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This guide is designed to help develop social work education on the subject of substance use at qualifying 
levels. 
 

Terminology 
There are many terms used to describe alcohol and other drug use, their effects and the people who use them. 
Some are drawn from medical models of substance use, e.g. alcoholism, others are pejorative and judgmental, 
e.g. junkie. Care needs to be taken over the language used as this can convey values, attitudes and specific 
perspectives. The following terms are recommended: 
 Substance use: the use of alcohol and other drugs – licit and illicit.  
 Problematic substance use: substance use that has become problematic in some way, for example, 

contributing to, or exacerbating, mental distress or physical ill health, preventing individuals from fulfilling 
their roles and responsibilities to others in their care, legal or financial problems.  

 

Key curriculum issues 
 Substance use cuts across all service user and carer groups and overlaps with a full range of social 

problems for which people seek support.  
 
 Problematic substance use is particularly prevalent among the service user groups of social workers 

working with children and families, young people, people in the criminal justice system as well as among 
those experiencing domestic violence, mental distress, and homelessness. Social workers working with 
older people/those with disabilities report increased use of substances (Galvani et al. (2011)1). 

 
 People experiencing loss, change, stress or trauma in their lives may be particularly vulnerable to 

substance use; nonetheless some will also be able to draw on strengths and resilience to recover. 
 
 People experiencing problems with substances often also encounter adverse attitudes in society that can in 

their own right be problematic. 
 
 Social workers consistently encounter substance use in their practice and feel ill equipped to deal with it by 

their social work training (Galvani et al. (2011)1). They identify the need to learn how to ‘assess’ and 
‘respond’ to substance problems. Many are also unclear of the range of specialist services available and 
how to make referrals (Galvani and Forrester (2011)2).  

 
 Importantly, social work education needs to convey that engaging with substance use is a legitimate part of 

the social workers’ role and responsibility towards service users whatever their specialist area of practice. 
 
 Given social work’s principles, values and generic skills base, social workers are well placed to engage 

with problematic substance use and the social problems that stem from, or lead to, substance use.   
 
 There are different perspectives about the roots of problematic substance use (e.g. illness/addiction versus 

behavioural response) and different models of intervention based on these (e.g. abstinence versus control). 
 
 Families/carers of those with problematic substance use may themselves need support and help. 

                                            
1. Galvani, S., Dance, C. and Hutchinson, A. (2011) From the front line: alcohol, drugs and social care practice. A national 
study. Available at: www.beds.ac.uk/goldbergcentre/research 
2. Galvani, S. and Forrester, D. (2011) 'How Well Prepared are Newly Qualified Social Workers for Working with 
Substance Use Issues? Findings from a National Survey in England', Social Work Education, 30: 4, 422–439 
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Curriculum fit 
 
 Core education on substance use is needed for all social workers at qualifying levels to ensure they are 

prepared for practice realities and understand how it relates to their specialist area of practice.   
 Pathway teaching at qualifying level should develop knowledge specific to that specialist area of practice.  
 
1. Specialist modules/half modules 
As a subject that is relatively new to the qualifying social work curriculum, it might be easier to allocate specific 
teaching time to focus on alcohol and drugs. This allows for the full involvement of practitioners and service 
user groups in teaching and learning as well as leaving time for reflection, discussion and role plays focusing 
on communication, assessment and intervention.  
 
2. Core teaching 
Substance use education can be integrated into core teaching on values, communication and assessment 
skills, areas social workers highlight as presenting particular difficulties in practice with people with substance 
problems (especially risk assessment and the types of intervention available – Galvani and Forrester (2011), 
Galvani et al. (2011)). Alternatively substance use can also be part of modules on social exclusion/inclusion, 
youth justice, theories and methods, diversity, human development, or research skills to name a few.  
 
3. Adults and children’s pathway teaching 
Modules focusing on practice with adults or children offer ideal opportunities to develop a better understanding 
of substance use in relation to particular service user groups. For example, children’s pathways could include 
teaching on the impact of parental substance use on children and how to intervene where it raises concerns 
about child welfare. Teaching on young people could explore their (often experimental) substance use as part 
of maturation and risk taking versus using to forget experiences of abuse. Teaching on older people could 
include what is different about older people’s alcohol use and particular considerations when working with older 
adults. In final year studies, it may be possible to use students’ own practice examples as a focus for learning 
and reflection. 
 
4. Other 
 Maximise practice placements in alcohol/drug agencies, homelessness and/or youth offending. 
 Include case studies or exercises in practice learning documentation or portfolios.  
 Consider including substance use as a focus in assessed work, for example with elective essay titles, 

dissertations, case study based assignments or as a topic focus for research skills training. 
 People’s own use of, and attitudes to, substances should be explored in teaching on critical reflection. 
 

Interdependencies with other curriculum areas (see other curriculum guides ) 
 
Evidence from social work practice shows substance use overlaps with many other behaviours or areas of 
people’s lives in which they need care and support. These interdependencies may be addressed in other areas 
of the curriculum, highlighting the need for holistic assessment and joint working in practice. These include:  

 Child abuse and neglect (including harm to unborn children): Neglect, violence and abuse.  
 Adult domestic and sexual violence (including abuse of older adults, adult dependents or abuse of carers). 

 Young people who are looked after, who are experiencing problems at home, or who have offended.  

 Mental ill health (including fear, loss, trauma as well as depression and schizophrenia).  
 Physical health problems (including heart conditions and some cancers but also blood borne viruses). 
 Working with older adults. 
 Anti-social behaviour and crime. 
 Supporting carers (young carers or adult carers). 
 Inter-professional working, multi-agency or partnership practice. 
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Key resources  
 
1. SWAP Box. Search ‘substance use’ as keywords for materials on substance use teaching and learning. 

http://www.swapbox.ac.uk including: 
 

☼ SWAP (2009). Learning and teaching digest: integrating substance use teaching into the social work 
curriculum. http://www.swapbox.ac.uk/770/1/35868_SWAP_guide_Iss7_WEB.pdf  

☼ SWAP (2009). Help sheet: involving alcohol and other drug specialists in social work education. 
http://www.swapbox.ac.uk/771/1/hs_substancemis1.pdf   

☼ SWAP (2009). Information sheet: Key resources for teaching substance use. 
http://www.swapbox.ac.uk/255/1/is_keyresources.pdf   

 
2. Galvani, S. (2012) Supporting people with alcohol and drug problems. Making a difference. Social Work in 

Practice series. Bristol: Policy Press. 
 
3. Miller, W. R. and Rollnick, S. (2012) Motivational Interviewing. (3rd edition). New York: Guilford Press. 
 
4. Forrester, D. and Harwin. J. (2011) Parents Who Misuse Drugs and Alcohol: Effective Interventions in 

Social Work and Child Protection. Chichester, West Sussex: Wiley. 
 
5. Websites Alcohol Concern – www.alcoholconcern.org.uk; DrugScope –  www.drugscope.org.uk; Adfam –

www.adfam.org.uk; Social work, alcohol and drugs – www.swalcdrugs.com 
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