i1, Akbas ve Atasii Topguoglu

Derleme

ACTIVE LEARNING
FOR A CLIENT-
CENTERED PRACTICE

Miiracaatc¢i1 Merkezli
Bir Uygulama icin Aktif
Ogrenme

Sunay IL*
Emrah AKBAS**
Reyhan ATASU TOPCUOGLU***

* Prof. Dr., Hacettepe Universitesi
I.I.B.F. Sosyal Hizmet Béliimii
Ogretim Uyesi

** Dr., Hacettepe Universitesi
[.1.B.F. Sosyal Hizmet Béliimii
Ogretim Gorevlisi

*#% Dr_ Hacettepe Universitesi
.I.B.F. Sosyal Hizmet Béliimii
Arastirma Gorevlisi

OZET

Bu ¢alisma, sosyal hizmet egitiminde aktif

ogrenmeyi sosyal hizmet egitiminin miira-
caatgr merkezli bir uygulama icgin potansi-
yeli itibariyle tartismaktadir, ¢iinkii her iki-
si de ogretmen ile 6grenci ve uygulayict ile
miiracaat¢i arasindaki hiyerarsik iliskiye on-
tolojik bir karsi durus ortaya koyar. Bunun-
la birlikte, sosyal hizmet meslegi insan ¢e-
sitliligi ve ¢cogulluguna duyarligi olmaksizin

toplumu degistirmeyi amagladigi zemininde
elestirilmektedir. Diger yandan, miiracaati
merkezli yaklasimlar, bireylerin gelisim ka-
pasitelerine ve dahast boyle bir kapasitenin
bireye ickin olduguna inanwr. Aktif ogren-
me belki de miiracaat¢ilarla kurulan iliski-
nin diyalojik dogasimin aywtinda olan sosyal
hizmet uzmanlarint egitmek igin en yararl
araglardan biridir.

Anahtar Sézciikler: Miiracaat¢t merkezli
uygulama, aktif 6grenme, sosyal hizmet

ABSTRACT

This paper discusses active learning in social
work education with reference to its potential
for a client-centered practice due to the fact
that the two raises an ontological opposition
to the hierarchical relationship between the
teacher and the student, and the practitioner
and the client respectively. However, the pro-
fession of social work has been criticized on
the grounds that it aims at changing society
without any sensitivity to human diversity
and plurality. Client-centered approaches,
on the other hand, believe in the capacity of
individuals for development and believe fur-
ther that such a capacity is inherently availa-
ble. Active learning is maybe one of the most
useful tools for educating social workers who
are aware of the dialogical nature of the in-
teraction with clients.

Key Words: Client-centered practice, ac-
tive learning, social work

INTRODUCTION

Active learning and the client-centered
approach have been two separate is-
sues of debate especially since the
last quarter of the twentieth century.
Concurrently, how to archive the cli-
ent-centered approach in the field still
remains a question. Active learning in
social work education has significant
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ideological implications in training the
future social workers. Social work pro-
fession has begun to question its “im-
perialistic’ and modernist bases for
almost twenty five years (Canda and
Furman, 1999). Critical social work ap-
proaches such as feminist social work,
postmodern approaches, spiritual so-
cial work, etc. have tried to replace the
power relations in the profession with
more egalitarian intervention models.
Critical thinking in social work has
paved the way for new and critical ap-
proaches to education. Active learning
emerges as one of the most important
of these approaches having the poten-
tial to bridge the gap between social
work education and practice, and chal-
lenges the status quo in teaching activ-
ities transforming the one way imposi-
tion of the required knowledge, values
and skills by locating the student in the
position of “learning” those by her own
will and participation.

On the other hand, the client-centered
approach is one of the most powerful
challenges of the idea of critical social
work against modern society and its
web of power relations. But the practi-
cal question on how to prepare social
workers for the client-centered practice
still persists.

Before expecting social workers to
perform the client-centered approach
in practice, one has to clear her pros-
pects from the social worker. The la-
tent expectation in the client-centered
approach is a challenge since it is to
expect the social worker to reverse and
equalize a relationship (client- social
worker relationship) which used to be
a hierarchical one as she has been
grown up in a stratified society with hi-
erarchical relations. Since hierarchical
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relationships rather than equitable
ones are dominantly embedded in so-
ciety, the social worker has to learn
how to equalize relations in a special
process. At this point, one shall expect
a strong link between social work edu-
cation and practice.

Before handling the process, one first
needs to determine the components
of active learning within a theoretical
framework. That is to say, having a per-
spective on the basics and logic of ac-
tive learning, one needs to understand
how the process shapes the “didactic”
part and is shaped by the “participative
comprehension” of the students. It will
be possible only through such a posi-
tion that one could establish a bridge
between active learning strategies and
social work practice both of which re-
fer to solution-oriented and client-cen-
tered perspectives.

The bridge between active learning
and social work practice could be in-
spired by the challenges both in the
education and practice of social work.
While active learning is a challenge to
the didactical teaching methods which
tends to see the student as a “tabula
rasa” to be formed by the superior au-
thority, the status quo in practice tries to
shape the client according the pre-giv-
en categories and schemes. Through
an active learning experience, having
been a part of the education, the stu-
dent starts to focus on creative ways of
solution. Therefore, the practitioner in
the field needs to include the client as
a part of the change process, which is
in harmony with social work’s principal
of self determination. Solution-focused
practice appears on the same grounds
as active learning in social work educa-
tion. Social worker-client interaction is
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a process of exploration and evaluation
in which the current situation is under-
stood, and alternative ways of solutions
are tried to produce.

In line with the fundamentals of active
learning, client-centered approach in
social work practice also challenges
the “authoritarian” relationship be-
tween the social worker and the cli-
ent. According to this approach, the
individual is capable of discovering and
perceiving the interrelationships within
her own attitudes, and the relationship
of herself to reality. She has the capac-
ity to manage the steps which will lead
her to a more mature and more com-
fortable relationship to her reality. This
capacity is released in the individual if
a suitable psychological atmosphere is
provided (Rogers, 1946).

Unlike authoritarian intervention models
in which the skills of the practitioner are
to be exercised upon the client, the skills
of the practitioner in this approach are fo-
cused upon creating a psychological at-
mosphere in which the client can work. If
social worker can create a relationship of
warmth, understanding, safety from any
type of attack, and basic acceptance of
the person as she is, then the client will
drop her natural defensiveness and use
the situation. At this point, the sense of
communication is very important. If the
client feels that she is actually communi-
cating her present attitudes, superficial
or confused, and that her communica-
tion is understood rather than evaluated
in any way, then she is freed to com-
municate more deeply (Brodley, 1987;
Raskin, 1948; Rogers, 1946).

Nature of social work education is ex-
tremely important for a client-centered
practice since the later necessitates

vital role changes which ought to be
organized all through social work edu-
cation. That is to say, client-centered
approach entails the change and
equalization of power relations be-
tween the social worker and the cli-
ent. Since power relations are diffused
into society, one needs external stimuli
to develop necessary sensitivity and
qualifications to challenge, change and
equate hierarchies in life practices. Itis
obvious that such external stimuli can-
not be created with old “didactic” meth-
ods immediately establishing a “semi-
holy” hierarchy between “the lecturer”
and “the listener”, “the speaker” and
“the silent”, and “the knowing one” and
“the ignorant”. Since the implementa-
tion of a client-centered approach ne-
cessitates a “special” education, such
an approach has to be guaranteed in
education. Active learning appears out
to be the most powerful key to provide
both the teacher and the student with
strong tools to create a more egalitar-
ian and democratic education atmos-
phere which is supposed to be the ba-
sis for a client-centered practice.

DIALOGICAL RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN THE TEACHER AND THE
STUDENT

In line with contemporary tendencies,
both educators and students greatly
need the alternative approaches to
education. Particularly, as a require-
ment of the nature of social work, the
dynamics of change and development
should be reflected in the field of edu-
cation just like in all other fields. The
resbonsibles of social work education
have to be the advocates of this fact.
The change and development dyna-
mism of educators in their field will be
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the source of both model and motiva-
tion for students. Creation of an atmos-
phere of education based on trust, and
providing the students as future social
workers with more democratic and par-
ticipatory environment carries a special
meaning in terms of reaching the goals
and objectives of social work education
(11, 2006).

According to Gibbs (1992), spoon feed-
ing in lectures, seminars and practices
require a dependence on educators.
Gibbs lists the features of the tradition-
al education in which superficial learn-
ing is realized as the following (1992):

« Students are expected to carry a
heavy workload

« Hours in class are quite a lot

« There is a rather comprehensive
course material

« There is no chance to examine the
subjects in detail

» Students do not have the right to
choose the subjects and learning
techniques

« Atension creating assessment sys-
tem is valid.

Students should comprehend the fact
that learning is not just to remember
the produced knowledge, but it also in-
cludes producing a functional meaning
from what they have learnt. Otherwise,
the result would be a superficial gain
(Gardiner, 1989).

The objectives in an active learning ed-
ucation could be stated as the following
(Lasson, 1985):

+ Making students determine their
learning needs,
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+ Making teachers express the
changing forcing components in the
education process,

» Encouraging teachers and students
to form a curriculum to meet the
needs of students both as individu-
als and groups,

« Making the methods to be used in
the learning process be planned by
the joint participation of both teach-
ers and students,

« Making the teacher “source person”
and be sensitive to the needs of
students,

« Making students and personnel
evaluate the client needs as a par-
ticipatory activity.

Active learning opens the door for a di-
alogical environment where the teach-
er and the student roles are shaped by
a participatory and negotiative proc-
ess. Active learning is based on a
contextual and discursive realm where
the student is an indispensable part of
the dialogical interaction of theory and
practice. According to Parker (1997),
stories are essentially transmissible
and, therefore, create an intersubjec-
tive realm between the present hear-
ers/tellers and those who have heard
and told the story before. The story
is like a quotation; once heard, it be-
comes a part of the hearer’s discourse
and may in turn be quoted, that is, ab-
stracted from the contextual discourse
in which it is embedded and put into
another’s discourse. This process is
dialectical in the sense that both thesis
(the teller’s story) and antithesis (the
hearer’s reproduction) work together to
form a synthesis. In this sense, active
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learning is also a challenge to positiv-
istic tradition in education because it
gives the student — the hearer — the
role of reproducing the teacher’s — the
teller’s — story.

Therefore, the student in an active
learning model is the co-writer of the
text; she not only participates in the
learning process, but in the “teaching”
process as well. Moreover, the “con-
text” of learning becomes one of the
primary sources of education. In this
sense, physical structure of the learn-
ing atmosphere has to be re-designed
for a participatory and egalitarian edu-
cation, and also psychological atmos-
phere shall be created in a positive and
egalitarian way.

ACTIVE LEARNING FOR A CLIENT-
CENTERED PRACTICE

Client-centered approach was devel-
oped by Carl Rogers in the 40’s and
the 50’s. It is a non-directive practice,
“directive” meaning any practitioner be-
havior that leads the client in a certain
way. Directive behaviors include ask-
ing questions, offering treatments, and
making interpretations and diagnoses
(Ryan, 2006). Indeed most forms of
therapy practiced in the world and in
Turkey are directive. This shows the
urgency of the call for active learning
since the fundamentals of the social
worker identity, attitude and behaviors
lie in the social work education system.

Therefore, in order to be able to involve
in a client-centered “intervention”, one
must be aware of some factors to be
taken into account. First of all, the inter-
ventionitself should be thought as a cru-
cial factor to shape and form the behav-
ior and speech of the client. Secondly,

one should be aware of the “yester-
day’s man who inevitably predominates
in us, since the present amounts to lit-
tle compared with the long past in the
course of which we were formed and
from which we result. This man makes
up the unconscious part of ourselves”
(Bourdieu, 2002: 100). That is to say,
one should be aware of the “habitus”
and context of the intervention. Moreo-
ver, naturally, there would be discursive
practices playing role in an intervention
process, namely, there shall be “inter-
nal rules, where discourse exercises
its own control; rules concerned with
the principles of classification, ordering
and distribution” (Foucault, 1972: 220).
According to this view, the important
thing is not just “what is said” but “what
is absent” in the intervention process.
These theoretical considerations have
strong implications for interpreting and
reproducing social work practice and
education.

Under these theoretical considerations
one must realize the client-centered
approaches in a way to understand
and interpret the significant events and
decisions of the client in the past and
the present, which emerges as an ac-
cumulation of the past experiences,
sometimes from the eyes of a psycho-
analyst being aware of every detail in
life, sometimes as layman as if listening
to a life story, and yet sometimes as a
student of semiology trying to under-
stand all the signs of the process.

In light of the mentioned theoretical
considerations it shall be stated that
every student is a unique personal his-
tory. So, an active learning strategy
would be to assume that whatever is
“taught” in the classroom would be “de-
coded” through personal histories of
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the students, and the text would be a
common project. In this new environ-
ment of education, the teacher cannot
expect to receive a homogeneous port-
folio of the content, but the content will
turn out to be a source of discussion in
an intersubjective realm.

The basis of the client-centered ap-
proach is that people tend to move to-
ward growth and healing, and have the
capacity to find their own answers. So,
the following are what the client-cen-
tered practitioner emphasizes (Ryan,
2006):

« Listen and try to understand how
things are from the client’s point of
view.

+ Check that understanding with the
client if unsure.

« Treat the client with the utmost re-
spect and regard.

Client-centered approach is closely re-
lated with the value system and mission
of social work profession and discipline.
Like the client-centered practitioner,
the social worker tries to question the
dominant knowledge structures, and
both of them try to understand effects
of history and culture. The way how so-
cial workers understand the needs of
human beings are determined by eco-
nomic, political, ideological, and ethi-
cal factors. Social workers believe that
those who cannot express themselves
and their rights, and marginal groups
have valuable opinions which are of
great value for society. Perhaps social
work is the unique profession which
can change dominant structures about
discrimination of sex, race, disability
and prejudice (Witkin, 1999:7).
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The perspective of the client-centered
approach should not be used only in
working with clients, but it also should
be integrated as a basic value. In this
context, social work has to be care-
ful in using language in congruence
with its professional identity. The cli-
ent-centered practitioner argues that
knowledge should be in accord with the
demands of the client, not from other
sources of power because all power
groups produce knowledge in their fa-
vor. At this point, the function of social
work should be to support the knowl-
edge in favor of the client system which
is likely invisible. In order to do this, it is
necessary to provide opportunities for
clients to narrate their stories in their
own language. This is the best way of
understanding the life and problems of
clients and role of social welfare institu-
tions in their life. Thus, consciously or
unconsciously, the social worker shall
be excluded from the position of knowl-
edgeable and key person because the
solution of problems of the client trans-
forms the worker as an equal partner in
their relationship, which gives the client
the opportunity to assess the situation.
This also helps to conduct qualitative
research techniques in social work.

Contemporary tendencies in social
work education are prone to alternative
perspectives such as active learning,
which question the mainstream ap-
proaches and target dynamism, crea-
tivity and lifelong motivation. Having a
deep rooted history in the developed
countries, alternative approaches com-
ply with the basic goals and objectives
of the higher education. In this frame-
work, one of the stand points of the
dynamism experienced in the process
of education is to meet the needs of
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students at the maximum level as tak-
ing into consideration the multifaceted
features of this group of early adult-
hood in higher education. Thus, it is
required that the ones who assume the
educational authority revise their roles
and responsibilities.

The fact of “learning” rather than
“teaching” in social work education not
only requires a change in the roles and
responsibilities of educators, but also
determines the direction of this change
(I, 2006). As the professionals of the
future, students participate in the proc-
ess of social work education with the
purpose of gaining the required profes-
sional formation and improving this in
line with their individual equipments.
Here comes the importance of a client-
centered practice which includes the
micro responsibilities such as under-
standing human beings and society,
perceiving human problems, develop-
ing alternative solutions; and the macro
level responsibilities such as develop-
ing and spreading social welfare. Stu-
dents’ individual equipment, in line with
the principles of client-centered prac-
tice, on the other hand, is comprised of
(1, 1999);

« knowing one’s own self,

« having a self-confident and inde-
pendent personality,

« being creative, initiator and

open-minded,

« being open to change and criticism,
and tolerant,

« being careful about assuming and
fulfilling responsibility,

« having the skills of observation,
analysis and synthesis,

» having love, respect and tolerance,
and reflecting these into relations,

» having the skills of listening and ef-
ficient communication,

« comprehending the particular and
the universal,

« knowing the society and people,

« having the bases of professional
knowledge, skills and values, and
improving them through constant
review.

Since the learning process is indeed
defined as the teaching process in the
traditional approach, educators are
perceived as teachers and students
as learners. While teachers omnipo-
tently own the power and authority,
students passively get what they re-
ceive. Students’ success is measured
in accordance with their ability to state
the subjects included in the structured
course outline in the exams. In fact,
since they cannot participate in the
evaluation process, they do not have
any idea on neither the criteria deter-
mined by educators nor how they are
assessed. Haste of educators to com-
plete the course content is a factor
which limits student participation which
is an extremely important issue in
terms of learning motivation. Because
of this, majority of the students whose
views do not count from the beginning
of the planning phase of education
process onwards are not aware of why
they take the courses within the deter-
mined scope. In such a structure, the
rational goal of the students is to take
enough grades and pass the class. So,
it is impossible to mention about a goal
of learning. Having passed through
such a “directive” and authoritarian
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education process, students cannot
acquire the required skills for and sen-
sitivity towards a client-centered prac-
tice. Therefore, social work practice in
accord with its modernist tradition pre-
vails to reproduce and consolidate the
hierarchical relations between social
worker and client.

CONCLUSION

Both active learning and client-cen-
tered approach put the individual into
the center because individual can de-
termine or change her own destiny.
Therefore, it is only her will to change
her own conditions. Here comes the
question of the quality of the teacher or
the practitioner. Teachers or practition-
ers should first and foremost know their
own self since an efficient social work
practice is or has to be self-reflective.
However, based on modernist para-
digms, the profession of social work
has been criticized on the grounds
that it aims at changing society without
any sensitivity to human diversity and
plurality, and that it disregards individ-
ual and cultural complexity. Client-cen-
tered approaches, on the other hand,
believe in the capacity of individuals for
development and believe further that
such a capacity is inherently available.

Active learning is maybe one of the
most useful tools for educating social
workers who are aware of the dialogi-
cal nature of the interaction with clients.
However, students’ characteristics and
performances in relation to learning
are linked with their life experiences
on this matter. Having been a part of
the dominantly traditional education
systems before higher education, it
would be unfair to expect students to
change their attitudes and behaviors
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on learning rapidly and radically. Grad-
ually advancing toward adulthood in
higher education, students experience
dilemmas in line with their changing
multifaceted needs. On the one hand,
they want to reflect the dynamism of
change in parallel with developmental
features into education in the form of
active participation; on the other hand,
being passive in the traditional educa-
tion system happens to be the easier
way. Dealing with this dilemma neces-
sitates primarily new definitions of edu-
cational approaches and the educator
roles (ll, 2006). Therefore, in order to
make use of active learning in social
work education, teachers also need to
be trained for changing their roles.
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