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Abstract 

It is important to prepare students appropriately to take proper account of diversity in their practice as 
social workers, welfare workers, community workers and in other similar roles in the health and human 
services arena. Rural practice is a particularly challenging area. This presentation explores a model of 
contextualising practice that takes into account the impact of diverse contextual factors on the service 
user, the professional, their choice of practice methods and level of engagement and their organisation or 
agency. It encourages students to explore the management of confidentiality, dual and multiple roles, the 
setting of appropriate boundaries and other practice issues. It also explores issues that impact on service 
delivery such as distance, resources, and social policy initiatives. It provides a comprehensive way to 
assess and work in a respectful way with service users. This model has been named the SUPAmodel 
(using the initials from the key areas: Service User, Professional, Agency) and provides an easy way to 
introduce these concepts to students in a systematic but engaging way. Drawing from our experience of 
rural and remote practitioners and the way they navigate the practice context, we argue that this model is 
applicable to work in all health and human service settings and is particularly relevant in preparing new 
graduates for work in rural and remote areas. 

Contextualising practice: a model for teaching 

The recently developed SUPAmodel can be used effectively in the classroom to introduce students to the 
issues that arise from the context of practice. The model provides a systematic way for students to 
consider the place of context and diversity in planning interventions. It also encourages students to 
explore the key factors affecting the Service User (client, patient), the Professional (allied health 
practitioner) and the Agency (health and/or human services organisation) using practical case study 
examples.  

While we are social workers, the SUPAmodel could be considered for use in many allied health courses. 
We have had an article accepted for publication in the Journal of Social Work Education (1) that explains 
its use in social work professional education. Researchers investigating rural practice have reported a 
great deal of similarity among the different allied health disciplines with regard to working in rural and 
remote contexts, while effectively managing the practical impacts of those contexts (2). This paper builds 
on our social work practice experience and research in rural and remote contexts. The paper explains and 
expands the SUPAmodel for use by other allied health professions.  

The model encourages students to consider a range of fundamental questions. For example: what are the 
features of practice in rural and remote areas? How can practitioners understand different contexts and 
work effectively within them? What will professional practice be like in a remote Aboriginal community? In 
a rural town? In a regional centre? What are the issues for both the practical application of professional 
skills, and the personal/professional role overlap? The individuals in our client groups and the work we do 
with them cannot be considered separately from their environments and social situations.  

Developing an understanding of the significance of context is vital to professional practice. Reframing our 
skills in contextual terms through critical reflection and supervision is an important element (3) and 
constitutes a process that students need to be familiar with to enable them to confront ever-changing and 
challenging practice areas. 
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The SUPAmodel asks that students consider how the context of practice influences:  

 identification and ‘treatment’ of the presenting ‘problem’, especially the family and social 
circumstances of the Service User;  

 the Professional, for example confidentiality, personal/professional role boundaries and the 
consideration and choice of practice modalities; 

 the Agency, including issues of expertise, resources, referrals, policies; and 

 consideration of other factors such as social policy and legislative provisions. 

The model acts as a most useful counterbalance to urbo-centricity, and promotes critical analysis and 
reflection. Figure 1 (below) provides a diagrammatic representation of some of the key contextual factors 
that can usefully be considered for any health and human services practice issue. Educators can include 
any common practice issues within this matrix. As the SUPAmodel is able to be used by ‘tweaking’ 
existing case studies, it is not difficult for teaching staff to include discussions such as these in their 
classrooms.  

Under the heading ‘Service User’, students are encouraged to consider factors of, for example, 
confidentiality and boundary issues that would apply in small community practice. Within the section on 
‘Practitioner’, students may reflect upon their knowledge base, practice choices and self-care. In the 
‘Agency’ section, broader legislative frameworks, social policy directions, and practical issues such as 
staffing, travel costs and funding may be considered.  

Contextual factors that inform the practice issues can be changed at the educator’s discretion. We have 
included some examples under each key area but this list is by no means exhaustive. The SUPAmodel 
encourages students to consider a range of issues. The suggestions provided below are examples only; 
tutors and students can revise as appropriate to their situations. 

Figure 1 The SUPAmodel 

 
Practice Issue  

Daisy is a young woman, who recently had a severe car accident. The car accident has left her 
badly injured, and rehabilitation is expected to take many months, although she has been 
discharged home. She has a young family of three children under 10 years, and her partner is 
currently unemployed.  

Contextual Factors Service User Practitioner Agency 
Geographic location 
Ethnicity and culture 
Gender 
Access to resources 
Other 

Boundaries 
Safety 
Confidentiality 
Access to services 
Opportunities 
Help-seeking behaviour 
Stigma 

Supervision 
Knowledge base  
Access to support 
Boundaries 
Practice choices 
Safety 
Ethics 
Referral 
Self care 

Service delivery 
Travel 
Staffing 
Funding/service agreements 
Generalist/specialist 
Legislative frameworks 
Social policy 
Global/local perspectives 
 

 

Figure 1 provides an outline of the SUPAmodel incorporating a practice example vignette. In the 
classroom, we suggest using a general case study such as this, then dividing the students into 3 or 4 
discussion groups. Discussion groups can examine the context in terms of for example, geographic 
location: rural, remote, urban. Depending on the allied health discipline, there may be treatment decisions 
to discuss that are impacted upon by the context. Other contextual aspects can also be introduced. We 
have used ethnicity and culture as an example here; this may include sub-groups of Aboriginal or migrant:  
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 Discussion group 1: Consider what this would mean if Daisy was an Aboriginal woman living in a 
remote community.  

 Discussion group 2: Daisy lives in a small rural town, 200 kilometres from the capital city. She has 
lived there all her life. 

 Discussion group 3: Daisy lives in a capital city, in a middle class suburb.  

 Discussion group 4: Daisy is a relatively newly arrived refugee from Somalia. 

As a learning activity, the SUPAmodel encourages students to focus on relevant contextual issues 
affecting the service user, the practitioner and the agency, and helps to conceptualise the multi-
dimensional nature of practice. Using the SUPAmodel can help with preparation for supervision; it can be 
shared in class in small groups as this example shows; it can be used in individual presentations by staff 
or students; or it can serve as an assessment task.  

As we explained earlier our own background is in social work, but we believe this exciting model could be 
usefully adapted to suit the professional education of a range of allied health disciplines. We would be 
happy to talk to others interested in developing the SUPAmodel’s applicability to other disciplines.  
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