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Abstract 
Professional social work in Russian prisons is a recent phenomenon and still under 
development. The Chair in Social Work and Social Psychology at the Federal State 
University Vologda Institute for Law and Economics of the Federal Penal System (VIPE) 
has been promoting the professionalisation of social work in the penal system since 2002. 
The joint project of VIPE and the School of Social Work at the University of Applied 
Sciences Northwestern Switzerland (HSA FHNW) aims to prevent reoffence and enhance 
the reintegration potential of prison inmates as regards various social systems (education, 
employment, family, relationships, living, leisure, etc.). The project investigates the social 
work processes, practices, methods, and instruments employed in the penal systems of 
Switzerland and the Russian Federation in order to increase the reintegration potential of 
prison inmates, in particular of youths and young adults. Expected project results include a 
concept for a process-oriented methods manual for social work in the Russian penal system, 
based on the methodical and systematic collection, survey, extrapolation, documentation, and 
critical examination of various data.  
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Project Context 
On February 26, 2008, the School of Social Work at the University of Applied Sciences 
Northwestern Switzerland (HSA FHNW) and VIPE signed a cooperation agreement. The 
agreement is the result of longstanding development work, originally initiated and funded by 
the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC). With the signing of the 
contract, the SDC project has been transferred onto the HSA FHNW, rendering it responsible 
for cooperation with VIPE. While a delegation of the cooperation partner VIPE has visited 
the HSA FHNW in May 2008 for one week, a Swiss delegation travelled to Vologda in 
November 2008 to conduct further work on this common development project. The project is 
currently in Phase I. Phase 1: Solid foundation for a process-oriented methods manual for 
social work in the Russian penal system. Phase 2: Producing the manual. Phase 3: This will 
lead to transferring research insights to teaching. Phase 4: Implementing these in 
professional practice 

Expected Results and Impacts 
- The jointly devised terminological and theoretical basis for social work in the penal 

system will facilitate scientific exchange between the cooperation partners 
- Concept for a process-oriented methods manual of social work in the penal system in 

Russia to be implemented in practice by VIPE 
- Collaboration with one of the most important Chair in Social Work in the Russian 

Federation, together with developing a more profound insight into the social work 
processes, practices, methods and instruments used in the Swiss and Russian penal 
systems 

- The joint project will engender teaching materials and a knowledge base for BA and MA 
degree courses at both partner universities and will ideally provide one HSA FHNW MA 
student with on-site project placements in Vologda/Russia 

- Project insights – as regards both contents and the experience gained from a cooperation 
project on social intervention – will be published in a leading European journal of social 
work 

Student Participation: Phase 1 
Five students will be involved in the proejct: 

Two students of the consecutive HSA FHNW Master of Arts in Social Work, with a 
specialisation in Social Innovation. It is envisaged that these students will be involved in this 
international cooperation project within the Master’s module «Initiating and Designing 
Practice-Oriented Research Processes», and will take part in the intensive study weeks to be 
held in Russia and Switzerland. Within the Master’s module «International Social Work and 
Social Policy», they will be working toward gaining credit points through their comparative 
analysis of social work in Russia and Switzerland.    

Two HSA FHNW Bachelor’s students. It is envisaged that these students will write their 
Bachelor’s thesis within this international cooperation project, and will take part in the 
intensive study weeks in Switzerland.  

One HSA FHNW Bachelor’s student. The student is a native-born Russian  who has a 
perfect command of spoken and written German and Russian. Her collaboration formed the 
basis of her Bachelor’s thesis, which examines the history of Social Work in Russia on the 
basis of a detailed study of primary Russian sources. The student will have completed her 
Bachelor’s thesis in January 2009 and will subsequently begin her Master’s degree in Social 
Work, with a specialisation in Social Innovation, at the HSA FHNW in the 2009 spring 
semester. Within her Master’s degree, she will continue to work on the «Towards Social 
Integration» research team, and will be responsible for running part of the module on 
«Initiating and Designing Practice-Oriented Research Processes» in Vologda in the context 
of the larger project. It is of utmost value for her, the FHNW School of Social Work, and 
VIPE that she will be able to spend two months on site in Vologda actively developing the 
empirical and theoretical foundations for the Handbook of Social Work in the Russian Penal 
System. 

Curricular Innovations: Phase 1 
As regards methodology and teaching: During the two intensive study weeks the participant 
universities will exchange two modules focused on one of four competencies (self-
competence): the HSA FHNW «ePortfolio» module and the VIPE «Supervision» module. 
Both modules serve to develop knowledge integration and self-reflection competencies. 
Further, both modules are geared toward supporting the participating students’ endeavour to 
integrate a course of studies tending toward fragmentation under the Bologna reform and its 
modularisation; the modules also serve to integrate the learning processes of the individual 
modules into across-module, comprehensive learning. The exchange of modules comprise 
concept presentations and discussions as well as the running and evaluation of Master 



 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Classes. The concepts will be further developed on the established basis and adapted by the 
partner universities as required.  
Academic contents: The findings and insights of the international cooperation project will be 
integrated into the Master’s module «International Social Work and Social Policy», and 
furthermore introduced into an elective module on social work in the penal system. 
Communication: To intensify cooperation between the project teams, two web-based video 
conferences (using Skype) have been scheduled for the period until the next working 
meeting at HSA FHNW in April 2009. HSA FHNW aims to establish through these trials 
whether online cooperation can complement on-site collaboration.  

 
Benefits for Professional Practice  
The project focuses on cooperation between a Swiss (HSA FHNW) and a Russian university 
(VIPE). Cooperation aims to promote scientific and academic exchange, to devise a 
Handbook (and initially its concept) for Social Work in the Russian Penal System, and to 
furnish an account of social work practices in the Swiss penal system. The diffusion of  
project findings and insights into professional practice in Switzerland and Russia is, 
however, a much more essential and more important endeavour (see Fig. 1).  
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  Fig.1: Aims: Knowledge generation and local-regional knowledge diffusion. 
 
Cooperation will occur at inter-university level. The two partner universities will transfer 
project findings and results into their teaching and respective local fields of action, and will 
liaise and cooperate with practitioners. Transfer will be facilitated through the direct 
involvement of social work professionals active in the penal system. The social worker of the 
Office of Corrections of the Canton of Zurich took part in the intensive study week in 
Russia, brought to bear a practitioner’s perspective, and carried intermediate project results 
back into practice. Transfer into practice is envisaged for Phase 4. All meetings will involve 
on-site visits at various organisations.  
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