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Quality criteria for practice placements 

for youth work students in London
Introduction

The need
These criteria are designed to ensure that all parties involved in the placement of students on youth work and other youth-related courses gain the maximum benefit from their work placements, and that the experience is beneficial for all concerned. The need for the criteria was identified by Partnership for Young London’s Training and Workforce Development Group, and the themes and structure were then developed at a workshop with the wider Pan-London Training Network, which has also overseen the drafting process.
It was clear to practitioners and training providers involved in organising and in providing placements, and to employers whose workers were being placed, that the quality of experience for the students throughout the process is highly variable. Improvements can be made at all stages of the process: in preparing the student for the placement; establishing shared expectations from all parties involved before the placement begins; maintaining effective supervision arrangements throughout the placement, and making the most of feedback for all parties at the end. Underpinning all these is the need for effective communications between organisations and individuals. 
Using the criteria

In agreeing to use the criteria, both training and placement providers are attempting to guarantee that the placement host is well prepared; that the student will be supported and will have an experience that allows for genuine learning appropriate to his/her course; that communication between all parties will be effective; and that the placement will be reviewed by all parties, in terms of its impact on the current student and to establish future effectiveness.
By signing up to these criteria, organisations will be able to recognise partners with whom they can work, secure in the knowledge that each is committed to providing the best possible experience for students. The criteria apply to students on courses at Levels 2 and 3, and undergraduate and postgraduate courses. Where variations might occur on how the criteria could be used (e.g. where there are multiple students, or where more intensive support is required) alternatives have been indicated.
In developing the criteria, we recognise that there is not simply a single correct way to conduct a placement; the various circumstances of different organisations and students will influence how the best outcomes are reached for all concerned. The criteria are designed to provide consistent support for the process, and will be backed by a growing on-line library of resources to help all parties to draw up documentation such as placement handbooks or contracts. 
Service level agreement

To establish the placement on a firm footing, organisations may wish to use these criteria to set up a service level agreement. Where placements are commissioned through a local authority, this needs to become part of the contract, to enable commissioners to become fully aware of the criteria and to use them for review and for future commissioning. It would facilitate contract management, and would also allow for action to follow non-compliance by either party, for example the holding back of funds.  
Underpinning assumptions

The criteria are underpinned by certain assumptions:

· the placement is intended to be a genuine learning and development experience for the student
· the student will be supported by properly qualified or trained staff at the host organisation
· the training provider will maintain regular supportive contact with the student
· the placement is not seen by the host organisation simply as an opportunity to obtain another worker to undertake essential operational duties for a limited period
· all parties involved will maintain effective communications with each other.
Terminology

Throughout the document the following terms have been used for consistency:

· Student – the recipient of the placement
· Host – the organisation providing the placement

· Supervisor – the mentor/line manager provided for the student by the host

· Training provider – the university, college or other educational organisation with which the student is enrolled on a qualification

· Tutor – the individual responsible for the student’s progress employed by the training provider

· Learning agreement – the jointly developed agreement or contract defining the student’s required learning outcomes.
The criteria are divided for ease of reference into three sections: pre-placement, on-placement, and post-placement. 
Pre-placement
Student/training provider
Information about the need for and timing of placements should be made available to students prior to or at the start of their course, to allow them to begin to select the area of practice most relevant for them to develop, and to identify appropriate placements. 
Students should be supported in decision-making through the provision of careers information, advice and guidance. 

Best practice suggests that the process of choosing a placement should be facilitated between the training provider and the student, though this might not always be possible for a number of reasons, in particular where students are already in employment and will undertake their placement in their place of work. It must be remembered that the requirements of a paid post may be very different from them needs of an individual undertaking training, particularly for those taking a part-time route to qualification. Students should, however, be challenged, or required, to go to new placements over their period of study, in line with National Youth Agency validation requirements. Where a student is in work, non-line-managerial supervision would be preferable, to avoid conflicts of interest. 
Careful thought should be given to the preparation for such aspects of a placement as issues of culture, gender or faith. This is not to say that students should not be placed in locations that will challenge them and, indeed, the host organisation, perhaps by introducing them to situations that they would not normally meet. What is vitally important here is that both the student and the host organisation are prepared, and that both are supported by the training provider. 
Where possible, hosts should provide in advance a brief profile of their organisation, to facilitate the matching process. This process should be carefully monitored by the training provider to ensure students choose opportunities that stretch their capabilities. Clearly, implications for the student (ease of access, childcare or other care arrangements, relevance to course of study, etc) should be taken into account when choosing the placement. If required, host organisations should only be provided with a profile of the student while the placement is being agreed: not to discriminate against the hosts, but to ensure that there is no cherry-picking of candidates to meet hosts’ staffing needs. 
In time, the list of organisations signed up to the criteria should be a valuable tool in the selection process; where a new potential placement is identified, negotiations about the criteria should be engaged in as soon as possible, to ensure all parties are fully prepared for the start of the placement. 

Host
In guaranteeing that the student is fully supported on the placement, the following minimum standards are required: 
· that the host organisation 

· has appropriate policies in place: e.g. health and safety, child protection/safeguarding, equal opportunities

· can confirm that all staff have valid enhanced Criminal Record Bureau checks/ISA registration (from winter 2009) as appropriate
· that the supervisor at the host organisation
· has a supervision qualification, substantial experience of supervision of staff, students and/or volunteers, or is prepared to undertake supervision training/briefings
· has regular meetings with the student
· maintains regular contact with the training provider.
The training provider should also consider the availability of JNC qualified/other appropriately qualified staff at the host organisation, as required.
It would be useful for the host to consider the potential impact of the placement on the management, the service delivery and the direction of the organisation, to ensure that the host had the capacity to manage the placement effectively. 

Introductory briefing
Before the placement starts, the ideal introduction involves a three-way briefing between the student, tutor and host to agree terms, and establish joint expectations and a learning agreement. Where there are several students involved (e.g. at levels 2 and 3) this could be a group briefing, for greater efficiency. 
The briefing should cover
· the learning objectives (likely to be covered in a learning agreement)

· identification of student training needs (including self assessment)

· a work plan – how learning objectives will be met, linking theory and practice. (Best practice suggests that this plan links into the unit plan for the host organisation, or its overall plan for the year)
· placement hours – plus additional specialist training (where available)

· a checklist of practice opportunities – ways in which the student will be able to stretch her/his experience, in line with her/his aspirations and the learning objectives and mapped to course requirements
· clarification of the supervision model, e.g. by a line manager or specific work placement supervisor

· a communications plan – identification of the nature and timing of updates on progress (briefings, meetings, emails) which is clear to all parties
· a clear indication of the resources that will be made available to the student, e.g. desk space, phone, computer, and any specialist equipment to fulfil the role.

As a result of the briefing, a simple checklist should be developed of what can be expected by each party. This can be used at any stage of the process to ensure that progress is on target on all sides. Once it has been developed for a single instance, it can be easily adapted for use in future placements. An example of such a checklist for adaptation is available with these criteria.
On-placement
While the student is at her/his placement, it is important that s/he is able to make the most of her/his opportunities; however, a balance of activity should be maintained (as established in the pre-placement agreement) between experience of working in a new environment and the delivery of activities with young people. While it is necessary to get to grips with systems and policies, much of this can be learned at the training provider. It is fundamental that a student on practice placement learns to establish and build relationships with young people.

If the preparation has been undertaken in line with the criteria thus far, most of the requirements while the student is on placement will entail implementing the processes established in the service level agreement/contract between organisations, and the learning agreement with the student. The following lists, therefore, function as reminders and outline actions to be taken where agreements are not being fully met. 
The student

The student has a responsibility to ensure that her/his conduct is appropriate whilst on placement, including

· good attendance and punctuality

· pursuing her/his learning outcomes and taking every opportunity to stretch her/himself

· following the negotiated work-plan
· abiding by policies, e.g. health and safety, child protection/safeguarding, equal opportunities

· acting according to the principles of youth work

· co-operating with colleagues

· attending supervision and actively responding to suggestions made/support offered

· maintaining a placement diary where required.
It is important to use the learning agreement developed for the placement to ensure that the student achieves her/his learning outcomes. The agreement can also be used to support discussions where the student feels her/his needs are not being met, especially in relation to:
· time spent on activities with young people, including opportunities for group work
· opportunities for a experiencing a range of activities (e.g. outreach, detached, club-based)

· level of supervision/line management by host (as per agreed supervision model –see above)
· number of opportunities to achieve learning outcomes

· issues of discrimination

· inappropriate use of student to fulfil general staffing needs

· level of support from the training provider.
Training provider
While the student is on placement, the training provider should maintain agreed levels of contact with both the host and the student, and should provide support as appropriate. They should, in particular, focus on quality assurance – the effectiveness of their quality assurance systems in ensuring students’ progress is monitored appropriately. These should include:
· measurement of student progress against learning agreement

· provision of support where progress is unsatisfactory

· levels of opportunity for students to be stretched or challenged within the placement
· level of support for student where difficulties arise with host organisation
· regularity and nature of communications with host

· level of support for host where student fails to meet required standards of behaviour or activity
· capacity to measure progress effectively when large numbers of students are on placement simultaneously.
Host
The host should ensure that while the student is on placement, the following activities or resources are available:
· support from staff with an appropriate level of qualification or professional equivalency

· a thorough induction at the start of the placement unit/module that includes, in a balanced way 
· practical considerations of familiarisation with the location and facilities (e.g. introduction to colleagues; parking/public transport; refreshments) 

· policies, procedures and systems (e.g. health and safety, fire evacuation procedures, IT access, etc)
· regular supervision meetings that are recorded and noted

· access to group work

· access to varied opportunities for skills development
· access to other external organisations for further development where required
· access to training where appropriate

· regular communications, as agreed, with the training provider
· access to office space, phone, computer, and any specialist equipment to fulfil the role.

Post placement
Student and training provider

In line with reflective practice, the student should have an opportunity to consider and share with her/his tutor

· how far the s/he has progressed towards her/his learning goals

· skills development needs 

· additional areas of experience required 
· how the experience has shaped her/his career plans.

Host
The host could take the opportunity to review the impact of the placement on the management, the service delivery and the direction of the organisation, as suggested in the pre-placement criteria. 
Exit strategy – student, host, training provider

It is important to have a clearly identified exit strategy, understood by all parties, so that the end of the placement is a managed process and lessons can be learned from the experience. A simple but effective evaluation will establish the success of the placement for all concerned. This will help all parties to identify areas for improvement in future placement arrangements, including effectiveness of

· pre-placement preparation

· on-placement supervision

· support provided throughout
· communication throughout.
For simplicity, the evaluation process should refer back to the checklist established at the initial briefing. It need not be a lengthy process, and could be undertaken separately by each party if time were limited or numbers of students were large; however, good practice would suggest a three-way discussion and resolution at the end wherever possible. 
It should be made clear to all parties that this review is about the processes of the placement and not the student. For maximum effectiveness there should be a 360 degree assessment of process: tutor, student, line manager/supervisor, though this will not always be possible.

The training provider should provide feedback and a compilation of the above made available to all parties with vested interest. These will include not only the student and the host, but also placement commissioners, and employers of the student where a placement has been undertaken elsewhere. 
� See National Occupational Standards for Youth Work, Section 3.1.1 ( LLUK, February 2008)
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