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Introduction: Georgia currently has no major academic program for training of Social Workers.  There has been short-term training provided through the European Children’s Trust) and the NGO “Everychild” (about 50 social workers) and there is a small number (possibly 5) of Georgians who have been awarded scholarships and trained outside of Georgia to the level of MSW.  While these endeavours have provided much-needed skills, neither the number trained nor the general level of training offered by “Everychild” can in any way meet the nation’s need for trained and skilled Social Work professionals.   This skill deficit will be even more significantly evident as the joint Government of Georgia-UNICEF 2006-2010 plan for development and delivery of health and welfare services to women and children comes into play.

As a result, there is an urgent need to develop social work degree-level training programs at the BSW and MSW levels in the Tbilisi State University.  Given that the basic Bachelors degree at TSU is a four-year program, and given that a program can be developed and approved for the second semester of the 2005-2006 academic year, the earliest that graduates could be entering the workforce from such a degree is December 2009, almost at the end of the period covered by the Government-UNICEF plan.   It might be possible to start teaching core Social Work courses to students who already have an appropriate major, e.g., in Psychology, at a more advanced level to shorten their time to graduation and, in parallel, to start enrolling students in the new BSW degree.

This proposal will set out these two options.

The BSW degree: Modern social work has an extensive theoretical and research literature and offers a range of intervention methodologies.  Social workers therefore need a good grounding in these areas and in social policy, welfare-related law (e.g., child protection, family law, adoption and foster-care legislation, etc). Also important is a substantial component of practical professional training and instruction on professional practice standards and ethics as an integral part of the degree.  These latter components of the degree allow graduates to enter the workforce with some exposure to the practice of social work in addition to theoretical knowledge from coursework.  It is also important that a substantial part of the Social Work major be taught by academics who are social work trained and have practical field experience.  This may require involvement of both Georgian MSW social workers and some support from academics and experienced practitioners brought to Georgia for the purpose of supporting the training.

The BSW degree model uses exactly the same Major-Minor format as the proposed Bachelor of Social Sciences degree.  The Major is in Social Work and the Minor is in Psychology.  As can be seen in Figure 1. below, the Social Work Major is distinguished by the inclusion of practicum placements which are weighted at 20 credits and which replace Elective courses. In these placements students work alongside professional social workers in the field and learn their practical skills directly in the workplace, with some supervision and oversight from MSW staff teaching on the BSW program.  At the 400 level, students return to TSU for coursework classes and for a 2-hour class supervision session each week.  A strong emphasis on professional training and professional placements in the degree is essential if graduates are going to enter the workforce with a good set of skills and practical knowledge to complement their theoretical training.
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Figure 1. A model for a BSW Degree
In the model set out in Figure 1, the first year of the BSW includes generic courses in the Introduction to Social Theory and Lifespan Human Development.  These could be taught by academics from the Sociology and Psychology Departments, respectively.  This would allow Social Work academics to focus on teaching above the 100 level where specialization begins.

The three 200 level courses are intended to introduce students to Social Work Theories, Models of Social Work Intervention (such as Solution-focused, Behavioral and Cognitive-Behavioral, and Community-intervention models) and to current Social Issues in Georgian Society, e.g., as identified in UN Agency and Georgian Government reports and including the situation for the elderly, disabled, children and mothers, child and family abuse, HIV/AIDS, unemployed and drug/alcohol abusers.

At the 300 level students are introduced to Georgian Family and Welfare Law so that they understand legislative decisions that affect social work practice and interventions.  This might be best taught by a practicing family law specialist. Professional Practice and Ethics introduces students to professional practicing standards and application of social work skills in the first semester.  In the second semester Introduction to Social Work Practice (placement) course, students enter community social work placements, working alongside practicing social workers as interns for three days a week.  As part of the placement course, they meet at the University for 2 hours per week for discussion and supervision with academic staff.  Note, that in order to accommodate the added workload of the practical placement, 10 credit points have been transferred from the Elective paper (which BSW students are not required to take) to the Introduction to Social Work Practice (placement) course. In addition students can attend classes in their two psychology papers in Semester 2 on days when not in their placement.

In the final (400) year, there is a heavy concentration on professional practice, with Social Work Placements in both semesters for 3 days per week.  They meet at TSU for a two-hour group supervision meeting each week as part of the Placement experience.  These two courses are each weighted with 20 credits to compensate the workload, 20 credits are transferred from the Elective courses, which BSW students do not take.  These two placement courses would be evaluated by reviewing student practice logbooks, written case studies from practice in each semester and by a final 2-3 hour oral examination at the end of Semester 2 that covered professional practice and ethics, application of models of intervention and a case presentation from the practical experience of the student.

In addition, students take one BSW 10-credit course that allows them to select a specialist area of practice to study in-depth.  For example, it could focus on social work practice with the elderly, with abused, neglected or abandoned children, with children with intellectual or physical disabilities, de-institutionalization, battered women, dysfunctional families, IDPs and cultural minorities, juvenile criminals, drug and alcohol dependency, the unemployed or those with chronic physical or mental health problems. Equally, a student could focus on application of social work programs in urban community development, rural communities, etc.

In all, the Major in the BSW degree involves a minimum of 140 credits, which is more than the minimum of 110 credits for the regular Bachelors degree.  The Minor involves a minimum of 70 credits and 30 credits are available for Elective courses at the 100 and 200 levels.  Accordingly, the total minimum number of credits for the BSW degree is 240 credits, which is the same overall amount required for the Bachelor of Social Sciences degree.  The addition weight of credits in the Major is necessary because of the professional practice workload imposed at the 300 and 400 levels.

Short-Course Adaptation of the BSW degree for Psychology Graduates: In order to reduce the in-pipeline training time so that more trained social workers can be ready to provide Social Work services within the next three years, it is proposed that psychology graduates who have completed appropriate courses in social psychology, abnormal psychology and/or developmental psychology could complete a major in Social Work and be credited with a BSW by transferring some credit from their psychology degree.

In effect, the short-course major could look something like that set out in Figure 2 below.

In all, this short-course BSW Major takes two years to complete.  In that period, it offers the core Social Work study and practice program and two psychology courses relevant to social work practice (students who already have completed one or both of these specified courses in Applied Behavior Analysis and Abnormal Psychology and DSM-IV could have them credited to the BSW major).   The total number of credits for the short-course BSW Major is 140, which is identical to the minimum for the full BSW degree.  As the participants in the program will already have completed a degree in psychology, they will have fulfilled the requirements for the Minor and Elective courses of the BSW.  As a result, with transfer of credit from their psychology degree, these students should be eligible to graduate as BSWs.

In order to qualify for the BSW, the students in this short-course program would complete the same type of assessment requirements and oral examination at the end of their second year as students completing the full BSW degree program are expected to do in their final year of the degree.  Overall, the requirements and standards would be expected to be the same for each of the proposed BSW programs.

In this way, social workers selected from graduates with a substantial and high quality psychology background could be introduced into the Georgian workforce in two years as an interim measure.  This program could operate in parallel with the full BSW degree for a maximum of four years, with a review at the end of the third year to see if the short-course option needs to be extended to maintain the supply of Social Workers.  The eventual aim should be to terminate this option once a cadre of social workers graduating through the standard BSW has been built up and has entered the workforce.  It should be noted that there may be some resistance to this short-course model in some quarters of the social work profession, primarily because some believe that the background in psychology may be an impediment to “thinking like a social worker”.  However, given the extensive and intensive social work education offered in this model, and given the urgent need for more trained social workers in Georgia, this option offers a viable interim substitute to the full BSW degree.  If critics can be satisfied that it is an interim measure, they may withdraw most of their objections.
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The writer is not a social worker, but has been involved in developing and implementing a degree in Social Work at the Eastern Technical Institute in Napier, New Zealand.  As a consequence, it is essential to discuss these proposals with current Georgian social work training providers (i.e., “Everychild NGO”) and Georgian social work employers (e.g., “Everychild”, Save-the-Children, World Vision, etc.).  It also would be necessary to invite international consultants who are specialists in Social Work education to review the proposals in order to ensure that the proposed courses and practicum training meet appropriate professional standards and that the content is consistent with equivalent international social work education programs.
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