services such as: 
paid parental leave, quality public child care, free or low cost 
education and health care, and income security in the form of 
housing allowance, child allowance and child support (Kristinsdóttir, 
1991); (Freysteinsdóttir, 2005). 

As in most of Europe, Iceland is experiencing the social changes 
and increasing demands commonly theorised as driven by 
globalisation, market forces and stakeholding (Trevillion, 1997); 
(Midgley, 2004). These social changes can be very briefly listed as: 
an increased differentiation in the life circumstances of children; 
increased heterogeneity in the ethnic backgrounds; the growing 
significance of information technology; increasing concerns about 
risk in relation to children; and an overall decline in community and 
family networks and thus in the informal support systems available 
to respond to the increasing concerns (Parton, 1994); (Giddens, 
1990); (Beck, 1992). These changes place pressure on social care 
practitioners who strive to meet the goals of the system within 
restricted resources. This is a shared experience across Europe as 
the provision of welfare services is increasingly driven by market 
forces. The interesting aspect of these changes in Iceland is the 
rather special circumstances in this very small society. 

Icelandic modernisation was a very rapid process. Within a few 
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decades in the mid 1900s Iceland was transformed from a poor 
economy based on subsistence agriculture and local fishing to a 
wealthy, modern, technologically advanced consumer society. The 
changes were so rapid that there was little opportunity to adjust 
socially and culturally. Children’s experiences of family life changed 
and this affected their personal and social development (Bjornsson 
et al 1977 cited in Kristinsdóttir, 1991); (Kristinsdóttir and 
MacDonald, 2003). Traditional child rearing patterns were disrupted 
but parents did not realise this was happening. The consequent 
social changes caught people by surprise at family, community, 
public and political levels (Kristinsdóttir, 1991). Now the problems 
are evident and demands for solutions are increasing. As one 
participant in the project said, 

 
“my feeling is that the landscape is changing. With globalization 
children are confronting new kind of problems, for example, drug 
and alcohol abuse is increasing, more children are identified with 
developmental and behavioural problems. The demand from the 
society is getting stronger that these children should get help from 
the authorities. Groups involving parents and relatives are being 
established to insist on solutions for those children. The gap 
between rich and poor seems to be growing in Iceland and many 
problems are connected with that” 

 
The growing disparity of conditions in a small, close knit country 

used to an egalitarian society is painful, especially for those who 
observe and work with the consequences for those who are 
excluded. 

 
 

Demography 
 

Iceland has a population of just 200,000 people (Statistics Iceland 
2000). If the population was distributed evenly over the whole island 
there would be 2.6 inhabitants per square kilometre. In fact the 
majority of Icelanders live in a relatively restricted area and 62.4% of 
the nation lives in the capital city (Statistics Iceland 2003). The 
population distribution in Iceland has an important bearing on the 
provision of social services to families in Iceland. Outside the city of 
Reykjavík and the surrounding conurbation, the population of 
Iceland is very dispersed, with the second largest town being 
Akureyri in the North, which has about 15,000 inhabitants. A large 
proportion of the welfare work is therefore administered by Reykjavik 
and the surrounding areas (80%) and there is a concentration of 
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resources and services in the south west. It is difficult for the small, 
more remote areas to attract qualified staff and there is a shortage of 
qualified social workers. The provision of specialist services is a 
general problem for the remote areas and families with particular 
problems have to travel or even move to obtain the services they need. 
Another effect of the special demographic profile is that confidentiality, 
sources of information and communication can 
become very problematic. This is expanded on below as 
understanding and managing this emerged as an aspect of 
professional competence in the case studies. 

Ethnic and cultural homogeneity has been a characteristic of 
Iceland but this is changing quite rapidly. The total population of 
non-Icelandic residents rose from 1.8% in 1995 to 3.5% in 2003. 
Iceland has also substantially increased the number of refugees and 
asylum seekers accepted into the country due to a change in 
government policy in the 1980s. There are concerns about the 
situation of some children from minority ethnic groups. The lack of 
progress of some children in school is raising questions about the 
availability of support and access to appropriate services. The need 
for action to promote racial understanding and tolerance is also 
beginning to be recognised (Save the Children Iceland 2003). We 
discussed just one narrative focused on work with refugees and this 
was based on an experience in Latvia. We would have liked to 
explore this further but this did not prove possible within the 
timescale and remains as work to be done in the future. 

 
 

Social work profession and training 
 

The term “social worker” is a legally protected title in Iceland. There 
are approximately 300 members of the Association of Icelandic Social 
Workers. Most of them are involved in the field of social services, the 
other major area being health services. Many work alongside other 
professionals including: nurses, medical practitioners, psychologists, 
special teachers, school counsellors, social pedagogues and medical 
practitioners. The University of Iceland has provided a four year 
degree programme in social work since 1978 and has recently 
started a Masters programme 
(Júlíusdóttir, 2000) 

 
 

Initiating the project in Iceland 
 

The project was launched at an open meeting held at University of 
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Akureyri on 20 September 2004. This meeting was held on the third 
day of the project seminar hosted in Iceland. Invitations were sent to 
all Social Services Directors and to all social workers encouraging 
them to participate in the project and inviting them to attend the 
meeting. Cooperative links were already in place with the 
Department of Social Work at the University of Iceland and staff from 
the department and students on the Masters programme were 
invited to attend the meeting. 

In planning this meeting it was important to make sure that we 
could explain the project methodology in a way that would be 
readily understood by the audience. We used two connected 
concepts: ‘reflective space’ and ‘action research’ to help us begin 
the work and encourage participation. 

Influenced by Donald Shön’s work (Shön, 1983; Shön, 1987) 
many texts highlight learning through reflection as an essential 
requirement for all professionals at all stages of learning and 
practice. “Reflection helps professionals to generate competing 
hypotheses about the nature of the problem and what to do about it; 
and to define their evidence base from relevant theory and 
research” (Jones and Gallop, 2003: 103). 

Action research involves the collective, self reflective inquiry of 
participants in a situation to develop understanding of what people 
do and why and how they do it. The action research approach is 
particular helpful for understanding the often confusing, ambiguous 
and unpredictable world of social work. The action research process 
is closely linked to its context and insider knowledge and initiatives 
are of central importance in producing both practical solutions and 
new knowledge (Alston and Bowles, 1998). The participative, 
qualitative and practical aspects of the approach seemed to match 
the PRAISE project philosophy and objectives very well and helped 
us to feel that we could ‘do it’. 

 
 

Response to the project 
 

The public meeting generated a lively debate with project partners 
interacting with local participants to explain and explore the potential 
impact of the project in Iceland. By the end of the meeting initial 
plans had been made for two potential virtuous circles, one in 
Akureyri and one in Reykjavík. It was felt to be necessary and 
important to have two separate circles given the special nature of 
the national context described above. 

The concept of the virtuous circle was unfamiliar to potential 
participants and the term itself not appealing. However, one 
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participant in the Akureyri did some thinking on this for us and in 
searching for an Icelandic translation captures our interpretation of 
the concept as being “about a ‘good/trustworthy/honest 
group/circle’ of people that decides to trust each other and talk 
together about sensitive issues (for one or all participants). 
Furthermore it includes the intentions ‘to set something to think 
about or to protest or make a new one’” 

 
 

Development of the circles 
 

As previously stated at the public meeting we agreed to set up two 
circles and the circle in Akureyri began meeting first. The following 
sections describe the membership and the general process of 
meetings. 

 
 

Akureyri membership 
 

The circle meetings in Akureyri have been facilitated by two 
experienced social workers from Britain and Latvia. There are three 
Icelandic participants from the three areas in the northern region, 
Akureyri, Dalvík and Husavík. The gender composition is four 
women and one man. All participants are white. Four of the 
members of the group are social work trained, one trained in Britain 
and three trained in Norway. The fifth member trained as a social 
pedagogue in Iceland. The common language of the group is 
English, so all discussions were conducted in English. The 
composition of the group is interesting because we each brought 
different national perspectives and different education and work 
experiences to the group discussions. We found ourselves quite 
naturally questioning and comparing values, theoretical 
backgrounds, and organisational and national contexts during our 
discussions. 

 
 

Process 
 

We met once a month for two hours between October 2004 and 
March 2005. Each meeting took place at the University of Akureyri and 
lasted for two hours. One member took responsibility for writing 
a narrative before the meeting. The narrative was discussed in an 
unstructured way and the discussion was audio recorded and then 
transcribed by one of the facilitators. The transcription was analysed 
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thematically and a written report produced for dissemination at the 
next circle meeting. Once the report had been discussed and any 
necessary amendments made to the narrative the case study was 
produced to the project format and placed on the CABLE database. 

 
 

Aim 
 

Our immediate aim was to produce as many case studies as 
possible within the short time left on the project whilst being faithful 
to the project methodology. We saw the project as an opportunity to 
create a reflective space so that we could access our practice 
experience and advance social work knowledge. Furthermore, we 
wanted to use this opportunity to build a working relationship 
between the University and social work practitioners; a relationship 
that could then become a partnership in developing and providing a 
social work programme and practice teaching. 

We defined narratives as short written stories about critical or 
problematic events in practice. We saw this as a useful way of 
relating and explaining the ‘what and why’ of events and felt that 
“through narrative reasoning and deliberation it is possible to 
explore issues and knowledge that arise from professional practice 
so as to continually inform and reform these practices for the 
purpose of developing professional wisdom” (Noble, 2001). 

 
 

Membership in Reykjavík 
 

The circle in Reykjavik was set up in December 2004 and met 
thereafter each month through to March 2005. We used the same 
model of working and agreed the same aims as agreed by the 
Akureyri circle. However, the composition of the group was different. 
It is facilitated by a British social worker and has an all female 
membership consisting of seven Icelandic social workers who all 
work in neighbourhood family support teams in the city of Reykjavík. 
All group members are white. We have also been joined each time 
by a student social worker on practice placement. The meetings 
take place at the head office for Reykjavík Social Services and last 
two hours. 

 
 

Progress 
 

The professionals in the meetings attended because they had a 
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personal interest in taking part. They were under no obligation from 
their organisation and received no reward except personal 
development. Participation was very active and meetings were 
described as interesting and enjoyable. The choice of case or event 
for each narrative was left to the author. Some chose current cases 
and others reached back in time to experiences from the past that 
they felt were still critical and relevant. 

 
 

Description of narratives 
 

The PRAISE project brief was to produce narratives of practice in the 
field of work with children and families. Specialist areas of concern 
identified in the project were disability, initial reception of families, 
and serious problems associated with emotional disaffection. 

 
 

Betrayal of trust? 
 

This narrative describes involvement with a family which begins with 
therapeutic work with a young child who was discovered following 
younger children and trapping them into sexual play. The parents 
work cooperatively with the social worker. 

The social worker senses that the family has many ‘secrets’ and 
that there were things kept deliberately from the social worker. 
Eventually, after a period of therapeutic work with the family, the 
mother of the child tells the social worker of the history of sexual 
abuse within the family. The child protection procedures are 
followed, the police are informed immediately leading to the arrest 
and imprisonment of a family member. Therapeutic work continues 
with the mother and her children, but the outcomes are very poor. 
This is an example of very good practice in gaining the mother’s 
trust so that she tells the social worker about the history of sexual 
abuse in order to help her youngest child. Intensive follow up 
support was also provided but the problems were too complex and 
the resources for the children insufficient to secure positive long 
term outcomes for the family. The social worker is left with the 
feeling of having betrayed a trust. 

 
 

Children’s participation 
 

Two children aged 11 and 13 are attending a case conference 
arranged to decide what plans should be made to protect them from 
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neglect. They are ashamed of their mother who attends with them 
because she has a serious alcohol problem. They have been well 
prepared for attending the conference by their social worker. 

The chair of the conference tells the story of negotiating with the 
boys how they can have their say in the decisions and influence the 
plans made even though they do not want to come into the meeting. 
The boys’ wishes are listened to and their wish to live with their 
father is eventually fulfilled. The boys are active participants in the 
work with the family and when parents are uncooperative they act to 
help the social worker and child protection coordinator to do their 
jobs. 

 
 

Refugee as a resource 
 

The action of this narrative takes place in a refugee detention centre. 
After 3 months of detention one of the detainees develops 
depressive behaviour and goes on hunger strike in protest against 
the conditions of detention. The social worker, newly graduated and 
newly appointed into a situation with no existing support services 
other than Red Cross support, takes an ecological system 
perspective and strength based approach. Through the provision of 
a supportive network and psychotherapy, and recognition of his own 
strengths and resources, the refugee is supported in improving not 
only his own situation but also becomes a representative for others. 

 
 

Putting children first 
 

The case describes a situation of parental separation in distressing 
circumstances and the subsequent battle over the residence one of 
the children. The central concern is when and how to act in 
circumstances where: 

 
• A father is threatening suicide and violence – threats that must be 

taken seriously given the circumstances and history 
• The child’s expressed wishes conflict with the professional 

assessment of the child’s best interests. 
 
 

Planning for the family 
 

A social worker in a neighbourhood support team is supporting a 
young single mother to complete her education. The support 
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provided is mainly financial, but once the young woman finds that 
her new social worker is reliable and consistent she begins to 
explain her difficulties in relating to and coping with her now two 
year old child. She tells the social worker that she has been abusing 
her child in an effort to make him behave. She wants the child to be 
placed in a foster home for a while to give her a break. 

The social worker is very surprised as this information contradicts 
her assessment of this young woman as a competent and caring 
mother. The social worker would like to provide additional support 
services to help her cope and to protect the toddler from further 
injury. The question is posed: how do you assess the risk to the 
child in these circumstances and how do you make sure the child is 
protected. The organisational structure and the procedural 
arrangements for child protection are that incidents of child abuse 
must be reported to the child protection committee and the case 
must then be handled by a worker from the child protection team. 
The current worker then has no further involvement with the child 
until the child protection work is ended. 

The narrative focuses on assessment of risk, working in 
partnership with parents, and the debates about organisational 
arrangements for child protection and family support. 

 
 

Working towards social inclusion 
 

A family is “well known” to the education, social services, criminal 
justice and prison systems, and to the community in the city. A boy 
spends the first 10 years of his life away from his country and 
culture of origin then returns and quickly becomes “well known”, not 
for his personal qualities but because he is “out of control”. He lives 
life on the edge and remains socially excluded, often in prison, for 
the next 30 years. The focus of the narrative is on giving this man an 
opportunity and working towards social inclusion. It highlights 
system failure and the mechanisms in society which operate to 
maintain the exclusion of those on the edge of society. 

 
 

Case study analysis 
 

As already described each narrative was discussed on a circle 
meeting in an unstructured way. The discussion was audio 
recorded, the recording transcribed, and the transcription analysed 
thematically. At this point additional relevant links between theory 
and practice were added to those already made during discussion. 
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The written record of this analysis was circulated all participants and 
this facilitated further discussion in the next meeting. Additions and 
amendments were made to the narrative to create the case study for 
the database. 

 
 

Formative needs and formative modules 
 

Each case study was analysed using a simple framework designed 
for the project. This focused on linking the key concepts of each 
case study to the practice and learning themes emerging from the 
case. Practice themes included the application of knowledge from 
pre-existing theory and knowledge gained from experience. Analysis 
of learning themes made the theoretical links explicit. The key 
concepts, practice and learning themes are summarised in table 1. 

 

 
Key Concepts Practice themes Learning themes Case Study Title

  Could include practice knowledge or 
unknowledge; informing practice; 
reforming practice; organisational 
context 

Theoretical and/or research work 
applied 
Relevance to learning; module 
development 

Trust, secrets, sexual abuse Listening to intuition; misconceptions 
about rural practice; a point of 
intervention in the “transmission of 
family violence” ( Erooga and Print in 
Horwath, 2001) produces significant 
moral dilemmas; social worker feels 
guilty of betraying trust but continues 

Cognitive-behavioural model - 
children learn to abuse and such 
behaviour can be “un-learned”; 
models of understanding sexually 
abusive behaviour – points for 
intervention to promote protection, 
assessing parental capacity to meet 
the needs of abused children, types 
of therapeutic intervention. Relevant 
to Masters module or post 

Betrayal of trust?

‘witnessing’ the family trauma and trust 
is maintained. 

qualifying advanced training. 
Involvement, participation, 
child protection procedures

Knowledge of procedures and skill in 
application; Family involvement in 
formal meetings; children’s 
participation in decision making. 
Recognising children’s competence. 
Empowering children to participate. 
Creating a safe space. Making an 
agreeement. 

Theoretical framework: new social 
studies of childhood emphasising 
children as actors and children’s 
competence. Principles applied: UN 
convention on the rights of the 

Children’s 
par ticipation 

child. Research findings applied: 
Shemming’s participation variables. 
(Shemmings, 1996). Relevant to 
any module at any level on working 
with children and families. 
Developing competency in: 
assessing and planning; 
communication and engagement. 

Crisis assessment, crisis 
intervention, Refugee, 
survivor, strength based 
approach, ecological 
perspective 

Getting in; gaining trust; negotiating 
position and tensions with detainees, 
police and other authorities; working at 
a number of levels: personal, 
professional, local, community, 

Ecological systems perspective; 
Strength based approach; crisis 
intervention. Developing 

Refugee as a 
resource rather 
than a threat to 
society competency in: communication and 

engagement; assessment and 
enabling. national and international; operating 

from a respectful perspective which 
acknowledges our own biases and 
respects others’ experience and culture.

Relevant to undergraduate social 
work/care module on models and 
methods of professional intervention. 

Table 1. 
Summary of case studies: practice and learning thermes 
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Broad themes in context 
 

Key Concepts Practice themes Learning themes Case Study Title

  Could include practice knowledge or 
unknowledge; informing practice; 
reforming practice; organisational 
context 

Theoretical and/or research work 
applied 
Relevance to learning; module 
development 

Custody, children’s rights, 
threat, risk Managing threats of violence and 

suicide; taking action in threatening 
situations; Assessing the child’s best 
interests; handling conflict between 
child’s expressed wishes and 
professional assessment of child’s best 
interests. 

Understanding children’s experience 
of family separation; assessing risk in
contested custody/residence 
following parental separation; 
supporting parents in putting 

Putting children 
first 

children first and involving their 
children in planning arrangements. 

Planning for 
family Attachment, child abuse, 

risk, support The nature of social work: uncertainty, 
confusion and doubt. Working with the 
organisational and procedural context 
of family support and child protection; 
working in partnership with parents 

Assessing risk to children (Horwath, 
2001; Department of Health, 2000 ) 
understanding attachment theory 
(Howe 1995). 
Competency: assess and plan; 
promote, enable, intervene and 
provide services. 
Relevant for a child care module. 

Working towards 
social inclusion

Social inclusion; social 
exclusion; system abuse The importance of taking a fresh and 

critical look at families who are ‘well- 
known’ to the welfare systems. 
Providing new opportunities to 
demolish old destructive ‘stories’ and 
move towards new story. Persevering 
on with a good plan despite setbacks.

Social learning theory helps us 
make sense of this situation 
(Bandura, 1986). Ecological 
perspective and strengths based 
approach helps us to create more 
positive expectations and to provide 
a supportive network for someone 
who is living ‘on the edge.’ 
(Saleeby, 1996). Ideas for 
constructive social work help us 
think through whether and how to 
focus on the past (Parton, and 
O'Byrne, 2000). 

 
 

This section links the more detailed practice and learning themes 
from the case studies to the social and cultural context described at 
the beginning of the chapter. This helps to illustrate how the case 
studies might be used in a learning situation both to focus on 
competency in action and to link action to the broader context. 

A particular aspect of complexity that tends to predominate in 
statutory social work and is evident in all these case studies is the 
interplay between organisational complexity and the complexity of 
service user needs. Social work practitioners need to be able to 
operate in a very complex environment. Both within their 
organisations and in the relationships between organisations, 
policies and systems are changing rapidly and making higher 
demands on individuals for competence. The social worker is 
primarily concerned with responding to the needs of individuals, 
families and communities and these are even more complex than 
the organisational rules and relationships. However, to respond 
effectively to these needs, social work practitioners must attend 
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constantly to issues of interdependency in the systems, roles and 
social structures. In the world of practice then there is the constant 
tension generated by the professional motivation to recognise and 
meet individual needs and the need to operate in and through an 
increasingly complex and always imperfect welfare system. The case 
studies all focus in some way on this tension and therefore 
contribute to our understanding of the relationships between 
individuals and social structures that can be applied to the process 
of thinking about and making changes. 

Social work competence in small communities is of particular 
concern in the Icelandic context. Whilst the case studies do not 
focus directly on this aspect of practice, it is mentioned as an aspect 
of complexity in several cases and was certainly a theme during 
most of our discussions. This is not just the more obvious special 
context of social work in a rural area, but is also relevant to work in 
the urban areas. This is not just because the population of Iceland is 
small and Icelanders pay close attention to extended family 
relationships, so people and their circumstances are often easily 
identifiable even in the larger urban areas. This sense of connection, 
belonging and understanding is clearly an advantage for those living 
in close communities. The daily witnessing of each other’s lives, the 
opportunities for contact, the availability of informal support all help 
to prevent or alleviate individual and social problems (Kristinsdottir, 
1991). This is also a source of strength and can be an important 
basis for finding solutions within the community for particular 
problems. The social worker’s experience of local social policy and 
of the power hierarchy in small municipalities will help to guide 
action (Bergström and Fog, 1996). However, there are problems. As 
Kristinsdottir shows in her research in two small communities in 
Iceland closeness may prevent people from offering help or informal 
support may impede permanent solutions. Some people, especially 
newcomers, are socially isolated even in small, seemingly 
supportive communities. Indeed, sometimes harsh and rigid 
judgements of disapproved behaviour may be formed and 
maintained in spite of evident changes. If they are not careful, 
practitioners can be seduced into a false sense of knowing. This 
was raised in the circle discussions and we found that as 
Kristindóttir points out, questions must be asked about “how much 
and what is it is in fact that ‘everybody knows’ about others? Is it 
possible that this is an experienced, but false, feeling of 
transparency and insight,..?” (Kristinsdottir, 1991:205). 
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Evaluation of the local experience 
 

The local experience of the project was evaluated in focus group 
meetings with the two circles. Participants in the circle were asked to 
focus on their brief experimentation with the project methodology 
and evaluate their experience both from their own perspectives as 
experienced practitioners and as a method of contributing the 
formation of learning modules for social work students. 

 
 

Use of the narrative method 
 

We could see a number of potential uses of the narrative method in 
practice and practice learning. We felt it would be helpful in gaining 
an overall, structured view of complex family casework during a 
crisis. It is a useful way of slowing the action. It is a good method for 
taking stock, analysing methodically and putting the work in context. 
It could therefore be used within personal or group supervision to 
facilitate and structure discussion. It could be used to make 
connections in and sense of complex, rapidly developing situations 
in group work. It could also be useful as a review method when a 
case or a particular phase in a case has ended. 

From the writer’s perspective we found that doing the narrative 
encourages the writer to make theoretical basis of the work explicit. 
This helps us to understand ‘What is happening here? What has 
been done and not been done?’ It encourages broader reflection on 
the situation, including from the service user perspective and 
encourages a focus on solutions. This is particularly important 
because social workers work under constant pressure and it is 
difficult to get the chance to reflect. 

Discussion of the narratives in the circles led to a wider analysis of 
individual situations, including for example, organisational issues, 
system abuse, and a questioning of the assumption about the 
importance of maintaining the family as private sphere making 
children more vulnerable. The method encouraged an historical 
perspective on the case, both in terms of the service user’s life 
experience and in the history and changes in child care practice. 

We felt that it worked well to build the connection between the 
university and the field. The method will bring the education nearer 
to the field and it will make the education more useful to students. It 
will keep the university in touch with practice realities and keep the 
field up to date with research and theoretical developments. 
Participants in the project did not identify any weaknesses in the 
methodology. However, reference to other research suggests that 
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the narratives have an inherent risk of ‘over-interpretation’. They are 
constructed accounts and some of them were constructed a long 
time after the action. They are ‘worked out’ points of view and as 
such they are subjective and partial accounts. Reflection could be 
restrained at the point of writing, either because the thoughts are 
difficult to express or have to be dropped to keep within the textual 
space. The method requires the narrator to be adept at writing 
(Nygren and Blom, 2001). All these weaknesses are mitigated to 
some extent by the discussion of the narrative in the circle. This 
provides an opportunity for other participants to help the narrator 
talk about the things that were not in the written narrative. The 
method could be difficult because as one participant put it “it is 
necessary to have a gifted group leader who is open-minded, 
analytical, warm hearted and experienced to be able to get the best 
from the narratives.” 

 
 

Case study evaluation 
 

As outlined in chapter three, Leung identifies four contextual issues 
as important to computer based learning: topic selection, 
authenticity, complexity and multiple perspectives. It is helpful here 
to refer to these issues in an evaluation of the case studies 
produced by the virtuous circles in Iceland (Leung, 2003) 

Each case study tells an interesting story relevant to the social 
work profession. Each case is a real and not an artificial story, so 
even though some of the circumstances may seem exceptional, 
they are believable. Although several cases reach a long way back 
into the past for their beginning they are all of current interest and 
deal with problems that social workers are likely to face. The cases 
are not only authentic, they are also complex. Circle participants felt 
that it was particularly helpful that they give a view of social work 
over a period of time. This is helpful for students because when 
starting out in social work the tendency is to think that you can 
make a difference more quickly than is usually possible in reality. 
The case studies show that negotiating solutions with people is 
more often a long and complex process. Whilst some of the cases 
reach an answer and are complete none suggest that there is a 
single answer to the complex problems presented. This encourages 
a deeper level of analysis, closer to the thinking that social workers 
must do in practice. 

The case studies were produced within the Icelandic context and 
four of the cases are based on Icelandic social work practice. The 
physical context, actions and reactions, organisational structures 
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and national context are introduced naturally as the experienced 
practitioners describe their own practice. At the same time each 
case study was discussed in a group including participants from at 
least two different countries of origin, we know that they are of 
interest and relevance beyond national boundaries. The cases have 
generality beyond the specific circumstances, organisational 
structure, and national context of the case. Reading and discussing 
the cases creates empathy with the central characters which helps 
us to consider the situation from different perspectives. In summary, 
they all provide opportunities for learners of the profession to think 
in the mode of the discipline and to learn to solve problems as 
domain experts do. 

The experience as a whole is best summed up in the words of 
one of the participants: 

 
“this kind of evaluation makes it a lot easier to understand the 
events and the complicated human feelings and thoughts before, 
during and after. .. It is good way of understanding, both as an 
evaluating tool afterwards and as a way of making one stop and 
think during hazardous work or complicated interaction. It is also 
highly rewarding to discuss cases that have made an impact on 
you as a professional with other professionals in the same frame 
of mind of wanting to learn something new from experiences.” 

 
 

Linking Theory, Practice and Research 
 

It can be argued that to create and teach knowledge which is 
practical it is necessary to focus not just on pre-existing knowledge, 
but also on the skills which are used in making it relevant from one 
situation to another. This involves giving practice experience a more 
central place in the creation of knowledge. Furthermore it requires 
different infrastructures and processes that allow greater 
collaboration between researchers and practitioners and their 
respective institutions (Fook, 2002). 

In international discussion it has proved difficult to reach an 
agreement about what kind of knowledge social workers use in 
practice. Is it a rational application of theory or is it ‘practice wisdom’ 
(Nygren and Blom, 2001). Evidence suggests that practice wisdom 
is an important type of knowledge used by practitioners (Fook, 
2001). This is knowledge built up as a private store, developed and 
adapted from many sources, often implicit. It is a combination of 
theoretical knowledge and practical experience that is difficult to 
describe and teach. Our only access to this knowledge is likely to 
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be through practitioners themselves. During our discussion of the 
value of the narrative method for developing learning practitioners in 
one the circles spoke of their experiences of teaching on the social 
work programme at the University of Iceland. They said “students 
ask me how they will apply all this theory in practice and sometimes 
I have to just say – ‘you will know – it comes together with some 
experience in practice.’” Participants in the circle then shared their 
different experiences of how it ‘came together’ in the early days of 
practice and how supervision and mentoring helped. This is difficult 
to talk about because we do not have the frameworks with which to 
discuss it. Although each practitioner found it difficult to express 
these ideas, they had experienced it and understood it. It seemed 
that the work we were doing in the circle was a useful way of 
reaching towards the tacit understandings of what constitutes 
competent social work. 

Fook reviews the different ways of accessing practice experience 
and summarises important principles for an inclusive approach to 
accessing frontline practice. These are listed as: keeping the 
influence of pre-existing theory to a minimum; gaining as many 
perspectives on experience as possible; and using a method which 
fits in well with practitioners own working methods. Our experience 
of the PRAISE methodology is that it meets these principles well. 
Pre-existing theories were not applied, but arose from the narrative 
writer, within discussion or from the thematic analysis. The analysis 
of the narratives in cross-national groups increased the number of 
perspectives on the material, and the reflective method of the 
discussion fits well with practitioners’ experiences of individual and 
group supervision and mentoring in practice (Fook, 2002). 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

We gained a lot in a short period but were limited by the timescale 
of the project. Collecting the narratives and creating the case 
studies is a slow process and it was tempting to attempt to use 
them and move quickly into designing a module in order to fulfil the 
expectations of the project. This would not be consistent with the 
methodology, so we ended our work at this point and considered 
whether and how we could progress it locally after the project had 
ended. At the outset concern was expressed that as in so many 
other projects the work would “leak out into nothing.” Recognising 
the value of the work we have done we are proposing a new local 
project which aims to develop an eLearning module to meet an 
identified need of practitioners in child and family work in the three 
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municipalites. The project will use the PRAISE methodology to 
develop the learning materials and the blended learning approach to 
delivery developed with the PRAISE project. 

In our short period of experimentation we found considerable 
potential in the PRAISE methodology for an inclusive approach to 
developing social work knowledge and learning. Training social 
workers involves introducing them to a certain type of knowledge 
and helping them to master certain ways of thinking and analysing 
data. Our experimentation with the methodology has been a 
distinctive social work approach to the study of individual, family 
and community needs and of how to intervene in complex social 
situations. 
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Local Experience - Piteşti 
 
 

Introduction 
 

This chapter describes the different aspects of the development, 
process and results achieved by the University of Piteşti [UP] 
virtuous circle. The chapter starts with a brief picture of the social 
and economic context in Romania and the role of the University in 
regional development. 

The experience of the project team in forming the virtuous circle, 
developing the methodology for the production of the cases, and 
producing a training module for a large group of professionals in the 
region, is described in detail. The project has had a significant 
impact within the University and throughout the region. A particular 
achievement has been the multi-agency participation in the circle 
and the design and delivery of multidisciplinary training in an 
important and challenging social field in Romania. 

 
 

Local context 
 

Within the project context, the UP is one of the pedagogical 
partners. 

The Romanian economy has made efforts to establish a market 
economy since 1989. Although in the beginning the economic 
restructuring moved slowly, now the current Government is 
committed to economic restructuring and stabilisation, while 
combating poverty and increasing public spending, including 
spending on education and training. 

The PHARE VET [Vocational Education and Training] Reform 
project, which was completed in 1998, has prepared a framework in 
which the Romanian economy and educational system can be 
better aligned with EU standards. 

UP is a higher education institution founded in 1962. It is a state 
university, located in a heavily industrialised region of Romania in the 

city of Piteşti, 114 kilometres North-West of Bucharest. Initially it 
was a Pedagogical Institute of Higher Education, but it has had 
strong development and growth, thus today it is known as one of 
the strongest universities in Romania, with an almost complete 
range of faculties within its organizational structure. 

UP is part of a large regional network of collaborators who 
participate actively in the social and economic life of the city, county, 
and region. Thus the University works closely with local industry and 
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scientific research institutions, as well as with social welfare and 
educational organizations including the school inspectorate, 
department for child protection, and county hospitals. 

The University comprises 10 faculties offering long-term degree 
studies of 4 and 5 years; it has more than 1,200 people working as 
teaching staff and administrative personnel, and approximately 
17,000 students. There are a number of specialised departments 
offering ICT and ODL courses, courses for upgrading the skills of 
the pre-university teaching staff, continuing training, and other 
specialized services including development of international relations 
and European integration. 

Among these departments, the Department for European 
Integration [DIE] played an important role within the this project, as 
it assured all the necessary links inside and outside the UP for 
achieving the project's objectives. 

UP personnel represent highly professional staff, well prepared for 
their specific fields of expertise but also experienced in international 
cooperation and research, leading or being involved in a great 
number of international projects and contracts. 

 
 

UP Role in the PRAISE Project 
 

We were motivated to join the project because Romania is an 
accession country and it is important for us to keep up to date with 
the latest developments in ICT and ODL training. We are adjusting 
our educational systems to European standards and it important for 
us to incorporate the EC requirements concerning the qualifications 
for social workers. We are committed to the development of 
eLearning tools to support the educational operators in providing 
flexible and accessible education in pre-qualification courses and 
post qualification training. 

The Romanian educational system is going through tremendous 
changes, innovations and adaptations. Information and examples of 
good practice are welcome, especially if previously tested and 
validated at a European level. Working with European experts and 
professionals is beneficial for the practices, methodologies and 
techniques in the social field in Romania. 

The University was also in a good position to contribute to the 
project. It has successfully developed some virtual learning spaces 
providing services in the field of education and training. 

UP provides a strong educational support for the SMEs in the 
Pitesti region for solving their economical, technological or 
management problems. In collaboration with the Ministry for 
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Education and Research, UP represents a strong dissemination 
factor at local, regional and national level for the project’s findings 
within Romania. 

As UP is a very well placed university, in an important economic 
area, it was thus well placed to implement and to promote the 
project and assure the objectives were achieved. Also, because of 
its high quality staff and its own institutional framework, it acts as a 
macro-laboratory in which the outcomes of the project can be 
tested. 

The multiple external co-operations carried out through programs 
such as TEMPUS, SOCRATES and other bilateral programs, have 
helped the teachers of UP to better understand the realities of EU 
systems. This local knowledge base, in the context of national 
developments, ensured that the University was well placed to make 
a significant contribution to the PRAISE project. 

 
 

Development of the virtuous circle 
 

UP formed a local project team for implementing and managing 
PRAISE activities. In order to form the team, the DIE disseminated 
information about the project within all UP faculties and departments 
by sending written announcements, by distributing posters and by 
posting information about project on the departmental Webpage. 
Thus, DIE announced the date of an initial meeting and invited 
teaching staff to join the local project team, selected by matching 
their specializations and expertise as well as their potential 
professional interests with the project philosophy, aims and targets. 
At the initial meeting the project was introduced and the aims, 
objectives, work plans, outcomes and timetable discussed. A team 
of 10 members was formed, with team members having different 
educational backgrounds, ranging from psychologists, pedagogues, 
experts in ICT, through to foreign languages and administration. The 
variety of experiences and expertise they held assured the success 
of the project’s implementation within UP and the region. 

During the first team meeting, in the framework of the project’s 
presentation, it was emphasized that it was essential for the project 
team to contribute case studies in specific fields for the database in 
the planned VLE. We explained that these case studies were to be 
designed for social workers of different levels and specialties (social 
assistants, trainers, sociologists, psychologists, and accompanying 
personnel) and were to be integrated within the learning modules to 
be developed during the project lifetime .We discussed how to build 
the Romanian VC [virtuous circle] and also the strategy for 
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producing the case studies. We decided that the VC would be a 
panel of experts who would coordinate the production of the case 
studies and moderate the quality of case studies produced. 

 
 

Membership of the circle 
 

After this first team meeting, a number of institutions and 
organizations were contacted as potential members of the VC. 
Institutions and organizations were selected that were felt would 
have real potential as members of the circle, based on their field of 
activity (social protection and child care were prioritized, the 
personnel and their expertise, their expressed commitment to the 
project and their promptness in responding to our request. They 
were invited to a first meeting where the VC was explained. The 
circle created comprised 35 people representing the following 
institutions: 

 
1.   UP1; 
2.   Argeş County Agency for Labour Force Occupancy; 
3.   Group for Action against Drugs; 
4.   General Direction for the Protection of Child Rights, Argeş 

County Branch; 
5.   School Inspectorate of the Argeş County; 
6.   Junimea Association2; 
7.   Orphanage no. 8, Trivale; 
8.   Ion C. Brătianu High School, Piteşti; 
9.   Industrial High School no. 8, Piteşti; 
10. School no. 3, Piteşti; 
11. Romanian Association of Children with physical handicaps, 

Argeş Branch; 
12. Pro-Amici̧t ia Association, Piteşti3. 

 
Members of the VC were motivated to take part for a variety of 
reasons. Many had previously collaborated with the University. They 
were all interested in the project theme and goal and were active in 
the field of child welfare. The opportunity to work on an EU project 
and to work with a transnational team was very attractive. They were 

 
1 The following UP departments were represented: Teaching Staff Training Department, Office for 
Psycho-pedagogical Counseling, Cabinet of Physiotherapy & Kinesi-therapy, Department of Social 
Assistance, International Relations Office, Department for European Integration, Department of 
Journalism, Continuing Training Department 

2 This is an association of young people which develops cultural activities and other types of actions for 
community development. 

3 A collaborative association of young pupils and teachers performing joint actions in cooperation with 
similar associations from France and other European countries in various fields; their aim is to 
support and facilitate Romanian integration within the EU. 
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also keen to benefit from the project results and to improve the 
situation of the target group in the city where they live and work. 

At the second meeting of the circle it was decided which 
organizations would produce the case studies and the methodology 
for collecting the case studies was developed. We identified who 
would be responsible for facilitating the production of the case 
studies and we trained them in order to be able to properly explain 
to the social operators the narrative method and the case study 
structure. 

After the VC had collected the first three case studies they were 
moderated within the VC and another meeting was organized to 
present the results. This was an important phase in the VC 
understanding of the project because; when the VC discussed case 
studies at a project partnership meeting that took place around this 
time it was realized that the case studies produced were a general 
presentation of the actual stage in social care for these particular 
fields. This did not fit the project objectives that the case studies 
should be real cases identified at a local level, describing not only 
critical problems or instances of practice, but also solutions and 
remedies. 

Thus, we started working on new case studies and organized a 
fourth VC meeting to analyze and debate the final form of case 
studies. The four new case studies were placed on the project 
database after deleting the original three. After this initial 
experimentation, an efficient working method was developed for the 
VC and 22 case studies were produced altogether. 

 
 

Process 
 

At regular VC meetings, the participants were gathered into a large 
hall, usually the University Council Hall, which had a large oval table 
with sufficient seating. Both a pc and data projector were provided, 
as well as flipcharts and markers to assist in discussions. There 
would be some 20 persons at such meetings. 

At the beginning of the session, the agenda would be announced 
and the narration presenters would inform the meeting about their 
case studies and how they wished to present them to the VC. Each 
social worker who agreed to present a case study was allocated 10 to 
15 minutes of VC time for their presentation. The VC would 
accept or reject each case study in a serial fashion. This decision 
was based on how representative the narration was for the formative 
needs and domains identified for the VC, the case study impact 
upon the target group, and on the internal consistency of the case 
study. 
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However, this only represented the preliminary selection phase. 
After selecting several narrations, totaling three to four per session, 
the VC would refine and adjust the selected case studies through 
participative discussions. In these deliberations, the case studies 
strengths and weaknesses, according to the VC, were highlighted, 
and whether it could constitute an example of good practice for the 
social field. Narrations were also selected which supported learning 
from experience of situations which went wrong. 

The VC members then redrafted both the narration content and 
syntax, making sure the important aspects were clear. The next step 
was to assure the connections between initial conditions, the 
occurrence of the problem, and the solution or remedy were clear. 
During these phases debates and discussion took place in which all 
the VC members could express their opinions and bring their 
expertise to the design and final format of the case study. In the end, 
the whole narration was synthetically structured according to a 
framework consisting of scene, actors, actions, reactions, time and 
space, aim, context and English key words; then the case study was 
ready for inclusion in the database. In the following table a sample 
of three case studies is summarized, illustrating the development of 
practice and learning themes. 

 

 
Key Concepts Practice themes Learning themes Case Study Title

  Could include practice knowledge or 
unknowledge; informing practice; 
reforming practice; organizational 
context 

Theoretical and/or research work 
applied; relevance to learning; 
module development 

School absences, 
inappropriate behavior, 
school administrations, 
teachers, pupil, parents. 

Discussing/analysing the situation or 
crisis together with the child, without 
avoidance, hiding or postponement; 
involving family in taking measures; 
explaining to the child the effects and 
impact of disordered affective and 
sexual life; involving school in 

Communicating skills (verbal and 
non-verbal); identifying 
problem/crisis based on external 
signs (behavioural signs); acquiring 
theoretical patterns in crisis 
handling; 

Pupils and 
problems: what 
to do? 

supporting the child recovering from all 
points of view. 

Toxicomania, syringe, 
heroin, injected, 
psychological distress and 
disorder 

Assessing the child’s best interest; 
gaining trust from the child within the 
family; listening to child’s desires; 
taking immediate measures for the 
child’s benefit; assuring a healthy 
mental climate at home for the child. 

Assessing risks in complex crisis 
contexts; understanding how 
childhood trauma could put its 
fingerprint on the juvenile age; 
knowing the measures for 
intervention for protection, 
remediation, and treatment with the 
aim of rehabilitation. 

Drugs are 
destroying lives

Painful truths Toxicomania, 
psychotherapy, 
disintoxication 

Applying social re-integration schemes 
and strategies; moderating crisis 
between adoptive parents and teenager 
in difficulty; combining psychotherapy 
with affective work in surpassing the 
crisis and accepting the truth/reality as 
it is. 

Understanding children’s trauma of 
being abandoned and then adopted; 
knowing about and mastering 
teenager psychology; dealing with 
combined crisis situations, 
generated by both psychological 
trauma and drug abuse. 

 
Table 1. 

Summary of three case studies: practice and learning 
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The VC encountered some problems. Communication within the 
VC was hampered by a delay in finding answers to questions, e.g. 
needing to return to the European PRAISE level for more information 
about a project methodology. There was an initial learning curve for 
VC members to understand the project terminology and concepts. 
There was difficulty in handling feedback from the VC members, 
since there was a great deal of it and it needed to be structured to 
allow the VC to benefit. Additionally, there were difficulties in 
establishing regular meetings due to the VC members’ busy 
schedules. 

Initial debates around the concept of the case study itself were 
interesting and resulted in an agreed case study process of eight 
steps: 

 
1. reconstitution of events; 
2. collecting the data; 
3. processing and interpreting the data; 
4. fact diagnosis; 
5. establishing the causes, the interdependencies and the effects of 

multi-level conflicts represented in the case study; 
6. forecasting future evolutions of scenarios; 
7. formatting conclusions; 
8. enhancing the value of case studies to generalize the good 

practice into a wider social educational domain. 
 

In conclusion, theVC was evaluated to have worked well in that: 
 

• the circle met each month for the duration of the project; 
• the circle comprised 12 different organizations and 35 members; 
• although the membership fluctuated, participating institutions were 

always represented and participants were well informed and well 
prepared; 

• representatives of the institutions composing the circle acted like 
vectors in their organization and disseminated relevant 
information; 

 
 

Formative needs and formative module 
 

Based on the results obtained in collecting and refining case 
studies, UP designed a training module which was piloted with a 
target group of 20 students from the university; following the project 
evaluation and modification, it is intended to further test this module 
with a larger group of up to 50 professionals from the different social 
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welfare agencies. 
The training module focuses on the topics of drugs and has the 

provisional title Modern society facing the drug problem. This topic 
was chosen as all the involved agencies were concerned about the 

risks to young people from illegal drug use and the subsequent risk of 
adverse effects from drug abuse. Many involved professionals felt 

that they needed to increase their knowledge and skill set in 
preventions, treatments and rehabilitation. More and more children 
and young people in Romania are experimenting with drugs. There 
are national and regional reports in Romanian high schools which 
raise warnings about youth drug abuse. Children and young people 
are more likely to abuse drugs if they lack accurate information and 
if they are not properly educated concerning the dangers of illegal 
drug use. For these reasons schools must take measures to 
properly inform pupils and parents and agency personnel also need 
additional training in how to develop actions which help to decrease 
drug abuse. 

In the city of Piteşti, police, magistracy (prosecuting), medical 
personnel in the hospitals, school inspectorates and many other 
organizations working to combat drug misuse have reported an 
increased use of hallucinogic substances in the Argeş County based 
on investigations and inquiries performed mainly in schools. UP has 
a Cabinet for Counseling and Psychological Testing which provides 
official records and statistics on the existing situation in Argefl 
County in the field of working with persons abusing drugs. It 
includes information about exisiting opportunities for specialized 
training targeted at educators, parents, social workers and 
specialists, e.g. doctors, psychologists, etc. The data collected 
reflected the need for further training, since there was an increase in 
cases and there was an identified need for additional training for 
professionals. 

Through the offices of the Cabinet, the following organizations 
were given a questionnaire targeted at the relevant employees 
concerning their training needs: 

 
• Argeş County School Inspectorate; 
• Argeş County Social Workers working in the regional county 

hospital and the regional pediatric hospital; 
• Argeş Prefecture Department for Child Protection; 
• Argeş County Council Commission for Child Protection; 
• Association of Fighting against Drugs; 
• Argeş County Police Inspectorate. 

 
The responses obtained revealed a clear necessity for education 
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and training and also for updated information concerning child 
psychology, drug prevention, and on how to respond to drug 
abusers. 

The pilot module developed in response to these training needs 
had a number of components. It included a presentation of the 
PRAISE project which focused upon the chosen learning 
methodology and about the VLE. There was also an introduction 
about social work activity in general. Child and adolescent 
psychology was covered, as were methods of prevention of drug 
abuse amongst minors. Another component dealt with the 
methodologies for working with minors who use drugs, including 
aspects on medical treatment, support for social reintegration at 
different levels (school, family, friends, civil society) as well as how 
to prevent relapse. Finally, a presentation of the case studies which 
were related to these formative needs was given which covered 
aspects of analysis, discussion, debates, and possible/alternative 
solutions. 

In addition to providing the module to the target groups as 
described, information about the modules was disseminated widely 
in the field of social care in the city and in the region, in order to 
attract additional interested people and to garner their opinions and 
new ideas. Thus will we be able to extend and improve the module 
content and to further disseminate good practices in the field. 
Teaching methods employed in the delivery of the module 
included a traditional combination of face-to-face lecture and small 
group teaching, role play, questioning, and team-work. In addition 
there were appropriate online materials that could be accessed 
during face to face contacts and could be accessed by students at 
their own pace for self study. Module duration was 30 hours 
delivered intensively over four weekends in a single month. A team 
of six lecturers was responsible for delivery of the module. 

The learners in each phase of the module delivery and testing 
were as follows: 

 
1. for the initial phase of testing, students of the UP; 
2. for the final testing, social operators working with minors, 

teachers, doctors, members of public organizations and NGOs 
acting in the drug prevention. 
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Results, impact and benefits from applying the PRAISE 
methodology 

 
At the local level: 

 
• improved the knowledge and abilities of the students and teaching 

staff of the University of Pitesti; 
• involved the staff in transnational cooperation in a direct and 

efficient way; 
• led to multicultural and multidisciplinary team work; 
• allowed members to learn about good practice in other European 

countries; 
• VC members took part in exchanging information, knowledge and 

positive experiences; 
• led to identification of training needs, acute problems and 

solutions in health and social care systems and social care 
education; 

• led to better collective understanding of realities in the local fields 
of health and social care; 

• developed educational tools aimed at developing educational 
sectors; 

• allowed for end user testing and evaluation of ICT / ODL 
educational products designed for the social field; 

• helped to maintain and improve the UP profile in the region. 

At the regional level: 

• helped to improve the quality of regional social care education; 
• increased the number of training courses offered through ICT and 

ODL by UP; 
• helped to create a more effective regional collaboration amongst 

the social and educational providers involved; 
• led to better preparation and training for social workers and other 

social welfare staff in the region of Argeş County; 
• helped to improve the quality of service through the sharing of 

good practice and professional development of involved social 
care members. 

• helped to increase the human resource efficiency for Argeş 
regional social workers by allocating them specific courses; 

• led to a reduction in costs for effective training through the use of 
ODL techniques; 

• created the opportunity for sustainable development of similar 
training initiatives; 

• set a precedent for the design and development of future health 
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and social care training systems with ICT and ODL 
methodologies; 

• attracted EU funding for sustainable regional developments. 

And at the national level: 

• led to an infusion of modern tools and educational methodologies 
for social protection, based on sound ICT and ODL principles; 

• helped to generalize good practice and social care education 
results at a national level and thus affect positive change; 

• raised the public awareness and professionals’ awareness of 
developments in practice and educational initiatives in the social 
care and educational fields; 

• offered solutions for identified needs and problems; 
• offered a comparison of Romanian realities with those of 

otheraccession countries and thus helped to obtain a more 
accurate image of Romania’s position in the course of joining the 
EU; 

• helped to prepare Romania better to join the EU in 2007 by 
synchronizing practice and standards to EU countries. 
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Local Context - Barcelona 
 
 

Introduction 
 

The objective of this chapter is to describe different aspects related 
to the constitution, the planning, the process and the results 
obtained in the implementation of the University of Barcelona [UB] 
virtuous circle. 

The chapter begins with a general description of the area of social 
work in the context of Barcelona. The development of the 
experience will then be described and this description will include 
the following elements: the methodology used in the production of 
cases, the steps followed in meetings and the process of analysing 
a case. Subsequently, there will be a description of the design of the 
formative module. This module was implemented by the research 
team in order to apply the case studies database as an educational 
resource. Finally, there will be an evaluation of the experience. 

 
 

Local Context 
 

Barcelona is an open Mediterranean city, the capital of Catalonia, a 
community located in the north-east of Spain. Barcelona’s location 
permits the entrance of a broad population of immigrants from 
around the world. 

The city of Barcelona has a population of 1,582,738 people 
(January 2003) and the greater metropolitan area (which includes 33 
municipalities) has a population of about 3,056,505. The urban 
structure of the city is composed of ten suburbs. These suburbs 
have autonomy with respect to a number of services including: 
urban planning, public roads, the maintenance of infrastructures and 
personal services. 

There are many differences among the zones of the city. The 
upper class lives in the north, in a residential zone. The middle class 
lives in the traditional suburbs of Barcelona, the commercial zones. 
Problems of marginality, poverty and social exclusion tend to be 
concentrated in the suburbs in the historic sector of the city and in 
some surrounding areas. 

Barcelona was founded 2000 years ago during the era during 
which the Roman Empire occupied the Iberian Peninsula. It is a city 
that considers itself to be open to all forms of innovation and 
regards itself as a welcoming, plural and diverse city. The foreign 
population has increased significantly during the last six years. In 
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1999, new immigrants made up 2.7% of the population, while in 
2003, they made up 12.8% of the population. This is to say, there has 
been an increase in cultural diversity as well as all the related social 
problems that integration entails. Some of the immigrant population 
is distributed in ghettos depending on their nationality. They arrive at 
the city without social support and they quickly enter into a cycle of 
marginality. Although it is important to remark that there are some 
group of immigrants who are perfectly integrated 
into the city and its culture. 

Another different situation is the presence of the gypsy culture. 
There is a significant population of gypsies living in different suburbs 
around Barcelona. For the first generation of gypsies born in the city, 
there are distinctive social problems related to their integration into 
the local culture, although there are others that are living in harmony 
with the rest of the population. 

In 1979, the Social Services in Barcelona were consolidated to 
form a public network. Under Spanish law it is primarily the Town 
Councils who assume responsibility for primary care services, 
including social care and generic social work, for example, 
individual and family social care, juridical care, detection and 
prevention of truancy, and care of children and adolescents at risk. 
Primary care also includes programmes for the integration of 
indigenous and homeless people as well as social emergency 
programs. The integration of homeless people is one of the weak 
areas of the social services as they presently stand. 

The Social Services focus on a spectrum of intervention and 
resources. They are oriented at overcoming problems associated 
with both the disadvantaged and the excluded as well as assisting in 
the integration of individuals or families who, due to financial 
difficulties, lack of personal autonomy, disabilities or marginalization, 
are in need of help and social protection. In addition, there are a 
considerable number of independent social agencies and voluntary 
associations in Barcelona that carry out social service functions, 
making a significant contribution to the social cohesion of the city. 

In summary, it can be stated that the principal social problems that 
occupy the social services are: 

 
• homeless people; 
• minors with social and health difficulties; 
• health difficulties and problems related to immigration. 
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Development of participant experience 
 

The virtuous circle [VC], instigated by the UB research team, was 
composed of professionals who were originally approached by the 
team. These members had an existing relationship with the team 
through previous experience established within the framework of the 
Diploma of Social Education (a technical degree). 

In the beginning, the group was composed of twelve professionals 
from different sectors of the social area. The composition of the 
group has changed during the formation process of the circle for 
different reasons but, this said, it was always attempted to have 
professionals from different areas working together all the time. A 
stable group was finally formed by eight members from the following 
areas: external education units, street educators, university teaching 
in social-education, university teaching in socio-cultural animation, 
justice for minors, mental health, research in infancy and the urban 
world, secondary education teaching and community health. 

To start the process properly, a short version of the project was 
translated into Catalan to give the members of the circle a general 
idea of the main goals of the project. We used the first session of 
the VC to introduce participants to the vocabulary and ideas to be 
used in the project. This group expressed strong interest in 
participating, however, there were problems in coordinating the work 
group. 

The principal problem was finding a common period of time in 
which to hold meetings. This was a problem resulting from the 
different schedules that participants worked to and the subsequent 
variance in their availability. During the first session, we offered the 
group different options in response to which the group fixed a single 
week date as the optimum meeting time. During the trial, some 
participants could not be present at some sessions. In these cases, 
the participants would attempt to find another person from the same 
institution who was able to participate in that meeting. An increase in 
the global vision of the project had also led to some professional 
participants transferring the responsibility of their participation to 
their organizations. This has facilitated the possibility in some cases 
of an organizational substitution being made for the participant who 
could not be present. 

The circle was initially set up to analyze the intervention in socio- 
educational cases with the intention that the resulting analysis would 
serve as a formative resource. But in the development of this 
practice there has been an increase in the number of tasks and an 
amplification of circle objectives. Initially, the circle was intended to 
find guidelines for the analysis of the cases and the related key 
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concepts. Subsequently, two more items of interest arose: 
 

• comprehension of the objectives and the meaning of cases in the 
project’s framework; 

• consensus on the elements to be used to describe the cases in 
the VLE. 

 
As the project idea became more evident during meetings, 

comprehension of the project grew in the circle. This led to the 
participants putting forward two more explicit objectives: 

 
• formation of the participants in the circle meeting through a 

process of analysis and reflection on practice; 
• participation in the design and evaluation of the formative pilot 

module through an analysis of the cases that would be described. 
 

The methodology used in the circle was also modified during 
some sessions. This process of modification was iterated until a 
workable process was achieved. This methodology was maintained 
throughout the remainder of the project, modifying the degree of 
flexibility according to circumstances. 

The methodology used to accomplish the circle objectives has 
principle four parts. 

 
 

1. Case selection and distribution 
For the selection of a case, one of the circle members offered to 
write-up the case that was to be analysed in the following meeting. 
This act was absolutely voluntary and depended on the availability 
of circle members. The cases presented by the members were 
extracted from real life situations. 

Some days before the meeting, the person in charge of the draft 
of the case would send a copy of the case write-up by email to the 
research team, who would then distribute the document to other 
members of the circle, also via email. This was done in order that 
the rest of the group were able to familiarize themselves with the 
case before arriving at the following meeting. 

The case was presented as a narration. As practitioners gained 
more experience and confidence through participation in circle 
meetings they were able to take a more active part in suggesting 
how the case could be elaborated and described for inclusion in the 
VLE content. 
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2. Meeting development 
 

The meetings were split into four stages. 
 

Presentation of the case 
 

This part of the session consisted of a formal case presentation from 
the authoring member. The author read the draft case and the 
remainder of the group commented on aspects of the narration that 
were considered to be important for the comprehension of the 
different dimensions related to the case but which were not included 
in the narration. 

 
 

Questioning relating to case content clarification 
 

As soon as the presentation of the case had been realized, it passed 
to a question and answer session during which the remaining 
members of the circle would communicate their doubts and worries 
to the author. The intention of this session was to comprehend both 
the context and the content of the case, and the aspects that were 
considered to be important. This was done to establish, for the 
whole group, a common base in terms of the relevancy of different 
elements that were evident in the case. 

This point demonstrates the importance of the plurality of 
professions and fields of work. Each professional has his or her own 
worries, depending on their professional background. 

Both the presentation of the case and the round of questions were 
recorded on audio tape, for the purpose of creating support material 
for the final evaluation. 

 
 

Analysis of the case in small groups 
 

Depending on the number of participants at meetings, those present 
separated into small groups for discussion, each group separately 
analysing the narration that had been presented. The intention of 
realizing this analysis in small groups was to provide for the 
possibility for each group to make an in depth study, with the 
intention of later sharing their conclusions with the other members of 
the circle. Each small group discussed in depth aspects related to: 

 
• narration; 
• information relating to the elements described in the case 
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narration; 
• guidelines to the analysis of the case. 

 
Out of this discussion arose the following points: the relevance of 

the title in relation to the content of the case, the most important 
elements for the analysis and a first draft of the contents of the 
elements that would describe the case in the VLE. 

 
 

Common discussion of the case 
 

Once the period of discussion in small groups was finished, all the 
members of the circle would come together to put forward the ideas 
that each group had developed. This part of the session was also 
recorded to support the final evaluation. 

For this discussion the following script of questions was 
developed as a reference: 

 
• formal presentation of the case; 
• elements and guidelines for analysis; 
• key words and descriptive elements for the VLE. 

 
During this part of the meeting, a group would begin by explaining 

the conclusions they had drawn from their internal discussion, 
presenting the aspects they considered to be important. Notes were 
taken and, in combination with the highlighted relevant aspects, 
became the basis for discussion involving the remaining members 
of the circle. In this way, the relevant elements of the case were 
established and possible modifications to the story were made. As 
soon as the initial group has finished their presentation and 
discussion, the remaining groups would repeat the same process. 
Then all the groups presented their conclusions related to the more 
relevant aspects of the case. Following this they passed to a 
process of sharing of the elements of analysis that every group had 
selected for the case. This process was realized in the same way as 
the previous one, i.e., each group contributing to the list of elements 
from their analysis, which were then discussed by the circle until it 
reached a consensual list of elements. At this point, some aspects 
were mentioned that relate to the possible utilization of the case as 
an educational resource in a formative module. 

Finally, a last round of discussion was held relating to the VLE 
case descriptive elements. It was necessary to emphasize that, in 
this part of the process, the investigators participated more actively, 
making suggestions based on the notes compiled during previous 
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discussions. 
Both the discussions conducted by the small group and this 

general session, were suitable spaces for shared reflection between 
different professionals, enabling the possibility of combining different 
perspectives that relate to their professional backgrounds. 

It is important to emphasize that the participation of the group of 
investigators during the greater part of the meeting (during the 
second stage) had a secondary role. This role involved moderating 
the discussion and the recording notes. Additionally, the moderators 
would occasionally pose questions if considered necessary, in order 
to ensure an accurate recording of the VC’s conclusions. 

In the next table some cases discussed in the VC are presented. 
 
 
 

Key Concepts Practice themes Learning themes Case Study Title

  Could include practice knowledge or 
lack of knowledge, informing practice, 
reforming practice, organisational 
context 

Theoretical and/or research work 
applied 
Relevance to learning, module 
development 

Demand, socio-labour 
insertion, diagnostic, 
autonomy. 

Demand of social service, labour/work 
insertion process, coordination among 
social services, confronting failure, 
intercultural relationship (gypsy and 
paia cultures). 

Models of social-educational 
intervention for the labour insertion, 
models of understanding in 
multicultural situations, street 
educators. 

Diagnostic from 
demand to 
suppor t 
labour/work 
inser tion 

Internment of minors Problems in the 
relationships 
among 
adolescents in a 
residential centre.

Adolescents, social 
relationship, residential 
centre, sexuality, tutorship, 
immigration. 

Adolescence conflicts, institutional 
mistreatment, sexual abuse among 
teenagers, the influence of referents 
change, protection and security of the 
minors in a residential centre 

Intercultural conflict, 
absenteeism, guardianship, 
social services, gypsy 
culture. 

Intercultural conflicts (gypsy and paia 
cultures), process of guardianship, 
coordination of social services in the 
process of social intervention 

Social service centres, professional 
roles, coordination. 

Cultural conflicts 
in the resolution 
of a problems 
associated with 
the protection of 
a child in the 

Intervention by legal imperative. 

area of the social 
services 

Transgressive behaviour, 
judicial measurement, 
centres of juvenile justice, 
internment. 

Perspective of the improvement 
implementation, minor protection, 
importance of the psychiatric 
diagnostic in the decision making, 
relation between the juridical 
framework and the socio-educational 
intervention, relation between 

Residential theory Educational 
intervention and 
minor justice Minors internment 

institutional itinerary of a minor and his 
or her story life. 

School failure, family, 
adolescence, external 
assistance for the school. 

Intervention process of a shared school 
unit, influence of the parents 
relationship on th behaviour of a 

Intervention to prevent failure 
school. Familiar context 

and school 
problems e 

young adolescent. 
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Summary of the session 
 

Once the discussion finished, the group of investigators made a 
summary of both the session and its conclusion. Additionally, 
information was provided in relation the project events that might 
occur before the following session. 

Lastly, it was confirmed which participants would be available for 
the following meeting and a specific person was made responsible 
for the presentation of the next case. 

 
 

3. Document elaboration prior to VLE upload. 
 

During the meeting, the group of investigators took notes on the 
process and documented the conclusions. In addition, the common 
points of the session that arose during the meeting development 
were captured in audio recordings 

From both the notes and recordings, the group of investigators 
compiled a document that included the content of the elements 
found in the VLE and the guidelines for the analysis of the case. To 
this purpose, the first session was transcribed but later it was 
decided that consultation of the audio recordings would probably 
provide sufficient scope for reviewing the session content. 

In the beginning, the meetings were also recorded on video, but it 
soon became clear that this was not necessary. From this point 
onwards only analogue audio recordings were made. 

Parallel to this exercise, the member of the circle who presented 
the case took charge, making the modifications related to the 
narration agreed by the group, modifications which arose from the 
relation that must exist between the aspects mentioned in the 
narration and the guidelines for case analysis. 

 
 

4. Presentation of the documents for final reflection 
 

The documents developed both by the research team and by the 
author of the case were presented for final reflection in the first part 
of the next session and were approved by the VC members, before 
being introduced into the VLE. 

The clarification of the project has allowed for the restructuring of 
the VC task in the formative module context. This began a process 
of participation that goes beyond the strict study of cases, even 
though much time was invested in this task. VC meetings have dealt 
with both this subject and the general approach of the formative 
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pilot module. In the next section, the design of formative module to 
be implemented will be described. 

 
 

Formative need 
 

For the purpose of the pilot module implementation, the UB 
research team designed a non-compulsory course, entitled Training 
for the social and socio-pedagogical actions arising from the study 
or real cases, intended for the students of the pedagogical and 
socio-pedagogical programs. This course has a duration of fifteen 
hours. 

The principal topic of the course is social accompaniment in 
situations of social vulnerability. This is a central activity of both 
social educators and persons whose work is in the field of conflict 
and situations of social vulnerability and exclusion. 

 
 

The objectives of the course are: 
 

1. to learn how formative modules should be designed for social 
and socio-pedagogical action from the study of professional 
world cases; 

2. to learn about European projects of training for social action 
based on the study of cases; 

3. acquiring concepts and reflecting on socio-educational 
accompaniment in situations of social vulnerability through the 
analysis of real cases; 

4. assessing a formative module based on the study of cases and 
generating new proposals for the design of these types of 
modules. 

 
The strategic methodology used to achieve objectives one and 

two mentioned above, was to consult documentation related to the 
questions arising during a face to face session. 

The acquisition of concepts and reflection on the subject was 
achieved on-line through the formative module. This work was 
divided into four activities: 

 
1. The first activity required students to respond to a self-evaluation 

questionnaire in relation to their subject knowledge. Once the 
questionnaire was completed, each answer was associated to 
different documents. These documents were made to assist the 
student to reaffirm their knowledge and to clarify doubts. The 
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teachers did not assess this questionnaire, since its aim was to 
have the student self assess their knowledge and consider the 
issues raised. 

2. Once the questionnaire was completed, the students worked in 
groups to select a case. These groups were formed during the 
last face to face session. The goal was that they should revise 
different cases from the database and that they should select 
one case to be analyzed in greater depth. At the end of the 
activity, the student should put together a document to explain 
the reasons for their selection. 

3. The next activity was the analysis of the selected case. In the 
module, a series of guidelines for very general analysis was 
presented to the student, but the students had the freedom of 
carrying out the analysis according to their own criteria. 

4. Finally, once the analysis of the case was complete, the students 
revised their course knowledge, consulting the initial 
questionnaire and evaluating their progress. This activity was 
done individually. 

 
The students worked autonomously with the on-line module. 

During this period, the research team, who were also the course 
tutors, had limited participation both in the monitoring of the 
activities of the students and in offering orientation when it is 
considered necessary. At the end of each activity the students 
recorded in the diaries a brief evaluation of the educational design, 
which was used in the final session to analyse the formative module 
design. 

At its conclusion, the course was transformed into a face to face 
session for the purposes of discussing conclusions in relation to the 
aspects related to both social vulnerability and to the design of 
formative modules. 

 
 

Evaluation of the experience. 
 

UB created only one VC, the members of which have worked deeply 
with the research team on the subject matter, with the intention of 
encouraging the full cooperation of all participants. It was very 
difficult to find professionals with enough available time to be fully 
involved in the project. 

The participation of members of the VC was always very active, 
not only in the study of the case but also in the global aspects of the 
project. Attendance was regular enough but some individuals had 
problems in being able to attend the entire three hours, due to 
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incompatibilities with their work responsibilities. This was despite the 
fact that the meetings were held on a schedule to which the majority 
had agreed. The meetings were evaluated by participants as being 
very interesting. 

Those who participated longest in the project demonstrated 
greater authority with the narrative methodology and a significant 
aptitude to detect the elements of the analysis 

During virtuous circle meetings, some difficulties arose that 
impeded the meetings from proceeding with greater speed, e.g., the 
need to wait for questions to be clearly articulated before calling for 
a new meeting. The research team dedicated approximately a third 
of the available time in the meetings to both describing the state of 
the project and to tasks related to the needs of the project. But the 
greater part of the meeting was dedicated to discussing the aspect 
related to both selection and analysis of the cases. 

Some problems or dilemmas, on the other hand, which appeared 
during the discussion, were considered interesting. For instance: 

 
1. Problems related to the terminology: even in the same cultural 

context a lot of terminology can be used in a different ways, the 
degree to which depends on the background of the professional; 

2. Problems related to the structure of the case, for example, 
description, narration, structure; 

3. How to identify an intervention. Some people suggested that it 
would be interesting to add an intervention map. 

 
The relationship between the cases and the course was not clear 

to the members of the VC. Principally there were two aspects to take in 
account, namely how to use the cases in courses implemented in 
other countries and how to add information that assisted the 
understanding of the intervention of the professionals, which are 
inevitably different whatever the context. For the members of the VC 
it was important to establish this relationship in order that they were 
able to facilitate the benefits gained from working with diverse 
cases. 

The formative function was accomplished both implicitly and 
explicitly by participants via the selection of the educational 
methodology, the shared construction of formative modules and the 
interchange between professionals. The formative function of the 
virtuous circles related to teaching and training professionals was 
the result of the exchange and the reflection on practice. 

The VC methodology is a dynamic process that changed and was 
improved throughout the project. New VC members had to learn the 
methodology and understand the decisions that were taken by the 
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other participants. Therefore, in some cases the level of 
comprehension of the case analysis (the methodology, some 
parameters considered by older members and their implications) 
was not the same for all the participants of the VC. In such cases, 
the older members helped new members with their learning 
process. 

 
The reasons for taking part in the VC described were: 

 
1. the need to participate in the European discussion on social work; 
2. the desire to work on a practical project; 
3. the free nature of the formative modules; 
4. the interchange with other professionals; 
5. self-formation; 
6. the need to share different perspectives on practices and to 

reflect on the interchange of ideas. 
 

The involvement of the participants was a progressive process 
and all members were highly committed to the project. 
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Shared Knowledge Domain Of The 
PRAISE Project 

 
Among the significant innovations of the Praise project are its focus 
on case studies in professional practice, its methodology for 
selection and design, and, in some instances, the drafting of 
guidelines for their analysis. The use of the case study methodology 
for learning favours learning processes aimed at consolidating 
professional skills, and the narrative methodology of the virtuous circle 
[VC] provides a new approach to forging a link between professional 
practice and training. 

Obviously, any research project aiming to favour innovation in 
training must concentrate on a limited number of areas. It is 
impossible to see methodological innovation in isolation from its 
contents and it is therefore vital to locate the research process within 
a few specific domains. 

Initially, the partners decided to locate the project in the domain of 
social work / social education. Later, they agreed to narrow the 
domain further in order to facilitate the process of interchange: it 
was decided that the cases should be located in the subdomain of 
childhood inside social work / social education. 

 
 

Domain negotiation on the basis of compiled experiences 
 

In its first phase the PRAISE project focused on the social work / 
social education domain. The partners were all interested in the 
training of professionals. In some cases, this interest focused both 
on formal areas (kindergarten, primary, secondary, university 
education) and on areas of work and social education. Other 
partners focused specifically on the training of social workers and 
educators, though it is also true that in most participating countries 
the barrier between formal and non-formal education is gradually 
being broken down. Besides, the socio-educational action obliges 
us to see reality as a complex phenomenon and to look for a global 
and contextual vision in which to locate problematic situations and 
social needs. 

Therefore, it was easy to define the domain of the project within 
social work and social education, though at the international project 
meetings partners expressed diverse conceptions of the domain 
and of the specific characteristics of social and socio-educational 
action. Likewise, the professional training models for social and 
socio-educational intervention also differed from country to country. 

The first agreement reached was that the project should aim to 
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constitute virtuous circles in which professionals and teachers could 
develop their professional activity in the area of social work or social 
education. 

This was the starting point of the project, but at later meeting 
partners suggested that the domain should be further narrowed. 
After hearing and discussing the experiences of the different 
partners it was clear that the domain selected was excessively wide 
for a project that aimed to bring together the different realities of the 
participating countries and to introduce a new work methodology in 
a domain where the professional needs are very diverse (social 
care, adult education, job seeking, social and cultural activities, 
children’s centres, care for the disabled, etc.). 

Because of the breadth of the domain, it was impossible to 
guarantee a shared framework that could promote the effective 
exchange of experiences and the realities of the different countries. 
There were clear terminological and conceptual difficulties that 
hindered easy mutual comprehension and it was becoming difficult 
to reach consensus agreements on the aims and implementation of 
the tasks to be carried out by each of the partners. 

As a result, it was decided to narrow the domain and to focus on a 
smaller set of parameters shared by all partners. With this aim in 
mind, the cases selected for analysis on-line all corresponded to the 
area of childhood, i.e., the first 18 years of a person’s life. 
Agreement on this subdomain made it possible to narrow the field of 
activity; however, even with this restriction, the project continued to 
deal with a wide area with a sufficiently diverse range of situations. 
Later project meetings demonstrated that limiting the field of 
action was indeed necessary since terminological problems and 
different conceptions of the social and socio-educational action 
persisted, even though the study now concentrated more narrowly 
on childhood. This area improved participants’ possibilities of 
negotiating meanings and allowed them to centre on more specific 
questions, including: how far should the cases be understood to be 
examples of good practices or as critical incidents subject to 
analysis; whether cases had to respond to a specific conflict; 
whether only closed cases could be analysed or open, unresolved 
cases as well; detailing the characteristics of the composition and of 
the work dynamics of the virtuous circles. 

 
 

Social Work/Social Education 
 

As noted above, although the contexts of the different participating 
countries in the project had specific features of their own, it was 
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necessary to establish some shared ideas for the domain. 
Social work is understood as a social intervention designed to 

change social situations, meeting the needs of those who require 
help or are in danger. This help is not necessarily provided by social 
workers, but may be provided by people outside the world of social 
work (Smale, Tuson and Statham, 2003: 19). 

The concept of social work included in the PRAISE project had a 
wide sense and was not restricted to a professional specific figure. 
One of the main advantages of VCs was the diversity of the 
professionals who had taken part in the social and socio-educational 
interventions, exchanging views and perspectives in case study 
selection and design. Evidently, social work professionals brought 
their own special expertise to the project. 

The concept of social education can and must be understood in a 
wide sense and, in this project, was not limited to the actions or 
responsibilities of a specific professional. In any case, the term 
“social education” is not easy to define. What is the objective of an 
educational process that describes itself as social? 

To share a common framework, the domain of social education, 
understood in a broad sense, can be conceptualised as a domain 
that refers (although by no means exclusively) to processes of 
educational action that: 

 
a)contribute to the socialization process of individuals; 
b)consider individuals’ problems and needs as an essential 
concern in situations of social conflict and social risk; 
c) are located outside the strict school or formal education context, 

although, as stated above, it is becoming increasingly difficult to 
draw a clear distinction between the types of learning that 
develop through formal and non-formal education. 

 
The field of action in social education is very wide (Parcerisa, 

1999: 33-34): 
 

• social and cultural activities complementing school and free time 
activities, including environmental education; 

• adult education (elementary, work-related and professional, etc.); 
• education in sectors with specific problems, including penal 

justice, juvenile justice, social marginalization and juvenile crime 
prevention, health education, immigration and minorities, women, 
old age, disabled, and primary care social services; 

• informal educational intervention, e.g., mass media, the leisure 
and culture industries, the city. 
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This diversity, both inside and outside the education field, made it 
difficult to reach agreement on meanings and on specific lines of 
action in the PRAISE project. However, it facilitated the compilation 
of a case studies database that reflected the problems and needs of 
many different types of individuals found within social workers’ 
experiences. 

There are two dimensions along which the variety of cases and 
subjects addressed within the PRAISE project proved advantageous to 
the participants. Firstly, there are the needs presented by the context 
of the case, i.e., the reality in which each of the partners operated 
inside the social work domain. Secondly, there are the advantages 
represented by the case studies owing to the additional possibility for 
a more diversified use and, therefore, for a greater response to the 
educational needs within the project domain. Independently of each 
context’s needs, i.e., of the reality in which each of the partners 
operates inside the project the domain of social work and of the 
project, the variety of cases and of subjects 
addressed represent a definite advantage because they open up the 
possibility for a more diversified use and, therefore, for a greater 
response to the educational needs in the broad domain chosen for 
the project. 

 
 

The childhood domain 
 

For the reasons expressed above, it was decided to limit the scope of 
the project and to focus on childhood (0-18 years). The need to 

establish this subdomain was described above, and is reinforced by 
the diversity inherent in the social work / social education domain 
mentioned in the paragraph above. Though other subdomains such 
as old age or justice could have been chosen, the area of childhood 
was one that interested all the partners in the project. 

To define the concept of childhood one is referred to the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child [CRC] of September 2, 1990 
(United Nations 1989), approved by the UNO and ratified by the vast 
majority of countries, which states that children are minors under the 
age of eighteen with rights that must be respected. 

The partners’ interest in childhood reflects the fact that this is the 
area in which they carry out their educational action and also bears 
witness to a general agreement on the relevance of this subdomain 
and on the need, as stated in the CRC, and the obligation of party 
states to guarantee the rights of children so as to ensure that they 
develop their maximum potential. Other obligations include that 
children are able to take care of their health, express their points of 
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view and receive suitable information. Likewise, children have the 
right to legal registration at birth, to a name and a nationality, and to 
enjoy the protection of the governments. All forms of abuse and 
exploitation are expressly prohibited. 

These rights of minors have major repercussions for social and 
socio-educational action. It is the task of social educators to ensure 
that these specific, hard-earned rights are safeguarded. This 
situation introduces an important specific component in social and 
educational work with children, which is reflected in a number of the 
cases that the project developed in the database. 

Therefore, though the cases presented great diversity, in terms of 
age, the concept of childhood, situations, problems and needs, and 
also given the specificity of the social, cultural, economic, historical 
context of each partner, the focus on the childhood domain enabled 
partners to share features and cross-sectional characteristics of the 
intervention that greatly facilitated joint work. 

 
 

The project in relation to other domains 
 

In these paragraphs the authors have stressed the need to locate 
the PRAISE project into a very limited number of domains. The 
process which the partners followed was described and the 
decisions which were taken with regard to both the domain and 
subdomains were explained. 

In any case, the PRAISE project could have focused on other 
domains, and indeed it is likely that its findings would have been 
equally interesting. Its pedagogic, methodological and technological 
contributions could have been applied to other types of 
professionals and in other areas and other disciplines. 

The PRAISE project has proposed a way for professional training 
– or professional futures, in their case; and even of volunteer work – 
based on the selection and design of cases within a narrative 
framework of professional practices performed by teachers (in this 
case) who share their experience in order to jointly construct the 
framework of what has been named a virtuous circle. 

It is evident that the same procedure could have been suggested 
to professionals and trainers from other disciplines. In this sense, it 
would be interesting to contrast the functioning of VCs in other 
domains with the experience gained on the PRAISE project, and to 
see how far this experience could be generalized or what 
adaptations would be required for other domains. 

In any case, in the domain of social work / social education and 
specifically in the subdomain of childhood the experience has 
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allowed different EU countries to share and establish a methodology 
designed to improve simultaneously training and the different 
realities, conceptualisations and terminologies of the domain 
selected for the project. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

141 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ontology 
 

The PRAISE project was an ambitious project aiming to bring 
modern elearning and semantic analysis technologies and practice 
to an area that has often hitherto been neglected in terms of 
research and development in these spheres. The process of eliciting 
domain practice from a soft science domain was challenging 
enough; taking the conceptual terms relating to a variety of 
frameworks and dimensions of social work and social work training 
and professional development, and harmonising them across a 
number of modern European languages and related cultures added 
another layer of complexity, and the final thread entailed the 
embedding of the developed ontology and case studies 
representing instantiations of the ontological elements into a new 
tool with which the users could interact within the learning platform. 
As such, the process of pulling together the various practice and 
cultural concepts and allowing users from different European 
countries the ability and motivation to understand each other, and in 
so doing, to better analyse and understand themselves, represents 
one of the most crucial gains of the PRAISE project. This dimension 
of the project greatly enables the trans-European dimension that is 
fundamental for advancing social work aspects in a pan European 
regard. 

 
This chapter will first give an overview defining ontologies and 
knowledge bases, how they represent knowledge and permit 
reasoning between related concepts. Then a brief account of the 
elicitation process will be given as undertaken in the PRAISE 
project, with some analysis of the challenges encountered. An 
account of the multilingual dimension will be given. Finally, a brief 
analysis of next steps for further developing the ontological and 
knowledge base support of the developed system will be given. 

 
 

Ontology: Conception and Purpose 
 

Ontology has its origins in philosophy, with the discipline dealing 
with the nature and organization of being; the first formal recognition 
of its existence and application being credited to Aristotle who, 
deviating from Plato’s concern with the existence of knowledge1  and 
naming of things, became concerned with the categorization of 
knowledge and definition of things. To Aristotle, the name of a thing 
1   It is an interesting evolutionary line to follow. Socrates started off proving that we didn’t know much, 

his student, Plato, then went out to prove what we did know, and his student, Aristotle, went about 
trying to relate all that was justifiable. 
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should explain both what a thing was and why, thus the emergence 
of taxonomy which related things to other things. 
The philosophical aspects of ontology continued to be pursued by 
many important philosophers over the intervening centuries, 
including Kant, Hegel, Peirce, and Whitehead. Another important 
step in the evolution of ontologies was made by Gottlob Frege 
(1848-1925) who introduced a concept (Frege, 1922) today labelled 
as the meaning-triangle, which encompasses the ambiguities of 
language in implicit communication (Ogden and Richards, 1923). 
When using a symbol for a thing, say a word, which stands for a 
thing, it evokes in the mind of the interpreter a concept, which may 
not be a one-to-one relationship between each pair in this triangle. 
These referential complexities lead to difficulties in communication, 
especially when terms are ambiguous or have imperfect cross- 
cultural definitions. 

 
 
 

Concept 
 
 
 
 

evokes refers to 
 
 
 

Symbol  Thing 

stands for 

 
All of these attempts to determine the relationship between 
concepts, signs, definition and interpretation led to their natural 
inclusion in the study of representing human concepts and 
knowledge on machines. As such, ontology moves from a 
philosophical abstraction into a systematic account of existence, 
representing a domain of discourse and allowing for the community 
shared, formal definitions of classes, relations, attributes, roles, 
types, etc (Gruber, 1993). Ontologies can cover very specific areas 
of discourse, termed domain ontologies, or can try to map all 
knowledge, upper level ontologies. The PRAISE ontology and 
related knowledge base are domain specific to social work and 
related social work training. The knowledge base [KB] is a set of 
specific instances of concepts contained in the ontology. As an 
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simple example, one might have the concepts dog, cat, pet, child, 
which can be made to relate together in that dogs and cats can be 
pets and children can have pets. A KB can be made with the fact 
that Billy, a child, has two pets: Rover, a dog, and Whiskers, a cat. 
Given the KB and the ontology, we are able to start only with Rover 

and discover that he is a pet, he has an owner (inverse relationship of 
children have pets is that pets have owners), the owner’s name is 

Billy, who has another pet, a cat, named Whiskers. 
 

A formal mathematical definition is presented to add precision for 
those who may require it. We may consider the ontology, and its 
dependent structure, the knowledge base, to be structures with 
component objects. The ontology is a 5-tuple containing two disjoint 
sets of elements called concepts C and relations R, a concept 
hierarchy, HC, which is a directed relation across the Cartesian 
product of the concept set, yielding super and sub concepts, a 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
relation function f(R), that relates concepts non-taxonomically, with 
an associated domain dom(R), and a range range(R). 

 
The dependent knowledge base takes the ontological structure that 
has defined the C and R and provides an additional set of instances 
or instantiations I which represent actual entities of the ontological 
elements. These instances are then related to the various C and R 
via two functions K  and p that provide a series of relationships 
between the abstract concepts and the more immediate instances. 

 
 

PRAISE Knowledge Elicitation and Ontological Representation 
 

The domain experts were assisted with expert knowledge engineers 
[KE] supporting them throughout the project, yet they had three 
main stages of development to undertake in the iteration that was 
the project lifetime. The first stage was one where each team 
member had to be empowered to reflect on what they thought were 
the key concepts and relationships in their own practice. This can 
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be a very challenging and rewarding exercise for any domain expert 
as it will result in the reflected rationalization by the domain expert of 
how they internally describe what it is they do. 

 
The process by which the domain experts were made to focus and 
determine what was important in their own practice began with 
workshops at the international level where experts from each region 
were brought together with KE support to begin group reflection. At 
the end of these exercises, which always resulted in a sense of 
frustration by the social work domain experts at the difficulties 
involved in trying to elicit a sensible representation of what was 
common sense knowledge, the lists of terms and relations would be 
modelled by a KE and the result sent around to each of the 
partners. At every stage example instantiations would always be 
sought in the form of brief anecdotes that instantiated the abstracted 
elements being discussed. 

 
At this point, the partner would repeat the exercise with local 
representatives to gain a more generalized, representative view of 
that location’s collective practice and conceptual terminology. A 
single representative (usually the same person who had been 
involved in the first, illustrative exercise) would feed the results of 
these sessions back into the group process where they would be 
folded into the larger process by a KE. 

 
Once a sizeable set of terms had been collected, representing both 
nodes and relations, the KE guided partner representatives in group 
meetings at trans-national meetings to explore each other’s term 
sets and to reach a negotiated meaning of what each of those terms 
meant and to measure how much divergence there was against a 
common term and their own particular interpretation of said term. 
This was another illuminating process for the participants, where, 
through confrontation with different interpretations from other 
members, and with having to extend and enhance their own 
representations of particular concepts, they gained a much deeper, 
richer explicit understanding of their own practice. It should be 
noted that all members agreed at the end of this stage that their was 
important educational merit in this process, both within a particular 
language domain and when confronted with different cultural 
representations and interpretations. 

 
At the next stage, the KE experts who were guiding and moderating 
the entire process worked with a subgroup of domain experts from 
several different partners in order to pull all of the agreed terms and 
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to iterate the definitions further in order to resolve any semantic 
collisions or overlaps. This final stage, the terms were taken from a 
list form and written into a semantic network graphical 
representation which lent itself directy to an ontological 
representation with directed edges in a full graph. This was coded 
into RDF and OWL respectively, with both representations offering 
expected advantages over one another. 

 
The ensuing ontology was both presented back to the group and also 
linked to the learning application as available key terms with which to 
tag individual case studies generated by partners and allowing for 
subsequent semantic analysis and exploration by users as well as 
forming the basis for further domain modelling in the future. It was 
this tagging of the case studies by the domain experts that created 
the knowledge base, with the case study instances become 
instantiations of multiple concepts collected and allowing 
for a search from one instance to related instances via ontological 
analysis. 

 
PRAISE Multilingual Dimension 

 
The multilingual requirements of PRAISE were considerable, as 
there were domain workers targeted by the methodology and the 
application who spanned eight languages2. The assessment of the 
domain workers revealed very wide expertise in a second language in 
technical terms, and no one single common second language 
that spanned the entire sufficient with sufficient cover and 
proficiency levels. Hence, the elearning application had to host 
content in the target language as well as allow for the ontological 
reasoning to occur in the target language. 

 
The method chosen in PRAISE to encode the multilingual nature of 
the ontology was to have a slot at each node that referred to the 
term in the alternate languages. This slot method provided the 
hooks for the reasoner to be able to search across multiple 
languages. Another method would have been to make multiple 
ontologies in separate languages and to relate the similar nodes to 
one another. One difference with the multiple trees approach would 
be to allow a greater degree of semantic dissonance between 
linguistic terms, whereas the PRAISE approach forced more 
conscious selection and alignment of terms. 

 
The exercise was educational in its own right. For example, there 
were terms that were used in one cultural set that would not fully 
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map onto other single terms in other languages. The Italian word 
disagio was used by Italian domain workers to convey an illness in 
one’s complete being, not simply physical or even mental, but 
extending into emotional and social aspects as well. This was a 
concept that many of the other culture’s found illuminating and 
stimulating. The process of exposing other domain workers to 
translations and the original terms was a fruitful exercise in virtuous 
circle discussions. 

 
 

PRAISE Ontological Reasoning: Next Steps 
 

There are now a number of avenues of development that can be 
pursued with the ontology and the knowledge base constructed 
during the PRAISE project. The first aspect is to continue to grow 
the knowledge base itself by expanding the instance set through the 
collection of further case studies. Also, the richness of the relations 
can be increased by both increasing the number of connections 
between the KB instance case studies and the ontological concepts 
already represented, as well as an independent process of 
extending the ontology with further concepts, relations, and 
increasing the coverage of both HC  and f(R). This would require 
further exploitation from the actors interested in the target domain. 
There is also the aspect of increasing and refining the multilingual 
representation in the ontology, which would help to foster greater 
use throughout Europe and the wider world, as well as helping to 
foster better understanding and standardization of social work and 
social work training in general. 

 
An avenue that offers exciting prospects is the application of 
Peirce’s trichotomy (1891) to the existing PRAISE domain ontology. 
This trichotomy principle was a profound insight by Peirce into 
conceptual metalevel relationships first laid out by Kant in 1787. 
Briefly, there are three levels of perpective required when 
considering a conceptualization. Firstness is determined by the 
inherent qualities of something, Secondness by the relation with the 
thing towards something else, and Thirdness by another thing which 
relates multiple items together3. An example which gives insight into 
the present domain would be woman, who can be recognized 
independent of any other facts. Secondness could be domestic 
abuse victim, where there is a necessity of involving some other 
actor into the definition. Thirdness could be Domestic Abuse, which 
involves the process of abuse in which the abuser and abused are 
involved. The relations gifted by this treatment are very powerful and 
2   Catalan, English, French, Icelandic, Italian, German, Romanian, Spanish. 
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allow for powerful semantic analysis of the entities involved. The 
PRAISE ontology offers a rich field of concepts which could be tied 
together using this trichotomy categorization. 

 
Another area of interest for engaging with social work, itself having a 
human dimension and often dealing with distraught social situations, 
would be the inclusion of emotional categories into the resultant 
ontology. As remarked by Sowa (Sowa, 2000), Arieti (1978) 
developed an important three-way categorization for emotional 
classification that has strong similarities to Peirce’s 
conceputalization. First-order emotions are triggered by the 
immediate experiences of the individual, including stress, fear, 
satisfaction, hunger, etc. Second-rder depend on cognitive 
processes that build upon first-order emotions, including anger, 
anxiety, wishing. These emotions may take place in the absence of 
any direct stimuli. The third-order analogue is given by complex, 
conceptualized emotions that only work once past experience has 
established a reference, and lead to future expectations. Examples 
include joy, depression, discrimination, love, etc. The inclusion of 
these emotional categories into an ontology dealing with narratives 
concerned with social work situations could greatly increase the 
value of the KB instances and the richness of their tags relating to 
social worker experience. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3   To be formally precise, firstness can be defined as a monadic predicate, P(x). Secondness requires a 
dyadic relation R(x,y). Thirdness requires an irreducible triadic M(x,y,z), where x mediates y and z. 

 
148 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Formative Needs To Formative Modules 
 

Formative modules are based on the adoption of case based 
approach and the goal of creating an eLearning environment to be 
used in formative courses at different levels of expertises. In this 
chapter, we will describe the case based approach [CBL] adopted in 
the PRAISE project and the design of the modules based on the 
formative needs. 

 
 

Case based learning approach. 
 

There are a variety of reasons for adopting a case based approach 
to learning. A prominent argument is that CBL involves complex, 
authentic situations in which the learner must learn to think like a 
practitioner (an expert). This reflects the view that learning is a 
process of moving towards greater expertise. CBL offers a means to 
contextualise learning in a way that connects content and action. 
Jonassen (1999) argues that the inclusion of cases in a 
constructivist learning environment provides learners with access to 
experiences that they have not previously encountered. 
Furthermore, a case based approach which combines engagement 
with meaningful real world tasks and expert coaching can provide 
deeper insights into processes and practices. 

The use of cases for learning is not new. CBL has a firmly rooted 
tradition in some professional disciplines such a business, medicine, 
and law. Recent studies found applications in other disciplines 
obtaining similar results (Evenson-Hmelo: 2000). 

Although this methodology has developed a variety of 
interpretations and applications, the approach is most broadly 
defined as requiring “students to actively participate in real or 
hypothetical problem situations, reflecting the kind of experiences 
naturally encountered in the discipline under study” (Ertmer-Rusell: 
1995, 24). Different conceptions of teaching and learning will 
determine the nature of the cases developed and the ways in which 
learners interact with the materials. Most authors discuss two 
aspects of the case methods: the case narrative and, the 
implementation of the cases in the learning environment. 
The essence of the case is based on the methodology of 
narration, i.e., the drawing of narrative documents made by each 
student that are later analyzed and discussed by local focus groups. 
These validated documents are shared through an ODL platform 
and enriched by elaborative contributions of additional experts. 

Through the analysis of the local work group, each partner has 
 
 

149 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

identified the local formative needs through a shared scheme and is 
developing an online course using the same document basis. 
The most common approach to implement cases is threefold, 
namely to incorporate study questions as a focus for individual 
reflection, small group work and whole class discussion. There are 
variations of this approach including participation in the cases as a 
simulation, inclusion of cases for decision making, student 
preparation of their own cases, etc. 

 
 

Formative needs 
 

Institution Topic Formative need Identification method 
for the formative needs

Target group of the 
module or 
course/Duration of the 
module or course 

Berufskolleg Language acquisition of 
children and their parents 

Preparing the students 
social workers who are 
going to work in pre- 
school pedagogics and 
who will deal with this 
problem 

Discussion of a case 
study in the virtuous 
circle, experiences in the 
social field and society 

Students in the last year 
of their course work; after 
this they start a year of 
probationary learning in 
the field, in 

Bethel, Germany
(mostly families with 
migrant backgrounds) 

kindergardens. 
Duration: 20-25 hours 

SFEP, Italy Changes in social service 
in the city of Turin Dealing with a change in 

the character of social 
work: from reception to 
active participation, and 
with the change of the 
population demographics, 
specifically the aging city 
population 

Social workers of the 
social services in the 
different parts of the city, 
participants of the 
virtuous circle. Duration: 

Discussions in the 
virtuous circle, analysis of 
case studies. Social 
experiences. 

80 hours subdivides in a 
period of 3 month 

Drugs and modern society 
facing drug problems. There is a lot if 

information necessary, 
especially in the field of 
child psychology, drug- 
prevention, and how to 
deal with drug abusers. 

Social experience; 
information from schools, 
hospitals, police etc., 
regarding the increase in 
drug abuse; 

Social workers working 
with minors, teachers, 
doctors, members of 
public and private 
institutions combating 
drug abuse. Duration: no 
longer than 30 hours 

University of 
Pitesti, Romania

case- studies in the 
virtuous circles, 

Social vulnerability. The students have to 
deepen their knowledge 
about the subjects relates 
to social vulnerability and 
the key ideas to orient the 
analysis of the cases. 

Analyzing case studies in 
the virtuous circle. Students form the social 

pedagogy area careers. 
Duration: 9 hours online 
and 6 hours face-to-face.

University of 
Barcelona, 
Spain 

INFOP Paris, 
France Reflection of various 

concepts, including 
authority, stereotypes, 
social representations, 
projects and self 
development issues. 

The trainees reflect on the 
various concepts they 
have developed previously, 
including determining the 
distance to practical social 
work and considering 
concepts in the context of 
background of theoretical 
elements. 

The various ideas result 
from the work made on 
the case studies. 

The module is designed 
for post qualifying social 
work traini . Duration: ng
180 hours. 

Figure 1. 
Formative needs and target groups 
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The content of the cases can be used to fulfil different formative 
needs that can be detected with an analysis of needs developed in 
each specific context. As a result of this analysis we have determined 
different identification methods for the formative needs and different 
target groups for the course. These are listed in the table on the 
previous page for all of the PRAISE partners. 

 
As we can see in figure 1, there are different formative needs in 

each country and the module target groups are also different. 
However, we have adopted a similar perspective using CBL 
approach. 

 
 

The design of a CBL environment 
 

The design of CBL environment is based on Jonassen´s (1999) 
model, in which he provides a framework for supporting learners as 
they work on their own design problems. Cases present solutions to 
past problems that may compensate for learners’ lack of experience 
and may help learners develop an understanding of concepts and 
strategies useful in similar situations. 

 
 
 

2. Related Cases 
Related design 
examples and 

‘stories’ 1. Project 

Space 
Prototype design 
and development 

3. Information 
Resources 
References, 
proformas, 

examples, media 
4. Cognitive Tools 

Software for 
multimedia 

authoring, concept 
mapping, media 

editing 

6. Social 
Contextual Support 
Computer lab 
facilities, skills 
workshops, class 
discussion list 

 
 

5. Conversation 
Collaboration Tools 
Asynchronous 
discussion list, 
electronic mail 

 
Figure 2. 

Jonassen’s model for a constructive learning environment 
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Project space 
 

The project space is the focus of the learning environment and in 
this context comprises the design 'problem' for which learners 
develop a solution. Students work in small teams. The project 
design allows users to work with the case content designed by the 
different virtous circles. Cases can be local or international and it 
provides great interest among the learners. The cases tend to be 
complex and engage learners in the kind of thinking required by 
practitioners. 

 
 

Related cases 
 

Cases provide the main instructional support while analysis activities 
focus on developing the learner's understanding of instructional 
design through individual reflection and group discussion. The 
activities incorporate two facets of CBL suggested in the literature: 
1) learning from experts, and 2) developing ideas through personal 
reflection and social interaction. The two facets developed for this 
context provide insights into the experiences of the designers that 
enhance learners' understanding of the development process. 

 
 

Information resources 
 

Information resources include references to relevant sources of 
information including readings and web sites, proforma documents 
usable for guiding the development of design statements, examples 
and descriptions of other projects, and useful media resources. 

 
 

Cognitive tools 
 

Students can use multiple choice test or other activities in order to 
test their own knowledge and evolution of the learning. Other 
software tools can be made available to assist learners with problem 
representation, concept mapping, etc. 

 
 

Conversation and collaboration tools 
 

Asynchronous communication tools, such as electronic mail and 
discussion lists, are used to support interpersonal, small group and 
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whole class interaction. This kind of communication is combined 
with face to face learning because direct contact it is also important 
in the social work field. 

 
 

Social and contextual support 
 

Social and contextual supports are also very important. In the 
PRAISE case, these are provided through a class discussion forum 
for general communication, and other meeting spaces, and the 
scheduling of face-to-face meetings and optional skills development 
workshops. The role of the instructor as facilitator and mentor is an 
essential component of this environment. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

An examination of the literature advocating the use of authentic 
activities suggests that cases may be useful in helping learners 
develop an understanding of the complexities of real life situations. 
The real life cases developed by each partner are very substantial in 
supporting learners by providing a rich source of information. 

Through prompting by the case analysis question, it is intended 
that learners will explore the multiple perspectives and issues within 
the cases to develop their own view of the development process, 
and in discussion with team and class members will explore the 
wider related issues. This process of analysis, experience and 
reflection could also be applied to other learning situations in which 
learners with varying backgrounds and skills could benefit from the 
opportunity to examine a related case before they embark on 
reflecting upon their own experience. 

The use of technology to support the process is especially 
interesting since the provision of a new environment in which to 
interact with other people gives the opportunity to discuss the 
different contributions and personal approaches. 
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The European Perspective 
 

The PRAISE project was created and developed by pedagogical 
partners of many different European countries: Iceland, Scotland, 
Spain, Italy, Romania, France and Germany, and by technological 
partners from Italy and Scotland. This co-operation really seems to 
be an innovation, because the co-operation of institutions working in 
the social field or in the formation of social workers and educators with 
technical partners is rather rare even at a national level, let 
alone at a trans-national level. 

 
• These different pedagogical partners have developed and 

implemented virtuous circles [VC] of more or less different types, 
as detailed elsewhere in the chapters on their local experiences. 
They have developed these VCs in relation to their institutional 
requirements, ranging across different institutional types, e.g. 
universities, schools, etc. (each implementing institution is detailed 
in the partner description chapters). Some of the dimensions for 
analysis included: different target groups, e.g. students, trainees, 
practicing social workers, etc.; 

• different formative needs of target users ; 
• different local situations relating to statutory, political, cultural 

issues, etc. 
 

The partners worked on case studies in a specific field, namely 
working with children and young people (minors) with and without 
special needs. These case studies were documented in a specific, 
shared methodology, in order that a comparable basis could be 
identified. These case studies were then translated into a common 
working language, English, and uploaded into a web database 
application. 

They cooperated to identify important conceptual terms in order to 
build a shared semantic network which was used to increase the 
utility and usability of the case study application, and to provide 
information to all users, including participating institutions. 
Furthermore, this network was used to enable users of the VLE and 
case study applications to locate relevant examples of social work in 
different countries and in different fields of social work. 

An eLearning platform was created and the pedagogical partners 
developed and realized their formative plans based on and deriving 
from the work of the VCs combined with the developed case 
studies. All of this work has included the communication possibilities 
of the new media / ITC as well as face to face meetings of the 
partners in the different countries and it effectively facilitated 
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dissemination to partners and students of many institutions that 
work in the social field. 

 
 

The European Perspective 
 

The PRAISE project began with the global objective of sharing 
experiences, of facilitating learning from one another, and of 
increasing common understanding of education in the social field. 
The project generated great interest amongst the partners 
concerning the various contexts and approaches across the range 
of partners, but it was also not easy to find a systematic method with 
which to compare the partners’ work in the social field. 

As Vito de Chio said, whilst addressing the public meeting of the 
project in Bielefeld : 

 
“Sharing stories with others, sharing stories of the practice of 
social educational interventions in Europe is contributing very 
much to intercultural exchange which is not immediately burdened 
with prejudiced theories”. 

 
The CABLE and PRAISE projects assumed that teachers and 

educators were playing the most important and decisive part in 
European integration in the field of training and further education. 
Those who participated in the project knew very well that the steps 
taken in the direction of examples of good practice, of establishing 
virtuous circles are very small and represented only first tentative 
attempts. 

An analysis of the European perspective points to two 
dimensions: information sharing and agreeing shared definitions of 
concepts; PRAISE is able to report experiences along these 
dimensions as well as indicating future possibilities along them: 

 
 

Dimension I 
 

The first dimension is about sharing information concerning the 
current questions and work approaches that are the focus of social 
work in different countries and in social worker and trainer 
formation. Also, this dimension seeks to get information about 
projects, ideas, institutions, but also to gain information about 
problems and difficulties important in the current state of the social 
field. Finally, it seeks to become familiar, through the use of case 
studies, with the common and different approaches to clients 
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(children and parents), to social problems and social needs in the 
different European countries. 

The PRAISE partners have learned from each other through 
comparison of the different approaches to developing the local VCs 
as each partner necessarily adapted the PRAISE methodology to 
local requirements, both of the institution and of the social field. This 
comparison was achieved through structured discussions in partner 
hosted meetings and through a questionnaire survey conducted 
during the project. For all partners, the design and development of 
the VC was an experimentation with an innovative approach. This 
approach involved the continuous examination of the growing 
database of case studies and the active integration of these to 
partners’ growing knowledge and inderstanding of one another’s 
context, e.g., historic, organizational, and practice contexts. This 
process proved to be important for all the pedagogical partners; as 
can be read in the related chapters on case studies and local 
experience of partners, the case studies were, critically, authentic 
stories, which created empathy and gave the reader the possibility 
to consider the situation from different perspectives. 

Dr. di Chio summarized the intital results of his study of the case 
studies with a focus on the meaning of good practice; He indicated 
four aspects, which are visible in the case studies: 

 
1. Good practice as an aid to self-orientation 

 
Some case presentations specially emphasize the concern to find 
or to approach what young people need above all: support and 
orientation. The narrations of these cases make clear that the 
social educators working here want to support young people and 
children, to enable them to put perceptions, observations and 
experiences into context, to see through them and to assess 
them. 

 
2. Good practice as bringing attention to the ‘weakest’ in 
society: 

 
This includes children with learning and performance blockages, 
with psycho-emotional disorders, with behavioural problems, with 
social insecurity and aggressive behaviours, and with drug 
problems. 

 
3. Good practice as aid to self-image: 

 
Good practice aids to extend well known and familiar institutional 
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self-images of the social services for children and young people, 
transforming them into a community of social-area organization for 
social-educational interventions. 

 
 

4. Good practice as a pedagogical animation: 
 

The case representations serving as models of good practice can 
support two different concepts of pedagogical animation. The first 
concept revolves around children and young people in animation 
centres that are organized according to clear guidelines and that 
are made possible within and supported by experienced 
institutions; importantly, this type of animation has been 
demonstrated to have limitations, especially for successful 
resolution of problems. The second type is a form of pedagogical 
animation directed by the targets of the animation, namely the 
children and young people themselves. 

 
Whilst one can both easily identify common problems and yet be 

surprised at times by the differences in context and approaches, it is 
not so easy to identify how theories and experiential knowledge can 
be shared among the pedagogical partners located in the different 
countries. 

Working on case-studies from other countries (in a local VC or in 
the European VC at project meetings) means something different 
from working on those of your own country; thus, working with case 
studies would both have a different function and require a different 
methodological approach. 

The link between cross-national discussions of case studies and the 
social work practice and education in each country is not direct. This 
kind of discussion would not so much have the function to 
directly improve the work of social workers or educators or students 
in the field or in the formative process, because there is no directly 
shared social work or formation as a basis. 

Rather, it would have the function of an intercultural exchange “far 
away” from normal daily work, with all the positive points of such a 
privileged situation, facilitating discovery of the social problems, 
themes and approaches in the different countries and then 
potentially in the second step, learning something from each other. 

As Dr di Chio stated in his lecture, 
 

The existence of the project and the activities of the working 
groups and circles require a mobility and mental – cultural 
flexibility which is the condition of learning and common 
educational practice in Europe. 
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The approach of eLearning strategies contributes or will contribute 
to the process that those who participate in the project will have to 
deal with ever new topics relevant for life and will have to be 
confronted with more complex learning environments. The right of 
differences is, in my view, an inevitable precondition of the project 
itself. … 
Already now the unbiased examination of the examples of good 
practice in Europe requires a high degree of empathy in order to 
just deal with the subject – not only the diagnostic attentiveness 
we are used to. 

 
This point is very important, because the case studies in their 

cultural diversity are points of identification and contain cultural 
concepts, evaluated by the partners as good practice. They include, 
as short as they may be, parts of the value systems of the partners. 
So it is not easy to handle the situation, which includes the discovery 
that some case studies define social help in a way that maybe 
considered insufficient, or describe ways of working with children that 
seem inappropriate, or describe some activities that seem strange 
from a different cultural perspective. 

The openness, tolerance and solidarity needed for such kinds of 
discussions is not easy to establish - most of all it requires time to 
build the necessary trust and this was realised through the Project’s 
European communication network with its direct meetings, 
observations of the local institutions and accesses to each others 
practice world through the case study database. 

Of course, also inside each of the countries participating in the 
PRAISE project there are many differences in the way social 
problems get resolved. So, probably, there is not one single German 
or Italian approach to drug problems or problems of social exclusion 
of minority groups for example, as we all live in countries with a 
more or less greater range of competition in the social field 
connected with different value positions or different theoretical 
approaches. Different methods in social work practice rest on 
different clusters of theory concerning human behaviour and as 
teachers we teach different approaches, so that students can 
develop their own preferred model and way of working. So, within 
each country there will already be different judgements of what is 
good practice. But cross-nationally the dimension of differences and 
barriers are greater in terms of history, language, organization, legal 
system and of funding structure and qualifications. 

Despite these difficulties some modest progress in developing a 
framework for cross-national comparison of the case studies was 
made; Dr. Vito di Chio developed and presented this framework at 
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the partner meeting referred to above. He suggested selections of 
the case- studies could be analysed in three different ways: 

 
1. an analysis of the self-perception of the actors in the case study; 
2. an analysis of the interaction between the actions and the socio- 

cultural context; 
3. an analysis of the ideas of the process of a European integration. 

 
The last point includes the question of the transferability of social 

work practice between countries, what would be desirable and what 
would be possible. It includes respect for “the right of differences” 
and of course the need for the analysis to take place in a context of 
open dialogue and without competition for establishing best practice. 

 
 

Dimension II 
 

The second dimension examines how to communicate and reach an 
agreed definition of those concepts used in the social field and in 
the case studies, i.e., it asks questions such as do we mean the 
same thing when we talk about X? 

This dimension is an essential part of developing the ontology, a 
conceptual model that defines the knowledge domain; it is this 
which performs a crucial part in linking the online courses and the 
case-studies in the Cable ODL platform . This was no small task. A 
concept means a general idea which derives from a model or 
framework for looking at reality. Of course our frameworks are 
deeply influenced by history, culture, education, professional training 
and personal experience. So the task of agreeing a common 
meaning or a definition always requires communication and an 
examination of the professional context and identity. This was made 
extremely difficult when it was realized that some concepts simply 
do not exist in some countries or were extremely difficult to translate 
such as social pedagogy or the Italian word disagio or had a 
different meaning - such as new media. 

Social work is in great part based on words, the person of the social 
worker or educator works with her person and her possibilities and 
competences, which are often conveyed with words (as one also 
realizes in the method of narration). And obviously all communication 
acts with or without words include the possibility of not understanding 
what another persons really intended to express. This structural 
problem of human communication increases in the intercultural 
contact. So perhaps it would be better to phrase the words of this 
dimension as attempting to misunderstand each other less. 
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Some difficulties for the European perspective 
 
 

Language and Translation 
 

Again and again the problem that a common European language 
does not exist leaves its marks in international meetings; all the 
concepts and ideas must be translated into several languages 
before the communication can be understood by everyone; this 
takes time, energy and patience, - on the level of intercultural 
exchange the VCs themselves would have to use the English 
language to gain directly from the examples from the international 
partners. 

 
 

Time 
 

Lack of time was a significant problem in developing the European 
perspective. For all partners this was additional to their usual 
workload and at this stage is not integrated into the everyday work 
of the institutions themselves. 

 
 

Relationship between project management and discussions on 
social work 

 
Throughout the project it was difficult to manage the balance 
between attending to the management of the process of the project 
and providing space for professional discussion. Often it felt that too 
much time had to be consumed by financial aspects, report writing 
and so forth and that insufficient time was left for discussion, 
especially of the European perspective. 

 
 

Building relationship as a basis for open discussion 
 

As already stated, these discussions require sensitivity, empathy and 
tolerance, qualities that can only be achieved within relationships 
over a period of working together. The necessary trust was gradually 
been built during this project. 
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Conclusion 
 

For all the PRAISE partners the European insight has started to 
become more relevant. On all levels of the complicated project there 
have been small steps towards each other and a common European 
consciousness. The thinking about European dimensions has 
reached students and social workers in all the participating 
countries, and the existing interest in neighbouring activities in the 
social field has been increased. What could be done is to further 
develop this interest into a deeply founded discussion of experts – 
and the PRAISE methodology could be a valuable working tool to 
support this. 

This chapter concludes with a final word from Dr. di Chio as 
follows: 

 
The history of Europe is characterized by the fact that the 
continent had to cope with many conflicts without, however, 
always finding perfect solutions. From this ability to endure 
conflicts a productive and creative power has resulted. In an 

article on the topic, Why does Europe need a constitution?, author 
J. Habermas describes this in different facets. He emphasizes that 
these conflicts were not resolved, but through ritualization have 
been kept under control and thus have been made a source of 
innovative energies. From this we can also win a perspective that 
helps us to live with the current conflicts and differences in such a 
way that the real energies needed for educational practice will flow 
from this source. 
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Technical Aspects 
 
 

Introduction 
 

All the pedagogical processes developed and tested during the 
project are supported by a complex and innovative technological 
infrastructure. In particular, the technical components support and 
integrate three main functions: 

 
• a complete Virtual Learning Environment (VLE), that allows 

creation and management of on-line courses, and delivery of such 
courses to groups of students; 

• a repository of case studies, known as the Case Study Database 
(CSDB), where social workers can upload their experience in a 
structured way, and all students and other workers can search 
and browse the contents; 

• a semantic indexing subsystem that links and connects the 
information in the two above systems. 

 
In particular, technical innovation in the research project mainly 

lies in the semantic elaboration infrastructure, that allows a deep 
integration of didactic contents, available in the VLE, and reflection 
about practical experience, stored in the CSDB. Such integration is 
visible by the user in the form of “links” that appear while students 
are reading the on-line course materials. Such links lead to a list of 
interesting case studies, relevant to the current course contents. The 
main innovation is in creating an automated and integrated system 
to discover automatically, using artificial intelligence techniques, 
which case studies are relevant. 

The choice of automatic and intelligent association yields several 
advantages: the author of the course material is not required to 
know personally all the relevant experiences at the European level, 
and new experiences loaded into the CSDB will be immediately 
connected to the relevant didactic modules. In particular, this implies 
an automatic updating of the course contents, where the module 
content is revised only when the authors need to change it, yet the 
overall contents presented to the users are continuously updated 
and always refer to the latest additions to the case study archive. 

The system is extremely complex to build and to manage, since it 
needs to integrate highly interactive eLearning functions with 
sophisticated artificial intelligence algorithms based on an ontology 
built by an international team of experts. However, such complexity 
is totally hidden behind an extremely simple user interface, that for 
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end users (students) just consists in a Related experiences button, 
while content creators (here, authors of didactic modules and of 
case studies) need simply select items by navigating through an 
annotated thematic index. 

 
 

 
Figure 0.1: 

Example of a case study 

 
 

Case Study Database Subsystem 
 

The CSDB is a content management system built mainly by YHSV 
(Yrkeshögskolan Sydväst), with the aim to provide an effective and 
easy to use application for the publication of case studies in different 
languages. 

A content management system (CMS) is an environment aimed at 
retrieval, management and publication of contents on one or more 
communication media. Typically, in the retrieval phase, content is 
generated through authoring new documents, or retrieval of 
contents from other sources of data. In the management phase, 
contents are processed and stored for further elaboration, and are 
tagged with metadata, i.e., information describing the content and 
its state. The content then is modified following a well defined work- 
flow with manual or automatic procedures. The final phase is 
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publication where various components are assembled together with 
a suitable form and presentation, ready to be delivered to the end 
user. Not all CMS have the same functions or can manage the same 
type of data, because they are aimed at very different kinds of 
publications, different organizations and different costs. 

 
 

Case Study architecture 
Here, a case study is a document describing a particular situation 
and is composed of the following content blocks: 

 
• narration; 
• scene; 
• actors; 
• actions; 
• reactions from the environment; 
• time and space; 
• aim; 
• context. 

 
The users of the system are administered through LDAP1. With 

LDAP the users have the same username and password as in the 
VLE (Virtual Learning Environment). 

The possible operations are typical for a CMS, both for the 
administration of the system and the management of contents, like: 

 
• adding, editing or deleting a coupling to semantic network; 
• adding, editing or deleting a case study; 
• translating a case study; 
• searching a case studies. 

 
The multi-lingual aspect is managed, marking every document 

with a language identification. 
The content creator must, before starting to write a case study, 

choose the language in which it is written (or the default language 
associated with the user will be associated with the content). 

There is also a modified editing environment aimed at facilitating 
the translation from a language into another. When a translation is 
done the fields of the case study in the original language are 
displayed in the web browser window side by side with the 
corresponding field in the case study in the new language. 

Case studies in different languages are also tracked together, for 
an easier control from administrators and content creators. 

 
1 Lightweight Directory Access Protocol. See www.kingsmountain.com/LDAPRoadmap/index.shtml, 
www.redbooks.ibm.com/abstracts/sg244986.html or www.cru.fr/ldap/ (in french) 

 
164 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Virtual Learning Environment Subsystem 
 

A Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) is a Content Management 
System (CMS) aimed to provide an environment where, starting 
from chunks of content stored in a central repository, didactic 
content could be delivered to the user with a computer system, and 
the users’ achievement could be checked and memorised. Typically 
a VLE has an interface that allow users to register and take courses, 
with a consistent interface for the duration of the course and an 
authoring interface that allows teachers to write new courses, 
manage the students, create drills, check the drill results, 
personalise the aspect of the courses, etc. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 0.2: 
Example of a Bodington VLE session 

 
 

Bodington System 
 

In the context of this project, the selected VLE is the Bodington 
system2. 

Originally developed by the University of Leeds to create its virtual 
learning environment, Bodington is open source software that the 
worldwide academic community can use for free and can contribute 

 
2  See www.bodington.org/index.html 
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to its development. Bodington powers virtual learning environments 
in the UK and worldwide. 

The Bodington System is distributed with an open source Licence: 
the software was produced within the University of Leeds with the 
intention of benefiting students and teaching staff and not for 
commercial exploitation. 

Bodington is being used by a range of learning institutions, 
including UHI Millenium Institute, University of Leeds, University of 
Oxford, University of Manchester, Yorkshire Coast College and Eton 
College. 

The Bodington System is a software tool that can be used, in 
conjunction with a database product, to implement an interactive 
web site. Its original purpose was to implement a virtual learning 
environment for the University of Leeds - Bodington Common - but it 
could be used as the basis for other kinds of interactive sites. It 
would more correctly be described as an application server since 
modules can be plugged into it to implement different functionality. 
The Bodington system has some features like a multi-user operating 
system but one that is accessed via a world wide web interface. The 
Bodington System avoids complex configuration pages with this 
object-oriented approach. You enter the item you wish to work with 
and within that item the management pages list only options relevant 
to that type of item. 

The resources and pages in a web site powered with the 
Bodington System exist in a tree shaped structure just like folders 
and files on a disk filing system but to make navigation easy some 
of the "folders" use the metaphor of a building, a floor or a room. 
That means you can tell someone where to find a resource in plain 
English instead of with its web address. Unlike some virtual learning 
environments, tools such as communication rooms, questionnaires 
etc. exist as objects within this tree structure so when you enter a 
questionnaire, for example you get simple menus of commands and 
options that relate specifically to the questionnaire, uncluttered by 
text that relates to other tools in the vicinity. A clear navigational bar 
allows you to jump out of the current tool easily. 

VLE software products often dictate the structure of a course area, 
and could lack the features needed for the personalisation for a 
particular course. With the Bodington System there are ways to 
change everything about the way it appears and the way it works. 
Changing icons and illustrations can be done simply by replacing 
the graphics files in the templates folder. Changing instructional text 
on the forms and pages is similarly easy since they exist as ordinary 
HTML files in the templates folder. Fragments of text that are 
inserted into the templates interactively are generated by software at 
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run-time so changing these involves some work with the software 
itself but all the source code is provided and the licence permits to 
modify it in any way could be deemed useful. 

Increasingly, legislation around the world, including in the USA, 
the UK, Sweden, Netherlands, etc., requires that all students, 
regardless of any disability they may have, must be given an equal 
standard of educational provision. That means that when accessing 
a VLE is an integral part of your course, then the VLE must be 
accessible to everyone. The Bodington System tries as far as 
possible to adhere to the W3C’s recommendations. These 
recommendations are mostly aimed at avoiding bad use of HTML 
that might defeat assistive technologies such as audible web 
browsers. However, this does not sufficiently make the web pages 
accessible. To help dyslexic and visually impaired users in particular, 
the Bodington System can provide users with a list of style sheets. 
The system records each user’s selected style sheet and will 
automatically apply it when that user logs in. 

This means that the web site can be displayed in high contrast 
colours, low contrast colours, big text, small text etc. as appropriate 
for the user. 

The Bodington System is an application server. That means that it 
provides services for storing and querying data in a database, 
systems for managing users, systems for controlling access to 
resources etc. and a programmer can take advantage of this 
underlying functionality to “plug in” additional code that can achieve 
a lot of functionality with the minimum of programming. 

A single installation of the Bodington System can be divided into a 
number of administrative zones. The administrators of an 
administrative zone can create user names and passwords, manage 
group membership etc. in isolation from the other administrative 
zones. If they want, managers of one administrative zone can give 
access to specific resources to specific users from other 
administrative zones and this enables collaborative use of the web 
site. 

Most VLE products have at their heart an entity that they call a 
course and within that there are a number of tools that you can 
switch on or off. By trying to encapsulate the concept of a course 
within a software product they often lock you into the way of 
teaching they had in mind when they wrote the software. The 
Bodington System is different: it gives buildings, floors, and rooms 
to allow to structure the material the way that most fits the structure 
of specific courses and it gives tools such as discussion rooms, 
questionnaires, web documents, multiple choice papers, etc., which 
could be arranged freely. 
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Semantic indexing service subsystem 
 

This section will explain the principles behind the semantic 
subsystem, that connects the virtual courses subsystem with the 
case studies subsystem. The semantic system is mainly an indexing 
service and works “behind the scenes”; it is not directly seen by the 
users, but is indeed a key and central part of the system. 

This subsystem is not a classic text retrieval system because it 
does not have words and phrases as a basic search unit, but uses a 
semantic approach. In this approach the basic search unit is the 
concept. 

 
 

Text retrieval systems and their drawbacks 
 

The first idea to associate automatically lessons and case studies 
(that will be labelled as documents hereafter) is to add some 
keywords to the description of all the documents inserted in the 
system, using a classical text retrieval system to index the keywords 
or make a full text indexing on the body of documents. It should 
then be possible to query the system for relevant documents, given 
an appropriate search string. Text retrieval systems are used in the 
information technology field since the ’70s and a lot of libraries and 
programs are available both free and proprietary, and the literature 
on the subject is extensive. 

Unfortunately, this solution has some drawbacks that make it not 
suitable for this application. 

The first problem is that two or more words could be homographs, 
i.e., they have the same orthography, but different derivations and 
meanings. For example the term chair means a seat for one person, 
the position of professor, the officer who presides at the meetings of 
an organization or an iron block used on railways to support the 
rails. The term lounge means an upholstered seat for more than one 
person or a public room with seating where people can wait. If 
somebody would like to search information about lounge furniture, 
and uses a search engine relying on keywords, such as Google, 
with the search term lounge the first results page would be about 
record labels and broadcasters. Of course it is possible to add 
search terms to refine the query, but some interesting results could 
be thrown away. 

There is also the opposite problem, the synonyms. For instance, 
sofa has the same meaning of lounge, but Google does not capture 
this, so it is necessary to repeat the query using sofa, still having 
record label websites populating the search results. Yet another 
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problem arises when the search is about a general term, e.g. 
furniture, and there is also interest on more specific terms, like chair, 
table and cabinet. 

Another problem arises when a document in different languages is 
used; here, a search engine is not able to relate a term in one 
language to a term in another without an additional mapping. It is 
very difficult to link a document in one language to the same 
document translated in another language, but these documents are 
about the same things even though they use different labels to 
describe them. 

 
 

The semantic approach 
 

The first step to solve this problem is to assign only one 
conventional meaning to each keyword: using the terms above we 
can choose to define, in our application context, a chair as a seat for 
one person and a lounge as upholstered seat for more persons. We 
can also define synonyms of the terms, implying that more than one 
word may represent the same concept. 

Furthermore, we may define concepts that do not correspond to 
any single word in our language, but nevertheless have a well- 
defined and unambiguous meaning. In our example we could define 
a concept of sittable3  as a thing suitable for sitting. 

Assigning only one meaning to a keyword, or a group of 
keywords corresponds to defining a new concept. A concept, in the 
semantic subsystem is defined by: 

 
• an unique identifier (id), that is used internally to the system; 
• a small description (sofa); 
• a definition (a long seat, usually with a cushioned bottom, back, 

and ends, much used as a comfortable piece of furniture, 
 

Having defined the concepts, is possible to link them with 
relations. A concept could cover a more precise significance respect 
a more broad one, or represent a quality or a part of another 
concept. Using relations permits an easier method to catalog the 
documents, but more importantly permits to make more powerful 
searches, permitting to relate document that are about similar 
concepts. 

Using a semantic approach using concepts also assists in solving 
the multiple languages problem. 

Concepts, by definition, are not tied to a single language, so it is 
 

3  NB: sittable is not word found in English but rather a term constructed for argument’s sake. 
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possible with this approach to search for similar arguments between 
documents in several languages. In fact is possible to have different 
small descriptions, definitions and terms in more languages, all tied 
to a single concept. A document in Italian that talks about sedia 
could be related to a document in English that talks about chair. 
With a given set of concepts and appropriate relations between 
them, it is possible to create a conceptual model that describes the 
knowledge domain in which the application works. Such a model is 
known as an ontology. A simplified ontology may contain only a 
hierarchical classification and only one type of relation: and it is 
more precisely called a taxonomy and could be represented as a 
tree, with nodes representing concepts, and arcs representing the 
relations between them. An ontology, on the other hand, could be 
represented as a graph, where relations are represented as labeled 
arcs and without a hierarchical structure. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 0.1: 
Putting case studies and VLE together, using the semantic engine 

 

 
 

H-Dose 
 

The system used for the semantic indexing is H-DOSE. The joint 
adoption of Web Services and Multi Agent Systems enables the 
provision of easy to access semantic functionality, with a particular 
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focus on semantic indexing, searching and deep-searching 
functionality. 

H-DOSE, being developed as an university research project by the 
Politecnico di Torino, is open source: the project is distributed under 
a free license and uses free technologies to run: an Apache Tomcat 
servlet container, PostgreSQL relational database management 
system, the Apache Axis SOAP framework, Hewelett-Packard’s Jena 
API for ontology access and management, and TILAB’s. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4 Formerly CSELT 
5 Simple Object Access Protocol: a minimal set of conventions for invoking code using XML over HTTP, 
in a decentralised, distributed environment. See www.w3.org/TR/soap 
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Conclusions 
 

PRAISE has had several measurable, positive impacts on the 
training systems of several European social worker training and 
service operator organizations. It has also had a significant impact 
on the effectiveness and sustainability of CPD and COPs of an 
important experiential knowledge based domain. These impacts 
range from individuals to entire organizations, and across formative 
methodologies, technological incorporation, strategic focus and 
planning. This final chapter will provide an overview of the results of 
the PRAISE experimentation as described in the preceding chapters. 
There was uniformly an increase in teacher interest in utilizing the 
PRAISE elements, including eLearning techniques and CSCL based 
in VLEs, case based learning supported by technology, the use of 
virtuous circles and narrative transmission for structuring experience 
sharing. In most of the participating institutions, this interest has 
cascaded beyond the original groups associated with the project. 
ICE, for example, now is routinely using the CSDB as a pedagogical 
resource. They also are designing training programmes for a wider 
set of teachers withing the faculty in the use of CSDB in their 
programmes. 

PRAISE has resulted generally in a closer relationship between 
researchers and practitioners. The interest of the VC members to 
participate in active research has been increased, which should 
result in a more responsive domain knowledge base overall. This 
incorporation of better knowledge recognition and encapsulation 
should have serious positive impacts on improving the state of 
domain practice. There is a commitment amongst participants to 
continue the project’s methodology because of the measured 
benefits that they accrued through participation and engagement. In 
order to support this desire, management has to react. UB, for 
example, has made it a strategic priority to seek further funding 
opportunities amongst a variety of channels in order to resource the 
transformation to PRAISE practices. INFOP has integrated directly 
into their everyday training systems those methodological 
components they derived from the project. More specifically, the 
PRAISE framework has become the INFOP framework for training 
activities within normal practice. Also, there are moves to make 
permanent the self-directed training valorised by eLearning within 
the French course DEFA. 

The project saw a general increase in learner motivation, across 
the partners, to work in a collaborative fashion, to analyse case 
studies and seek solutions to complex problems in these manners. 
These results lend themselves more closely to the requirements of a 
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knowledge society and coupled economy. Furthermore, it resulted in 
more effective learning by students on the course, evidenced by 
collaborative learning and self evaluation and demonstrated ability 
to put in practice the skills attained through the process. This is an 
important point to note due to its implications for redesigning 
training systems in practice based, experiential knowledge domains 
in order to further strengthen European knowledge economies and 
knowledge workers. 

There was measured increased motivation amongst individuals to 
collaborate on case study collection both inside and outwith the 
participating, host institutions. There is steadily increasing interest in 
participating in the VCs by members of other disciplines within the 
host local authority, but who interact in common problem domains. 
Sustainability will result from attempts to more systematically 
integrate these methods into full course provision and to repeat 
successful courses. Presently, there is a strong COP effect occurring 
where individuals are propagating news of the new methodology 
amongst different discipline practitioners. Training management is 
seeking ways to incorporate the methodologies into normal practice 
where appropriate. 

Another linked result is the added value to the self-directed group 
learning owing to the application of the PRAISE methodology, which 
can be characterised as an extension of the local training networks. 
Additional training input into these networks for the management, 
the monitoring and development of the project resulted in creating 
further training for teachers who are members of these networks. 
These members then participate fully in the network and thus self- 
organize the PRAISE project. Also, these teachers are now 
monitoring the immediate and future experience of the project. This 
indicates that the training networks involved have become more 
sustainable as a result of participation in the PRAISE project and 
methodologies. 

There were large organizational changes and related investments 
and developments in training systems as a result of PRAISE. 
eLearning technologies and competence sharing were areas to 
benefit from investment and development inside organizations, 
sometimes from very low intial levels, as well as the development 
and implementation of new methodologies. The main outcome is 
the structuring of distance and open education curricula, again 
important for practice based domains to fully participate in the 
emerging European knowledge society and economy. Another result is 
the acquisition of skills and competencies in using eLearning for 
building educational modules. The reduction of the costs associated 
with self-directed learning for adult students to become more flexible 
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in space and time, provide just-in-time education, and facilitate a 
circulation of experience. There was also an increase in social 
worker satisfaction owing to less time wasted in travelling for training 
events and opportunities in their already overscheduled roles, 
allowing for more involvement in real case work. In a related fashion, 
there was a perceived increase in the effectiveness and efficiency of 
both training and working on real case work. 

Examples of this process resulting in real change include Comune 
di Torino, which has now created a new, permanent unit inside the 
organization which offeres distance education programmes for staff. 
New investment has been made from core budget for new 
technology deployment to support these new programmes. A new 
accreditation from the local education authority has been created for 
the institutional eLearning training programmes and the eLearning 
based curriculum is now part of the executive plan of the Comune di 
Torino 

Another example is the systematic incorporation of the PRAISE 
methodology into the normal INFOP framework that has resulted in 
their own large structural organizational changes. These include an 
increase in numbers of training staff in the organization. However, to 
remain within a fixed budget, the organization reshuffled the group 
timetable and the distribution of the staff workload, displacing other 
tasks onto administrative staff, to allow for more training 
opportunities. All of these related changes are important for increase 
effectiveness and efficiency for knowledge based organization 
working in modern society. 

A final example is the University of Akureyri, which has a 
continuing mission to develop a full social work education 
programme despite difficult institutional funding conditions. A basis 
has been achieved whereby social workers and students can 
participate with future UA provision from across the country, including 
designing and developing any such provision. There has been a 
great deal of enthusiasm and interest in the PRAISE methodologies 
as a means of reflection and CPD. The PRAISE project has greatly 
increased the capacity and quality of course design and 
development for the planned social work programme. Senior 
management in social services of collaborating institutions 
have demonstrated interest in the opportunity to co-develop training 
programmes which will increase the effectiveness of graduates and 
make them more able to bring problem based methods to bear 
rather than a perhaps more traditional emphasis on theoretical 
aspects. 

In the technological space, during the timeline of the PRAISE 
project, there were important developments. In addition to the 
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successful development and application of new technologies to the 
training systems of the partners, in tandem with the methodological 
work, there were advances in the actual technology and the science 
surrounding it. The CSDB was a highly successful knowledge 
management and transmission application, which has great 
potential in further integration into other instances and similar 
knowledge/practice domains. It was utilized as a powerful tool to 
harness experiential knowledge and leverage it within a distributed 
organization, in this case, the distributed PRAISE partnership. 

In the ontological engineering side, PRAISE managed to develop 
a complex ontology in the social worker conceptual domain through 
a group based, iterative process that spanned the project lifetime. 
The ontology that was developed was multi-lingual and multi-valued. 
All partner organizations were involved and placed currency in the 
process and the result, and that process itself was a learning 
experience for both the individual participants and for their host 
organizations. Again, referring to the distributed intelligence aspects 
of PRAISE (both implemented project and conceptual 
methodology), the ontology represented encoded knowledge from 
all of the participants and as such was an emergent result, where 
the sum was greater than the input. The ontology produced is also 
an output which is may be picked up and maintained by a 
community. 

There was a successful integration of cutting edge technologies 
which tied the ontology and the CSDB together into the VLE, with full 

reasoning support, to produce an intelligent VLE with access to 
case studies. With the use of reasoning technologies, the system 
was better able to support effective teaching and learning for 
practice based training candidates, and all within a multi-lingual 
environment. This is an important result for the betterment of CPD in 
the European landscape. 

 
 

European dimension 
 

There were several aspects of PRAISE that reflect issues in CPD of 
knowledge workers as well as social work training programmes at a 
European level. Amongst all of the participating organizations, 
throughout the project there was a growing interest amongst the 
local VC students in European social work issues as well as in 
language as a means of international communications. In Bethel, for 
example, is now using English language teaching utilizing case 
studies and practical work for a large number of its social workers. 
At a strategic level, Bethel intends to seek regular interaction with 
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other European partners in their domain at both the teacher and 
student levels. 

Another aspect of PRAISE was to increase awareness amongst 
staff of the importance of best practice from neighbouring countries. 
This was seen as a way to enrich local practice and to learn from 
others’ experience and thus make new practice development more 
efficient. In some sense, this is the beginning realization of a 
distributed, European practice based intelligence. Also deemed 
important in this international sharing dimension was professional 
practice in terms of eLearning techniques and straightforward 
technological skills acquisition, both amongst trainers and 
operators. This also must have some impact on standardization 
across Europe of both training systems and programmes as well as 
operations. 

In recognition of this, several participating institutions have taken 
strategic management decisions to pursue international projects and 
collaboration in domains that have traditionally been 
underdeveloped. Sustainability is also recognized as being critical; 
INFOP, for example, has demonstrated that pursuit of such 
programmes leads to more choice in training opportunities with their 
internal collaborations, augmented by international collaborative 
partnerships which directly benefit the organization through 
knowledge sharing as well as opportunities for staff to develop their 
own programmes. Also, the new training courses offered involve 
new professional categories. 

 
 

Implications for European Training Programmes 
 

An interesting differentiation was revealed between the embedding of 
PRAISE methodologies and technologies in the different types of 

participating social work organizations. In the traditional HEIs, the 
radical nature of the PRAISE methodologies was resisted by traditional 
expectations from client organizations. This is in part a reflection of the 
nature of utilizing constructivist methodologies, both cognitive and 
social, inside traditional HEI frameworks and thus is 
not exclusive to PRAISE; rather, PRAISE is an important element in a 
reformulation of modern educational normative practice and 
expectation within modern European tertiary institutions. In addition, 
there is the incorporation of narrative transmission as a structuring 
element on knowledge, which is foreign, less formal and more 
subjective by its very nature, to what has been sought after in the 
adherence to objective scientific methodologies which have 
overtaken all humanist disciplines in the West over the last couple of 
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centuries. This must confirm the relevance of the PRAISE 
methodological approach to modernizing experiential knowledge 
transmission and CPD within the important established academic 
structures through which many students develop. 

In other organizations, the situation was reversed; in these 
examples, the participants and management were more au fait with 
the PRAISE methodologies, but were more inexperienced in modern 
eLearning techniques. Part of this no doubt springs from traditional 
workloads and patterns which have seen social workers not deeply 
entrenched in the incorporation of ICT into their work patterns over 
even the last decade. However, once the technical aspects of 
eLearning were understood, both clients and staff were eager for 
their further adoption. This confirms and validates the use of 
eLearning as an effective and efficient tool in CPD within this 
domain. 

 
 

Final Word 
 

As can be seen in this book, the PRAISE project and its associated 
methodologies have had large, sustainable impacts on both the 
participating individuals and institutions in terms of their training, 
CPD, and application to real case work. The methodologies and 
associated technologies have, without doubt, strong implications for 
all European practice based knowledge workers, which would result 
in a stronger European knowledge society and economy, as well as 
a better environment for workers and clients. 
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In Praise of Practice is a summative description of an innovative project 
that created a European community of best practice using novel training 
methods for social workers across seven EU member states from January 
2004   to   October   2005.   The   book   comprehensively   details   the 
methodology, philosophy, technology, implementation, and evaluation of 
this exciting development which harnessed aspects of discourse theory, 
case studies, reflective practice, COP, semantic analysis, semantic web 
technologies,  knowledge  management  and  elearning  into  an  often 
overlooked,  but  vitally  important  field  in  modern  society.  The  project 
outcomes are transferable to other social work training programmes as 
well  as  to  any  practice  based  COP  that  depends  on  transmission  of 
experiential knowledge. 
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