
We always take a nuts and bolts approach to supporting a student’s learning about

theory and we use the same approach in this guide. This chapter will provide some

ideas and general exercises to build your learning about the application of social work

theory. Subsequent sections of the guide provide some ideas for supporting your learning

about specific theories.

Theory Circles

We find the use of theory circles can be helpful if you are struggling with the idea of theory.

The idea is to place theory into a circle which, in many ways, reflects the social work

process.

When a worker considers presenting any issue and decides on a plan of action, they have

used a theory of some kind. They may not always be aware of it – but they have. To provide

some examples of theory circles, we choose to reflect on a situation where a worker is

working with a client who has behaviour which is described as challenging or difficult to

manage. The worker can take a variety of approaches that are informed by a different

choice of theory. The following theory circles will help to illustrate the point:
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Many more examples could be given! The basic point we are trying to illustrate is that what-

ever intervention is planned it is the result of the application of one theory or another. Many

workers go straight from Stage 1 to Stage 3 in the ‘theory circle’. Critical Reflection and, if

necessary, some research and knowledge development should support you in identifying

Stage 2 so that you can easily answer the dreaded question ‘and what theory are you using

there?’ 

We said earlier that some theories appeal to some people and the same theories leave

others cold. The same principle applies to theory circles – some students find theory circles

useful in understanding how theory informs practice – others don’t. It’s important to find a

way that works for you to build your confidence. 

Using Bullet Points to Identify Key Theoretical Issues

Another exercise which can be useful to identify relevant theories is to list key areas

through the use of bullet points.

When you are working with a client, identify:

• some key aspects of the client’s identity

• key aspects of the presenting issues

• key aspects of the agency context and practice

• key points of the work to be undertaken

For example:
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Thinking about these key points can help you make the link with the theoretical approaches

that may be helpful. In the example situation, the following theories may be relevant:

► Client identity issues

• Woman – feminist perspectives

• Developmental disability – such as social role valorization; social/medical model;

PCS model; understanding stigma and oppression

► Presenting issues

• Empowerment, learned helplessness and social learning theory

► Agency context and practice

• Models of intervention

• Multi-agency approaches

• Social/medical approaches

• Constructionism

► Work to be undertaken

• Models of assessment and person centered planning

Using an approach such as this may help you identify relevant theories – you then need to

start to think about the detail of application (i.e., How? and Why?).
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• Apply the theory circle to one of your cases. Can you identify the theory or theo-

ries you have used to plan your intervention?

• Use the bullet points approach. How many theories might be applicable? Which

ones have you used? How did they inform your work? Why did you choose not to

use other possibly relevant theories?

• Use a reflective diary to reflect on cases or situations you found difficult or inter-

esting. Try to identify any theories you used or were used by others. 

• Keep a separate sheet for theories you have used and discussed in your work.

List each as you use it. Some repetition will probably occur. Can you see which

theory you use most? Why do you subscribe to that one more than others?

Develop your knowledge and skills




