Understanding Practice Placements where Students Falter and Fail: A Theoretical Exposition of Critical Realism for Social Work Practice Education 
This paper offers a theoretical exposition of critical realism for social work practice education. The specific focus is on faltering students at the cusp of placement failure, and the urgent supportive role of practice educators and tutors in promoting learner’s reflective capacity as active agents in their learning. A key premise of the paper is that eliminating the oftentimes contested space between what key parties think is happening, and what is actually manifest in reality, is an imperative that can be supported by critical realism. Here critical realist scholars argue that one’s social reality is manifest in proximity to both an observable and socially constructed world, alongside an actual real world, with the former sometimes at odds with the latter.  As the placement falters, key social actors such as practice teachers and college tutors urgently strive to make sense of conditions of possibility for student failure and to reach social consensus about the reality that underpins the speculative boundaries of student competency. Here critical realism can render visible the very ontology of practice. Whilst there are already theoretical mainstays to guide understanding of social work practice education, such as models of critical reflection and reflective practice, these are arguably limited in at least one key respect. They attend to the intersection of student’s espoused theories of their behaviour, and their actual practice reality, but fail to afford meaningful attention to the ontological nature of reality as socially interpreted in social work. Here the case is made for critical realism as a theoretical tool for practice education with students who falter and fail. 
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Introduction
The purpose of this paper is to present a theoretical exposition of critical realism for social work practice education. The specific focus is on social work students who falter and fail in their practice placements. Owing to critical realism, as a social science philosophy, social work scholarship has taken us farther toward comprehending social work evaluations, and interventions, among other things (Houston, 2022). Even so, the theoretical conventions of critical realism remain virtually untapped, in making sense of conditions of possibility for social work student placement failure as a matter of utmost urgency. As McGovern (2021, p.64) attests, student placement failure in social work education constitutes no less than “a seismic event”. As such, the stark absence of theorisation about placement termination in scholarly literature is jarring (Parker, 2010).
Where placement failure is likely, social actors such as practice teachers and practice education tutors, are jolted in complex, time-pressurised and stress inducing conditions where the welfare of the student, staff and service users may all be at stake (Finch, 2015; Finch and Taylor, 2013; Murray and McGovern, 2014). Here compassionate, effective support to failing and “faltering” students is critical (Murray and McGovern, 2014, p.58). In this article, the case will be made for critical realism as a theoretical tool for practice education. Specifically, the core argument of the paper is that critical realism can help with comprehending what is actually manifest in reality, in a situation where a student lies at the cusp of failure. 
Toward making this case, the paper proceeds with the following structure. Firstly, an introduction to the issue of placement failure in social work practice education is provided. This includes common reasons for failure, challenges with supporting faltering students and the practicalities of placement management. Secondly, critical realism as expounded by seminal scholars including Roy Bhaskar will be introduced and explained (Houston, 2022). Thereafter, critical realism will be applied in three parts to critically explore the case of students who falter and fail. This application occurs across varied lines of discussion. Firstly, it is proposed that critical realism can support a progressive understanding of faltering placements. This includes discouraging truth-seeking exercises geared toward substantiating the assignment of blame. 
Secondly, it is proposed that critical realism can support the emotional well-being of students and practice teachers in a fail predicament. This ethical imperative occurs in the context of a clear and adverse emotional burden attached to placement failure for stakeholders such as students (Shapton, 2006; Murray and McGovern 2014) and practice teachers (Finch and Taylor, 2013). Thirdly, it is proposed that critical realism can enhance understanding of complex and varied factors in a fail predicament, given its capacity to offer greater understanding of events and phenomena in the social world (Hartwig, 2007). After the exploration of each of these lines of argument, the paper will conclude with a critical discussion on the overall merit of the critical realist lens for student placements that falter and fail. This occurs within the context of the enduring and established imperative of theoretically substantiating social work practice, towards improving social work, and the varied lives it touches (Thompson and Stepney, 2017).  

Students who Falter and Fail 

According to Roulston et al. (2021), of the constellation of reasons that a student might fail a placement, some key reasons continually arise as instrumental. Their study captured data on 63 students who failed placement across the Island of Ireland. Most commonplace among the oftentimes convergent reasons for placement failure, were knowledge deficits including comprehension of the social work role, skill deficits including poor time management and compilation of written work, and value concerns such as poor professional conduct (Roulston et al., 2021).  
	To unpack the exceptionally regrettable and thorny issue of placement failure, it is necessary to first understand the context within which failure unfolds. Insofar as social work education must ensure graduates reach standards of proficiency and fitness to practice (CORU, 2019), placements offer another critical site for learning and practical application of skills, values and knowledge (Finch, 2015; MacDermott & Harkin-MacDermott, 2021). The placement site allows the student to apply academic learning including abstract concepts, to complex practice realities, often with a social support infrastructure of practice teacher, college tutor and placement coordinators as possible stakeholders (Basnett and Sheffield, 2010; Murray and McGovern 2014; Roulston et al., 2021). 
Indeed, whilst students operate with the oversight of, and within the periphery of, such varied stakeholders, the terms used to refer to stakeholders across diverse geographical contexts changes, such as the student’s primary placement site supervisor being known in different ways including ‘practice assessor’ and ‘practice teacher’ (Finch and Taylor 2013). Whatever the case may be, placement ought to provide a semi-sheltered and impactful way for students to prepare for the complex realities of a social work post (Joubert & Webber, 2020). When students begin to falter, a presupposition is that practice educators and key stakeholders should do all in their power to support the student. Warning signs must also be flagged early in the student’s learning trajectory to trigger appropriate supports (Murray and McGovern 2014). 
Of course, it is not as simple as bolstering student competency, so students may stumble past the finish line. Rather, practice educators hold a critical gate-keeping role for the profession and must safeguard the welfare of service users (Lafrance, Gray and Herbert, 2004; Roulston et al., 2021; Raymond, 2000; Royse, 2000). The rarity of failing students in social work practice education has raised concern, predicated upon whether cases of student incompetency are always properly addressed (Basnett and Sheffield, 2010; Finch and Taylor’s 2013). Here Finch and Taylor research (2013) alludes to the potential for the stress-invoking nature of recommending a student fail, to obscure practice teacher judgement and decision-making so as to result in some student’s passing inappropriately. Stress saturated conditions surround placement failure and students may bear an intense emotional burden (Shapton, 2006; Murray and McGovern 2014). Practice teachers, however, also face distress which may disincentivise their propensity to recommend failure (Schaub and Dalrymple, 2011).
Moreover, the University view may be at odds with the determination of the placement site and practice recommendations may not be upheld (Basnett & Sheffield, 2010). Across programs on an international scale, fear and risk of litigation also lingers large (Raymond, 2000; Royse, 2000; Urwin et al. 2006). Additionally, practice wisdom, albeit not yet well grounded in evidence, would suggest that fail predicaments are only the tip of the iceberg. This is because many students who may otherwise have been recorded as failing, chose to voluntarily withdraw prior to this (Roulston et al., 2021; Finch and Taylor, 2013). The suite of placement outcome recordings may also include complete, incomplete and failed placements. Here, the classification of ‘incomplete’ often refers to students experiencing personal issues, such as health precarity, leading to their withdrawal from the placement site. This differs to the case of successfully passing or being classed as failing based on a concerning appraisal of performance. Either way, by the end of their placement, students will pass or be offered an exit route (Murray and McGovern, 2014). 
Long before this however, when students begin to falter, questions may be asked about the culpability of others, such as whether the student received regular supervision as needed (Cleak, Roulston and Vreugdenhil, 2016; Roulston et al., 2021; Roulston et al., 2022a). Practice teachers may have concerns about student performance, such as the common expression of the need for an appropriate literacy standard (Furness and Gilligan, 2004). These concerns ought to be communicated clearly to students and in a timely manner to permit them to respond and recalibrate. Additional supports and initiatives such as reflective work, increased supervision, additional tripartite meetings or mediation sessions may all be instated (Murray and McGovern, 2014). In doing so, the spine of social work practice education in the form of external regulatory standards also offer a critical yardstick for measuring student practice proficiency (Finch and Taylor 2013; see CORU, 2019). 
In the wake of a fail recommendation, there is much left to consider. Students may be permitted to repeat their placement, which may or may not occur outside term time (Murray and McGovern, 2014). It is important for students to engage in reflection and good preparation prior to attempting to repeat a placement. For both the initial placement and indeed a repeat placement, reasonable adjustments may also need to be made to accommodate pre-existing personal or health issues. Here students may be hesitant to seek reasonable adjustments and placements may struggle to accommodate such adjustments (Roulston et al., 2022a). Student welfare is paramount with mental health difficulties such as depression, and socio-emotional concerns like reduced self-esteem and confidence, all intersecting with significant practical issues like financial and child-minding concerns. Placement failure as ostensibly a professional practice issue, may feel deeply personal for students provoking “sleepless nights” and rupturing the blurred boundaries between professional and personal life. Here painful feelings of grief may be invoked whilst recuperating dormant insecurities, meaning that compassionate, effective, support to students is critical (McGovern, 2021; Murray and McGovern, 2014, p.64). Failing a placement can have a significantly adverse emotional impact which must be considered with respect to a student’s mental health (Roulston et al., 2022a). Significant preparatory reflective work and sharing of the previous practice teacher report with the next placement supervisor are ways of preventing the re-emergence of practice issues within the student’s subsequent placement (Murray and McGovern, 2014). 
Of interest to question is what can be done from the very outset to prevent student’s faltering and failing. The admission and screening process for candidates applying to social work programs should be rigorous and this may include a values-based recruitment approach. This could go beyond considering the psychometric properties of applicant’s personal statements to the potentially more powerful and progressive approach of a values-based psychological screening tool to ascertain applicant’s suitability (Roulston et al., 2022b). McCartan et al. (2022) suggest that comprehension of demographic characteristics of the student body, their relevant experiences, and their motivation, can help with developing the architecture of effective social work programs. Pre-placement classroom-based learning, such as making reflective practice skills habitual and comfortable is key, given the established importance of reflection for social work practice (Northern Ireland Social Care Council, 2019). Rigorous screening and criteria for selection of candidates for social work courses in the first instance, and effective collaborative support between the university and placement agency from pre-placement meeting to the placement ending, are other examples of important tasks (Murray and McGovern, 2014). 
Finally, it is important to recognise that social identity can affect student placement experience: lest we not forget that the traditional social work mandate entails anti-oppressive, socially just practice and respect for diversity (International Federation of Social Workers [IFSW], 2014). Concerns noted include those for black, racial and ethnic minority social work students (Masocha, 2015; Tedam, 2014; Thomas, Howe and Keen, 2012; Vakalahi et al., 2014; Williams, 2017), gay and lesbian social work students (Messinger, 2004) and with regard to gender disparities (Furness, 2012; Vakalahi et al., 2014). In particular, male students may struggle more than females including being subject to hostility, bad stereotypes and marginalisation (Levinger & Segev, 2016). Whatever the student’s identity background, students rarely fail all competencies (Murray and McGovern 2014), and perhaps in this context, the idea of ‘failing forward’ suggests that there is always merit in attempting to make the most of a very hard situation (McGovern, 2016). 
One resource for stakeholders is theory as a means to acquire clearer and better understanding. In this article, the case is made for critical realism as a theoretical tool for practice education with students who falter and fail. To begin to substantiate the claim that critical realism holds good explanatory potential, we will now turn to introduce this social science philosophy, including its varied theoretical conventions (Houston, 2022). 
Critical realism 
Critical realism can be described as a branch of social science philosophy (Houston, 2022), a theoretical movement (Danermark, Ekström and Karlson 2019) and a form of critical theory. Critical theory arose in Germany in 1920s, and since the emergence of critical realism in the 1970s, it has been variously enacted as a means of critical social science theorisation (Buch-Hansen & Nielsen 2020). Additionally, it retains firm footing within philosophical debates about the very ontological nature of reality, and what it means to know that reality, in epistemological terms (Danermark, Ekström and Karlson, 2019).
English social science philosopher, Roy Bhasker, is often associated with developing critical realism (Buch-Hansen & Nielsen 2020; Hartwig, 2007; Houston, 2022). He ought not to be exclusively accredited with its development however (Hartwig, 2007). Rather, he urged forward work also being undertaken by cognate scholars (such as Archer, 1995; Sayer, 2010), and occupied a space of possibility opened by the post-war social world, where newfound resistance and criticism was levelled against the status quo of philosophy (Hartwig, 2007). Here, Bhasker’s seminal text ‘A Realist Theory of Science’ (Bhasker, 1975) and various publications that incrementally refined his ideas across the 1980s, have driven forward critical realist thinking in a stepwise manner (Bhaskar 1979, 2008; Hartwig, 2007). 
Moments of indeterminacy about the nature of critical realism, however, are neither few nor far between. Critical realism as a movement can be thought of as a contested space rather than one of homogeneity, as it involves different perspectives and ideas which are rarely all in concert (Danermark, Ekström and Karlson 2019; Hartwig, 2007). Whatever critical realism is considered to be, proponents tend to agree that it is useful in understanding “causality in the social world” (Houston, 2022, p.2). In this context, critical realism is a sophisticated agenda, predicated upon many diverse ideas and abstract debates (Hartwig, 2007; Houston 2022). As such, key and founding philosophical texts on critical realism are often entrenched in complex and less commonplace language (such as Archer, 1995; Bhaskar 1975, 1979, 2008; Sayer, 2010; Hartwig, 2007). 
Rather than this being a limitation, the accusation that simpler, more straight forward language is better, is one that has been dismantled by critical realists with apparent ease (Hartwig, 2007). Bhaskar was a proponent of words as tools, similar to a toolbox for an engineer or mechanic (see Bhaskar 1975, 1979, 2008; Hartwig, 2007). To suggest that a philosopher or theorist could use plainer language implies that their language was chosen for effect, and can just be replaced by more common, homely words, as though doing so wouldn’t lose the unique meaning exclusive to the original term (Hartwig, 2007). For the purpose of the present analysis, in line with its scope, only a few terms and concepts peripheral to, and at the core of critical realism, will be introduced.   
	Perhaps most notable here is positivism. Specifically, critical realism arose from a crisis of positivism (Buch-Hansen & Nielsen, 2020), as it offered an alternative to the positivist view, theretofore of monolithic proportions in the philosophy of the social sciences (Hartwig, 2007). What particularly came under fire, was the positivist claim that researchers could effectively surpass human bias and subjectivity to arrive at a single truth about a ‘real’ world ‘out there’ (Silverman, 2016). The positivist scientific model had enjoyed much dominancy in how scholars understood the way that they should understand the world (Bryman, 2016; Silverman, 2016). Now, however, critical realist scholars suggested it was reductive and dismissive about the importance of human perception, meaning-making and subjectivity (Sayer, 2010).
	At the same time, approaches such as social constructionism, interpretivism and postmodernism are much more attuned to the limitations of human perception and how social reality manifests within human perception. How ‘real’ phenomena reveal themselves to human consciousness may be unfaithful to the actual state of those phenomena, where such a true actual state is accepted to exist. Yet these philosophical positions, at variance with positivism, are not entirely accepted by critical realists either (Buch-Hansen & Nielsen, 2020). Rather, critical realism emerged as a distinct branch of philosophy that accepted that there was a real world ‘out there’ but also distinguished this from the observable world. It determined that human perception and subjectivity cannot simply be overcome in all cases so that the world that is observed is perfectly reflective of the world in reality (Buch-Hansen & Nielsen 2020; Danermark, Ekström and Karlson, 2019; Hartwig, 2007). 	
	Overall, critical realism asks us to understand that the world around us, as we know it, consists of that which is observable to us as a human being, with unique perspectives, values and experiences. Critical realists warn that the world is also constructed by unobservable structures and forces, which can produce and impact upon that which is observable (Buch-Hansen & Nielsen 2020; Hartwig, 2007). Simply put, everything is not as it seems. In this context, critical realism can be understood to be a theoretical and philosophical approach to understanding the world which is focussed on not taking the presenting world for granted, but rather questioning what it means for something to be ‘real’ (Danermark, Ekström and Karlson, 2019). As Houston (2022, p.3) explains, critical realism can help social workers to develop better understanding of the surrounding social world in their assessments, as it draws attention to the fact that such understanding, “being socially constructed… is open to the distortions that come with cognitive bias and the influence of power.”  
	Critical realism, as an approach, is also designed to help social workers uncover factors and hidden processes that underpin presenting problems, such as scapegoating being a hidden process that drives marginalisation of some communities (Houston and Swords, 2022). Just because scapegoating as a social phenomenon cannot be physically touched, tasted or seen with the eyes does not mean it is not real for social workers. Moreover, scapegoating as a social and psychological process is one that is important for social workers to understand given their commitment to social justice (Houston and Swords, 2022; IFSW, 2014). Overall, critical realism can also be thought of as an evolving approach. The first wave of critical realist scholarship was about basic concepts and surrounded ideas of ontology (what it means to be in the world), epistemology (what it means to know the world) and axiology (the nature of ethics and values) (Silverman, 2016; Houston, 2022). Critical realist scholarship has since expanded taking the work of Bhaskar and others in exciting new directions, albeit with the key focus on there being both an actual world and an observable world remaining (Bhaskar, 1975; 1979; 2008; Houston, 2022). 
As critical realism continues to develop and change (Hartwig, 2007), and is taken both in philosophical and methodological directions (Danermark, Ekström and Karlson, 2019), it has much to offer for understanding the social world, and social work practice, within this (Houston, 2022).  

Applying Critical Realism to the Case of Students who Falter and Fail 
The purpose of this paper is to present a theoretical exposition of critical realism for social work practice education, specifically for the case of students who falter and fail. Having now introduced both practice education and critical realism, what remains to be seen, is how critical realist rationality can aid comprehension of student placement failure. Specifically, a key premise of the paper is that eliminating the oftentimes contested space between what key parties think is happening, and what is actually manifest in reality, is an imperative that can be aided by critical realism.  
	To make this case, three distinct lines of discussion will be followed in this section, all of which combine to substantiate the central contention about the value of critical realism for comprehending faltering student placements. Firstly, it is proposed that critical realism can support a progressive understanding of faltering placements. In particular, it discourages truth-seeking exercises geared toward substantiating the assignment of blame and encourages planning for what needs to happen to make progress instead. Secondly, it is proposed that critical realism can support the emotional well-being of students and practice teachers in a fail predicament. Specifically, this is an ethical imperative as a clear and adverse emotional burden attached to placement failure for stakeholders such as students (Shapton, 2006; Murray and McGovern 2014) and practice teachers (Finch and Taylor, 2013). Thirdly, it is proposed that critical realism can enhance understanding of complex and varied factors in a fail predicament. Here a sophisticated corpus of research and literature on critical realism outlines key guideposts for how we ought to better understand events and phenomena in the social world (Hartwig, 2007). Overall, these three varied lines of inquiry and argument, combine to substantiate the central proposition, that critical realism aids comprehension of faltering and failing student placements.
Critical realism can support a progressive understanding of faltering placements 
Oftentimes, when things seem to be going wrong, urgency begins to manifest around determining who is at fault and what the true reality of the situation is. These imperatives are at odds with a forward-facing, solution focus (De Shazer et al. 2021; Greene and Lee, 2011; De Shazer, 1985). Yet in the broader social work literature base, the issue of stalling progress in order for solidarity and consensus to ensue between social workers, other professionals and service users, is one that has garnered attention (Health Service Executive, 2011; Turnell and Murphy, 2014). In this context, the proposition that will be made in this section, is one that is grounded in the importance of progress. Specifically, it is argued that critical realism can support a progressive understanding of faltering placements. 
Solution focussed perspectives, which feature in varied social work milieu such as child protection and welfare, are clear that consensus about what has gone wrong, what the problem is, and where fault lies, is simply not necessary to achieve, for progression and resolution of a situation to occur (Baginskey et al., 2019; Greene and Lee, 2011; De Shazer, 1985). Rather, to avoid stagnation, it is considered more helpful to get clarity on what now needs to be done to resolve the situation (De Shazer et al. 2021; De Shazer, 1985). Oftentimes, here, agreement can be made. This shift of focus also overcomes the common conceptual limitation in social work, that practitioners are unwilling to revise their initial hypothesis about what is going on in a given situation (Health Service Executive 2011; Tusla 2018). 
In the case of a faltering placement, the tactic supported by critical realism is one cognisant of the limitations of aiming for the truth of what is happening. Instead, exploratory and investigative work necessary for establishing grounds in student appeals, devising targeted and revised learning goals, and other tasks, are supported by critical realist epistemology only with a caveat. The caveat is that such tasks should occur with the understanding that they are confined by the social interpretation of an observable reality, which is simply not the same as the absolute ‘truth’ about what happened in the real world (Danermark, Ekström and Karlson 2019; Hartwig, 2007). Overall, critical realism can offer a substantive theoretical basis for decision-making about placements where students falter. The need to deprioritise truth-seeking and instead focus on what needs to be done to progress towards a resolution, is one way that this occurs. Here, critical realism arguably supports a more progressive understanding of faltering placements. 

Critical realism can support the emotional well-being of students and practice teachers
There is a clear and adverse emotional burden attached to placement failure for students (Shapton, 2006; Murray and McGovern 2014) and practice teachers (Finch and Taylor, 2013). In this context, it will be argued that critical realism can support the emotional well-being of students and practice teachers in a situation where a fail predicament arises. By understanding placements through a critical realist lens, a clear acknowledgement that events can be socially interpreted in varied ways, arguably helps to take the edge off a situation where individuals feel allocated blame or feel outnumbered. This is because it is a way to avoid prolonged dialogue about who is right and wrong, as when looking at a placement through a critical realist lens, there is no one account that is the absolute truth.  
Instead, critical realist theorisation designates that in a complex social situation, like a faltering placement, social actors bring different perspectives and biases that mean that the observable world cannot be reliably determined to mirror the actual world (Danermark, Ekström and Karlson 2019; Hartwig, 2007). Moreover, searching for one single, absolute truth that underpins a fail predicament, denies the social constructed nature of social reality (Burr, 2015). In any case, there are usually several reasons cited for student failure (McGovern, 2021; Roulston et al., 2021). This includes reasons that are more evidencable in actual reality, like data breaches, and reasons more open to social interpretation, like “lack of confidence” (Roulston et al., 2021, p.8). 
A classic positivist philosophical approach would endorse ‘getting to the bottom’ of what’s going on and this might work well for concrete issues that can be clearly evidenced, such as a definitive data breach. Using only a positivist perspective, however, could be insensitive to the ‘greyness’, nuance and complexity of social reality in other cases, such as alleged lack of student confidence, where there are often no clear answers. Critical realism, however, recognises the socially interpreted nature of reality and yet would also support the use of inquiry to determine some facts of a fail scenario if required, as it retains aspects of positivist scientific inquiry (Bhaskar, 1975; Hartwig, 2007). Reviewing documents, for instance, may be valuable in determining if events occurred, such as whether a student instigated a GDPR breach by sharing confidential material via email. In this case, establishing if professional misconduct had occurred in terms of the agency's policies and reporting practices would also be necessary. Professional practice standards such as CORU (2019) standards of proficiency or those established by the Northern Ireland Social Care Council (2019) would be relevant in terms of specific competencies. Breaching data protection legislation requirements would also oblige reporting to the relevant supervisory authority, with deadlines for the making of such reports and other follow up considerations (Data Protection Commission, 2019). 
In line with a positivist scientific enquiry approach, such agency policy and data protection legislation rules are examples of sources that can establish facts in a given social context, such as certain reporting responsibilities that must be followed. After ensuring all mandated and appropriate actions are taken, however, critical realism would also support a reflective critical questioning of these responsibilities in terms of the student’s own biases and perspectives as potentially influencing the situation in which the breach occurred. This is because from a critical realist stance, legislation, policy and proficiency guidelines are seen to exist in reality, obliging appropriate courses of action, but at the same time being open to critical analysis given the subjectivity required in interpreting these sources of information, and the manner in which the information is socially constructed. 
The social interpretation of  events around the data breach in combination, leading to the classification of a student as a fail potential, should not however be seen as an absolute truth according to critical realism. Rather it is a social construct based on elements of human judgement that are socially, historically and culturally contingent (Bhaskar, 1975; Danermark, Ekström and Karlson 2019; Hartwig, 2007). In this context, it has been proposed that critical realism can support the emotional well-being of students and practice teachers, by being more sensitive to the fact that there are many ways to view a situation, and many valid perspectives to take. 

Critical realism can enhance understanding of factors in a fail predicament 
The third and final proposition in this section is that critical realism can enhance understanding of factors in a fail predicament. The corpus of research and literature on critical realism is sophisticated and much of this relates to methodologies for better understanding phenomena (Hartwig, 2007). Critical realist scholarship is well acquainted with epistemological matters, namely, how to understand phenomena, and how to design research methods and modes of inquiry so that such an understanding accounts for issues like human subjectivity and bias (Bhasker, 1975; Danermark, Ekström and Karlson 2019; Silverman, 2016). This methodologically orientated literature based on the subject matter of critical realism, is all about finding ways for human beings to better understand the world around them, including the social world (Hartwig, 2007). 
In a social work placement failure scenario, the social world is of utmost relevance. Social interpretations of events that have occurred in reality are key, as these will be the basis of a practice teacher’s report and recommendation about whether the student should pass (McGovern, 2016). It is perhaps unsurprising, therefore, that critical realism would be a good theoretical framework to inform inquiries into a fail scenario, such as helping placement coordinators to think of pointed questions to ask of stakeholders. One example of this is that by being theoretically informed, individuals such as placement coordinators can develop questions, for instance, about causation in a fail predicament. This is because Bhaskar’s articulation of critical realism proposes three levels of reality which are the empirical level, actual level and causal level. 
At the empirical level unfolds observed events, whilst the actual level entails all events whether humans observe them or not, and then the causal level refers to the oftentimes unnoticed mechanisms which cause and create events in the social world (Houston and Swords, 2022). By being aware of this aspect of critical realism, practice educators would know to question not just what happened, and needs to happen, in a fail scenario, but to excavate the hidden causal mechanisms may have been behind concerning events. The answers to these questions can then inform the development of a remedial plan of action that is more inclined toward success. This plan should also include promotion of continuous professional development so that the focus is not just upon success within a given placement context but on making habitual the importance of student’s continually improving their practice long after the placement experience ends. Improving the quality of care provided by students should also be an important consideration that goes beyond a narrow conceptualisation of success. 
 In a fail scenario, tensions can be high with much at stake and with various subjective views at odds with one another (Shapton, 2006; Murray and McGovern 2014; Finch and Taylor, 2013). In such challenging milieu, it remains the case that critical realism can enhance understanding of factors at play in a fail predicament. Within this, one aspect of these differing subjective views is power. Roulston et al. (2022a) examined student social worker’s experiences who had failed a practice placement and found that a power differential in the relationship between students and practice teachers, or indeed with other stakeholders, could be problematic. Students need a productive working alliance with stakeholders such as tutors. Yet, clash of personalities and even manipulation and intimidation can characterise placement relationships where a power imbalance is present (Roulston et al., 2022a). Processes of relational knowing in these situations are key, within which enabling relationships with students that promote student welfare can be crafted. Different members of the triad (agency practice teacher, university tutor and student) are of immense importance to relationship-based learning in the placement setting (Cleak, O’Connor and Roulston, 2022). 


Discussion 
Social workers inhabit social worlds riven with injustice, and are oftentimes foisted into conditions of grave uncertainty, where human reality may be so at odds with the ideal of equality that it is seldom easy to know where to start. Rather than throw in the towel and eschew the traditional social work mandate grounded in elevation of human rights and social justice (IFSW, 2014), social workers everyday persist, militating against the oppression of the people they serve (Thompson and Stepney, 2017). Sometimes, however, it is not just traditional social work clientele buckling under the strain of a stockpile of social problems. Social workers and social work students whose remit it is to challenge social injustice (IFSW, 2014), can fall prey to conditions of adversity that compromise their rigour, effectiveness and practice depth (Smullens, 2015). Here consistent, efficient support to social work students who falter and fail, is necessary not just for their welfare, but the welfare of service users who they may come to support across a potentially lengthy future career trajectory (McGovern 2021; Finch and Taylor, 2013). 
	Concurrent to the challenge of supporting social work students, is also the challenge of understanding their circumstances (McGovern, 2021). The task at hand is insistent upon not just lines of inquiry into a student’s immediate circumstances, but one faithful to the broader structural social work lens and commitment to locating people within their social environment as is customary for social work practice theory (Thompson and Stepney, 2017). Here critical realism is already established as effective in aiding social workers with an anti-oppressive approach. Specifically, it helps them to place the person in their social environment whilst revealing deeply embedded mechanisms that sustain presenting events (Houston, 2022). It is arguably conclusive, therefore, that critical realism can be effective in helping to locate student adversity with the wider social environment of the placement setting, and indeed beyond. 
Suffice to say, critical realism can support anti-oppressive social work (Houston, 2022), and perhaps herewith lies also the dimension of role modelling good assessment and intervention practice for the faltering student, taking us farther towards understanding the value of critical realism. Specifically, in tertiary education, educators must be mindful of the embedded skill of role-modelling principles of good critical engagement with learning, and within professional courses, good practice skills also (Fenton, 2022). This forms an undercurrent to the indicative syllabus within classroom-based learning. It occurs where a lecturer’s views and behaviour as a critical consumer of knowledge in the classroom, including their unique modus operandi for understanding the world, is role modelled for the students, alongside the actual curriculum material that is taught (Martino and Rezai-Rashti. 2012). This fits with the nature of human learning as often socially modelled and socially contingent (Kumpulainen and Wray, 2002). 
This is relevant to the case of a faltering student on placement, because educators will be involved in handling the placement, including practice coordinators, lecturers and practice teachers (McGovern, 2021). The student may be learning by observing how these educators inquire into the fail scenario and handle the situation as it presents to them. By educators approaching the complex student fail predicament in a rigorous theoretically informed manner, they role model the type of theoretically substantiated inquiry-based practice that students are taught in the classroom to employ. In essence, educators ought to practice what they preach. Here their explicit uptake of credible, established theory in understanding the real-world problem of student placement failure, will present a good example to the student at the heart of the predicament. Specifically, critical realism offers one option for theory, that is well aligned to understanding a student placement fail scenario. 
	Of course, critical realism as an area of philosophy and theory is also sophisticated and sometimes can be a contested philosophical area (Houston, 2022; Houston and Swords, 2022; Hartwig, 2007). Much of this article has depended upon a simpler understanding of critical realism based on foundational ideas and works. Yet, the contention that critical realism can aid practice educators in making sense of a fail predicament, is one aided by the sophistication of this social science philosophy (Buch-Hansen & Nielsen 2020; Houston, 2022; Hartwig, 2007). Should practice educators and students alike, need to reflectively unpack and probe beneath the surface of a complex fail scenario, critical realism can offer them a theory that is expansive enough to handle this complexity. Bhaskar developed, for instance, his earlier renditions to arrive at the more mature theory of dialectical critical realism. This specifically addressed how transformative change can be achieved within the emancipatory potential of the social world. Scholarship around this moved beyond human comprehension of artefacts in the social world, toward the imperative of human flourishing (Houston, 2022). 
This dialectical critical realism fits well with social work given the profession’s commitment to change social wrongs (IFSW, 2014; Houston, 2022). This includes the social cleavages that wrongfully separate and divide us, grounded in discriminatory social practices such as racial stereotyping (Dominelli, 2017), neo-liberal commodification of human life (Garrett, 2016) and persistence of the gender pay gap (Toczek, Bosma and Peter, 2021). Moreover, dialectical critical realism is just one of the rich, informative directions that critical realist scholarship has taken (Houston, 2022). As such, students and educators will be able to draw upon a strong body of literature and scholarship to meet their learning needs. This may accommodate everything from acquiring a surface level of understanding, to using simple and easily usable concepts to reflect on experiences, to expanding one’s learning towards more complex theoretical developments. In these ways, and indeed many more ways, critical realism offers a useful approach to understanding social work placements. 

Conclusion
The aim of this paper was to offer a theoretical exposition of critical realism for social work practice education, with a specific focus on faltering students at the cusp of placement failure. To undertake this work, basic concepts and ideas from critical realism were introduced and then applied to the case of faltering student placements, which are already recognised to be complex and challenging (McGovern, 2021; Finch and Taylor, 2013; Roulston et al. 2021). Critical realist thinking allows for the consideration of the actual reality manifest behind these placement scenarios, the socially interpreted observable world of the placement, and the hidden causal mechanisms that drive presenting issues (Houston, 2022; Houston and Swords, 2022). In this way, the article put forward critical realism as a way to think holistically through the various aspects of placements that falter and fail.
 	In looking to the future, avenues to develop the application of critical realist theory and philosophy to social work field education, may include considering how this social science philosophy could drive student learning more generally or indeed how educators’ planning and implementing of placements might be enhanced. For now, the aspiration of this paper has been modest. It sought to introduce critical realism for times when social work field education is challenged, and upon concluding this exploration, it is hoped that these challenging scenarios will continue to be aided by critical realist theory and philosophy. 
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