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Using a programme theory approach, this paper aims to identify the key elements 

of the Frontline fast-track training scheme for social workers in children’s 

services in England. Programme logic is developed and refined based on findings 

from the pilot stage of the Frontline model regarding what was described as 

working well and what proved challenging. Findings revealed an association 

between the recruitment of high calibre entrants and the training model where 

entrants possessed good analytical skills but little previous practical knowledge. 

The Consultant Social Worker was identified as a critical component, linking all 

other elements of the programme theory and overseeing the participant unit 

which emerged as the central mechanism enabling discussion, consideration of 

theory-practice transfer and reflection.  
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Introduction  

Since its inception in 2013, Frontline has enrolled over 1000 participants onto its 

programme. Frontline is a fast-track training programme aimed at attracting high calibre 

graduates and career changers into children’s social work. In 2019, the UK Government 

invested a further £45 million for Frontline to train 900 social workers by 2021 (UK 

Government, 2019). Frontline students receive between £16,000 and £22,000 in their 

first year and a newly qualified social worker salary in their second year of study. This 

financial commitment is in addition to the higher training costs; the unit cost for 
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Frontline participants is up to three times higher than the traditional undergraduate route 

(Cutmore & Roger, 2016). This investment signifies government endorsement of a 

partial shift away from traditional university social work courses to employment-based 

fast-track training primarily directed at the provision of child protection social workers. 

Such endorsement is based upon the perceived need to ‘radically improve’ the quality of 

children’s social work (Department for Education, 2014:13). Indeed, the government 

commissioned two key reports in 2013; Professor Croisedale-Appleby’s (2014) review 

of social work education and Sir Martin Narey’s (2014) review of social work education 

and training for children and families social work. However, the need for improved 

social work education and training has been subject to criticism, with some authors 

calling for increased investment in existing social work education rather than the 

introduction of a new programme (Murphy, 2016).   

Unlike traditional university courses, the Frontline training model adopted 

systemic practice as its single overarching theoretical framework and focused upon two 

evidence-based interventions; motivational interviewing and a parenting programme 

based on social learning theory. Further, the programme incorporated the participant 

unit model, based on the Reclaiming Social Work initiative developed in Hackney, a 

London Borough (Cross et al., 2010). Frontline has attracted much attention, in part 

because of its bold claims, including its mission to ‘transform the lives of vulnerable 

children by recruiting and developing outstanding individuals to be leaders in social 

work and broader society’ (Frontline, 2014). Such claims have led to criticism that 

Frontline’s re-direction of social work education towards high calibre elite graduates 

may serve to diminish the extent to which future social workers advocate for children 

and families, the degree to which they challenge individualised notions, such as poor 

parenting, and wider considerations of poverty and social inequalities (Murphy, 2016). 
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Frontline’s focus on child protection and focus on a single theoretical framework has 

also been criticised (e.g. Croisedale-Appleby, 2014; Thoburn, 2017). Although it should 

be noted that its focus on children represents the structural division of children and adult 

social work in England and Wales. Adult social care sits within the Department for 

Health and Social Care whereas the Department for Education are responsible for 

children and families. Croisedale-Appleby (2014), expressed concern that the 

emergence of a training model focused upon children might produce social workers 

‘inadequately informed and qualified to understand the various perspectives in any 

situation’ (p. 27). Others warned that separating child protection from other forms of 

social work creates a system aimed at risk-focused practice rather than prevention and 

empowering service users (Featherstone et al., 2014; Higgins, 2015). Such an approach 

reflects disquiet that fast track programmes teach practice skills rather than knowledge-

based practice as Cartney states,  

A pertinent issue is whether social work is simply about ‘know how’ (skills) or 

also about ‘know why’ (knowledge), and whether we are moving away from 

promoting in-depth understanding and towards employment-based skills teaching 

as the primary underpinning for qualifying education (Cartney, 2017:7) 

This distinction is crucial as it differentiates between a system based on managing risk 

to one which challenges social inequalities fostering anti-oppressive practice. For social 

work education the issue is whether fast-track courses equip participants with both the 

skills and knowledge necessary to work in a humane manner with the family and in 

relation to wider issues such as social inequalities (Featherstone et al., 2014). Hence, 

both the focus on children and the adoption of specific approaches have led some to 

argue that fast-track programmes simply produce ‘skilled technicians’ as opposed to 

educated professionals (Cartney, 2017). This is particularly pertinent in light of 
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Frontline’s decision to design and deliver the programme in-house, without its academic 

partner (McNicoll, 2017).  

This paper reports findings relating to the pilot stage of Frontline in six local authorities 

focusing on the identification and evaluation of key elements of the Frontline training 

model. Findings are presented from the Department for Education funded independent 

evaluation of the Frontline pilot undertaken between 2014 and 2016 (Maxwell et al., 

2016). The evaluation adopted a programme theory approach to create and refine 

programme logic for the training model. This responds to the growing call for service 

providers to demonstrate the underlying models and theories on which programmes are 

based. While theory-driven evaluation is already adopted in the fields of public health, 

and crime and safety, its use in social work is relatively new (Ebenso et al., 2018; Lai et 

al., 2017). Programme theory comprises a range of approaches including logical 

frameworks, realistic evaluation, and theory of change (Coryn et al., 2010). Regardless 

of terminology, theory-driven approaches share a common base where the evaluation 

strategy or approach,    

 

explicitly integrates and uses stakeholder, social science, some combination of, or 

other types of theories in conceptualizing, designing, conducting, interpreting, and 

applying an evaluation (Coryn et al., 2010:201). 

In doing so, theory-driven evaluation begins by identifying the underlying assumptions, 

or theories, of a programme or intervention that lead to the desired outcomes. Logic 

models are commonly employed for this task as they enable the visual representation of 

programme components in a linear, columnar manner, enabling causal linkages to be 

made between components (Kellogg Foundation, 2004; McLaughlin & Jordan, 1999). 

Logic models vary in their level of complexity with some delineating between short, 



5 

 

medium, and long-term outcomes whilst others include individual, interpersonal and 

collective perspectives. Nevertheless, logic models enable the identification of the 

anticipated pathway of the programme and encompass features of the external 

environment (Morgan-Trimmer, 2015). This paper begins by describing the process by 

which Frontline’s programme logic model was created. Once the initial theory had been 

depicted, empirical investigation was undertaken to determine the extent to which the 

theory was met in practice across implementation and varying contexts (Manzano & 

Pawson, 2014). The logic model added value to empirical investigation as it enabled 

consideration of how the programme components inter-related, consideration of the 

causal mechanisms and the designation of appropriate data collection methods in order 

to determine support for the programme theory (Cooksy et al., 2001). The paper then 

presents research findings from the evaluation in order to refine the logic model, based 

on discussion of how it worked in practice in the pilot, drawing out what was described 

as working well and what proved challenging.  

Method 

 

Documentary analysis informed programme logic design. Documents were 

obtained from Frontline as part of the independent evaluation and supplemented via a 

Google search using ‘Frontline social work’ as the search term. Documents included the 

initial briefing document ‘Frontline: improving the children’s social work profession’ 

(MacAlister et al., 2012), the Programme Handbook, information presented on the 

Frontline website, media reports and wider advertising materials. Comparison of the 

training model was undertaken based on evidence gleaned from the course handbooks 

for two randomly selected postgraduate social work courses from high tariff 

universities. The programme logic was refined using interview data, described below.  
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Participants 

The evaluation adopted a case study approach, recruiting local authorities from 

two Frontline pilot regions across two cohorts of participants. Ethical approval for the 

study was granted  from [institution name] School of Social Sciences Research Ethics 

Committee. Six local authorities were selected to be case studies based on a 

combination of stratified random sampling and purposive sampling. Sampling included 

four criteria; children’s social care service inspection rating, number of Frontline units 

per local authority, geographical location, and to ensure that all three ‘Frontline 

Specialists’ (responsible for providing support to each local authority and coaching the 

consultant social workers) were included.  

Data collection 

Data were collected between August 2014 and November 2015. The evaluation 

began when the first cohort of the Frontline programme started training and ended four 

months into cohort two, with the first cohort having completed year one of the 

programme. Interviews were undertaken with cohort one case studies around three 

months into practice learning (T1), after seven months (T2) and after 12 months (T3). 

Interviews were conducted with cohort two three months into their practice learning 

(T4). Interviews were conducted with consultant social workers (CSWs) across all four 

time points whilst participants were interviewed at T1, T3 and T4 with a focus group 

conducted at T3. At T1 and T4 telephone interviews were also conducted with academic 

tutors and Frontline Specialists whilst T3 included telephone interviews with adult 

placement mentors, service users and key stakeholders (Frontline’s Chief Executive, the 

lead professor for Frontline, and two Frontline specialists). In addition, senior staff 

within each local authority (LA) were sent a questionnaire inviting them to reflect upon 

Cohort One. Only one response was received.  
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Data analysis 

Data was analysed according to grounded theory (Strauss, 1987). All the 

interviews and focus groups from the case studies were transcribed verbatim and 

analysed using a coding frame initially devised from the evaluation’s logic model, 

including inputs, participant reactions, mediating factors, participants’ learning, 

moderating factors, and outcomes. The coding frame was then subject to refinement 

based on inductive coding from the data. N-vivo software was used to facilitate 

thematic coding.  

Step one: Generating Frontline’s programme theory 

 

Programme theory design drew upon Kirkpatrick’s model (1994), which 

provides a systematic outcome-based method of evaluation which allows analysis of 

multiple measures of training effectiveness (Bates, 2004). The evaluation extended 

beyond learner satisfaction to include learner reaction to the programme; learning 

gained from the programme (e.g. knowledge, skills and attitudes); changes in learner 

behaviour within the training context; and the desired results or impact of the 

programme. Following Guskey (2000), learner behaviour was further distinguished by 

defining behaviour as the ‘use of new knowledge and skills’ and ‘results’ as specific 

training ‘outcomes’.  

 

Documents were reviewed and sentences relating to the main components of the 

logic model were marked and used to create the logic model (Figure one). Each 

component was then associated with a series of statements that were used to form a 

clearer picture of the component. Whilst programme inputs, expected use of new skills 

and understanding and outcomes could be gleaned, further data was needed to identify 
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the optimum conditions necessary for the programme to realise its outcomes. Hence, the 

initial logic model contained questions within components where further evidence was 

needed. For example, is CSW knowledge and skills a necessary condition for 

participant learning to occur? Findings from each phase of the evaluation were used to 

determine how the programme evolved in practice (Ebenso et al., 2018). By working 

with Frontline developers, the evaluation adopted a formative approach enabling the 

refinement and modification of the Frontline training model throughout the evaluation. 

Consequently, the programme logic was refined to determine the extent to which the 

theory was met in practice across implementation and varying contexts (Manzano & 

Pawson, 2014).  

Frontline’s theory of change 

 

According to MacAlister et al.’s (2012) briefing document, Frontline was 

developed in response to increasing concerns about social work education (e.g. Munro, 

2010; Social Work Taskforce, 2009). There have been two key reports (Croisedale-

Appleby, 2014; Narey, 2014) outlining the nature of the problem, including the need for 

minimum entry standards and streamlining social work education standards and 

competencies to aid consistency across higher education institutions. Frontline’s 

proposed solution was to target high calibre graduates from elite universities who may 

not have previously considered a career in social work, reduce the amount of classroom-

based learning and embed practice learning into the training model (Frontline, 2014). 



 

 

Figure 1: Draft Programme logic 

 

 

 

  

*Taken from Professional Capabilities Framework 

 

Participants’ 

Reaction 
▪ Summer Institute 

▪ Social work 

placement 

including work, 

colleagues and 

expectations 
▪ Consultant Social 

Worker support 

▪ FL Lecturer 

support 

Inputs 
▪ Summer school 
▪ Bespoke 

learning in 

CSW-led units 

inc peer support 

▪ Recall days. 

▪ CSW training 

and mentoring 

▪ Tutor support 

▪ FL Specialist 

support 

Moderating factors 
▪ Capacity to manage workload 

▪ Emotional nature of work 

 

Participants’ learning 
▪ Communication skills* 

▪ Capacity to engage with users 

▪ Capacity to work as a member of an 

organisation* 

▪ Capacity to learn from feedback and 

supervision* 

. 

Participants’ use of new skills 

and understanding 
▪ Demonstrate SW values, 

knowledge and skills* 
▪ Demonstrated the Chief Social 

workers knowledge and skills 

(2014): 

1. The role of child and family 

social work 

2. Child development  

3. Adult mental ill-health, 

substance misuse, domestic 

violence, physical ill-health 

and disability 

4. Abuse and neglect of 

children  
5. Effective direct work with 

children and families  

6. Child and family assessment 

7. Analysis, decision-making, 

planning and review 

8. The law and the family 

justice system 

9. Professional ethics 

10. The role of supervision and 

research  

11. Organisational context 

Outcomes: Service 

users 
▪ Satisfaction with SW 

▪ SW communication 

skills (treat with 

respect, explains 

things etc) 

▪ SW understands our 

issues 

▪ SW has helped to 

improve things. 

▪ SW referral/direct 

work ratings. 
 

Outcomes: 

Participants 
▪ Satisfaction with 

own work 

▪ Experiences of 

working with 

families including 

how evidence-based 

interventions were 

applied and received 

by service users. 

▪ Confidence ratings. 

 

Mediating Factors 
▪ Transferability of learning materials to 

practice including the team’s use of the 

systemic model. 
▪ Senior management support of FL 

programme. 

▪ SW colleagues support of FL 

programme, participants and CSWs. 

▪ Mapping FL objectives onto practice. 

▪ Differences between the professional 

skills/suitability for a social worker 

career and those identified by academic 

staff and social work staff.  

▪ CSW and academic tutor relationship. 

▪ Practical issues including other work 

commitments, case allocation, time 

allocated for supervision, meetings etc.  



 

Target audience 

Documentary analysis revealed that in order to recruit high calibre entrants, 

applicants underwent a rigorous recruitment process which included a verbal reasoning 

test, written exercise, simulated client interview and a joint interview undertaken by 

Frontline and the placement Local Authority. Hence, Frontline’s ‘target audience’, of 

high calibre graduates  was a key component of Frontline. While the evaluation did not 

assess the calibre of entrants, comparative analyses between Frontline and mainstream 

participants have demonstrated that Frontline entrants have significantly better prior 

academic qualifications than participants on mainstream courses (see Maxwell et al., 

2018). Interview analysis found that Frontline participants were considered particularly 

adept at understanding and assessing different theoretical perspectives, 

Their ability to access a theory and then relate it to practice, to challenge practice, 

to consider perspectives, to critically analyse their own work, to critically analyse 

the things that are going on in families. Honestly, it's just amazing (CSW 4) 

But targeting entrants who had not hitherto considered a career in social work, meant 

that in the early stages participants were unsure of what social work entailed or lacked 

lived experiences to draw upon, 

I felt there was a lot missing in terms of the things social workers do. A lot of 

knowledge of things like, just kind of practical stuff, even just how much a baby 

eats or how much they should sleep and stuff … I find it helpful now but without a 

context of kind of – it’s helpful now because I have a context of families 

(Participant O) 

Consultant social workers highlighted the need for participants to adapt from being high 

achievers to good social workers, able to carry uncertainty in complex, changing family 

systems.  
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Inputs 

The training model consisted of a five-week classroom-based residential course 

and twenty recall days. To support learning in situ, three key components were 

identified, the academic tutor, the participant unit and the CSW.  Unlike mainstream 

courses, academic tutors had a greater active role in supporting participant learning by 

contributing to unit meeting discussions, forming conceptual links between practice and 

theory, and providing bespoke tuition; although this was limited by course demands and 

the extent to which academic tutors attended meetings. Academic tutors were also able 

to support participant learning by the introduction of practice observations, which 

enabled them to observe the application of theory to practice, rather than relying upon 

the participant’s written account (Domakin & Curry, 2018). Unlike mainstream courses 

which tend to adopt binary pass-fail overall grading for practice skills, participants skills 

were awarded a percentage mark where,  

The focus on direct observations of practice as a core part of what we assessed, 

having that as the focus of about half of the marks created an ethos where the focus 

was on practice (Lead Professor) 

Interview analysis revealed that the participant unit was the central mechanism 

by which learning occurred. Overseen by a CSW, the unit of four participants provided 

a safe space to critically engage with theory and practice, a place to view existing social 

work practice and experience the realities of working within an existing social work 

team. This was facilitated by the model’s adoption of a single theoretical framework; 

systemic practice as it,  

recognise[s] that any intervention with a family may be influenced by a dynamic 

interplay between the response of the individual social worker, relationships 

between family members, agency setting, and wider structural issues (Domakin 

and Curry, 2018:172). 
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Unit meetings were aimed at decision making, planning and engagement in learning 

discussions. Meetings began with the presentation of a case genogram (a family tree 

diagram depicting relationships) and chronology before the participant presented their 

case dilemma (Domakin & Curry, 2018). Finally, the unit generated hypotheses in 

response to the dilemma relating to what is known about the family,  

If I were to present a dilemma, we’d discuss it and then the other people in the 

meeting would hypothesise about it and then at the end there’d be action planning 

(Participant N) 

Observational data captured the role of the CSW and academic tutor in 

contributing professional and academic guidance, encouraging discussion around the 

themes of social injustice, poverty and anti-oppressive practice. Several commentators 

have queried the extent to which the training model captures these issues, questioning 

whether fast-track programmes prepare future social workers to advocate for families 

and challenge wider structural considerations (Murphy, 2016; Thoburn, 2017). More 

recently, George Floyd’s killing in America and the subsequent Black Lives Matter 

campaign prompted several Frontline trainees to question the adequacy of Frontline’s 

inclusion of anti-racism and anti-oppressive practice within the programme (Turner, 

2020). The evaluation data presented illustrated the manner in which social injustice, 

poverty, and anti-oppressive practice learning was embedded in practice and where the 

unit provided the space for lively discussion and consideration of the social and 

economic conditions on families. While findings from a simulated exercise found that 

Frontline participants were rated higher on cultural competence than their counterparts 

from mainstream social work courses (see Scourfield et al., 2019). 

Learning was facilitated by the CSW who was responsible for ensuring that the 

unit received a range of cases,  
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I’m clear about the experiences that the participants need to have in practice but 

then I have a responsibility to make sure that those experiences are coming (CSW 

3) 

At T1 this proved demanding for CSWs who were responsible for delivering 

practice knowledge to participants top-loaded with theory, which was compounded by 

the front-loading of assignments. By T2, when the focus was on practice-driven 

learning, the participant unit emerged as the primary training input with the level of 

CSW knowledge and expertise deemed “critical in ensuring the success of the 

programme” (Children’s Services Director). The Chief Executive of Frontline noted in 

his T3 interview that it had sometimes been challenging to recruit high quality CSWs 

but noted that this challenge had been overcome. Hence, the CSW emerged as a critical 

component across all elements of the training model.  

Interview analysis revealed three main aspects of the CSW role; manager, coach 

and mentor. The role of manager encompassed the identification of suitable cases to 

develop participant skills, assigning tasks to participants and monitoring task 

completion and performance. The CSWs role as a coach, alluded to their role in 

observing participant practice, providing feedback on individual skill acquisition and 

development as well as modelling good practice during family visits, ensuring that 

participants “learnt the basics”,  

So there’s a lot of them practising it, learning it, practising it, learning it, … and I 

think they’ve really done well with that …. I think it’s a good idea that you don’t 

have multiple managers, because we all have a different take on how to do things.  

So, they’ve learnt the basics from me and then they will add their own context to 

that …what they feel is really important. (CSW 4)                                             

Finally, the CSWs role as a mentor involved supporting participant growth, both 

professionally and personally,  
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ultimately, she [CSW] oversees all of that and a huge amount of her knowledge 

and expertise is passed on to us through that process (Participant J) 

A key omission from the initial programme logic was that of the adult 

placement. Perhaps the most marked shift from conventional courses is that Frontline 

focused upon child protection social work yet in order to meet Health and Care 

Professions Council requirements (now transferred to Social Work England), necessary 

for social work registration, a 30-day adult placement was added to the model. As a late 

addition to the programme, the quality of this resource differed across local authorities 

and was dependent upon the provider. Whilst there were several participants whose 

placement allowed the integration of meaningful work with adults into their working 

day, this was the exception. Mixed findings emerged in relation to the value placed 

upon the adult placement,  

I wasn’t interested in adult stuff and it just felt like I have so much on at children’s 

that it was frustrating having to do that [adult placement] stuff (Participant F).  

 

I was in a place for domestic violence, but it was a multi-agency environment and I 

think I learnt a lot, not just about domestic violence but about housing, about the 

prison and the probation services and yes, just for me it was, I was really pleased 

with my [placement] (Participant G) 

Learning was dependent upon the specific placement and the extent to which 

participants were willing and able to become involved in practice. By cohort two, 

several CSWs had employed strategies to enhance the quality of the adult placement, 

such as increased dialogue with existing placements or seeking alternative placement 

opportunities. 
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Participants’ reaction 

Interview findings supported the three main phases of learning; theory-driven, 

practice-driven and integration. At T1, participants began the residential course with the 

expectation that training would be skill-based, 

I thought I would come out with a lot more understanding of the processes 

involved in social work, the families that you come across and the problems that 

they would normally face and how social work is done (Participant H) 

This may be in part be due to the way Frontline was marketed; as an employment-based 

truncated route into social work. This has fuelled suspicion that programme content is 

largely based upon practical skills rather than knowledge-based social work (Cartney, 

2017). Hence, participants expressed surprise at the theoretical content and research 

required, 

I didn’t see how integral they [systemic practice and motivational interviewing] 

were to the programme actually and that was fine, but I think that was kind of an 

element that surprised me (Participant L) 

With limited previous experience of social work, some participants found initial 

teaching rather abstract. Hence, participants valued hearing from presenters who had 

recently been in practice as well as those with lived experience.  

The change process was also facilitated by the bespoke curriculum which was 

designed to support the consolidation of learning across all the inputs. However, the 

academic demands in T1 limited delivery of bespoke tuition. By cohort two this training 

input had become more standardised to ensure teaching consistency across units and the 

linking of teaching to assignments (AT2). Finally, by T3 the focus was on integrating 

theory and research with practice, where participants applied what they had been taught 

to meet the needs of their families,   
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they’re quite good at linking theory to practice. I think they actively go and 

research and take home how I’m going to work with this family this way and really 

prepare (CSW2) 

Whilst participants on mainstream courses engage in a similar learning process, 

Frontline’s model seeks to align theory with practice in an ongoing continuous learning 

cycle throughout the programme. Interviewees were unanimous in the view that there 

were no substantial omissions in either the academic work or experience, however 

differences emerged in types of experience encountered. Specific omissions from 

teaching content mentioned by interviewees included disclosures, direct work with 

teenagers and interventions with foster children.  

Mediating factors 

The traditional separation between ‘academic’ and ‘practice’ based aspects of 

social worker education mediates the tension between placement learning and 

enculturation into professional biases and prejudices. For Frontline, the participant unit 

mediated learning by providing critical distance from existing practices and practice 

contexts. However, the presence of a segregated unit within the team, which “cherry-

picked cases” (social worker interview) and had a lower caseload than newly qualified 

social workers restricted the extent to which participants were embedded within social 

work teams. Such segregation was more distinct in local authorities that had not adopted 

systemic practice. At T1, this led to participant reluctance to access the wider team,   

I think that the participants don’t yet get the fuller picture, the holistic picture of 

social work so it doesn’t occur to them to ask some of the more straightforward 

questions and I don’t think they think that the wider team can support them with 

their systemic questions (CSW 3) 
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Several participants commented on how “protected” participants were from the 

realities of social work and from the opportunities to access informal learning 

opportunities and the “day-to-day stuff” (interview with Participant A) which is omitted 

from the training model. To address segregation, CSWs and academic tutors adopted 

several practical and structural strategies, such as physically locating participants within 

the team. Given that comparative analysis revealed that Frontline participants tended to 

be younger, less ethnically diverse and more socially advantaged than participants on 

conventional courses (Maxwell et al., 2018), such integration was particularly pertinent 

to give participants,  

the opportunity to work with different people and experience different styles of 

social work which I think has been really helpful in kind of building relationships 

between Frontline and social workers, and also obviously to help us develop and 

looking at different kind of ways of practising (Participant E).  

According to social workers in the wider team, integration was also deemed 

crucial as regardless of training model, once qualified participants would need to work 

within these wider teams, 

I think they’ve moved from being the unit, and being quite separate, and their 

identity being at Frontline, to their identity being within the LA, and potentially in 

the team (CSW 3) 

 Within this process, CSWs were crucial in managing the interface between the unit and 

the wider team, ensuring that participants used the wider team to further their learning 

but also contributed to the team as future colleagues. In this respect, the wider team 

emerged as an unanticipated input.  
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Participants’ Learning 

Assessment of participant learning was captured using a simulated exercise 

reported elsewhere (see Scourfield et al., 2019). While this comparative analysis 

demonstrated stronger interviewing and reflection skills than students on mainstream 

courses, it was unclear the extent to which these results were influenced by the higher 

prior academic achievements of Frontline participants.  

Interview analysis reiterated the strengths of Frontline participants (target 

audience) in deconstructing theory and translating it into practice and the role of 

academic tutors and CSWs in providing feedback for reflection and self-awareness. 

However, mixed findings emerged in relation to how confident participants were in 

transferring taught knowledge and skills to practice. Participants reported wanting more 

practice experience on which to consolidate learning,  

I understand the principles but I find it quite hard to use that and to know when to 

use it, and I think quite often I just don't, because I'm not sure when it's appropriate 

and how to put it into practice … I need a bit more on how to actually practise that 

with a service user (Participant P) 

Conversely, CSWs deemed participants ready for practice. This follows Cameron et al. 

(2016), who noted a discrepancy in the levels of confidence reported in interviews by 

participants and the confidence in their actual performance in practice scenarios. 

 Moderating factors 

While it was envisaged that engagement would be moderated by capacity to 

manage the number and emotionality of cases, this was situated more broadly within the 

protective nature of the participant unit. Such protection strongly influenced programme 

outcomes as CSWs supported individualised participant learning plans, assigning 
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appropriate cases and providing one-to-one support either through co-work or feedback. 

In doing so, participants were able to develop their skills at their own pace, 

the pace of work’s slower which means there’s more thoughtful work and more 

purposeful work going on (CSW 3) 

Whilst beneficial for learners, the slower pace and assessment requirements created 

tension between the needs of families and the needs of the training model. This was 

most notable at T1, with participants making frequent family visits to aid assignment 

completion and the development of practice skills,  

they’ve been doing a lot more visits to families but actually the families haven’t 

necessarily required them (CSW2) 

As the number of assignments subsided the need to engage families for observations 

decreased. As the year progressed, CSWs assigned more complex cases and increased 

participant autonomy. By T3 the focus was on ensuring participants were ready to make 

the transition into their first assessed and supported year (AYSE) in practice.  

Training was also moderated by individual learner characteristics. Specifically, 

individual differences emerged in how participants experienced different programme 

elements. For example, some participants found having difficult conversations with 

service users or listening to difficult service user stories as challenging while others 

reported frustration with the system,  

I think it's been a lot more frustration at the system and not being able to progress 

things and frustration at other agencies not doing things (Participant O) 

Again, the unit emerged as the primary vehicle for managing these challenges. By T3, 

several participants expressed concern as to whether this support would be maintained 
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once in practice and away from the unit. Indeed, Frontline graduates have reported this 

to be a disadvantage of the training model, 

the shock of shifting from the supportive context of working in a small cohesive 

team backed up by the consultant social worker to the reality of working alone in a 

system that can be, in some instances, unsupportive and hostile to the practice 

approach that Frontline advocates (Dartington Social Research Unit, 2017:43) 

While the logic model included organisational context within knowledge and skills, 

these findings highlighted a need for further development in the extent to which 

participants were equipped for the reduction in support once qualified.  

Outcomes 

Based on the findings presented, the proposed outcomes in the programme logic 

were refined (figure two). An interaction was found between the recruitment of high-

calibre graduates and knowledge and skill acquisition. From an initial pool of around 

2000 applicants, only one in twenty obtained a place on the pilot phase. This yielded a 

highly selected target audience who were screened as having the qualities deemed 

necessary for social work (MacAlister et al., 2012). This rendered it difficult to 

disaggregate prior knowledge and skills from those provided by the training model.  

Most participants reported having improved their ability to engage service users 

due to the extensive practical experience within the training model. This was supported 

by adult placement mentors and CSWs,  

They can build very good relationships with people because of the systemic stuff. 

So that’s one of their key strengths, it’s commented on a lot by professionals and 

by families that they feel listened to, they feel incorporated (CSW 1) 

As noted, participants varied in the types of experience they obtained during training. 

Differences in the nature and quality of adult placements limited training on adult 



 

Figure two: Frontline programme logic 

 

 

 

 

INPUTS PARTICIPANT OUTCOMES PARTICIPANT 

LEARNING 

Residenti

al training 

Recall 

days 

Linking theory to 

social work 

practice 

Alignment of 

Knowledge and skills 

 
- Social work values 

- Child development 

- Adult mental health, 

substance misuse, 

physical health and 
disability 

- Abuse and neglect of 

children 

- Effective direct work 
with children and 

families 

- Child and family 

assessment 

- Analysis, decision-
making, planning 

and review 

- Professional ethics 

- The role of 

supervision and 
theory 

- Organisational 

context 

 

Short-term outcomes 
- Practice ready 

graduates 

- Relationship-based 

social work 
- Child-focussed 

practice 
 

T
h

eo
ry

-d
ri

v
en

 

Social 

workers 

Adult 

CSW knowledge 

and expertise 

Teaching by 

academic tutors 

linked to 

assignments 

Assignments 

P
ra

ct
ic

e
-d

ri
v

en
 

Unit 

Evidence based 

approaches: 

Systemic approach 

Motivational 

Interviewing 

Parenting programme 
M

E
D

IA
T

IN
G

 F
A

C
T

O
R

S
: 

O
rg

an
is

at
io

n
al

 s
u
p
p
o
rt

, 
cu

lt
u
re

 a
n
d
 te

am
 

M
O

D
E

R
A

T
IN

G
 F

A
C

T
O

R
S

: 
P

ar
ti

ci
p

an
t 

U
n

it
, 
C

S
W

, 
re

d
u

ce
d
 c

as
el

o
ad

  

Unit meetings 
- Presenting genogram 

- Hypothesising 

- Action planning 

 

Parenting programme 
- Prepare materials 

- Deliver with a family 

 

Practice experience 
- Reflective log 

- Feedback to and from 

CSW 

- Discussion within 

unit 

 

Long-term 

outcomes 

- Professional status 

- Improved retention 

rates of social 

workers  

- Create social work 
leaders 

- Transform lives of 

vulnerable children A
li

g
n

in
g

 t
h

eo
ry

/p
ra

ct
ic

e 

TARGET AUDIENCE: Recruitment (Assessment Centre) 

CONSULTANT SOCIAL WORKER 



 

mental health, substance misuse, domestic violence and physical ill-health and 

disability. Several participants thought that teaching on legal processing and court work 

had been omitted from the training model.  

Discussion 

Programme logic added value to the evaluation as it facilitated the identification 

of key components and their relationships (Cooksy et al., 2001). The inter-relation 

between recruiting high-calibre participants and the training inputs, participant learning 

and knowledge and skills was identified. Findings tentatively supported the premise that 

high-calibre participants possessed good reasoning and analysis skills for social work 

although it was difficult to disaggregate existing skills from new knowledge acquisition. 

There was evidence that rather than absorbing theory and research, participants 

deconstructed approaches in order to focus on the aspects most appropriate to families 

and deliverable within social work timeframes. It is this interrogation and critical 

analysis of knowledge that has been identified as crucial to decision making within the 

uncertain conditions of social work practice (Taylor & White, 2006). It is also one of 

the main criticisms of the Frontline model, that participants are not afforded enough 

time to reflect and absorb teaching (Thoburn, 2017).  

 The quality of training inputs was dependent upon trainer expertise across all 

teaching inputs. The CSW emerged as a critical component of the model, where their 

knowledge and expertise was paramount to the development of practice skills. The 

academic tutor role is crucial in aligning academic teaching with practice experiences 

enabling learners to operationalise the concepts they have been taught (Domakin, 2015). 

The unit mediated knowledge acquisition, facilitating the relationship between theory 

and research, learning transfer and development of practice skills, and enabled 

participants to reflect upon their practice. This process provided participants with the 
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reflective space to consider their practice within the wider theoretical context without 

exposing families to further “experimentation in placement” (Lefevre, 2015:208). This 

meant that learning was not limited to individual caseload but shared across participants 

with the unit becoming a collaborative space for knowledge creation, shared 

responsibility, discussion, reflection, planning and decision making (Forrester et al., 

2013; Nonaka & Konno, 1998). Conversely, the unit also limited opportunities for 

informal learning from the wider team. This led to variation in the extent to which 

participants familiarised themselves with the culture, shared values, knowledge and 

skills of the team which extend to the understanding of the emotional nature of the work 

and its impact on the self (Gray et al., 2008). For those participants who did access the 

wider team, it was acknowledged that this broadened participant learning to include 

other theories and styles of working. Hence, the wider team emerged as an 

unanticipated training input.  

A further unanticipated input was that of the cases encountered. The dynamic 

nature of social work meant that participants varied in the types of cases and 

experiences they experienced. Whilst such inconsistencies are found on conventional 

courses this is particularly pertinent as according to its initial briefing document 

(MacAlister et al., 2012), Frontline was developed to streamline social work standards 

and competencies and improve consistency in social work education. It is worth noting 

that participants reported confidence in the areas they had experienced but less 

confidence in new areas. The adult placement is one such omission as well as teaching 

on legal processing and court work, reiterating limitations reported by participants from 

conventional courses (Bates et al., 2010). Conversely, communication skills emerged as 

a particular strength. This is perhaps not surprising as the structure of the training model 

is geared towards increased engagement with families through assessed observations, 
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the parenting programme and developing systemic practice. This appears to support the 

inclusion of specific theoretical evidence-based approaches. Such findings appear to 

counter warnings that offering a specialist child and family social work qualification 

would lead to a system aimed at risk-focused practice rather than prevention and 

empowering service users (Featherstone et al., 2014).  

The evaluation design did not lend itself to determining whether the training 

model led to the proposed outcomes. Without these findings the calls for evidence on 

the impact of the training model on social work practice cannot be addressed (BASW, 

2018). However, interim findings from a longitudinal study of fast track programmes 

(Scourfield et al., 2020) found that three years after obtaining their licence to practise, 

36% of Frontline graduates had progressed to at least senior social work level positions, 

yet only 25%  of the cohort remained in their original host authority and 29% had left 

statutory social work in England. Comparable rates for non-fast-track social workers are 

not currently available. Regarding the effect on the social work workforce, a paradox 

emerges. Frontline was aimed at improving the integration of theory and practice and 

inclusion of evidence-based approaches. However, monies awarded to Frontline have 

been to the detriment of funding for university-based routes which have also seen 

declining numbers of applicants as more participants are attracted to funded routes 

(Thoburn, 2017). The potential decline of social work from universities is significant, as 

without university social work departments the development of social work theory and 

research is at risk (Ferguson, 2016). 

The creation and development of programme logic enabled the identification of 

key components, consideration of how they inter-related and aided designation of 

appropriate data collection methods, including both quantitative and qualitative 

methods, for each component, thus enabling the triangulation of data across different 
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methods or sources (Cooksy et al., 2001; Pawson, 2013). Further, mapping programme 

theory enabled the identification of gaps in the programme’s logic as well as ongoing 

information as to how the programme evolved in practice (Ebenso et al., 2018).  
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