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Title:  

Education and training of Spanish social workers in social policy and policy 

practice  

Abstract: 

The Spanish system of higher education is implementing numerous changes. Social 

Work in higher education has been changed from a three year degree to new curricula 

programs of four years degree (240 ECTS).  These new programs have been designed 

by each university and have undergone a process of evaluation by the Government of 

each Autonomous Community (Region) as well as the National Government. Previously, 

all Spanish universities together with the General Council of Social Workers developed 

a networking process in order to agree on a common basic education for all Social Work 

programs. The network considered necessary to include a module on Social Policy in 

the Social Work curricula, including the role of social workers as part of their 

professional practice.  However, due to lack of national-wide guidelines, each university 

has full autonomy to design its programs.  Therefore, the situation is very heterogeneous 

and we may find different modules or courses in each Spanish university.  This paper 

presents an overview of the current situation of social policy education/training of 

Spanish social workers, describing and comparing the educational provision. The 

methodology is based on an analysis of Social Work higher education programs in 

Spain. Conclusions are provided about the implications of the current situation for the 

engagement of social workers in social policy practice.  
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1. Introduction.  

The current Social Work studies in Spain have university recognition since 1981. 

Now in its initial level, it is named Grado en Trabajo Social (equivalent to a 

Social Work undergraduate bachelor´s degree). The second level of studies is 

named Postgrado (graduate studies, equivalent to a Master´s degree) and the third 

level is the Doctorado (Doctorate degree).  Those who complete an undergraduate 

degree will have recognized the competences for working as Social Workers in 

different public administration levels-Central Government, Autonomous 

Communities (regional level), and Local Administration Local; non-profit 

organizations, commercial firms or free lance. Professional activity is carried in  

health services, education, housing, social services, justice, social services, 

employment, culture, volunteering, leisure time and others.  

2. Methodology.  

The main objective of this paper is to study the role of the Social Work education 

in Spain related to its professional intervention in social policy. We reviewed the 
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literature and documents that have been at the basis of the professional 

and academic profile. Then, the professional profile was compared with the 

academic profile in the social and political context. The different curricula have 

been analyzed. The research limitations are due to the heterogeneous process of 

implementing the new curricula, which has been an obstacle for getting the 

needed information 

3. Results  

Between the 70´s and 80´s, the Spanish Federation of  Catholic Church’ Social 

Service Schools (Federación Española de Escuelas de la Iglesia de Servicio 

Social (FEEISS), with  the rest of Schools and the  Federation of Social Assistants 

Associations (Federación de Asociaciones de Asistentes Sociales (FEDAAS)), 

made a significant contribution to the university level recognition of the studies of 

Social Work. University studies were unified and integrated as undergraduate 

studies with the name of Diplomado en Trabajo Social (a three-year degree). The 

professional activity denomination was then changed to Social Work (Royal 

Decree Nº 1850/1981, of August 20
th

; Ministry of Education and Culture Order of 

April 12
th

, 1983).  

Regarding to the Curriculum, the Ministry of Education established a national legal 

regulation for core academic content standards for all universities. The length of the 
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Curriculum was three years and it was a generalist curriculum. The educational 

profile was characterized included social work, psychology, sociology, law, economy 

contents and the field work in social institutions. In the Third year, there was a 

compulsory subject named Social Policy and well being social (Orden 12.04.1983). 

These core contents could be complemented by other academic contents chosen by 

each university. Some universities also included a final degree thesis as an 

opportunity to introduce researching on social work practice and social policy.   

Changes in the socio-political context gave rise to new social policies, improving the 

different types of social protection and promoting the development of a new model of 

social services at municipal and regional levels. The goal was to replace the previous 

model with a more universal one and new jobs in the public Administration for social 

workers were created. However in many cases, developing new social resources had 

the effect of limited social work to the management of social resources. In 1990, the 

Minister of Education passed new guidelines for Social Work university studies that 

were still a three-year degree (Royal Decree 1431/1990). The core academic content 

standards for all universities included “Social Policy” with the following descriptors: 

structure, content and means of social action. Social and political analysis of the 

current models. An important historic turning point was the approval of Social Work 

as a scientific area of knowledge within Social and Legal Sciences, by the Ministry of  

Education, in 1990. This process had several consequences such as:  a) The 
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scientific specificity of Social Work was recognized and distinguished from other 

areas of knowledge such as Political Science, Sociology or Labor Law. 

 b) Such recognition allowed the creation of specific Social Work departments, 

and thus, Social Work teaching staff had no longer to belong to departments of other 

areas of knowledge. 

 c) This new departments could assign teaching duties in specific subjects related 

to Social Work, and in many other universities in  Social Policy  and Social Services; 

 d) Social Workers became Committees members responsible for the selection 

process of faculty members and obtaining consolidated positions through promotion. 

Since 1996, universities started to networking, establishing the Conference of 

Directors of Social Work Schools, as a way of promoting scientific improvements in 

the area of knowledge. A good example of this is the organization of the biannual 

Congress of Social Work Schools.  

Despite the achievements taken place in professional practice, there was in the 90’s 

some dissatisfaction and a sense of being undervalued. University studies represented 

an important improvement for the development of the profession. However, it was 

proved to be insufficient due to its excessive generalist educational training content. 
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After a long process, the claim has finally fulfilled in the context of the new European 

Convergence. Since 2010, the undergraduate studies of Social Work (Grado de 

Trabajo Social) have increased the length of the studies to a four-year degree (240 

ECTS, equivalent to a Bachelor´s degree). Students who graduate from this program 

are considered Graduados en Trabajo Social (Social Work graduates) and 

professionals of the field are still considered Social Workers. With the European 

Convergence reforms, the Ministry of Education has decided to abolish all three-year 

degrees, and only provide with some general common guidelines for all studies, 

leaving a great degree of autonomy to Universities and Autonomous Communities 

(RD. 1393/2007). 

This autonomy could lead to very heterogeneous educational training profiles in 

Social Work. Thus, another network process aiming to guarantee a basic common 

educational training in Social Work was promoted by the Conference of Directors, 

with the participation of all universities and the General Council of Professionals 

Social Workers. This network started with the establishment of a Committee for the 

study of the Social Worker professional profile (2003).  

This professional profile includes as competence the knowledge of social policy as 

well as policy practice: To contribute to the promotion of the best Social Work 

practices, to intervene in the development and social policy analysis. The 
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performance criteria are: A) To identify contexts and procedures that can assist in 

local and national politics. B) To contribute to the knowledge of best practices within 

their team, organization and other networks (White Book Grado en Trabajo Social, 

2005, p. 139) The conclusions of this Committee were took into consideration in the 

important consensus documents aiming to guarantee these basic standards for 

educational training in social work. These documents have been the basis for the 

design of the new Curriculum in all universities: A) White Paper for Undergraduate 

Social Work; B) Basic Guidelines.   

The educational training profile is still generalist and includes a mandatory Final 

Thesis work. Considering the aforementioned professional profile, it was felt that 

university education in social work “must be oriented to preparing social intervention 

professionals with a comprehensive understanding of social structures and processes, 

social change and human behavior that will enable them for:   

- Intervene in social and institutional contexts in which people live, 

families, groups, organizations and communities, attending, addressing 

conflicts, exerting mediation work, advocacy, education, defense, 

animation and transforming those contexts, including political and social 

ones.  
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- Participate in formulating and evaluating policies, social services and 

social initiatives. 

- Contribute to active citizenship through the empowerment and the 

guarantee of human and social rights.  

- Work in preventing social problems. 

The subject Social Policy and Social Work is part of the Institutional context of Social 

Work (along with Social Services). As an innovation, these guidelines explicitly 

recognize the interplay between social policy, social work and policy practice. Among 

the learning outcomes, this can be highlighted:   Assessment of the consequences and 

implications of different orientations in social policy to social work have and Social 

Work’s contributions to the design, development and evaluation of social policies.  

 

4. Discussion and Conclusions 

The integration process of the former Schools of Social Work to the university was 

long, and not all of them were able to succeed. From a global perspective, the 

transition to the University was positive, but it was not cost-free. For instance, in the 

former Schools the degree required for teaching staff was the degree of Social 

Assistant. This meant that all teachers of social work methods and practice were 
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Social Assistants, generally with professional experience. However, once the studies 

joined the university system, the rules for hiring teaching staff were changed. In this 

time, a specific social work area of knowledge was not recognized. The situation was 

very heterogeneous within universities. Some universities valued a specific degree 

and professional experience in social work but other prioritized having five-year 

degrees. This fact has been considered as a one of the causes of the insufficient initial 

training in specific social work theory and practice in the university curriculum, and 

also of the existing distance between university educational training and professional 

practice
i
.  The introduction of a final degree thesis in some universities was an 

opportunity to introduce research on social work practice and social policy.   

From the mid-80' the profession develops itself with the creation of new social 

services in the Local Administration.  Several factors led to this bureaucratic 

profile at the expense of social work characterized by socio-political community 

commitment. In the political and institutional arena, many local 

politicians had no specific social training. There was a legacy of lack of democratic 

culture along with traditional charitable care policies of a residual nature. Local 

Administration began to develop social services and social workers were hiredwith 

an initial institutional commission to meet social needs of the population, managing 

access to services and benefits. People knew only charity services but social 

needs changed with the incorporation of women into the workforce, change of family 
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structures and increased life expectancy. The low ratio professional / 

users promoted, in public services, a professional intervention limited to individual 

work in an office. In the area of the university, the new University Schools of Social 

Work were in the process of integration into the university, hiring teachers under the 

conditions already mentioned. The demand of social work students increased due to 

the expectations of public employment and universal university education. However, 

there was no increase of teachers and this had an impact on educational quality. 

Accordingly many factors were interrelated in different areas: namely, socio-political, 

professional and educational. When universities have promoted a social work of 

attention to persons but also to the community, there have been difficulties in the field 

practices. So, it is expected an increase of the quality of education related 

to social work intervention in social policy. A new curriculum of a more applied 

and active learning  methodologies seem to be good means to achieve the 

desired learning outcomes.  

However do not forget that there is no legal regulation that requires compliance with 

these guidelines. In practice, each university has had a lot of freedom to set its own 

curriculum. The differences can be seen in Table 1: a) Differences in number of courses 

named “social policy”; b) Differences in number of ECTS credits; c) Differences in the 

approach to social work practice; d) Differences in the content. It is too early to go 
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further because in many universities they are at the beginning of the implementation of 

the new curricula.  

 

The present crisis arises new sensibilities regarding the increase of social problems.  

This situation is worsened in the case of people with low cultural, social and 

economic level. Universities and professional social workers are participating in 

public policy design or, in the case, criticizing the quality of  such policies or even 

the lack of them. 

  

The conclusions of the last Social Work Congress (2009) summarize the current 

professional situation of Social Work, within the framework of the crisis faced by 

Spain, with a Social Manifesto in the crisis. Amongst action suggested there, we 

highlight the following: a) Participation in municipal social service policies: listen to 

and give a voice to the citizen needs, opportunities and aspirations; b) A demand for 

normative compliance in regards to participation; c) New horizons to explore: political 

dimension and structural changes with the horizon of universal/structural social justice. 

It is clear that the brutal crisis situation has had profound consequences in the 

professional area. The profession feels obligated to condemning policies based on 

benefits and services cutbacks, formulating proposals and suggestions for social quality 

improvement, and demanding for political action. In order to meet this goal there is a 

search for alliances with other social groups for joint action. The most recent action has 
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been the process of the Alliance for the defense of the Social Services Public System. It 

is a plural group of experts supported by the General Council with the participation of 

the Confederations of social entities, employers, and unions, as well as universities. The 

idea is to include the consensual document in the political agenda in order to shift the 

claims to all political parties especially in the incoming electoral campaign.  

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 14 of 16 

Table 1.  Social Policy and Social Work in the new Social Work Curricula in 

Spain.  

Universidades 

 

 

Semestre  1 Sm.  2 Sm.  3 Sm.  4 Sm.  5 Sm.  6 Sm.  7 Sm.  8 Optativas 

 

Alicante 

 

  Políticas 

sociales y TS  

(6) 

   Intervención 

del  TS en las 

Políticas  

Sociales 

(6 ) 

  

Andalucía  Políticas 

sociales 

 Políticas 

sociales 

      

Barcelona Política social 

(6)  

    Políticas sociales y 

sociedades en 

transformación 

(6) 

   

Cádiz   Políticas 

Sociales I (6) 

Políticas 

Sociales I (6) 

     

CLM Cuenca   Política social 

(6) 

      

CLM Talavera R     Política social 

(6) 

    

Complutense  

Madrid 

    Políticas 

sociales y TS 

(6) 

    

Deusto     Políticas 

sociales y 

Trabajo 

Social (6) 

    

Extremadura  

Centro 

Universitario  

adscrito Sta Ana 

    Política social 

(6) 

    

Girona   Política y 

legislación 

social y 

educativa (6) 

      

Granada  Políticas 

sociales I (6) 

   Políticas sociales II 

(6) 

   

Huelva  Política social  

y del Estado 

del B 

(6) 

 Políticas de 

protección 

social (6) 

     

Illes Balears   Historia y 

Modelos de 

Política social 

(6) 

  Políticas sociales 

estructurales (6) 

Políticas de 

inclusión 

social (6) 

  

Jaén 

 

Política social 

I (6) 

 Política social II 

(6) 

      

U. La Rioja  Política social 

y Sistemas del 

Bienestar (6) 

       

U. Internacional 

La Rioja  

(On-Line) 

Introducción a 

la Política 

social (6) 

 Políticas 

sociales en 

España (6) 

     Las políticas 

públicas y el 

Trabajo social 

(6) 

La Laguna 

Tenerife 

Trabajo Social 

y Políticas 

Socales (6) 
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Las Palmas GC    Sistemas de 

Bienestar y 

Políticas 

Sociales (6) 

Políticas 

Sociales en 

España y en 

Canarias (6) 

    

León     Políticas 

sociales y 

Trabajo 

Social (6) 

    

LLeida     Políticas y 

servicios 

sociales  (6) 

Políticas y servicios  

sociales (6) 

   

Málaga   Política Social 

(6) 

      

Murcia    Política 

Social (6)  

     

Pablo Olavide 

Sevilla 

  Política social y  

bienestar social 

(6) 

 Políticas 

sociales 

aplicadas (6) 

    

País Vasco     Política social 

(6) 

   PS, TS y 

ciudadanía 

Pont.Comillas 

Madrid 

      Política social 

(4,5) 

Política 

social (4,5) 

 

Pública Navarra  Políticas 

sociales y 

gobierno (6) 

    Política social 

(6) 

  

Ramón Llull 

Barcelona 

 Política social 

(6) 

       

Rovira y Virgili 

Tarragona 

Política social 

(6) 

        

Salamanca Ninguna 

asignatura 

específica de 

PS 

        

Santiago  

Compostela 

Fundamentos  

de PS 

(6) 

    Política social y 

Trabajo Social 

(6) 

   

UNED-Madrid    Política 

social (5) 

    Políticas de 

Inclusión social 

Europeas (5)  

Valencia   Introducción a 

la Política social  

(4,5) 

 Política social 

(4,5) 

   Políticas sociales 

comparadas 

(4,5) 

Valladolid   Fundamentos 

de PS (6) 

 Política social  

en el contexto 

estatal, 

autonómico y 

local (6) 

    

Vigo-Ourense    Política 

Social (6) 

Política social 

Europea (6) 

Políticas públicas en 

España 

(6) 

   

Zaragoza Introducción a 

la Política 

social  (6) 

   P. Sociales 

España (6) 

    

Políticas 

Públicas y 

Trabajo social 

(5) 

Nuevas 

Universidades 

 

         

 

Almeria  

   Política 

social y del 

Estado de 

Bienestar (6) 

Políticas de 

protección 

social (6) 
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U. Autónoma de 

Madrid (Centro 

Privado La-Salle) 

 

  Políticas 

sociales (6) 

 

      

 

Vic  

 

 Introducción a 

la Política 

social  (6) 

Políticas 

sociales y 

Trabajo social 

(6) 
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