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Summary. In this paper, we present a quantitative and qualitative analysis of
the competences and employability of graduates in Social Work. Our approach
follows the methodological lines of the Credits project, which includes the sta-
tistical analysis of interviews with experts, such as teaching staff and entre-
preneurs, mail questionnaires, focus groups, and the textual analysis of docu-
ments. Our target is the entire population of social workers in Tuscany. We
expect to create indicators of the competences required by the job market, ver-
ify the efficacy level of education and training, and create an interactive sys-
tematic relation between academe and the labour market.
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1. Competence and performance

In the following, we refer to competence as a new concept and not as a de-
rivative of the ancient latin term competentia, which applies to the sphere of
jurisdiction. The English word competence, as Chomsky (1969) used it in
linguistic epistemology, is to be considered a developmental process of
knowledge, while performance names what is put into action. Competence is
the acquisition through experience, on a knowledge basis, of the ability to
act (Smelser & Baltes, 2001).

The transition from university to work has been the object of several sci-
entific studies (Dolton et al., 1993; ISFOL, 1994; Mariani & Tronti, 1994;
ISTAT, 2000; Biggeri et al., 2001; Fabbris 2003) and the relationship be-
tween graduates’ competences and professional roles has been the object of
a number of empirical research projects (La Rosa, 1984; Carli Sardi, 2002).
These studies helped to interpret and link individual, institutional and market
factors with the elaboration and experimentation of particular learning mod-
els.
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The need of worker’s knowledge and the interactive relationships with the
organisation take us back to Likert & Murphy (1938) definition of the worker
as a person with ‘emotional maturity’ so that it is necessary to take into con-
sideration a set of psycho-social processes which may change his or her cog-
nitive structure, motivation and capacity for action. The question concerns all
formative agencies, from school to university, from profession to workplace,
be it a public institution, a private company or a professional office.

Wittorski (1998) has broken down the competence as a function of work
into components of the training process. The components are cognitive, affec-
tive and social, each of which concerns actions which imply a number of di-
mensions which are cross-occupational, subjective, inter-subjective, objec-
tive, thus defining a complex concept of competence, measurable through a
set of indicators and evaluation procedures.

The core components of competences have been sufficiently theorised
(Boyatzis, 1982), but there is a certain fragility going from description to
definition and to identification.

From the theoretical point of view, competences are not just behaviours,
even though they may be expressed through individual behaviour. Compe-
tences are the expression of knowledge, abilities, and attitudes that express a
potential capacity of the individual that can be realised and powered within a
work context. Therefore, knowledge, experience and motivation refer to spe-
cific contexts.

We want to draw the attention to the competences that are necessary to re-
alise a “regulated profession”. They are different from the professional busi-
ness skills because the work contexts are different and vary according to eco-
nomic activity and size of the company.

In the following, we will refer to the professional profile of the social
worker. This profile has been under consideration since the first normative
law of study programmes in Social work®. A syllabus was first organised dur-
ing the period from 1960 to 1970 in six “special university schools”. In the
last years, a ministerial norm regulated the training of social workers with
rigid curricula, until the university diplomas and the current three-year first-
level programmes were born (Carli, 1996). The common denominator in all
these phases has always been the distinction between knowledge (savoir),
expertise or skills (savoir faire) and attitudes (savoir étre).

The relationship between education and competences has generated a vast
multidisciplinary literature with an applied psychology perspective.

1 The links between professions and the market have been studied by Sarchielli (1993),
Levati & Sarad (1998), Ajello (2002). Advanced statistical methods for the analysis of
competences have been experimented by Buscema et al. (1999), Authier & Levy (2000),
Fabbris (2003), Bolasco (2003).

A programme in Social work was first formulated by Senator Ossicini, professor of Psy-
chology at the University of Rome “La Sapienza”.
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We can identify three basic models:

a) an individualistic approach (Spencer & Spencer, 1993), which refers to
the cognitive sphere and personal abilities, and also takes into account
“achievement”;

b) a systemic—relational approach (Barney 1991), which refers to the job sys-
tem, and so to skills and technologies, with a strong base of competences;

¢) a mixed model, which usefully combines personal and environmental
characteristics with experience, similar to Piaget (1972) pedagogic con-
ceptualisation.

In the present analysis, we adopted the last model. We will test it by exam-
ining both the social worker’s route from university to the workplace and
documents that identify, on the one hand, the training system and, on the
other, standards of recognition and testing.

We used the data gathered by CREDITS-EST (Schmidt & Michelotti, 2002)
project that examines the subject matter in the Social work study programmes.
In order to detect the subject contents on the syllabus, we analysed official
programmes and consulted various documents, such as the norms for the the-
sis production and project work, and the English language requirements. The
aim was to gain an understanding of the competences (basic, technical-specific
and cross-occupation) and the partition into academic subject fields.

The result of such an analysis was a list of contents that we submitted to the
judgement of some teachers and people responsible for other training experi-
ences. They were asked to rate — on a 1 to 5 point scale — the items according
to the importance for future social workers (see the following scheme).

Please, assign a number to each according to the following scale:
1=totally irrelevant 2=not relevant; 3=relevant; 4=very relevant; 5=extremely
relevant)

Principles and foundations of social service

Social service as a multidimensional profession

The relationship between Welfare State and the development of social service in
Italy

The profession of social worker: social and institutional mandate,

Objectives and functions

The philosophical and value basis, ethics and attitudes

Ethics and attitudes

Theoretical and methodological basis of work: models

Working instruments and techniques: relationships, working with groups, docu-
mentation, and administrative work.

We applied the same procedure with recent graduates who did not have
work experiences as social workers, again with the aim of collecting their
relevance judgement about competences. A group of working professionals
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was sampled for comparative reasons from the Tuscany Register of Profes-
sionals. As a whole, the register contained 1,600 names in the year 2003.

A mail questionnaire was sent to on a random sample of 600 graduates,
which produced a 70% return without any reminder®. After a check for valid-
ity and completeness, an exploratory study of 200 randomly selected subjects
was carried out.

In order to maintain a correspondence with the academic classification,
both traditional and general areas were grouped according to competence clas-
sification into the basic, technical-professional and cross-occupational. The
analyses carried out on the different viewpoints are presented in Section 2.

2. The exploratory analysis

The competences that the teachers felt they offered, those that the graduates
felt they had acquired, and those that the professional social workers believed
they should posses are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Average scores given to competences by new graduates, university teachers
and social workers.

. New Universit Workin

Subjects graduates | teaching sthf graduategs Total
Prmuples_ and fu_ndamentals 420 384 3.95 387
Public institutions legislation 353 | 354 4.06 3.69
Private institutions legislation 3.26 1.38 2.63
Political economics 3.07 1.88 2.69
Sociology 3.40 4.06 3.55
Hygiene 4.15 1.94 3.40
General psychology 3.52 5.00 3.97
Social statistics 4.20 3.44 3.91
Social history 3.40 1.56 2.89
Computer science 4.05 4.06 3.97
English (as a foreign language) 2.93 3.44 3.31
Administrative law 3.44 2.63 3.19

®  The mail questionnaire contained 180 items relating to socio-demographic and family

items, school and university curriculum, previous experience and present working situa-
tion, specific knowledge, updating, competences used and deemed necessary, evaluation
of training etc., and standard scale items relating to personality, scales measuring atti-
tude (Krech et al., 1962) such as willingness to work in a public body, values and other
psychological factors.
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The teaching staff and the graduates’ evaluations are close to each other.
One can discern a slight tendency of new graduates to rate lower than teachers
the individual components of the knowledge/competences, and, on the other
hand, higher scores are given by the teachers to general principles such as the
juridical aspects of social work and research methodology.

The professionals, on the other hand, rate either higher or lower the compe-
tences. One can see convergence on the juridical-economical issues and the
fundamental technical-specific areas, with little standing out for the compe-
tences relative to specialist subjects (e.g. historical approaches).

The question raised by the specific analysis refers to how much the compe-
tences indicated by those working in the field as being necessary or important
reflect the necessities of the social work and in which proportion they are a
factor of personal utility which could be less representative.

Table 2. List of identified transversal competences and related academic subjects

Computer |= Knowledge of and ability to use the PC for activa-  |Information

skills tion or use of information systems technology
= Knowledge of and ability to use word-processing Methodology of
software social research
Foreign = Threshold level of English or French for the under- |P.E.T.
language standing of documents and articles or for interacting
with the public or colleagues when an interpreter is |Language test
not available
= Exchange of simple letters with particular reference |Erasmus
to the English language programme.

Dissertation [~ Methodological abilities and research skills using a |Dissertation
variety of sources

Knowledge of a specific sector

Ability to create a document to report objectively
and correctly expressed

Abstraction skills

Practicum |= Specific knowledge of the institutional sector Practicum
Ability to relate to colleagues and outside institu-
tional skills

Communication skills on a number of levels
Carrying out of administrative tasks

Prioritisation of problems presented by members of
the public

Use of information technology

Use of specific professional techniques (interviews,
reports, meetings, assessments, projects)

Reading the community and local area

Awareness of attitudes and behaviour of individuals
and groups with reference to professional values and
principles (tolerance, democracy, etc.)
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Table 3. List of identified professional competences and related academic subjects

Ability to share with other services efficiency and
economy with respect to institutions with docu-
mented and checked use of resources

Capacity to produce administrative documents tak-
ing direct responsibility; knowledge of own and
those depending on administrative management
Ability to produce specific professional documents
for the use of the public and the services

Ability to work with projects with scientific plan-
ning and methodology

Methodolo- [«  Recognition of the rights of citizens as being pro- |Organization of
gies tected by essential levels of help (UEA/UVEAS)  |Social services
and ability to define them
= Ability to organisational innovation of traditional ~|Methodology of
services and of expansion social research
= Use of planning methodology .
- Knowledge of and correct use of staff and line of | 1N€SIS
the Service
= Ability to express and communicate on a number of
levels of the institutional organisation and to man-
age outside information
= Ability to analyse and evaluate the needs of groups
through direct research processes
= Ability to use methods of quality control
Principles |« Activation of promotional functions with respect to |Methods and
individuals and the community techniques of the
Ethics « Use of interdisciplinary work and team work Social services
= Use of networks Principles and
= Respect for the ethical code with respect to the pub-|fundamentals of
lic and colleagues. Social services
Social policy
Work with |« Ability to recognise “the person” and support with |Methods and
people individualised programmes of aid techniques of So-
» Sharing of the objectives of efficacy of the services |Cial Services
Relation- and interventions with adequate documentation and
ship skills checks Organization of

Social services
General and de-
velopmental psy-
chology

Practicum

After this explorative analysis, we included in the structure of the question-
naire the contents that are shown in Tables 2, 3 and 4.
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Table 4. List of identified basic competences and related academic subjects.

Social = Awareness of the socio-political context of the  |General sociology
country and with reference to Europe
= Ability to identify social phenomena to be found |Sociology of the
in physiological and pathological forms in a spe- [family
cific local area (community), including social-
health problems General psychology
= Acquisition of and adaptation to new principles . .
(for example, recently the idea of “federalism”,  |Social medicine

“universalism” of the services) .
Political systems

Legal = Public institutional contexts Public institutions

= Pluralism of the service providers legislation

= Updating of Health and Social service legislation
at the national and regional levels

= Acquisition and updating of general welfare
norms through use of published material or more
competent colleagues

= Acquisition of and adaptation to new principles [Administrative law

Private institutions
legislation

Penal law

Statistical |= Ability to trace statistical documentary sources in |General economics
and order to become familiar with demographic and
economic socio economic characteristics of an area Applied economics

= Ability to produce database spreadsheets and/or o
to carry out directly surveys to document a report, [Statistics
a plan, to produce summarising data

The correlations between the judgements expressed by the workers about
their training and those concerning their work situation proved to be helpful
(Table 5).

One can see a very high value assigned to the adequacy and satisfaction for
technical skills with reference to the standard of the university training. One
reason is that many of the teaching staff also have roles as management in the
social work and thus corroborate the transfer of the academic knowledge into
expertise by the graduates in their practical experience, with the help of super-
visors and the integration of seminars and experimental theses.

For the same reason, it is possible to explain why the basic and cross-
occupational competences received lower consideration from those at work,
even though they were judged as important and useful for work.

This may depend on the fact they are fragmented, often of single value and
above all characterise “the other” so much, so that the common response from
all graduates was that any other graduate could not carry out their job.



L. Carli Sardi

342

Table 5. Matrix showing the correlation between the evaluation of training and the evalua-

tion of competences
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3. Conclusions

What has emerged from this first analysis illustrates a clear transfer of the
academic training into professional action.

By examining groups of basic, cross-occupational and specific compe-
tences, we identified a professional profile of the social worker, within a pub-
lic and institutional dimensions, with a strong orientation towards the rights of
citizens, and responsible for the governance of the care processes in terms of
social and health services. He or she receives the support of specific profes-
sional methodologies, but also of procedures, technical instruments such as the
computer, of professional skills and finally the ability to plan and evaluate sci-
entifically.

The profile outlined does indeed correspond to the aims of the training with
advances in some competences for example the use of computers with infor-
mation systems, administrative procedures, basic foreign language skills for
communication, attention paid to research methods for all documentary
sources and their production; for other dimensions they appear somewhat re-
stricted compared with multidisciplinary training curricula.

On this topic, it seems that the economic dimension is not clearly defined
across the competences, despite a need to manage budgets and estimate
economies.

Limited are also the specialist skills and useful further training for particu-
lar target populations, e.g. immigrants.

References

AJELLO A.M. (ed.) (2002) La competenza, Il Mulino, Bologna.

AUTHIER M., LEVY P. (2000) Gli alberi di conoscenza, Feltrinelli, Milano.

BARNEY J. (1991) Firm resources and sustained competitive advantages, Journal of
Management, 17: 99-120.

BIGGERI L., BINI M., GRILLI L. (2001) The transition from University to work: a
multilevel approach to the analysis of the time to obtain the first job, Journal of
Royal Statistical Society, 164: 293-305

BOLASCO S. (2003) Applicazioni di analisi testuale, Ed. Universitaria, Roma.

BOYATZIS R. (1982) The Competent Manager: a Model Effective Performance,
Wiley, New York.

BUSCEMA M., SEMEION GROUP (1999) Reti neurali artificiali e sistemi sociali
complessi, Angeli, Milano, Vol I, Il.

CARLI SARDI L. (1996) La scuola di Servizio Sociale di Siena nella sua storia ed e-
voluzione, Atti Convegno Formazione e operativita del Servizio sociale, Tipogra-
fia Senese, Siena: 16-68.

CARLI SARDI L. (2002) Formazione universitaria e mondo del lavoro, Quaderni del
Nucleo di Valutazione, Universita degli Studi, Siena, 7: 21-68.

CHOMSKY N. (1969) Aspetti della teoria della sintassi, Boringhieri, Torino.



344 L. Carli Sardi

DOLTON P.J., MARKPEACE G.H., TREBLE J.G. (1993) The Youth Training Scheme
and the School to Work Transition, Research Paper, University of Wales, Bangor.

FABBRIS L. (2003) Il monitoraggio dell’inserimento occupazionale e professionale dei
laureati e dei diplomati dell’Universita di Padova, Quaderno Pharos, 6, CLEUP, Pa-
dova.

ISFOL (1994) Competenze trasversali e comportamento organizzativo, FrancoAngeli,
Milano.

ISTAT (2000) Inserimento professionale dei laureati, Informazioni 10, Istat, Roma.

KRECH D., CRUTCHFIEELD R.S., BALLACHEY E.L. (1962) Individual in Society,
Mc Graw Hill, New York.

LA ROSA M. (ed.) (1984) Il lavoro che cambia, Angeli, Milano.

LEVATI W., SARAO M.V. (1998) Il modello delle competenze, Angeli, Milano.

LIKERT R., MURPHY G. (1938) Public Opinion and the Individual, Harper, New
York.

MARIANI P., TRONTI L. (1994) La transizione Universita - Lavoro in Italia: una e-
splorazione delle evidenze dell’indagine ISTAT sugli sbocchi professionali dei
laureati, Economia e Lavoro, 25: 3-26.

PIAGET J. (1972) Problemes de psychologie génétique, Dunot-Gonthier, Paris.

SARCHIELLI G. (1993) Nuove competenze per il lavoro che cambia: il ruolo della
formazione professionale nel processo di socializzazione adulta, Atti Convegno
“Formation professionnelle en mutation”, OFIAMT, Berne: 4.

SMELSER N., BALTES P. (2001) Social and Behavioral Sciences - International En-
cyclopedia, University Press, Cambridge, 1V: 2433.

SPENCER L.M., SPENCER M.S. (1993) Competence at Work, Wiley, New York.

SCHMIDT R., MICHELOTTI S. (eds) (2002) Manuale per I’integrazione dei sistemi
formativi in Toscana , TRIO, Regione Toscana, Firenze.

WITTORSKI R. (1998) De la fabrication des compétences, Education permanente,
135: 57-69.





