
                                                                                                                                                    1

Lots of people think that theory is something purely academic with no link to ‘real

life’. Many social work students cover theory at school, but often begin their prac-

tice learning experience intimidated by the idea of how to apply theory to their

practice. 

Requirements for a degree or diploma in social work make it clear that students are

required to apply theory to practice. The Canadian Association of Social Work

Education (CASWE) states that knowledge, values and skills are the professional

attributes required for the competent performance of social work practice. To achieve

these goals, social work education fosters learning objectives and outcomes for

students. These goals have clear ties to relating theory to practice situations in order

to determine the best outcomes for clients. 

Practice learning is about relating the ideas learned in school to the real world setting.

However, in order to link theoretical knowledge to practice, you need a firm grasp of

the fact that theory is something everybody uses every day, knowingly and unknow-

ingly, in social work, and that theory has a clear link to common sense, what works,

and real life. It is important to know and understand who you are and how your own

experiences influence your relationship to theory. The use of theory is closely related

to the practioner's personal and social location, and their social, political and

economic context. Without this understanding, theory can become something that is

abstract, and this develops the idea that it is something you learn at university, and

then forget when you enter the ‘real world’ of work.
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FURTHER READING

This guide introduces the main theories of social work. Further readings are

always helpful. For more information on the areas covered in this section, see

the following:

❒ Beckett, C. (2006). Essential theory for social work practice. London: Sage.

❒ Carniol, Ben. (2010). Case critical: Social service work and social justice.
Toronto: Between the Lines.

❒ Dominelli, L. (2004). Social work: Theory and practice for a changing profes-
sion. Cambridge: Policy Press.

❒ Fook, J. (2002). Social work: Critical theory and practice. London: Sage. 

❒ Lundy, C. (2004). Social work and social justice: A structural approach to prac-
tice. Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 

❒ Healy, K. (2005). Social work theories in context: Creating frameworks for
practice. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

❒ Hicks, Steve, (2010). Social work in Canada. Toronto: Thompson Educational

Publishing, Inc.

❒ Mullaly, B. (2006). The new structural social work (3rd ed.). Toronto: Oxford

University Press. 

❒ Thompson, N. (2009). Theorizing social work practice. Basingstoke: Palgrave

Macmillan.

❒ Thompson, N. (2006). Power and empowerment. Lyme Regis: Russell House.




