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1) Introduction

I am going to analyse the situation of Social Work education and profession in Spain, an analysis which can help you to understand Spanish social work. The main idea of my presentation will be how the fact that Spanish social work had not finished the process of professionalization has consequences over social work education, the position of social work and social workers and the challenges of social work for today and for the future in Spain.

2) Background of social work profession in Spain

Social work profession was born in Spain because two different kinds of changes happened in the Spanish society:

1) In the first place, the social needs of the Spanish population increased, because of the processes of industrialisation and urbanisation. These processes caused an increase in the number of people who moved to the cities and in the social needs of the new inhabitants of these large cities and an increase of needs: number of poor people and number of social problems
.

2) In the second place, the ideological conception of poverty, as a social problem, also changed. As a result of this change, poor people were poor because they did not share the values of the middle class. So, it was necessary to cover the material needs of poor people, but also to moralise them, teaching them middle-class values.

In the 30s the existence of the appropriate social and political context, characterised by the ideas of social Catholicism and the important political changes due by the II Republic, allowed the birth of the first social work school in Spain in 1932 in the city of Barcelona. The political changes improved the social rights of the poorest and of other social groups (for instance, political and educational rights for women).

The first years of the social work profession and education in Spain show similar characteristics to the situation of the profession in other European countries: a female activity done by women of the middle-class. At that time social work was a female activity, as the result of the fact:

1) That the Church and the State considered women to be the best for helping the poor. In this way, the women who were working in the charitable institutions for benevolent reasons and without academic training were the first to study social work.

2) But women also saw in this new profession a way of expressing their desires for greater participation in the public and social life of our country through a female profession: to help and to care for other people. So, the first social workers were women, daughters of the middle class, who were studying social work in order to improve their own education, rather than find a profession.

There was some confusion between social work as a profession and as a voluntary activity. This situation was reflected in the contract and salary conditions of social workers. They didn’t have salary nor work timetables.

But after the Spanish Civil War in 1936 the social work profession in Spain differed from the social work profession in other European countries, because of the influence of the Francoist ideas, the loss of the political and social rights and the spread of poverty.

At the end of the 50s, “Caritas”, run by the  Catholic Church, created a significant number of social work schools in Spain and the “Sección Femenina”, a female organisation sponsored by Franco’s military regime, also created some social work schools, with the objective of training its members, especially those who had posts of responsibility in the organisation. Finally, in the 60s the Spanish government gave official recognition to social work education. 

The curricula of social work studies in Spain have always been influenced by the institutions that founded social work schools. In the case of the schools created by the Catholic Church, the training had a religious bias, and in the case of the schools created by the “Sección Femenina”, the training was impregnated with the ideas of National Catholicism and fascism.

In these first years the social work education in Spain included a lot of practical placements, little theoretical social work and much content about social topics with a religious bias.

In the 70s the curriculum of social work was very much influenced by the ideas of radical social work. These ideas came from Latin America through books published in Spanish and became widely accepted by Spanish students of social work, who wanted political changes duced in the country, to turn Spain into a more democratic nation.

The profession changed, too. Not only was casework being carried out, but also group and community work were starting to develop. The contract and salary conditions of social workers improved and this improvement causes men started to study social work.

In the 80s social work education arrived at the University, and the training in social work improved, especially in the areas of methods, and the areas of theories about personal social services and social policy. But the main professional concern was centred on the management of public economic benefits and therefore the area of psychosocial help in social work was mostly left aside.

In the 90s, more theoretical knowledge was incorporated into the training in social work (for instance, contemporary theories in social work, especially the perspectives of social ecology, system theory and social constructivism). This was made possible by the improvement in the training of social work lecturers, the translation of books into Spanish and the publication of research on social work. The number of students of social work increased and the reasons why they began these studies changed: the majority is interested in having a university qualification. The research on the occupational situation of our graduates during 1999, done by the Social Studies School of Zaragoza, shows that only 46.9% of them had applied to do these studies as their first option (EUES, 2003).

3) Social work education in Spain

Social work training now takes three years and to study it is necessary to have completed secondary education and to have passed an entrance examination, so the only compulsory thing is the mark, because there aren’t any kind of interview.

Nowadays, there are about 18,000 (eighteen thousand) students of Social work  in 34 schools in Spain. And the University of Zaragoza qualifies about 100 social workers each year.

The Spanish curriculum on Social Work incorporates: theory, skills and attitudes.  The theory is provided in lectures devoted to the study of:

- Society, with subjects related to sociology, economy, law, public health 
 and social anthropology.

- The individual, with subjects related to psychology and philosophy.

-  Interpersonal relationships, with subjects related to social psychology.

- Social policy with subjects related to theories about social policy and personal social services.

- Social work, with subjects related to basic concepts, history, theories and methodology.

- Instrumental subjects such as foreign languages and data processing.

In Spain practical social work training is very important, and it is seen as a means of learning new skills. For this reason we have practical lessons at the university and practical placements. The practical lessons at the school are held every week, with the goal of putting the theories and methodologies of social work into practice. Practical placements are also an important method of learning for social work students, because they offer them the opportunity of applying the theories learnt at the school and being in contact with social reality. Therefore, fieldwork is also an excellent way for the school to be in contact with society. Agreements with different public, private and nongovernmental organisations have been signed for our mutual support not only in Zaragoza but also in some Latin-American countries. These agreements provide school with fieldwork opportunities for students and the school helps these institutions to carry out social research and social projects.

So, our school has established the following organisational and educational criteria for the Practical placement: 

 1) The students are required to do a minimum of 240 hours' training at the placement.

 2) During their practical placement, the students are required to submit the following documentation:
 -An individual plan of external practical placement. This must be sent to the school, so that the corresponding practice tutor can approve it. It should be presented as indicated in this form.  
 -A report on the practical social work assessment: the students are required to judge the importance of the practical training plan, and they are also required to assess their success in implementing this plan. 

 3) Support and supervision during the period of practical placement: A professional social worker is responsible for supporting and guiding the students through their training in order to guarantee that the students follow the adequate learning process.

 4) Assessment of the students done by the professional. It should be presented as indicated in this form.  
We offer practical placements in the different fields of welfare: Health, Education and culture, Housing and urban development, Employment, Minimal income support and Personal social services.  And with different target groups: Elderly and disabled people, Children and young people, Women, Immigrants and gypsies, Drug abusers, etc

The Spanish experience in social work education had led us to the conclusion that three years training is insufficient to engage in the social work profession in our country. For this reason, many students, after finishing their studies, continue their education by undertaking other university studies like sociology and social anthropology and by taking postgraduate courses in social work and in social issues. The research on the occupational situation of our graduates during 1999, done by the Social Studies School of Zaragoza, shows that 26.6% of them go on to do further education: 11% undertaking other university studies and 15.6% taking postgraduate courses (EUES, 2003). In our university there are postgraduate courses on Community Work, Social Work in Mental Health, Gender relations, Social Gerontology, Management of social economy companies, Mediation and Family Therapy.

4) The position of social work and social workers in Spain

Now I am going to present the situation of social work profession in Spain, trough the analysis of the professional status, the labour market, the target groups, the carrying out of the profession and the deficits of social work.

In Spain social work was the first social profession. Currently there is only one more social profession with the same educational level, which is social education. This new university degree was created in 1990 and it is studied in the faculties of education, nothing to do with social work education and schools. Like in other European countries, social educators are in residential surroundings and also in semi-residential settings, for instance, half way homes work. The type of work done is largely related to organising the living conditions and the daily activities of a specific target group.

Nowadays there is a lack of trust between the different social professions and reluctance to engage in teamwork. It is necessary to change this situation, since the complexity of the social reality must be analysed and be achieved by the different social professions through teamwork.

According to the figures of the Professional Association of social workers of Spain there are 22,000 affiliated social workers in our country.

 We are undergoing an important process of professionalisation, for instance, we have a university educational level, the contract and salary conditions have improved and there is a Spanish code of ethics.

The Spanish Constitution of 1978 permitted a very important change in the objectives of social policy in Spain. The public social service network was created in conjunction with the educational system and the health system. However, our social services are still less well developed than in other European countries, because of historical reasons (for instance, the Civil War of 1936 and the Francoist military dictatorship).

These changes had very important consequences for the social work profession, because the number of jobs for social workers grew in a very important way, especially in the local or municipal administrations. The contract and salary conditions of the social workers improved and some of them occupied posts of responsibility in this network.

 Since 1996, the liberal policies of the Spanish government have caused a reduction in the social budget and also in the number of jobs for social workers and their contract; salary and working conditions have worsened.

However, since the 1st of January, 2007 there is a new law to improve the looking after of dependent people in Spain, which could increase job’s opportunities for social workers. This new law will have the financial support from the national government, the regional governments and the families. Public social services (residential, home and daily) for dependent people will be improved, as well the financial support for the families, and within them for the women who are in charge of looking after dependent people, about two million people in all.
Spanish social workers work for the State, the regional or local governments, private social service institutions and nongovernmental organisations.  They work in the different fields of welfare: health; education and culture; housing and urban development; employment; minimal income support and personal social services. According to the figures of the Professional Association of Social Workers of Aragón 63.79% of the affiliated social workers are working on personal social services, 10.74% of them in health services and 6.74% on the educational system.

Social workers work with different target groups: Elderly and disabled people, Children and young people, Women, Immigrants and gypsies, Drug abusers, etc

Nowadays social workers in Spain have more methodological and theoretical knowledge than before, and work in the management of social resources rather than psychosocial help, especially in the case of social workers who work in the public social services system. This has influenced the reduction of our professional space, since the work is confined to the offices and not opens to the streets. 

Due to the lack of public social services to look after dependent people in Spain, to fulfil needs of dependent people, Spanish social workers frequently mobilise the clients’ and their families’ resources. Social workers are giving support to women who care of dependent people in their families setting up for example, social support groups and self-help groups with the aims of giving them further information about the illness and how to treat dependent people, teaching them how to deal with the difficult behaviour of the elderly people and how to control anxiety using breathing and relaxing techniques.

This kind of work is very important, because traditionally family and within them women were responsible for looking after dependent people, because our cultural and religious background. So, female relatives of elderly people are the main carers when they need help. On the other hand, our public system of social provision is weaker than in the countries in the North and centre of Europe, as V. Navarro (2002) says: Spain has the worst equality public policies in the European Union. According to the research done by T. M. Smeeding (1997) the Spanish government has reduced the level of poverty in a 63.1%. A very low % in relation with the figures of other European countries: Germany: 80.6%, Sweden: 80.4%, Denmark: 72% and The Netherlands: 70%. However, this traditional situation is being affected by important social changes. Firstly, there are more elderly people and they live longer. Secondly, because they live longer they suffer more degenerative illness, like dementia or Alzheimer, and they are more dependent. Finally, there are an increasing number of women who decide to have a professional life and not to be only housewife. Being aware of this unfair situation the current Spanish government presented to the national parliament a this new law for improving the autonomy of dependent people in our country.

5) Challenges of social work for today and for the future in Spain. 

However of the improvements, the social work in Spain is a not well known neither recognised profession, perhaps because we work with poor people and the majority of social workers are women. In Spanish society, social issues are less important than economic issues and female activities are less valued than male activities.

And the profession still needs to improve some aspects, such as the achievement of greater professional authority and greater control of social work education. Spanish social workers have many difficulties to fill posts of responsibility in the personal social services system, because it is necessary to hold a five-year university degree to occupy important posts in the Spanish administration. Another important aspect is that the Spanish Association of Social Workers is hardly present in the media and within the administration. The government acknowledges the existence of this Association in the different official bodies of participation, but only in a formal way.

The decrease in job opportunities and the important increase in the number of social work students have caused unemployment to be the principal problem for the profession in Spain, nowadays. The research on the occupational situation of our graduates during 1999 shows that only 7.9% of them have a job as social workers, three years after receiving their diploma. On the other hand, according to the figures of the Professional Association of Aragón 44.40% of the affiliated social workers are in unemployment (EUES, 2003).
One of the future challenges for the social work profession in Spain is to improve our university training; for instance, going from 3 to 4 years, teaching more subjects directly connected to social work and doing more practical placements. This improvement in training may help Spanish social workers to accomplish better standards of practice and also to do social research on situations in which social workers intervene and on the social work as a profession that is being carried out and to have access to posts of responsibility in the public social services system, to a greater presence of the profession in the decision-making processes.

Also, it is necessary to improve continuous training and professional development, since social reality changes and social knowledge changes and also increases. In Spain there exists an important lack of continuous education (for instance, postgraduate courses on specific areas of social work) and in professional supervision.

 Another challenge for the future of social work in Spain is to publish the results of social research in the area of social work. Such publication would help to facilitate the spread of knowledge about social work. Meanwhile, it will be necessary to translate more publications on social work from other European countries, in order to improve education in the specific subject of social work.  

The social work profession in Spain could usefully consider how to respond to new social situations, such as the changing reality of social exclusion for some clients, dependency, intercultural relations, eaten disorders, bullying, violence against women, etc. These situations could also represent an opportunity to increase the area of professional engagement in our country. Social workers can be very close to people’s social reality and have a privileged position from which to understand changes in social situations and to search for solutions for them, as society expects from the profession.

Finally, Spanish social workers should deal with the new law to improve the looking after of dependent people, because this law could increase job’s opportunities for social workers and will improve public recourses and means to look after dependent people in Spain.
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