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Social Work Education and Homelessness: Mobilising
Academia–Industry Partnerships to Create a Homelessness
Subject
Juliet Watson , Sharlene Nipperess, and Guy Johnson

School of Global, Urban and Social Studies, RMIT University, Melbourne, Victoria, Australia

ABSTRACT
Homelessness is a significant issue facing many Australian people,
and one that social workers are likely to encounter in their
professional lives. At present, though, there are no guidelines for
social work programs on how to transfer homelessness
knowledge into social work education programs. Social work
curricula need to be informed by homelessness research, policy,
and practice to reflect the contemporary Australian terrain, and to
be responsive to emerging concerns. One approach, discussed in
this article, is the mobilisation of an academia–industry
partnership to create a dedicated homelessness subject for social
work students. The subject, profiled here, offers an example of
how social work can incorporate homelessness knowledge to
benefit graduates, the sector, consumers, and academia.

IMPLICATIONS
. Homelessness is a critical issue for social work practice, policy,

and research, the impacts of which graduates are likely to
encounter regardless of their specific fields of practice.

. There are no current guidelines for including homelessness in
Australian social work education programs.

. A dedicated social work subject can furnish graduates with a
strong foundation for entering the homelessness sector.

. Academia–industry partnerships have the potential to provide a
systematic method of translating homelessness knowledge to
future social workers through educational programs.
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Homelessness is a key challenge faced by social workers in their professional lives. Irre-
spective of employment in the homelessness field, the presence or absence of safe,
affordable, and appropriate housing affects people’s lives in areas that are key foci of
social work practice, policy, and research. Social work educators need to prepare students
through the design and development of homelessness curricula that are evidence based
and that provide graduates with relevant practice, policy, and research knowledge.
However, in Australia, homelessness education is not observably embedded in social
work programs. In this article, we argue for the incorporation of homelessness education
into social work curricula. A novel approach we discuss here is collaboration between
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academia and industry to meet the educational needs of students and the workforce. We
illustrate this through a new social work education subject that has been developed
through an academia–industry partnership—The Unison Housing Research Lab.

Why Understanding Homelessness is Important for Social Work Graduates

Homelessness is a serious issue faced by many Australians. According to the Australian
Bureau of Statistics (ABS), over 116,000 Australians were counted as homeless on census
night in 2016—a 14% increase in 5 years (ABS, 2018)—and more than 1 in 10 people have
experienced homelessness at some point (ABS, 2010). Homelessness is also a housing
issue; the persistent increase in homelessness across Australia can be traced to the
limited supply of affordable rental properties, both private and social. Social housing is
a scarce resource, making up only 4.2% of Australian households (Australian Housing
and Research Institute, 2017). Moreover, the amount of social housing stock being con-
structed as a proportion of all housing is at a historic low. This occurs at a time when
demand has never been higher. An estimated 850,000 households nationally meet the
income eligibility criteria for social housing but choose not to apply (Productivity Com-
mission, 2018, p. 172). A further 190,000 households are on waitlists nationally (Austra-
lian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2018).

Homelessness is more than the absence of housing. It is connected with a wide range of
social issues that affect people’s lives that arekey foci of socialwork suchas trauma (Robinson,
2011; Taylor & Sharpe, 2008), domestic and family violence (Murray & Theobald, 2014;
Spinney, 2012; Theobald et al., 2021; Tually et al., 2008), alcohol and other drug use
(Johnson & Chamberlain, 2008; Mallett et al., 2005), intergenerational homelessness
(Flatau et al., 2009), education and labour (Gerrard, 2015, 2017), and links with the crimi-
nal justice and child protection systems (Baldry et al., 2002; Mendes et al., 2011). Accord-
ingly, establishing social work as a fundamental component in ending homelessness can
be a spur for reassessing other complex social problems (Henwood et al., 2015), with a
person’s housing conditions touching on many issues that contribute to people coming
into contact with a social worker, be it through service provision, community work,
policy development, or research. In Australia, homelessness has been identified as an
important field of practice for social workers (Darcy & Stubbs, 2005; Zufferey, 2011),
and Australian social workers have contributed substantially to homelessness research,
policy, and practice (e.g., Coleman, 2018; Grace & Gill, 2014; Horsell, 2013; Horsell &
Zufferey, 2018; Johnson et al., 2008; Murray et al., 2018; Murray et al., 2020; Murray &
Theobald, 2014; Parsell, 2011; Parsell et al., 2017; Phillips & Kuyini, 2018; Roche, 2015;
Stonehouse et al., 2020; Watson, 2016, 2011; Watson & Cuervo, 2017;Watson &Nipperess,
2019; Zufferey, 2017, 2009, 2008; Zufferey & Kerr, 2004; Zufferey & Parkes, 2019).
Nevertheless, this has not translated to homelessness becoming a priority area of social
work education, which has implications for effective workforce development.

Social Work Education and Homelessness

As yet, there is no consistent and systematic method of disseminating homelessness
knowledge to future social workers through educational programs. In Australia,
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homelessness education is not embedded in social work programs, nor does there exist an
initiative such as The Grand Challenge of Ending Homelessness, adopted by the American
Academy of Social Work and Social Welfare, which specifically calls upon the profession
to play its role in preventing and ending homelessness, including through education
(Henwood & Aykanian, 2020). The structural and systemic underpinnings of homeless-
ness and the associated social issues make it imperative that social work graduates have a
thorough understanding of how the homelessness and housing service systems operate,
regardless of the field in which they go on to be employed. Integrating the study of home-
lessness into social work curricula is an acknowledgement that the presence or absence of
appropriate housing influences aspects of life that are central to social work.

The primary focus of this article is not to present empirical findings; rather, it explores
the importance of the field of homelessness for social work education and how it can be
incorporated into curricula. Nonetheless, core social work subjects were reviewed to
identify if any specifically cover homelessness. The Australian Association of Social
Workers (AASW) is responsible for developing educational standards and the accredita-
tion of social work programs (Napier & George, 2001). The AASW lists all accredited
programs on its website. In 2021, there were 31 separate higher education providers
(HEPs) offering a total of 92 accredited programs. These programs included bachelor
(AQF level 7), honours (AQF level 8) and master (AQF level 9) programs, and a combi-
nation of double bachelor and master degrees. Five of the 92 programs were being phased
out at the time of writing. Each program handbook entry was systematically examined to
identify subjects that specifically addressed homelessness and housing. The titles of all
core social work subjects were scanned for key terms including “homelessness”,
“housing”, “housing instability”, and “housing precarity”. In addition, the Australian
Social Work Education and Accreditation Standards (ASWEAS) (AASW, 2020) was scru-
tinised for guidelines for the inclusion of homelessness in social work programs. The pro-
fessional accreditation process has several purposes including:

. serving the public good by maintaining the integrity and accountability of the
profession

. providing assurance to employers, government, and the public

. delivering an independent quality-assurance process for evaluating social work pro-
grams provided by HEPs

. describing the base-level standard of practice that clients and service users should
expect from social workers

. assisting student and graduate mobility, both within Australia and overseas (AASW,
2020, p. 6).

Accordingly, the ASWEAS sets out the AASW’s requirements for HEPs in relation to
graduate attributes, learning outcomes, and assessment; required curriculum; field edu-
cation; degree requirements and admissions; and governance, staffing, and program
delivery. No specialist homelessness core subjects were found in any social work
program handbooks. Content on homelessness may be infused through social work pro-
grams or offered through elective subjects, but if and how this is done is not clear. The
ASWEAS (AASW, 2020) includes no information on homelessness and housing insta-
bility to guide HEPs. This contrasts with the previous accreditation standards (see AASW,
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2012), which, though limited, did explicitly require consideration of “inadequate
housing” in relation to mental health and “housing” in relation to the wellbeing of chil-
dren and families, as well as instructing all social work programs to address the field of
practice of “housing and homelessness”. Social policy is a requisite component of social
work education, and the current ASWEAS (2020, p. 21) expects graduates to be able to
“(c)ritique the potential discriminatory aspects of legislation, policy and practice in Aus-
tralian institutions”. Again, it may be inferred that homelessness and housing instability
is given attention through the social policy materials used in the programs. Overall,
though, how and to what extent housing and homelessness content is included in the cur-
riculum is very much left to the discretion of individual HEPs.

Explicit subject-based curricula in social work programs have not been largely docu-
mented. Evidence-based research on stand-alone homeless subjects comes predomi-
nantly from the US, although this is still relatively scarce. Notwithstanding the Grand
Challenge to End Homelessness, social work education in the US, like Australia, is not
required to offer homelessness-specific curriculum (Cronley et al., 2020). There is,
however, evidence that homelessness material is being incorporated into curricula
through class-based learning, research projects, program evaluation, policy analysis,
skills development, and graduate research assistantships (Cronley et al., 2020; Smith-
Maddox et al., 2020). An example of a stand-alone homelessness subject, developed in
the US, is a 10-week seminar series that, in collaboration with a youth homelessness
shelter, brought together graduate students and homeless young people with the aim
of building social connections (Bender et al., 2020). Rather than being targeted solely
at social workers, an interdisciplinary student cohort was included, and this was found
to improve empathy and understanding of homeless people across disciplines, and to
be beneficial for devising creative and collaborative responses to the learning outcomes.
Another interdisciplinary stand-alone elective subject, targeted at social work and other
health and welfare disciplines, uses a combination of class-based activities, lectures,
and field education (Siegel et al., 2020). Again, interdisciplinarity was viewed as a
strength but was also noted as presenting challenges for evaluation and addressing the
different needs of the student cohort. Finally, Cronley et al. (2020) made the argument
that the gap in homelessness education should be filled by social work students under-
taking two homelessness subjects during their course work. This approach, they
contend, would provide the requisite attention to homelessness, with the first subject
covering homelessness history and policy and the second subject comprising homeless-
ness theory and practice.

Academia–Industry Engagement

One approach to incorporating homelessness curriculum into social work programs
explored in this article is through industry engagement. These relationships have long
been vital for social work education and have historically centred on field education
for students (Camilleri & Humphries, 2005), with collaboration being “a hallmark of
social work placement learning in Australia” (Rollins et al., 2017, p. 49). Such partner-
ships have led to new ways of supervising placements in homelessness agencies such
as through the development of learning communities “that promote the shared values
and goals of the stakeholders and help foster greater collaboration between them”
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(Harris et al., 2010, p. 557). We contend that industry partnerships also provide oppor-
tunities for further teaching and research collaboration within universities. Reciprocal
relationships between universities and industry extends the dissemination and trans-
lation of knowledge beyond the classroom (Grady, 2010) and advances both social
work education and the sector through richer learning opportunities (Bledsoe-Mansori
et al., 2013), thus contributing to narrowing the academia–industry divide.

A review of the recent literature shows an emerging body of work, conducted inter-
nationally, that has explored the implications of industry partnerships for social work
education beyond field placements. The most recently documented empirical work on
homelessness and social work–industry partnerships has come from the US, a likely
outcome of the Grand Challenge to End Homelessness. These studies have highlighted
how partnerships have been employed, for example, to train graduate students in home-
lessness program evaluation through reviewing the effectiveness of permanent supported
housing for homeless families coming into the child welfare system (Lery et al., 2020); to
use social work programs to house a community partnership to increase access for eli-
gible individuals who are at risk of homelessness to social security disability benefits
(Donaldson et al., 2020); to assist social work students to learn macrolevel skills in
relation to youth and transgender youth homelessness through a range of activities
such as running a community forum, fundraising, and advocacy (Aguiniga & Bowers,
2018); and to include interdisciplinary teaching through the integration of the arts and
humanities into social work methods to promote community engagement (Moxley
et al., 2012). However, these studies demonstrate that although knowledge about home-
lessness is a key outcome of these curricula endeavours, it is not necessarily the primary
focus of the subjects being taught. Furthermore, such partnerships can be fragile
(Driessens et al., 2016), potentially making longer-term educational benefits fleeting.

In 2017, RMIT University and Unison Housing, one of Victoria’s largest community
housing providers, launched an academia–industry partnership to implement a col-
laborative teaching program and to conduct policy- and practice-relevant homelessness
and housing research informed by the experiences of service users and providers.
RMIT University has a long history of working with industry, and although this strategy
was driven largely by the desire to commercialise research undertaken in the hard
sciences, it has also opened up new opportunities for social work. Unison delivers
social and affordable long-term rental accommodation for people on low incomes,
including welfare support payments. It also operates an Initial Assessment and Planning
(IAP) service, which is a primary access point for people experiencing, or at risk of,
homelessness, and assesses and responds to housing and support needs. The RMIT–
Unison partnership led to the establishment of The Unison Housing Research Lab.
The Lab is purposively positioned alongside the Social Work and Human Services
Cluster within the School of Global, Urban and Social Studies (GUSS) at RMIT Univer-
sity. This was a strategic move to assist the integration and sustainability of homelessness
education into the social work curriculum. Through consultation with RMIT Social
Work and Unison, The Lab established the aim to create an industry- and evidence-
informed undergraduate homelessness subject to tackle the gap of homelessness-
specific preparation for social work students. A social work academic was employed to
institute the subject, which was launched in 2019.
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Homelessness Subject

Cronley et al. (2020, p. S24) argued that “ideally, schools of social work are best able to
educate students about homelessness through formal course work”. Furthermore, we
contend that social work curricula need to be underpinned by a critical social work per-
spective, meaning that the social work curricula is “informed by an eclectic range of criti-
cal social theories” (Pease & Nipperess, 2016, p. 5). These include structural and
poststructural analyses of power, and building on human rights, feminist, antioppressive,
antiracist, and postcolonial frameworks. A critical approach acknowledges that social
workers are counted upon to dismantle structures that create and perpetuate intersec-
tional privilege and oppression (Theobald et al., 2021). Social workers and social work
students, therefore, hold a unique position from which to interpret and engage with
homelessness.

Course work renewal that incorporates academic and industry perspectives better pre-
pares social work graduates for professional life. It recognises the changing needs of stu-
dents, educating them with a view to gaining employment (Litchfield et al., 2010).
Although classroom-based learning activities cannot be used as a substitute for work
placements and learning on the job, Litchfield et al. 2010, p. 520) argued that modern edu-
cation has a responsibility to “systemically address student learning of professional
attributes” while also accommodating specific discipline requirements. We have found
that mobilising an academia–industry partnership offers unique opportunities to
students through the creation of a stand-alone homelessness subject that is interactive,
reflexive, and responsive to the changing terrain of homelessness and that embraces a
range of perspectives including those of consumers, advocates, and workers. Collaboration
with Unison has allowed social work students direct access to industry experiences including
the needs of, and challenges facing, the sector. The partnership means that industry perspec-
tives can be embedded in the subject curriculum alongside critical social work perspectives
in timely, ongoing, and reflexive ways that are sensitive to changes in policy and practice.

The subject—Homelessness: Contemporary themes, policy and practice—is coordinated
by The Lab’s resident social work academic. In addition to written and online course
materials, students engage with consumers, workers, managers, advocates, and research-
ers through workshops and agency visits. The subject is structured to expose students to
the context of homelessness in Australia, while also locating this within larger global con-
cerns. This is grounded in the broader societal conditions that produce and maintain the
dynamic and precarious environment of homelessness. Examining definitions of home-
lessness, and the contexts from which they emerge, provide the students with founda-
tional knowledge for exploring current theoretical, policy, and practice issues. The
students advance their analytical skills through learning about critical frameworks that
challenge commonly held misconceptions about how homelessness is understood and
experienced. Through these critical frameworks, the students are introduced to the
impact of stigmatised ideas of homelessness that contribute to oppression. Unpacking
discourses of stigma and how they are maintained through institutional and informal
mechanisms (Bradley-Engen, 2011) are vital ways of contesting the limited and homo-
geneous representations of homeless people and of challenging the perpetuation of indi-
vidualised and blaming explanations of homelessness. Consequently, attention is given to
how homelessness is a distinct form of material inequality and cultural marginalisation,
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the meanings and processes of which are inextricably connected to political, social, and
welfare environments (Farrugia & Watson, 2011). This approach moves away from
narrow explanations of homelessness that repudiate societal responsibility and instead
emphasises the structural and intersectional conditions of homelessness. More
broadly, the students gain an understanding of the importance of critical frameworks
for the homelessness sector. These include why, and for what purpose, research is under-
taken; how it is applied to policy and practice; and the skills to analyse research and policy
documents in their future workplaces.

Since 2019, this elective subject has been delivered three times as an intensive subject
and once during a standard 12-week semester. Although open to all students in GUSS—
and students from a range of disciplines including psychology, business studies, youth
work, criminology and justice studies, and international studies have taken the subject
—it is targeted to social work students. Both teaching models were piloted to gauge
the most effective form of delivery. The intensive subject proved to be the preferred
mode of delivery for students due to consolidation of learning and reduced competing
demands from other study and work commitments. The intensive subject is capped at
25 student enrolments to protect the integrity of the accelerated model. Each time the
intensive subject has been offered it has been filled to capacity, demonstrating student
interest in homelessness. From 2021, at the request of the Social Work and Human Ser-
vices Cluster, 20 enrolments were allocated to social work students, reflecting the
growing recognition of the importance of homelessness education for graduates.

Developing learning activities that students perceive as authentic enhances engage-
ment in the learning (Open Universities Australia, 2013). Authenticity, in the form of
workplace applicability through practice, policy, and research skills underpins the
design of the subject. The subject is thus guided by the following learning outcomes
and capability development. On completion of the subject the students are expected to
be able to (1) define and articulate the concept of homelessness and how it is affected
by policy, practice, and research; (2) critically analyse, synthesise, and reflect on how
factors such as housing market conditions, race, class, gender, sexuality, ability, and
place contribute to homelessness; (3) identify and appraise policy and practice contexts
affecting the delivery of homelessness services; and (4) critically analyse and apply theo-
retical frameworks that inform homelessness research, policy, and practice.

In order for students to achieve the learning outcomes and capabilities, while also
meeting expectations of the homelessness and housing sector, the topic areas and assess-
ment tasks covered in the subject were generated through consultation with Unison, the
RMIT University Social Work department, homelessness research academics, and home-
lessness advocates. Collaboration with Unison, in particular, has meant that the course
work has been developed with the needs of the sector in mind alongside attending to
the scholarly requirements. This approach forms the basis of a range of themes that
are used to structure the course work. The current themes, which determine the
subject reading material, teaching, and assessment tasks, consist of defining and enumer-
ating homelessness, becoming homeless, the dynamics of homelessness, the homeless-
ness and housing sector, homelessness advocacy, consumer perspectives, homelessness
and institutional interactions, gender and homelessness, and Indigenous homelessness.
Four full days of face-to-face workshops take place over a 2-week period and include pre-
sentations by members of The Lab, specialist services including Unison, consumers, and
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advocates. Students also visit specialist housing and homelessness agencies—a core
aspect of industry-to-student knowledge transfer in the subject—and this is available
to students due to the Unison partnership and other industry connections. These visits
offer valuable educational opportunities for students to observe agency environments
and to engage with professionals.

The subject has three assessment tasks. First, a written summary of the readings, which
is assessed prior to the workshops to ensure all students have the necessary preparatory
knowledge and which alerts teaching staff to potential gaps that may need to be remedied
in class. Second, a small-group presentation based on the agency visits. This enables stu-
dents to share their observations and to critically reflect on praxis. Finally, a written criti-
cal analysis that ties together the subject themes with the conceptual frameworks that
have been explored throughout the teaching period. Overall, the subject exposes students
to homelessness as a complex and dynamic terrain that requires examination and con-
testation of dominant socially, politically, and culturally entrenched assumptions, and
it imbues students with an understanding of the impact of social structures on
people’s lives. These are all core facets of critical social work education in Australia. Its
basis in an academia–industry partnership has resulted in a practice- and policy-relevant
subject that not only prepares social work graduates for entering the workforce, but
also provides the opportunity to create a sustainable educational model that can be repli-
cated and that will inform the work of future social work practitioners, policymakers,
and researchers. The intensive subject will continue to be offered for the foreseeable
future and will be updated reflexively in response to new research, policy development,
changes in the field, and the emerging needs of students, consumers, and industry.

Conclusion

A social work education provides graduates with the foundation to work across a range of
occupations. However, this can make it difficult for social work programs to allocate
sufficient attention to particular specialty areas. In Australia, the AASW is responsible
for setting the educational and accreditation standards for social work programs
through the ASWEAS. At present, homelessness is not included as required content.
Homelessness is clearly a vital component of social work, yet little is known about if
and how this is being incorporated into course work, and there is a scarcity of guidance
on pedagogical methods for implementation. In this article we have outlined a new
approach advanced through an academia–industry partnership. The dedicated homeless-
ness subject, run through The Unison Housing Research Lab, is founded on an evidence
base that recognises the Australian institutional and service contexts and encompasses
research that looks to the current and emerging needs of the sector and people experienc-
ing homelessness. The model presented here offers an example of how a homelessness
subject can be built, drawing on expertise from scholars, industry, consumers, and acti-
vists. In doing so, this subject contributes to future social workers operating as activists
and change agents across practice, policy, and research.
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