
 

Interview with Hugh McLaughlin and Helen Scholar, editors of Social 
Work Education: The International Journal 
 
As new editors of Social Work Education: The International Journal tell us a 
bit about yourselves and your areas of research. 
 
Helen:  My name is Helen Scholar and I am working with Hugh as the 

deputy editor of Social Work Education.  I qualified as a social 
worker in 1985, which seems a long time ago now, and I began 
my career in the probation service working with offenders, and 
then subsequently working in the Family Court Welfare System 
which was delivered by the Probation Service.  During my 
career there I also worked in a custodial institution and in staff 
development and so on.  Then I came into the academic world 
around 2000, sort of dipping in and out, doing some practice 
tutoring, doing some temporary lecturing, sessional lecturing 
and have been a full time academic for the last about nine years 
now. 

 
Hugh: My name is Hugh McLaughlin and I am the editor-in-chief.  My 

background is I came to social work even longer ago than 
Helen, back in 1978, and then as a social worker I did a Masters 
degree, and then as a team manager for social services I did my 
MPhil in criminology and then as an area manager I did my MC 
in management and then I did my PhD whilst as a service 
manager in children’s services.  I was assistant director of social 
services for children before moving to academia in 2000.  I 
worked with Helen in Salford University for a number of years 
before I came to MMU in 2011, I think, where I have been 
professor of social work. 

 
Helen:  I’ll say this about our research interests, Hugh and I have 

worked together on a number of projects which I think we can 
best describe as critical professional practice. So we have been 
interested in looking at the career development of social workers 
from their beginning, their journey as student social workers in 
qualifying programmes, and we have looked at for example non-
traditional placements for social work students, i.e. in settings 
that don’t normally employ qualified social workers.  We have 
looked at students career trajectories following qualification and 
the experiences of newly qualified social workers, and I am 
currently embarking on a piece of work looking at recently 
qualified social workers who have moved into posts that don’t 
require registration or qualification, but are qualified social 
workers working in roles where they are still in a position to use 
their skills and knowledge and so on, and exploring their 
experiences, aspirations, and attitudes towards their 
professional identity. 

 



 

Hugh:  As Helen said we have done a number of work together over the 
years.  It’s been useful in coming together in terms of the 
editorialship, but also in terms of my own research interests, I 
am concerned about involving service users in research, 
particularly in the past in involving young people in evaluating 
children’s services.  Currently I have just done a project around 
adult social care, domestic violence, and multi-agency risk and 
assessment conferences and I’m involved in an international 
project of social work academics’ influence on social welfare, 
and looking also in terms of UK about the nature of social work 
academics, and their careers and trajectories, and I have just 
completed another project around early intervention around 
Home Start.  I say that my particular area of interest is around 
participatory research, critical professional practice, and 
organisational learning for research.  

 
Tell us about the journal why is it an important publication in the field and how 
does it differ from other journals? 
 
Hugh:  We see that Social Work Education, it is what it says on the tin, 

it is Social Work Education: The International Journal, and I 
think that what makes it stand out is that it is about social work 
education, both pre- and post-qualifying.  It’s about the people 
who provide the education, it’s about the people who receive 
that education, and particularly it’s about its impact upon service 
users in terms of making a difference.  For us what is really 
important is its international context, we have international 
editorial boards in the USA, Australia and Asia, as well as our 
main board in Europe, but we are really keen to look at how 
social work education develops across the world, and we are 
interested in all aspects of social work and our emphasis is on 
better outcomes for service users. 

 
Helen:  I’d echo everything that Hugh said there, and obviously the other 

things going on in the world at the moment in the context and 
globalisation, neo liberalism, conflict, austerity, and those 
developments, will effect social work education in different parts 
of the world in different ways, and we are interested in sharing 
that information across the academic community and the 
practice community through the journal. 

 
What do you think are the main developments in social work education at the 
moment? 
 
Hugh: I think Helen has already identified some of the major contextual 

challenges around the globalisation, neo liberalism, conflict, 
austerity, but also we see that there is a major diversity in what 
is social work education across the world, and what are the 
routes of qualification across the world, so for example some 
countries don’t have a tradition of social work qualification, like 



 

China. That we have social workers developing different 
traditions in different places, so for example in the US it’s much 
more clinical, and South Africa it’s more community focused and 
community development, and we just recently had a new 
definition of social work, which amongst other things 
emphasises the importance of indigenous knowledges, 
particularly that we have to think how we can integrate that into 
how we use social work education, how it is taught, and how it is 
received.  

 
We are also aware that one of the main developments is we 
have different research traditions in different parts of the world, 
so for example in the USA it can be more quantitative, and in 
Australia and the UK much more qualitative and we have a 
range and diversity of qualifying routes. So that we are pleased 
to see that in terms of the international convention that in most 
places social work is a university based qualification, but in 
different ways, so for example in many of the European 
Countries it’s a four year undergraduate course, whilst in 
England, Wales and Scotland there are both undergraduate and 
postgraduate routes, and in England in particular we are seeing 
a push towards fast track programmes with shorter qualifying 
courses, recruiting students with higher level qualifications and a 
tendency towards greater specialisation like working with 
children, and mental health, which are in some ways quite 
controversial and are open to quite a degree of debate, and are 
pushing the UK, if you like, a bit further away from the rest of the 
world. 

 
Helen:  Yes, I think in England particularly there is an increasing 

emphasis on employers’ expectations from social workers, and 
particularly in the statutory sector, which is obviously for us only 
one aspect of social work, and looking at social work 
internationally it occurs in all sorts of settings in all sorts of 
contexts and social workers are employed by a range of 
different organisations, and I think that is something that in 
England where we are looking at seeing some people 
expressing concern about the focus on the statutory 
employment sector. 

 
Hugh: I think both Helen and I published around the concerns that in 

certain countries there is a danger of social work being 
conceptualised purely as child protection and that we wish to 
see a much broader definition because we think that is 
something worthwhile fighting for. 

 
What are your tips for authors looking to publish an article in Social Work 
Education: The International Journal 
 



 

Helen:  To begin with I think the most important message that we would 
want potential authors to hear and attend to is that social work 
education should be pretty integral to the article and to the 
argument of the article.  What we are not wanted to receive are 
articles that are described or analysed or consider somebodies 
research which then only mentions social work education in the 
last paragraph, which does sometimes happen.  So what we are 
looking for is material for which social work education is the 
major focus of the piece of work.  Having said that, the methods, 
research methods, that are used in any piece of empirical work 
could be quantitative, could be qualitative, could be mixed 
methods approaches, so we are not asking you for one 
particular approach to the generation of knowledge. We are 
interested in looking at that diversity that occurs across the 
world as Hugh suggested, but we do want, when we say social 
work education has to be the focus, we should also say that we 
want to move away from articles that simply describe a module 
or a piece of teaching based on what students say about it as a 
kind of evaluation or an immediate response to it. 

 
We are looking for something that is much more systematic and 
rigorous, so whilst we are interested in hearing about, and our 
readers will be interested in hearing about, innovative 
approaches to teaching and delivery, we would be looking for 
that to be presented in a way that demonstrates the impact of 
that, so pre- and post-measures for example.  What do the 
students know before, how were they practising before the 
module or the training programme or the piece of teaching, and 
what impact has that had on them immediately afterwards, and 
then maybe subsequently in their practise has it been applied, 
has it gone on to benefit service users with whom they are 
working.   

 
We would welcome too any conceptual and theoretical articles 
but again we are looking for academic rigour in the presentation 
of those pieces, so for example we are looking for a reasonably 
detailed literature review which should include previous 
publications within the journal itself, obviously we don’t want 
people to be submitting articles that we have published 
something similar on six or twelve months before, and that 
hasn’t been referenced in the literature review.   

 
Hugh: I think the other part is about, we do receive articles from people 

for whom English isn’t the first language, and we have every 
sympathy with those writers, I think we have encouraged them, 
wherever possible, to try and get other people to look at their 
article, and help to improve their English because what we do 
know is that when the reviewers see those, if they are spending 
all their time correcting the English and the grammar it actually 
stops them looking at the argument and puts them at a 



 

disadvantage, so that obviously we would encourage anybody 
for whom English isn’t the first language to get other English 
language speakers to have a look at that wherever possible. 

 
I think the other part that we just want to highlight is, don’t forget 
o follow the guidance on the website on referencing and word 
limits, because if you write 10,000 words we are going to send it 
back because the journal limit is 6,000 words. 

 
What are your aspirations for the future of the journal? 
 
Hugh: I think that what we are looking to develop, this is building on the 

work of Imogen Taylor and Michelle Lefevre, is that we want to 
see the journal which is excellent, and world leading, and 
making a significant contribution to social work education, and 
so doing is improving the quality of social workers and the 
outcomes for service users.  To do that we need to continue to 
attract quality papers, we have already discussed about terms of 
types of papers we like to see, and I want to continue to ensure 
that we provide quality reviews which are timely, informative and 
supportive in terms of providing feedback to the authors.  We 
are looking to increase our pool of reviewers, and intend to 
provide workshop sessions for potential reviewers in the near 
future, and hopefully might develop a podcast for that too.  We 
are also looking to develop our international board, especially 
the Asian board. We see ourselves as being at the forefront of 
social work education and in particular international social work 
education. We have a couple of special editions already being 
considered, one is on green issues and social work, and the 
other is on social media and social work education, and we’re 
also having discussions about service user involvement in social 
work education. 

 
In terms of the quality papers and the quality reviews, we are 
seeking to do those as quickly as possible and we are very 
proud of the speed in which we can turn around our reviews and 
the speed in which an author can see their work in print and they 
are very pleased that we have the advance access facility. In 
terms of that, we are also wanting to get ourselves rated by 
Thomson Reuters although we appreciate the nature of our 
journal sometimes that makes it more difficult but we’re always 
open to ideas and suggestions from social work academics, 
practitioners, service users and students about articles they may 
be wishing to write and also to help us continue to improve and 
make our journal more and more relevant for academics, for 
students and for service users. 

 
Visit the Social Work Education: The International Journal website to find out 
more about the journal or to submit an article. 
 

http://www.tandfonline.com/cswe20


 

 
  

 


