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Failure to fail or fast tracking to failure: a critical exploration 
of social work placements
Jo Fincha and Prospera Tedamb
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ABSTRACT
Failure to Fail” has emerged as a popular soundbite in professions 
with assessed practice learning requirements and implies that prac-
tice educators and mentors are routinely failing to fail students, who 
do not meet the required placement standards. This suggests there 
may be people in a number of professions, who are not competent, 
and may pose potential risks to service users or patients. This position 
has been particularly vociferous in nursing but has also emerged in 
social work, albeit more subtly. Given the current dominance of fast 
track social work programmes in England, (Frontline, Think Ahead 
and Step-Up) alongside claims that traditional social work education 
is failing, critically exploring this claim, and in particular the extent of 
fail to fail in practice placements is timely. The discussion concludes 
that there is limited empirical evidence of a “failure to fail” in social 
work education and placements but evidence is stronger in terms of 
some students being fast tracked to failure. We argue that under-
standing the reasons why it “might” or “could” be challenging to fail, 
and why some students are at risk of being fast tracked to failure, is 
more helpful in strengthening practice education.
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Introduction

This article examines two perceptions about social work practice placements, which are 
diametrically opposed to each other – ‘failure to fail’ and ‘fast tracking to failure’, as whilst 
earlier literature made some claims of a potential failure to fail among social work practice 
educators (Finch & Taylor, 2013), more recent research suggests that some students are fast 
tracked to failure (Tedam & Mano, 2022). We set about here, therefore, to firstly explore the 
evidence based upon which these claims are made, and secondly trying to make 
a connection between two issues that initially present as diametrically opposed, but are in 
fact related. We argue in this theoretical paper that whilst there is a failure to fail discourse 
in a wide range of professions, albeit it is not as strong within social work, such narratives 
do not necessarily capture the realities of racially minoritized students, who do not, 
experience ‘the benefit of the doubt’ in placement situation, as well as on the taught 
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elements of social work programs. This paper, therefore, explores both social work educa-
tion in England more generally, as well as the placement element.

In terms of ‘failure to fail’, we initially utilized research from social work, which we 
acknowledge remains limited, so we also explored research from other professions with 
assessed practice learning requirements. Whilst not ideal, it is useful to draw on profes-
sions that have explored this issue more extensively. Additionally, we maintain that 
practice learning across professions shares many of the same complexities, with similar 
issues and concerns arising.

'Failure to Fail‘, implies that practice educators, also known as field educators, field 
instructors, practice assessors or mentors in other countries and professions, are routi-
nely failing to fail students on placement, despite evidence to the contrary. 'Failure to fail’’ 
appears to be a somewhat compelling notion; and is often, though not always, associated 
with assessing students in practice learning settings. Indeed, ‘failure to fail’ has been 
a phrase used extensively in nursing education (see for example Bachmann et al., 2019; 
Duffy, 2004; Jervis & Tilki, 2011; Larocque & Loyce, 2013), and has also emerged into 
other professions, namely occupational health (Illot & Murphy, 1997), osteopathy 
(Guerrasio et al., 2014), physiotherapy (Cleland & Roberts, 2013), medical education 
(Cleland et al., 2005, 2008; Dudek et al., 2005) and teaching (Danyluk et al., 2015).

Whilst the focus of this paper is around practice learning, it is important to situate this 
within the wider discourse of ‘failing’ more broadly within the social work profession. 
There has been a plethora of reform in England in terms of social work and social 
education (Finch & Taylor, 2013). Significant reforms included: The change of qualifica-
tion from a diploma to the degree in social work in 2003, social work becoming 
a protected title with regulatory bodies set up in the four countries of the UK, the setting 
up of the Social Work Taskforce in 2009, subsequently replaced by the Social Work 
Reform Board, changes to social work post qualifying frameworks which were intro-
duced (now abandoned) in 2007. There are therefore persistent concerns about social 
work education failing to produce appropriately skilled social workers. For example, in 
2014, Alan Woods (at the time Director of Social Work at a London Borough), at an 
annual Association of Directors of Social Conference, claimed that universities were 
‘churning out crap social workers’ (Schraer, 2014). In the same year, two reports were 
commissioned into social work education in England (Neary, 2014, and Croisdale- 
Applbey). Martin Neary, an author of the aforementioned report, a former prison 
governor and then head of a large childrens charity, made the following comments to 
a social work magazine

in some areas social work degrees are too easy to get onto and then too difficult to fail. 
(Cooper, 2015, date unknown)

Whilst it may appear unusual to quote individuals, rather than rely on purely academic 
sources in this article, we do so to illustrate how because of their perceived positions of 
‘authority’ to speak critically of social work education and practice, in public forums and 
in the media. Such unquestioned authority has also been seen in relation to the fast track 
programs, which we go on to discuss later on.

There have therefore been long standing and persistent concerns about social work 
practice placements which we explore later on in this article, which add a further impetus 
to explore this issue. The current climate of social work and social work education in 
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England is one with an increasing neo-liberal agenda (Hyslop, 2018) and the persistent 
noise that traditional university-based social work education is failing, as well as concerns 
about placements, continues to be used to undermine university based routes into social 
work (Hanley, 2021b).

In addition, we argue, that based on our albeit anecdotal but extensive experience of 
training and mentoring practice educators, there continue to be ongoing concerns about 
failing students, with some social work academics, workforce development personnel and 
practice educators, raising persistent concerns about the tendency to err on the side of 
caution, resulting in signing off marginal students who in other circumstances would be 
deemed as failing. We were therefore curious to explore the evidence base, to see if we 
could determine the legitimacy of these concerns

We argue that the failure to fail contention appears to have been adopted uncritically, 
and has become a popular soundbite or ‘catchphrase’ (Hughes et al., 2016) to explain 
what might or could be happening in practice education settings. Further, it is a very 
blaming notion, focusing on one individual, the practice educator/assessor or mentor, 
and so does not take account of other actors and the wider structures, constraints and 
peculiarities of professional training within university settings.

We would argue that there is a need, instead, to understand the emotional and 
psychological dynamics inherent in all teaching and learning relationships, particularly 
those that come to the fore in practice education scenarios. Indeed, it is precisely when 
students are struggling or failing in placements, that emotional processes, including 
intense emotional states, come sharply into view (Finch et al., 2021). We argue that the 
‘failure to fail’ explanation is potentially damaging to social work as well as other 
professions and serves to obscure important evidence about, why it might be 
a challenging or difficult experience to assess a struggling or failing student, who is failed 
on placement and who might be given, what Brandon and Davis (1979) argued was, the 
‘benefit of the doubt’. This discussion examines the extent to which the empirical 
evidence supports the claim that there is a failure to fail in placement settings, if so, 
what is the extent of this, and are some groups more likely to be failed on placement than 
others. The discussion begins with an account of the current context of social work 
education in England.

Current context

The current dominance in the UK and other Western democracies of neoliberal 
politics is increasingly hostile to traditional models of social work delivery, namely 
state provision of statutory services (Jones, 2015; McGimpsey, 2017). Additionally, 
government enmity to the academy continues to grow, particularly in England 
(Taylor & Bogo, 2013). This enmity has arguably been operationalized in the 
development of several post graduate fast-track social work training schemes in 
England, namely ‘Step Up’, ‘Front Line’ and ‘Think Ahead’ (Murphy, 2016). This 
follows similar developments in teacher education in England, i.e. Teach First, as 
well as other routes to qualified teacher status, a number of which are delivered 
outside of the academy (Elliott, 2018).

Social work fast track schemes have raised several concerns. Hanley (2021a), for 
example, argues that fast track training programs serve to create inequality, which is 
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at odds with social work values and undermines previous successes at widening 
participation and access to social work training. The Frontline scheme, for example, 
argued that there was a need for higher caliber students and targeted those from 
Russell group universities, who it was claimed, tended not to go onto post graduate 
social work training (Maclister et al., 2012). In 2021, however, Frontline acknowl-
edged that there was further work to be done in the area of race equity when it was 
found that Black and racially minoritized applicants did not make it past the first 
round of the selection process (Smith et al., 2013). There remains however differences 
between traditional social work based postgraduate social work programs in terms of 
participation by global majorities (36%) compared with 22% on Frontline (Turner,  
2020).

Social work in the UK remains a profession that is at the forefront of much public and 
political criticism; not least when cases of extreme child abuse hit the headlines (Jones,  
2014). It has been argued that social work in the UK, and particularly in England, is 
a profession viewed by politicians and the general public alike, as ‘failing’ (Finch & 
Schaub, 2015), either removing children too prematurely or in error or not spotting 
obvious signs of child abuse (Parton, 2014). Indeed such a view is not only confined to 
the UK but also internationally (see for example, Kagan, 2016; Myers, 2008; Tower,  
2000).

Returning to the English context, as mentioned earlier, social work and social work 
education has been subject to constant reform (Diaz & Hill, 2020; Finch & Taylor, 2013). 
Further reforms included changes in child care legislation – (for example, the introduc-
tion of the Children Act 2004 in England in response to the death of Victoria Climbie, 
a child killed by her carers), one review into children and families social work (Munro,  
2011), two reviews into social work education in England (Croisdale-Appleby, 2014; 
Neary, 2014), and most recently, the outcome of a review on children in care, was 
concluded (Macalister, 2022).

In relation to social work education, this too has long been subject to criticism, 
particularly around the placement component. Long standing concerns have been 
noted which include:

● concerns about the quantity and quality of placements (Croisdale-Appleby, 2014; 
Kearney, 2003; Sharp & Danbury, 1999)

● how far placements, and particularly non-traditional placements, prepare students 
for the realities of social work practice in local authorities (Narey, 2014)
○ Differences in views about the need (or not) for contrasting placement experi-

ences (Croisdale-Appleby, 2014, Narey, 2014)
● a lack of willingness on the part of practice educators to fail students if required 

(SWTF, 2009) and an accompanying concern about low failure rates in social work. 
(Finch & Taylor, 2013; Raine, 2022)

This last concern has become more widely known as ‘failure to fail’, which, as we go on to 
discuss, has been leveled at both practice educators (those assessing social work students 
in placements) and within the academy. Indeed, the SWTF (2009) were very vociferous in 
their concerns, stating:
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Specific concerns have been raised about the . . . robustness and quality of assessment, with 
some students passing the social work degree who are not competent or suitable to practise 
on the frontline. (SWTF, 2009, p. 24)

Methodological approach

The approach taken was an exploratory literature review (Aveyard, 2018), which aimed 
to identify existing literature on the overall issue of failure to fail in professional educa-
tion. The search was focused on literature which addressed the following areas:

● The evidence relating to ‘failure to fail’ with a focus on the extent of ‘failure to fail’
● The evidence relating to who has failed or not failed?

Key terms were used when searching for appropriate literature which were: ‘Failure to 
fail’, ‘fail to fail’, ‘failing to fail’ ‘failing practice placements’ ‘failing practicums’, ‘failing 
professional education’, ‘failing students’ and ‘failing trainees’. We did not set limits on 
dates, as we were aware of an important UK social work article that dates from 1979 
(Brandon and Davies) which is still highly relevant to contemporary discussions. We also 
did not set limits on country of origin, although we only located material that was written 
in English. We used a number of quality databases to search for material including 
ProQuest Central, EBSCO and Medline. We used this because of their international reach 
and relevance to professions with assessed practice learning requirements. The literature 
search took place from October 2022 until March 2023.

Overall, we located 57 articles that met the original search term criteria. We excluded 
15 on the grounds that the article focused on assessment methods and/or grading 
practices for practice placements. We found 42 articles that fully met the inclusion 
criteria, 15 were literature reviews and 27 detailed empirical work (4 quantitative, 20 
qualitative and 3 mixed methods). Most of the writing on failure to fail came from 
nursing (28 articles).1 The discussion now moves on to explore the literature.

Failing to fail?

The literature presents failure-to-fail in-practice education as rightfully problematic, not 
least there is a danger that incompetent people may enter a wide range of caring 
professions and could have the potential to cause future harm to patients or service 
users. As discussed previously, the term 'failure to fail’ has been strong in nursing, both in 
UK and international contexts. We also saw this being explored in medical/allied health 
education (see for example Gingerich et al., 2020; Swails et al., 2022), social work (see for 
example Finch & Taylor, 2013; Luhanga et al., 2014), physiotherapy (Cleland & Roberts,  
2013), occupational therapy (Illot & Murphy, 1997) and medical clerkship (Ziring et al.,  
2015). What we noticed in the literature surveyed for this exploration were strong 
statements about the existence of this phenomena, or indeed, literature reviews restating 
the existence of ‘fail to fail’ in practice placement settings.

For example, in nursing, Duffy’s (2004) research was a significant publication, 
which appeared to galvanize the ‘failure to fail’ idea, although it had been raised 
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previously within nursing by Lankshear (1990). Duffy’s research explored why men-
tors ‘failed to fail’ students and why student nurses ‘were being allowed to pass 
clinical assessments without having demonstrated sufficient competence’ (2004, 
p. 5). The tone of such work, and other nursing writers, for example (Jervis & 
Tilki, 2011; Rutkowski, 2007), is similarly robust. Indeed, in a systematic literature 
review on fail to fail in nursing, Hughes et al. (2016) state very conclusively that; 
‘'failure to fail' is indeed a real and significant issue’ (2016, p. 61). Illot and Murphy 
(1997, 1999) claimed a similar phenomenon existed in occupational therapy and 
concluded that there was ‘often a failure to fail’ on the placement component and 
that the longer such a student remains on the program ‘seems to transform what may 
have been a reluctance to fail into a pressure to pass’ (1999, p. 13). So given such bold 
and unequivocal statements within the research literature, what is the evidence 
relating to the claim and indeed extent of failure to fail?

The extent of fail to fail

We identified two studies (out of 42) that identified the extent of fail to fail in nursing 
programs. One unpublished UK study (Gainsbury, 2010), that was reported in The 
Nursing Times, claimed that 37% of nurse mentors (N = 1945) reported that they passed 
‘underachieving students’ although this included mentors who had passed a failing 
student and those who had concerns about the students performance, and so the extent 
of failure to fail in this sample cannot be ascertained with any degree of accuracy. Hauge 
et al. (2019) study of Norwegian nurse mentors found that 16.1% of mentors surveyed (N  
= 561) reported that they failed to fail students in Year 1 of their program, 58.2% reported 
failing to fail students in Year 2 and 36.3% reported failing to fail students in Year 3. The 
study found that there were three reasons given for failing to fail, first, if students did not 
put the patient’s life at risk; second, mentors giving students the benefit of the doubt; and 
lastly, lack of support from the university.

We could not see compelling evidence in the research surveyed about the extent of the 
phenomenon of failure to fail. A few studies reported mentors believing the phenomena 
had existed, or had seen evidence of it. Watson and Harris (1999), for example, reported 
that 46% of nurse mentors in their study agreed with the suggestion that some students 
passed placements despite unsatisfactory performance. The remainder of the empirical 
studies did not provide convincing evidence of the extent of fail to fail. We also noted 
a number of literature reviews that repeated the assertion of the existence of fail to fail in 
practice learning settings without robust methodological analysis.

The literature surveyed, however, was very useful in contributing to debates about why 
failing a student is potentially challenging and why there ‘might’ or ‘could’ be a reluctance 
to fail students in placements across professions. The research undertaken was useful in 
offering solutions about how faculty or individual mentors could improve their practice 
and reminded practitioners about the importance of their gatekeeping role. They were 
also very helpful in identifying further structural barriers that may mitigate against failing 
a student on placement, for example, fear of litigation or assessment procedures that 
worked against failure. Indeed, we have worked within competency models for assessing 
practice and noted their limitations for dealing with the complexities of practice.
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Fast tracking to failure?

Whilst the claims for the phenomenon of 'Failure to Fail can be challenged, what was 
apparent from the social work literature on placement outcomes and experiences (as well 
as literature from other professions) were particular demographics that put students at 
a higher risk of failing. Within social work practice placements, for example, Tedam 
(2014) found that being black, male or having a disability increased the chances of failing 
a placement. Tedam and Mano (2022) named this phenomenon ‘fast tracking to failure’. 
‘Fast Tracking to failure’ therefore refers to the:

unwarranted speed with which some practice educators instigate facilitative processes or fitness- 
to-practice procedures in relation to Black African students. (Tedam & Mano, 2022, p. 250)

Such fast tracking to failure, they argued, could be avoided, if practice educators and 
other stakeholders involved in practice learning, focused on issues of diversity, equality 
and anti-racism within practice learning. Consequently, while there is a narrative which 
suggests a ‘failure to fail’ in placements across professions, this apparent reluctance 
appears not to apply to racially minoritized students in particular, who remain over-
represented in taking longer to complete their placements, more likely to be subject to 
fitness to practice processes and indeed, fail their courses. This is seen not only in the UK 
(Bernard et al., 2011; Fairtlough et al., 2013; Sangha, 2021) but also in Australia (Bennett 
& Gates, 2019; Gair et al., 2014; Harrison & Ip, 2013; Zuchowski et al., 2013), the United 
States of America (Johnson Ahorlu, 2012) and Canada (Bains, 2017; Razack, 2001). This 
is also found in other professional training programs, for example nursing (Hill & Albert,  
2021; Pryjmachuk et al., 2009), physiotherapy (Williams et al., 2015) and initial teacher 
training (Siraj‐Blatchford, 1991; Wilkins & Lall, 2011).

L. A. Hunt et al. (2012, p. 351) explained that irrespective of the profession or country 
concerned there is an agreement that those who assess practice are the gatekeepers of their 
profession; they and they alone determine whether the practice they have observed is or is 
not of the required standard.

In trying to understand the validity of the ‘failure to fail’ narrative, alongside its counter-
part, fast tracking to failure, it is also important to consider wider structural and 
institutional factors which may be present. For example in the early months of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Tedam (2021) reported placement difficulties experienced by 
Black African social work students in England. One participant, for example, reported 
differential processes applied to decisions about who could continue placements remo-
tely and those who had to suspend placement. One Black African student reported then 
when they queried this disparity in treatment was then ‘threatened’ with failure. Indeed, 
this is such an important issue that racially minoritized students are potentially being fast 
tracked to failure that it urgently requires exploring as an issue in its own right – 
something we are urgently addressing via a follow up article.

Why might it be hard to fail a student?

What might be more helpful however, rather than blaming individual practice 
educators alleged failure to fail, is firstly a focus on why it ‘might’ be difficult or 
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hard to fail a student in a practice learning setting; second, what might help, enable 
or support a PE to make a difficult decision to fail a student; and third, how to 
address issues of discriminatory practice assessment. In terms of why it might be 
difficult, an old but still relevant study from occupational therapy (OT) (Illot & 
Murphy, 1997; Ilott & Murphy, 1999) argued, by uncovering and exposing why 
assessors find it difficult to fail it ‘may prevent the most undesirable outcomes of 
assessment’ (Ilott & Murphy, 1999, p. 52). Indeed, there appeared to be a stronger 
evidence base focusing on the reasons why it could be a challenge to fail a student 
or why practice educators from across professions might be ‘reluctant’. We noted 
the use of these tentative words, i.e. ‘might’, ‘could’ and possible reluctance in some 
of the literature to more assertive statements, namely that practice educators gave 
social work students ‘the benefit of the doubt’ (see for example, Brandon & Davis,  
1979; Burgess et al., 1998).

The literature identified a number of possible explanations as to why it might be hard 
to fail a student included; PEs not using the competency model appropriately, expertly 
and with any confidence (Furness & Gilligan, 2004; Kemshall, 1993; Shardlow & Doel,  
1996) and the limitations of the competency approach in assessing professional practice 
(Franklin and Melville, 2015; O’Hagan, 1996; Shardlow & Doel, 1996). Linked to this are 
placement procedures not being followed correctly (Kaslow et al., 2007; Vacha-Haase 
et al., 2004). As discussed earlier, there have been long-standing concerns about how 
placement assessment systems and processes can be discriminatory (Cowburn, et al,  
2000) and the very poor placement experiences of Black and ethnic minority, First 
National, Aboriginal, Maori and Strait Islander students (Tedam, 2014).

Murray and McGovern (2015) argue the importance of evidence in situations where 
students have failed and propose the need for students to know exactly why and how they 
have failed the placement. It is also good practice for the students to be told what the next 
steps will be; however, in some instances, students stated that the decision to fail them 
had been made from the outset (see for example Tedam, 2015) where within days of 
being on placement, one Black African student reported being threatened with failure.

Another theme to emerge is that practice educators and mentors do not feel ade-
quately supported by their own agencies and indeed university staff (Schaub & 
Dalrymple, 2013) and the challenges associated with the potentially conflictual role 
inherent in the practice educator role, i.e. enabler of learning versus the assessor role. 
Fear of litigation has also been identified across countries and professions (see for 
example; Duffy, 2004; Raymond, 2000; Royse, 2000) as another possible reason. The 
very real challenging emotional experience involved in working with a struggling or 
failing student has also been identified (Bogo et al., 2007; Finch et al., 2021).

Discussion

The current research evidence available suggests there is a concern about the phe-
nomenon or the potential of ‘failure to fail’ particularly in practice learning settings. 
Further, this is a significant concern internationally and across disciplines, although 
in social work such concerns are tied up with larger concerns about the overall quality 
of social work education in England. Research across professions is very useful 
however in identifying why it is experienced as hard, challenging and difficult to 
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fail a student. The research identifies some reasons why some practice educators felt 
they could not fail the students.

The evidence, however, is considerably weak in terms of the extent of this problem. 
A significant amount of the research identified, thus, relies on individual practice 
educators/mentors experiences and there is limited work on how other systems or actors 
may also impact on the decision to fail a student. There are, for example, variations in 
how universities manage placement failure and this leads to wider discussions about how 
professional education, in moving to the academy',fits in' with university processes that 
may be at odds with professional education. So in some UK universities, for example, the 
placement is seen like any other module, with an automatic right to have two attempts to 
pass the module, unless fitness to practice issues have been identified (Finch et al., 2021). 
In other universities, the placement module is viewed differently from a taught module 
(Shapton, 2006) and different regulations may apply, i.e. there is no automatic right to 
undertake a further placement if one is failed. We would strongly advocate that the term 
‘failure to fail’ be critically considered and used with great caution, if indeed at all. 
Instead, it is more productive to focus on why it might be challenging or hard to fail 
a student, not least the emotional impact on all stakeholders, i.e. students, the individual 
practice educator, the wider placement team within agencies as well as university tutors.

Future work should therefore perhaps be directed on how to support practice educa-
tors and mentors to fail students when required but also recognizing how practice 
education, practice assessment or work based assessments are difficult and complex 
terrains, not least assessing what is good enough. In relation to Black and racially 
minoritized social work students, the murder of George Floyd in the United States of 
America in 2020, and the subsequent BlackLivesMatter movements, gave a further 
impetus to confront the hard truth that racism still persists in society, and indeed in 
social work. Practice Educators therefore, must be prepared and confident, to work 
within anti racist paradigms, which means consciously reflecting on the potential of 
failure to fail or fast tracking to failures processes for different groups of social work work 
students. Worryingly, there is also emerging evidence to suggest that fast tracking to 
failure is present for Black and racially minoritized social workers undertaking their 
assessed and supported year in employment (Carter, 2021). Indeed, there continues to be 
a disproportionate number of racially minoritized practitioners from a range of profes-
sions that are subject to fitness to practice procedures. For example, Wise (2019) found 
that in the UK, between 2012 and 2017, 1.1% of Black and minority ethnic doctors were 
referred to the General Medical Council compared with 0.5% of white doctors. Further 
for those who qualified overseas, the figures were 1.2%. There is a similar pattern in terms 
of referral to the UK Nursing and Midwifery Council, which reported in 2019 that whilst 
7% of registered nurses were from Black African backgrounds, there were dispropor-
tionate numbers of BlackAfrican nurses appearing at tribunal (12%) (NMC, 2019). The 
same issues are also prevalent within social work, for example a former social work 
regulatory body in England, The General Social Care Council (GSCC) found that of the 
4118 referrals for misconduct between 2004 and 2012, 16.2% were black social workers 
despite being 10.8% of social work registrants. Black workers therefore were 1.7 times 
more likely than white workers to be referred to FTP (GSCC, 2012) and this appears to 
still be the case with Social Work England (Samuel, 2020)
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Limitations

We believe that this article is the first attempt to consider robustness of the evidence 
based upon which the failure to fail contention is based. A criticism of our metho-
dological approach could be that utilization of comparator professions literature, 
when, as has been indicated, there is not quite the ferociousness of the failure to 
fail debate within social work that can be seen in other professions. Nonetheless, we 
maintain our position that the complexities and challenges of assessed practice 
learning more generally, found across professions, can yield useful insights into social 
work. Social work education is unique of course, in the overall constant concerns that 
it is failing.

We also acknowledge that we could have taken a different approach with the literature 
search that may have yielded different results, for example we initially considered 
a scoping review but rejected it because of our relative familiarity with the research. 
Similarly, we also considered undertaking a systematic review but felt given the focus on 
a wide range of research, we saw an initial exploratory review as a much needed first step, 
not least we found that the current research we identified appears to be limited in terms 
of methodological rigor.

Further research

This exploratory literature has highlighted a number of areas where further research is 
needed in social work education. We would recommend firstly a quantitative approach to 
assess the extent of whether practice educators in the UK are failing to fail students, but 
we would need to define and operationalize this term. For us, it would mean an acknowl-
edgment by practice educators that they should have failed a student, rather than 
focusing on those deemed just good enough or a borderline pass. Phase 2 of such 
a project would then identify the reasons why that practice educator felt unable to pass 
that student. Phase 3 of the project would focus on those students who were passed but 
were felt to be what one practice educator referred to as a ‘bare pass’ (Finch, 2015). Phase 
4 of the project must be to consider the issue of fast tracking to failure.

Concluding comments

It is important that researchers consider both issues of methodological rigor as well as the 
tone of their language when writing about this phenomenon. There is a need therefore to 
be more tentative, avoid repeating unevidenced claims within literature reviews, i.e. 
thinking or believing something happened is not the same as it actually happening and 
also critically reflect on issues of hindsight in research processes. There is an urgent need 
to reflect on the emotional climate that can emerge when working with struggling or 
failing students, and ensure that decision-making processes are not impacted adversely 
by difficult and challenging emotions.

It is vital that university tutors need to have an understanding of their role and 
university whilst also ensuring students’ rights are upheld. Working toward a good fail, 
might be possible, but equally recognizing for some students (and the staff around them) 
it may be intensively painful.
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Finally, until there is additional and robust evidence about ‘failure to fail’ in social 
work placements, agency partners, universities and researchers and students should 
use the phrase sensitively and with caution, because there remain members of the 
social work student and practitioner community for whom the ‘fast track to failure’ 
phenomenon, is a regular occurrence and indeed, this should be the focus of future 
research in this area.

Note

1. The remainder were comprised of :Health Professions (1); Health Science (1); Allied Health 
(1); Physiotherapy (1); Speech and Language Therapy (1); Social work, (2); Medical Doctors 
(3); Occupational Therapy (2) Combination of Nursing, Education and Social wok (1) and 
medical Clerkship (1).
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