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| ABSTRACT

This paper explores the policy and quality assurance discourse in social work undergraduate academic education ensuing at the
Social Work Unit at Fourah Bay College, University of Sierra Leone, following the recent reengineering approach due to the Covid-
19 pandemic and technological polarisation. Regrettably, final year social work university pre-service social work student's
practicum or internship evaluation could not be finalised. The practicum or internship is a critical component in social work
education as it engenders professional transformation, thought and development. Unlike other academic modules, which could
be downright via online and distance education, the practicum or internship, being a practical undertaking in a classroom
atmosphere, accorded unique challenges. The research question that the paper addresses is: How would certification of social
work students be finalised when this time-tested evaluation had not been done? The paper employs content and discourse
analysis to unwrap the philosophical and professional discourses being promoted by faculty in order to appreciate how they are
likely to regulate succeeding management of social work education. The discourse is that the emerging ‘current normal’ should
not trade-off the quality assurance structures that evolved consequently.
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1. Introduction

This research documents and critiques the policy and quality assurance discourses centred on the practicum in social work
education ensuing at the Department of Sociology and Social Work, Fourah Bay College, University of Sierra Leone. The Social
Work Unit normally deploys the majority of its pre-service social work education final year students in outlying rural and urban
areas of the Freetown Municipality for their practicum or internship. Social work educators from the department’s social work
education unit would ordinarily visit the students for the practicum or internship assessment. The outbreak of the Covid-19
pandemic, which was declared a global pandemic in March 2020, necessitated the prohibition of gatherings and hence the closure
of universities across the country. The abrupt closure of universities thus created an assessment conundrum for social work
educators with regard to student social workers on practicum. This meant that alternative modes of practicum assessment which
measured lecturer readiness had to be availed if students were to be certified as competent. The debates on alternative assessment
models for the practicum ought to be understood in the context of Juliette Oko's (2006) assertion that, while there is widespread
consensus among stakeholders that the quality of social work education programmes matter, ‘there is less agreement on how to
define and assess quality’ in a social work education programme. The University's Social work unit, whose recognised niche is social
work education and culture, has pioneered a highly regarded pre-service social work education programme at the undergraduate
level. The four-year degree programme is an initial social work education (SWE) course whose structure is referred to as the 3-1
(Kwong, 2017). This is because the programme comprises the first three years of academic study at university, followed by a one-
year period of practicum in different urban organisations, and the final year is spent at university and internship, ostensibly to
provide opportunities for reflection. The one-year period of practicum, also known as student internship practice or work
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experience, is an important stage in the professional development of social workers (Tippa, 2020); Hewson et al. (2010) in pre-
service programmes. Hewson et al. (2010) regard the practicum as an important rite of passage in a social worker’s career, as
certification is often contingent upon its successful completion. In Sierra Leone, social work education, as foregrounded in this unit
of education and in accordance with the country’s Ministry of Tertiary and Higher education policy expectations, values the
practicum as an indispensable component of social work education curriculum, as it is during this period that the social worker-
to-be demonstrates ‘classroom readiness’ in the actual site of teaching and learning. The credibility of a social work education
programme rests on its graduates being able to demonstrate empirically effective social work practices and competencies that
have been shown to lead student learning. As Hewson et al. (2010) explain, the practicum makes it possible for student-social
workers to get to know the ‘real world’ of organisations and managers or directors and what it means to interact with clients and
their problems. The hope is that such real-world practice will lead to the development of craft knowledge that can be applied later
as a practice social worker (Sichling and O'Brien, 2019).

In social work education history, the place and contribution of the practicum in engendering professional transformation, reflection
and growth are firmly established (Ramsay, 2003; Hewson, 2010). As a result, the practicum is 'highly scrutinised and contested,
with different stakeholders weighing in to debates about the place of practice in philosophical, pedagogical, procedural, and policy
terms’ (Yarbrough, 1975). The contestations arise partly because of the lack of uniformity in social work education practices that
tend to vary from country to country. As Mamphiswina (2000) reminds us, ‘social work education need (s) to be understood within
the political, social, cultural and economic contexts in which it is embedded, but it also requires cognisance of the conceptual and
epistemological assumptions underpinning its curriculum models and organisational systems’. An understanding of these debates
is critical as it brings to the fore the unique though not necessarily conflicting, notions of social work as a craft and practice as a
profession (Parker, 2013). In contributing to this social discourse, this research reignites the policy discourses over the assessment
of the practicum. In this regard, the question: 'Who will assess whether sufficient professional social work learning has been
achieved and demonstrated?” Wong (2022) is particularly illustrative of the contestations between university-based social work
educators and work-based supervisors. Even more importantly, the question is about what model of social work education carries
the day. The problem is partly rooted in what Fook and Gray (2004) describe as the 'universalism’ of Social Work Education, which
is marked by an apparent disjuncture between organisations as primary sites for the practicum (Bukaliya and Babra 2014) and
universities as alleged ivory towers of social work theory. In the case of the social work unit in this research, university-based social
work educators have abrogated to themselves the sole and final adjudication over what is considered satisfactory performance by
students-social workers during practicum. The cooperating student-social workers are relegated to bystanders in deciding the final
mark. This arrangement which had worked seemingly well thus far, was thrown into disarray by the outbreak of the Covid-19
pandemic and the consequent closure of universities. Unfortunately, the social work education students’ practicum assessment
could not be finalised as not all students-social workers had been visited by the lecturers. Thus, a practicum assessment conundrum
confronted the unit, with faculty caught up in finding a solution to the problem. Would it be possible to certify student-social
workers as competent when the cherished 'rite of passage’ — the practicum — had not been completed to the satisfaction of
university lecturers who see themselves as final arbiters in determining satisfactory performance in the practicum? Unlike other
academic modules, which could be completed via online and distance education, the practicum, being a practical undertaking in
the real world of client-based organisations (Grell, 2021), presented unique challenges.

Itis against the above backdrop that the research question that informs this research is: What are the views of social work educators
about the assessment of practicum in circumstances where organisations as sites of practical client-based learning are not available
for student-social workers to demonstrate their competencies? The significance of the question lies in that the decisions social
work educators were likely to make were bound to affect not just the final year student-social workers but also set precedence
whose ramifications could potentially result in a paradigm shift in social work education philosophy and practice in Sierra Leone.
Equally profound would be the implications for quality assurance in social work education. Thus, the justification for this research
is that capturing and interrogating the policy debates over the practicum is bound to bring to the fore the philosophy or
philosophies of social work education held by social work educators and, more importantly, point to future directions for social
work education practice in the country.

The university, as an institution of higher learning, is relatively autonomous in that it recruits its trainees and controls its university-
based programmes. However, the practicum has to be undertaken in organisations that fall under the jurisdiction of the social
work unit client-based organisations. Thus, the social work unit does not have direct ‘jurisdiction over the quality of organisations,
their cultures, and practices’ (Giuliani 2011) and, as such, relies on the goodwill and cooperation of the organisations. Practicum
occurs when organisations are open, thus forcing the unit to organise its practicum programmes in accordance with the
organisation's calendar. Thus, while the social work unit could make arrangements for teaching and learning to continue via various
online platforms, the same could be done for final-year students on practicum. This is because organisations have remained closed,
thus making it impossible for university social work educators to continue the practicum supervision.
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1.1 Quality Assurance for Local Expectations

In the era of increased national social work programme competition, quality assurance in social work is critical in every
department’s strategic plan to enhance competitiveness and meet international expectations and standards. The definition and
approach to quality assurance differ among social work departments in the country and hence becomes imperative to understand
the geographical context, the indicators and frameworks, and the successes and challenges associated with implementing quality
social work education in the department. This information assists in formulating strategies for quality delivery by taking advantage
of best practices elsewhere and avoiding already known pitfalls. Sadly, locally research-based literature pertaining to issues of
quality and quality assurance in the Sierra Leonean social work education sector is limited.

Although the idea of quality assurance has been part of the department culture since the establishment of the department, quality
assurance has only recently assumed greater importance holistically because of various reasons (Manghani,2011). The Directorate
has decided that traditional academic controls are inadequate (Respondek, 2002). Among some of the reasons are the growth and
development of social work education provision characterised by, especially in the development of undergraduate programmes,
an explosion in enrollment figures (a Sierra Leone social phenomenon known as “Mass exodus”) without a commensurate increase
in resources. Other reasons include cross-institutional higher social work education and the emergence of various forms of
instruction fueled by developments in technology. Furthermore, the increased need for social accountability requires leaders of
the university to constantly improve quality and promote transparency in order to safeguard public interest and confidence in their
awards.

The Social Work unit is among the departments that embraced quality assurance in social work education as far back as 2009
through the establishment of the Social Work Sierra Leone. However, with respect to social work education in Sierra Leone, there
are very few publications that provide information on quality assurance, its development and its current status.

1.2 Social Evolution of Quality Assurance

The social evolution of performance feedback has developed from a range of approaches. Formal observations of individual work
performance were reported in Robert Owens's factory in New Lanark in the early 1800s, hanging a piece of coloured wood over
machines to indicate the superintendent’s assessment of the previous day's conduct (white for excellent, yellow, blue and then
black for poor performance) (Simeon, 2017). The twentieth century led to Frederick Winslow Taylor and his measured performance
and the scientific management movement (Jensen, 2018). The psychological tradition developed in the 1930s used approaches
that identified personality and performance using feedback from graphic rating scales, a mixed standard of performance scales
noting behaviour in Likert-scale ratings, providing evidence to recruit and identify management potential in the field of selection.
Later developments removed the middle scale from a five-point scale to develop into forced-choice scale judgements to avoid
central ratings. The evaluation also included narrative statements and comments to support the ratings (Schachter, 2018). In the
1940s, behavioural methods were developed using a motivational approach. These included behavioural anchored rating scales,
behavioural observation scales, behavioural evaluation scales, critical incidents, and job simulation. All these judgements were used
to determine the specific levels of performance criteria for specific issues such as customer service and rated in factors such as
“excellent”, "average” "needs to improve” or “poor”. These feedback ratings are assigned numerical values and added to a
statement or narrative comment by the assessor but were essentially developmental and also led to the identification of any
potential need for training and, more importantly, to identify talent for careers in line management supervision and future
managerial potential. Post-1945 developed into the results-oriented approaches and led to the development of management by
objectives. This provided aims and specific targets to be achieved within time frames such as specific sales, profitability and
deadlines, with feedback on previous performance (Hoffman-Burdzinska and Flak, 2016). The deadlines may have required
alteration and led to specific performance rankings of staff. It also provided a forced distribution of rankings of comparative
performance and paired comparison ranking of performance and setting and achieving objectives. In the 1960s, the development
of self-appraisal by a discussion led to a specific time and opportunity for the appraisee to evaluate their performance reflectively
in the discussion and the interview developed into a conversation on a range of topics that the appraisee needed to discuss in the
interview. Until this period, the success of the appraisal was dependent on the skill of the interviewer. In the 1990s, 360-degree
appraisal developed, where information was sought from a wider range of sources, and the feedback was no longer dependent
on the manager-subordinate power relationship but included groups appraising the performance of line managers and peer
feedback from peer groups on individual performance (Boyle, 2013). The final development of appraisal interviews developed in
the 1990s with an emphasis on linking performance with financial reward.

2. Methodology

This research is located within the socio-constructivist paradigm and employs qualitative content analysis to make meaning of the

debates that occurred via a virtual platform. Social work educators in the social work unit used the unit's official WhatsApp group

platform to articulate their views. Content analysis, following Drisko and Maschi (2016), was employed to undertake a ‘careful,

detailed, systematic examination and interpretation of a particular body of material in an effort to identify patterns, themes, biases
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and meanings’ as regards the social work educators’ views on the assessment of the practicum and social work education quality
more broadly. Accordingly, the lecturers who participated in the debates were anonymised. The stage for the policy debates was
set through a department circular (2020) that invited members from the unit to an urgent meeting whose agenda was: Adoption
of an alternative work-related instructional and assessment approach under the Covid-19 pandemic. The unit's WhatsApp platform
was used to invite lecturers to ‘actively discuss’' the practicum or internship issues as they related to social work programmes
offered by the social work unit.

3. Literature Review

Identifying common approaches to social work assessment has rarely been met with unbridled enthusiasm and agreement but has
instead been met with skepticism, discourse, and frustration. In addition, there are those who are suspicious that there can ever
be social work assessment tools developed which are independent enough from specific contextual variables that they can be
implemented meaningfully at a sufficient scale and thus provide guidance that diverse stakeholders can trust and implement
confidently. Then, there are those who challenge social work assessments that are purportedly objective and neutral and thus
perceived as scalable in a critical direction. Critics argue that social work assessments are value statements that are based on the
perspectives of the developers of such assessments (Wright et al., 2017). When social work accreditation agencies prioritise certain
indices of social worker quality (for instance, dispositions, core practices) and issues of scalability and value-neutrality are ignored,
those playing leadership roles in social worker preparation programmes may find themselves without the imperative time,
resources, and expertise to respond thoughtfully to external demands. The result may be the cobbling together of social work
assessments that are not useful for evaluative or learning purposes and may not reflect programmatic or institutional values.

These include improving social worker quality and demonstrating impact on student outcomes, accreditation, programme
improvement, self-reflection, and social justice-centered instruction. Scholars also have asserted that the goal of social work
assessment should be to address social issues that challenge the country, such as global competition, college and career readiness,
and academic achievement gaps (Hines et al., 2016). There should be ways to use data in powerful ways to support the
development of excellent, equity-driven social workers who advance student learning and are committed to and skilled in
addressing problems of social justice. Moreover, society must not lose sight of the fact that social work assessment should not be
used to assimilate clients but rather to be responsive to, sustain, and revitalise (Farah, 2010) their cultural resources while adding
resources that are priced in the Sierra Leonean society.

Many social work researchers have offered frameworks for understanding what social workers should know and be able to
do. Agrati and Vinci (2022) propose one set of knowledge and skills composed of the following understanding content concepts;
connect content to prior knowledge and experiences; community learning; facilitate standards-based and outcome-based
instruction; provide students with opportunities to apply knowledge and master content; assess student learning, make
instructional adjustments, and support students in monitoring their own learning; give explicit feedback; and manage student
behaviour and client-based organisational routines. Other researchers have nominated that the field of social work education can
be improved through a tight focus on a set of "high-leverage” or “core” practices that cut across grades, subjects, and student
populations (Delany et al., 2005). It should be noted, however, that some have pointed out the danger of such a focus leading to
the privileging of subject matter over practices which address issues of social justice and cultural responsivity (Farah, 2010).

Such generic knowledge and skills are often perceived as objective and neutral; these are often meant to promote effective social
work teaching for all students. But others have challenged this notion. Parker and Crabree (2018), for example, argue that neutral
social work assessment tools may serve to marginalise certain populations, “What is seen as objective, in fact, represents the
experience of those who possess more societal power, while the experiences of marginalised others are downplayed or outright
ignored”. Baker et al. (2015) repudiates notions of social work neutrality as false promises, myth-making, and bamboozling. He
argues, “The very creation of a tool happens in a context with a certain set of assumptions, intentions, and repercussions (both
intended and unintended)”. In reality, "Most of the protocols for measuring performance give inadequate attention to social work
practices, generally called, ‘culturally responsive pedagogy’, any high-stakes social work evaluation is likely—unintentionally, and
ironically—to fail the very students most in need of highly effective practice knowhow" (Parker and Crabree, 2018). Such practice
situates the dominant culture at the center of assessment; this results in the systemic marginalisation of those who are “othered".

The effort to identify neutral, objective measures also may mask epistemological differences surrounding what counts as effective
teaching and learning. Hiranandani (2005) document how commonly used observation tools, such as the framework for teaching,
may not reflect the kinds of instructional social work practices that research indicates benefit students with disabilities. In her article
on this issue, Nava challenges notions of objectivity and neutrality by reflecting the values and needs of diverse learners. She states
that many classroom's observations of social work assessment tools exclude equity, humanising pedagogy, and social justice and,
instead, describes the development of content-specific observation rubrics that embody programme values of equity and
humanising pedagogy.
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The issue of what data matter most raises the question of the extent to which those same data do or should reflect programme or
institutional values and mission (e.g., social justice, culturally responsive pedagogy) and of whether value-neutral measures are to
be preferred or are even possible. And although the paper by Geisler and Berthelsen (2019) on this issue suggests greater retention
of social workers who have higher observational scores while in their social work preparation programmes, there remains the
question of the extent to which such measures reflect the mission, values, or focus of the programme in which they are being used.
Indeed, it has been argued that it is unlikely that any value-neutral measures of social worker effectiveness are possible to create.

The Organisation of Social Work Sierra Leone (2019) emphasises the importance of including a range of stakeholders in social
worker assessment, such as lecturers, department leaders, student associations, educational administrators and policymakers in
the development and implementation of social worker evaluation and assessment processes. Bulanda and Jalloh (2017) emphasise
the significance of including the organisation’s supervisors and administrators in assessment, *, particularly those whose survival
depends on education to be the greatest equaliser, as promised by Alfred Abioseh Jarrett”. Although scholars and practitioners
encourage an inclusive approach to who should be involved in assessment, it is important to ask the question: Who is social work
assessment meaningful for? It is meaningful for everyone involved in the educational community, but especially for those who are
systematically left behind. The language that we use to describe the participants in the assessment matters; for example, the word
“stakeholder” implies a language of transaction and return on investment, whereas the word “"community” denotes a language of
collaboration and meaning-making. This research uses a variety of terms to describe the assessment community and asserts that
social work assessment is meaningful for students, lecturers, policymakers, programmes, and the field. Ultimately, social work
assessment is meaningful when participants can use the results in powerful ways to improve social work teaching and learning.
Concomitantly, who is developing the assessments matters? This is not only a matter of considering at the broadest level the
knowledge and skills needed for social work assessment development. Because social work assessment developers advance
notions of social work practice that are based on their own assumptions of quality and quality assurance and worth, it is important
that those who develop assessments of social workers and programmes (Bulanda and Jalloh, 2017) quality and quality assurance
are inclusive of, as well as representative of, the communities these social work assessments will serve.

Client-based observation is the most widely used type of tool to measure social worker effectiveness (Cree et al., 2018). Since 2013,
all Sierra Leone universities have required client-based observation as a component of their university social worker evaluation
system (Bulanda and Jalloh, 2017). Most of the observation tools used in social worker evaluation were developed for use in
research settings, and individuals should not assume that they will function in similar ways in the context of social worker education.
Practitioners have learned, for example, that observation scores are often subject to bias and can be sensitive to a variety of
contextual. And organisational supervisors and administrators commonly struggle to use observation systems in the ways they
were trained. Organisational administrators also approach the observation process in different ways and with different priorities
than raters would in the context of social research —they are not just focused on creating "reliable” scores but are focused on
managing relationships with final year student interns where a central goal is helping their staff improve. These findings have
implications for how we think about the use of these tools in pre-service settings. How can those who should be using these tools
be prepared to understand the purpose for which particular tools were developed and to use tools and to apply scores in valid,
appropriate ways?

O’Leary and Tsui 2012 encourage scholars and social work practitioners to “move beyond our self-imposed boundaries” when
considering social worker assessment. They and other scholars advocate for communal and egalitarian strategies for social worker
assessment (Bulanda and Jalloh, 2017). These include engaging students and communities in developing social work assessment
tools; assessing social worker impact on students’ full potential (for instance, academic, cultural competence, transformative
capacities); and using alternative terms for social worker assessment such as “teaching and learning collectiveness” or “lecturer
and student development” to drive efforts for collaboration and support (Graham and Ken 2018).

4. The Intent of quality assurance

The intent of the quality assurance policy is to establish a common set of core values for quality assurance within the field of social
work education for the entire university and across different levels and main academic areas. The quality assurance policy contains
both the university's overall vision for social work education and learning, including principles for quality assurance, as well as a
number of objectives for this work. The quality assurance policy must support the Social Work Unit strategy in the field of social
work education and also contribute to quality assurance and further develop the degree programmes at the Department of
Sociology and Social Work. The quality assurance directorate must provide documentation for Social Work Unit's educational
activities. It must also contribute towards enabling the social work programmes Heads of Departments and the Coordinators to
make decisions on a sound basis with a view to further developing the quality of the social work unit's degree programmes. Quality
assurance is defined as the total of all activities and methods aimed at systematically and purposefully developing and
documenting the quality of the Social Work Unit's efforts in the field of Social Work Education.
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4.1 Amplification of performance

The dilemma of appraisal has always been developing performance measures, and the use of appraisal to communicate individual
performance is the key part of this process. Quantitative measures of performance communicated as standards in the business
and industry level standards are to individual performance. The introduction of techniques such as the Balanced Scorecard
developed by Kaplan and Norton (1992) extended performance measures and evaluation, including financial and customer
evaluation, feedback on internal processes and learning and growth. The Balanced Scorecard is a strategic management tool that
aims to rectify strategy and interpret it into an engagement. It thus intends to promote decreasing the challenges involved in
utilising only financial performance measures (Chirico,2016). Performance standards also included qualitative measures that argue
that there is an over-emphasis on the metrics of the quantitative approach above the definitions of quality services and total
quality management. In terms of performance measures, there was a transformation in the literature and a move in the 1990s to
financial rewards linked to the level of performance.

4.1.2 Criticism
Critiques of appraisal have continued as appraisals have increased in use and scope across sectors and occupations. The dominant
critique is the management framework using appraisal as an “orthodox” technique that seeks to remedy the weakness and propose
appraisals as a system to develop performance (Grint, 2007). This “orthodox" approach argues there are conflicting purposes of
appraisal (Sultan, 2005). The appraisal can motivate staff by clarifying objectives and setting clear future objectives with provision
for training, and development needs to establish the performance objective. These conflict with assessing past performance and
the distribution of rewards based on past performance (Manzoor et al., 2021). Employees are reluctant to confide any limitations
to and concerns with their current performance as this could impact their merit-related reward or promotion opportunities (Froese
et al. 2018). This conflicts with performance appraisal as a developmental process as appraisers are challenged with differing roles
as both monitors and judges of performance and an understanding of counsellors, which Grint (2007) argues few managers receive
the training to perform. Managerial reluctance to criticise also stems from classic evidence from Anderson and Stritch that they
are reluctant to make negative judgements on an individual's performance as it could be de-motivating, leading to appraisee
accusations of lack of managerial support and contribution to an individual's poor performance (Anderson and Stritch, 2015). One
consequence of conflict avoidance is managers rate all criteria in the middle rating point, known as the “central tendency”. In a
study of senior managers by Dhillon. (2013), it was found that organisational partnerships influenced the collaborative pattern of
senior executives. The partnership involved deliberate attempts by individuals to enhance or protect self-interests when conflicting
courses of action are possible, and ratings and decisions were affected by potential sources of bias or inaccuracy in their appraisal
ratings (Dhillon, 2013). There are methods of further bias beyond Dhillon’s evidence. Collaborative judgements were distorted
further by over-rating some clear competencies in performance rather than being critical across the range of measures, known as
the “funnel impact”, and if some competencies are lower, they may prejudice the judgment across the positive reviews, known as
the “tunnel impact” (Beaton and Leblanc, 2011). Some ratings may only include recent events, and these are known as “recency
effects”. In this case, only recent events are noted compared to managers gathering and using evidence throughout the appraisal
period. A particular concern is the consistency and equity of appraisal ratings, which may be distorted by gender, ethnicity and the
ratings of appraisers themselves. Studies have highlighted subjectivity in terms of gender (Nadeem, 2019; Soderlund and Madison,
2017) and ethnicity of the appraisee and appraiser (Chong, 2011). Suggestions and solutions for resolving bias will be reviewed
later. The second analysis is the "radical critique” of appraisal. This critical management literature argues that appraisal and
performance management are more covert forms of management control (Alkhafaji et al., 2018). This argues that tighter
management control over employee behaviour can be achieved by the extension of appraisal to both manual and professional
workers. This develops the literature of Letchfield (2015) using power and surveillance, and evidence uses cases in examples of
public service control on professionals such as social workers (Jebova and Truhlavova, 2017) and university professionals (Watts,
2021). This evidence argues the increased control of public services using appraisal as a method of control and the outcome of
managerial objectives ignoring the developmental role of appraisal with ratings awarded for people who accept and embrace the
culture and organisational values. This literature ignores employee resistance and the use of professional unions to challenge
attempts to exert control over professionals and staff in the appraisal process (Dasanayaka et al., 2021). One of the divergent issues
in removing bias was the use of “interventions” (Featherston et al., 2018). This was based on the assumption that appraisal ratings
were a technical question of assessing “true” performance, and there needed to be increased reliability and validity of appraisal as
an instrument to develop motivation and performance. The sources of rater bias and errors can be resolved by improved
organisational justice and increasing the reliability of the appraiser's judgement. However, there were problems, such as an
assumption that one can state job requirements clearly, that the organisation can be “rational” with objectives that reflect values,
and that judgments by appraisers are value-free from political agendas and personal objectives. Secondly, there is the issue of
subjectivity, where decisions on the appraisal are rated by a “Relational metaphor” (Liu et al., 2015). This metaphor argues that
appraisal is often done badly because there is a lack of training for appraisers, and appraisers may see the appraisal as being of
no value. Organisations in this context are “relational”, and appraisers seek to maintain performance from subordinates, and view
appraises as internal customers to satisfy. This context forces managers to use an appraisal to avoid interpersonal conflict and
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develop strategies for their own personal advancement, and avoid censure from higher managers. In this context, appraisal ratings
become relational judgements, and managers seek to avoid interpersonal conflict. The approaches of “interventions” and
"“relational” metaphors of appraisal are both inaccurate, lacking objectivity and poor judgement of employee performance. The
question is: how can organisations resolve this lack of objectivity?

4.1.3 Ruminating absence of neutrality

Bird (2020) argues that the solutions to improve objectivity lie in part with McGregor's (Warner, 2009) classic critique by retraining
and the removal of “top down" ratings by managers and their replacement with multiple-rater evaluation using 360-degree
appraisal. This attempts to resolve bias and objectivity by upward performance appraisal. The solution of multiple-rater reporting
uses internal colleagues, customers and recipients of services and will reduce the subjectivity and inequity of appraisal ratings. This
solution may be influenced further by the rise in the need to evaluate project teams and increasing levels of teamwork to include
peer assessment. The solutions also, in theory, mean increased closer contact with individual managers and appraisees and
increased services linked to customer evaluations. A manager in 360-degree appraisal collates feedback rather than judges
performance and summarises evaluations. The validity of upward appraisal means the removal of subjective appraisal ratings. This
approach is also suggested to resolve gender bias against women in appraisal ratings (Diehl et al.,, 2022). However, negative
feedback still demotivates, and managers’ role in detailed feedback still requires skills and sensitivity in discussions. There are
concerns with the accuracy of appraisal objectivity, as Walker and Smither’s (1999) five-year study of 252 managers still identified
issues with subjective ratings in 360-degree appraisals. There are still issues with the subjectivity of appraisals beyond the solutions
of appraisal skills training. The contribution of appraisal is strongly related to employee attitudes and has a strong association with
job satisfaction (William et al., 2017). The evidence on appraisal still remains positive in terms of reinvigorating social relationships
at work (Vogli, 2010) and one benefit of the widespread adoption of large public services in Sierra Leone, such as the Sierra Leone
Ministry of Health and Sanitation in Freetown (MHS), is the valuable contribution to line managers’ discussion with staff on their
past performance, discussing personal development plans and training and development as positive issues (Mpofu et al., 2015).

5. Discussion of findings

The discussion herein is framed along three emerging themes that are framed as questions. First, could client-based assessment
by cooperating organisational supervisors and document assessment suffice as the basis for social work certification? Second,
could online simulation of teaching be valid in assessing social worker competencies in a country that has invested so little in the
affordances of technology? And finally, what is likely to be the 'new normal’ in the assessment of practicum? An overall picture
that is clearly discernible in the findings of this research is that the practicum is indeed highly valued as a rite of passage to social
worker certification by educators at the social work unit of education in this research. This view resonates with the dominant trends
in social worker education literature that the practicum is considered to be one of the key components of the social worker
education curriculum, as shown in the international research literature (Prasad et al. 2021)). As regards Sierra Leone, Bulanda and
Jalloh (2017) assert that Social Work Practice is a core course in social worker education in Sierra Leone and that, because it is so
important, it (internship practice) should be conducted in such a way that student-social workers can continuously learn new
knowledge and skills and develop professionally. Social worker educator supervision during practicum makes possible reflective
practice (Ferguson, 2018) which is a key ingredient in social worker professional learning. Hence, as one social work educator
argued in the group, the purpose of visiting students during practicum is not for the purpose of collecting marks but for
constructive engagement with student supervisors, which can possibly lead to reflective learning. This was particularly evident in
the demand that the practicum should not be called work-related learning. Apparently, such a general term misses the essence of
the practicum as being about the opportunity for reflective learning as one progresses towards career development. The above is
reinforced in Dias and Yesudhas's (2021) assertion that “The exposure to field experience is what makes the social work profession
alive and meaningful to the trainee, and to the larger social context which influences and is influenced by the striving to sustain
the quality of human life".

The findings in the research reflect deeply held social worker educator beliefs that highlight the contested nature of assessment.
As Mitchell et al. (2021) argue that assessment is a major challenge identified by all practicum stakeholders as it is seen to be
impacting directly the quality of the social worker produced. The evident emphasis on the practicum that pervaded all the above
responses reflects engrained attachment to the notion of teaching as a praxis in which theory and practice are dialectically
engaged. The underpinning philosophical view is, thus, that of social work education as both craft and practice. In this regard,
Howells (2018) describes social work education as a combination of art, craft, and science.

An emergent theme in this research is the mistrust that exists between university-based lecturers and the cooperating internship
or practicum supervisors (administrators) in most organisations where students are attached to their practicum or internship. The
gripe with cooperating supervisor contributing to the final assessment arises from two issues: first, the competence of the
cooperating internship supervisors to adjudicate correctly the student- social worker performance on the basis of organisational
theory when the student has no recognised mastery of organisational theory, and second, from a perceived potential for bias on
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the part of some of the cooperating supervisors or administrators. As Tippa and Mane (2020) point out, the quality of supervision
of cooperating internship supervisors cannot be guaranteed. Cooperating internship or practicum supervisors, referred to as
administrators in the findings were considered to be ill-prepared for assessing student-social workers for certification. As the
rhetorical statement, how many of our internship supervisors were works hopped on our expectations on the assessment of our
students? This show not enough induction of internship administrators was done to equip them with the necessary skills for
effective assessment of student-social workers during their practicum or internship. There is much doubt about the capacity of
cooperating internship supervisors to make reliable, evidence-based judgements when assessing pre-service social workers
(Proctor, 2019). Thus, Bulanda and Jalloh (2017) find in their research that lecturers ‘felt they had the authority or legitimacy to
determine what was worthwhile in Social work education in Sierra Leone’.

The possibility of online simulation of lessons in virtual classrooms alongside the assessment of documents received little support
from the social work educators in the unit. Practicum supervision is guided by an instrument that allocates marks for each specific
activity at the ratio of 40% for document quality (referred to as the social work practice file), which includes the material and
resources that the unit develops to aid teaching and learning and 55% for client-based observation, that is, how the social worker
conducts the practice. The university had proposed novel forms of assessment such as virtual assessment: administration of online
questionnaires and the use of emails for sending and receiving assessment instruments from lecturers and Work-Related Learning
reports from internship or practicum supervisors, respectively. The views expressed herein explicitly rejected such online
approaches to assessment on the basis that the internship or practicum involved practical activity during which the student-social
worker had to demonstrate competencies in social work practice. The nuances and richness that inheres during practice delivery
could thus not be captured and assessed through online technologies.

The third theme discernible in the above findings is the acceptance of the inevitability of transformation. Such a view resonated
with a number of social work educators who sought to proffer new innovative ways of assessing the practicum or internship. This
view leaned towards a consideration of internship or practicum-based assessment to be done by supervisors in conjunction with
university-based assessment. As one participant in the discourse noted, it is indeed a misnomer that internship-based assessment
ultimately counts for nothing in the final assessment of students. Elsewhere, for example, in the United States of America, social
worker preparation is largely internship or practicum-oriented, with organisations shouldering the burden of educating student-
social workers. In Sierra Leone, social workers, especially in rural areas, have not been capacitated enough to shoulder the burden
of training final-year student-social workers, unlike in Freetown, where social worker expertise is considerably high.

This discussion has illustrated that the social work educators in this unit of social work education do not hold homogenous views
on how social work education practicum assessment could be reformed in the era of post-Covid-19. The responses presented
herein constitute a continuum, with one extreme being what could be characterised as the ostrich mentality and the innovators
who are willing to embrace technology as a substitute for on-site visits. The moderates in between want greater recognition given
to the cooperating internship supervisors and are thus in favour of the greater workplace-oriented assessment. It was apparent
that the willingness to embrace change should not be at the expense of standards.

5.1 Capacity Building: Supporting the Field of Quality Assurance

If quality assurance is to move forward forcefully, it will require a corps of professionals prepared to provide both technical skills
and leadership. At present, we lack an adequate number of such professionals to staff a national set of organisations. An early
priority must therefore be to establish training programmes to prepare these social work professionals. The educational
programmes would likely require a year of research and could be built on existing programmes in practicum, community services,
research, and mental health.

Two approaches must be pursued. First, education for existing staff and those senior professionals already in or about to enter this
work will have to use techniques of intensive continuing education and technical assistance. Second, more organised programmes
of training with field experience will be needed to prepare a new cadre of social workers with the tools needed to collect and apply
information based on outcomes in quality assurance. Attention to the tools employed in continuous quality improvement is
warranted.

Resources will be needed to underwrite the curriculum development and to support the education of these professionals. Especially
because many will be asked to forego more lucrative professional activities, support for social work educational programmes other
than traditional tuition will be necessary. Ways to make quality assurance more of a profession with a clear career path should be
developed. As with the research effort, this work must be carried on well after the reengineering implementation has ended.
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6. Conclusion

Social work education programmes over the last few decades have been witnessing gradual transformation, and it would appear
that the Covid-19 pandemic is a potential catalyst for transformation. The advent of technology has seemingly had little impact on
the assessment of the practicum. The training institutions, such as the social work unit of education under research, have apparently
not taken advantage of the affordances of technology to rethink their traditional practices of practicum assessment. While they
have embarked on online teaching for other modules, they are yet to find ways of using the same technology to crack the practicum
assessment conundrum; hence, the rather conservative views as illustrated in the limited voices for transformation cited in the
discussion above. Rural and urban organisations, on their part, have not developed the capacity for innovative technologically
driven platforms that could enable social work training institutions to implement alternative assessment models, for example,
streaming of lessons. A new normal is in the offing and awaits social work educators to embrace it in ways that uphold the veritable
traditions of practicum assessment while adjusting to the current normal.
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