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Field education is an integral part of social work education that equips social work students
with professional skills and competencies. Field education, the signature pedagogy of social
work education, facilitates the transfer of theoretical knowledge and understanding into
practice. However, signature pedagogy undergoes continuous revisions to make the social
work profession more fully attuned to the diversity of clients. This article describes findings
from a review of field education manuals or frameworks of four universities in four countries:
India, the United States, Australia and Canada. A comparison of the field learning outcomes
proposed by the universities confirmed the common goals of achieving a professional identity
through ethical and competent training. Furthermore, it highlighted the need for a structured
manual for field training to ensure the exposure of social work students to diverse populations

and their needs and to design and deliver bespoke services under adequate supervision.

INTRODUCTION

Social work, a practice-based profession
(International Federation of  Social Workers [IFSW],
2014), necessitates theoretical and practical training. For
students to become professional social workers, both forms
of learning must occur inside and outside the university or
classrooms. In social work education, practical training is
through field education. Field education is social work
education’s ‘signature pedagogy’ (Council on Social Work
Education [CSWE], 2008, p. 8, 2015, p. 12), wherein
students learn to integrate theory into practice. Fieldwork
is an excellent way for social work students to combine
their academic knowledge with real-world experience and
skills (Rahman and Islam, 2015). It fulfils the requirements
of  learning via practice.

Social work field education, also known as field
placement or practicum, is a crucial component of social
work education. The Global Standards for Social Work
Education (GSSWE) calls this practice education (IFSW,
2020). Field education takes place through concurrent and
block placements. The primary goal of field education is
to bridge the gap between theory and practice by allowing
students to gain hands-on experience working with
individuals, families, groups, and communities. It is

impossible to dispute the importance of field experience
in shaping future social workers. Fieldwork experiences are
critical to developing social workers’ skills and
competencies (Ajibo et al., 2017). Social work students’
transition from classroom learning to learning through field
practicum facilitates their entry into the working world of
the profession.

Social work students can undertake field placements
in various settings, such as hospitals, schools, mental health
clinics, community organisations, child welfare agencies,
correctional facilities and advocacy groups. The specific
placement depends on the student’s area of interest and the
requirements of their programme. Field education is guided
by specific learning objectives designed to align with the
social work programme’s curriculum and accreditation
standards. These objectives typically focus on developing
and refining practice skills, including assessment,
intervention, advocacy, case management, cultural
competency and ethical decision-making.

Field placements involve close supervision from
qualified social work professionals. Field supervisors, who
are experienced social workers, provide regular guidance,
feedback and support to students throughout their
placement. They help students integrate theory into
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practice, reflect on their experiences and navigate ethical
and professional challenges. In addition, it involves
ongoing evaluation and assessment of  student’s progress
and performance. Supervisors conduct regular evaluations,
observing and reviewing students’ practice skills,
knowledge application, and professional conduct. Students
may also engage in self-assessment and reflection activities
to enhance their learning.

GSSWE proposes that social work schools worldwide
prepare a comprehensive field education manual and make
it available to students and supervisors. In India, the
University Grants Commission (UGC) issued a Learning
Outcome-Based Curriculum Framework (LOCF), which
specifies the learning outcomes of field practicum in terms
of  academic aptitude, personal and professional aptitude,
and societal aptitude (UGC, 2019). Against this
background, this article describes the results of a review

of the field education curriculum of four leading
universities in different parts of the world.

METHOD

This study reviewed the field education manuals of
four universities under different accrediting bodies to
compare the learning objectives/outcomes of field
education in the social work education they offer. The
universities considered were (1) Delhi University,
accredited by India’s National Assessment and
Accreditation Council (NAAC), (2) Boston University,
where the School of Social Work has CSWE accreditation,
(3) University of Queensland, where social work education
accrediting body is Australian Association of Social
Workers (AASW) and (4) University of Calgary, where the
Canadian Association for Social Work Education
(CASWE) is the accrediting body. This review used online

Figure 1: Learning Outcomes of
Field Practicum
Source: University of Delhi (2019)
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Figure 2: Field Education Learning
Outcomes
Source: Boston University (n.d.)

copies of the field education manuals uploaded by the
selected universities. Researchers individually reviewed
the downloaded data and collated results.

RESULTS

University of Delhi

University of Delhi in India published an LOCF for
Bachelors with Honours in Social Work in 2019. In their
programme, four days a week are for classroom teaching
and two days for field practicum. The field is a social
welfare or development agency or open community setting.
These settings provide opportunities for students to interact
with clients and client systems and to apply social work
methods, principles, skills, and techniques. Field practicum
is under the guidance of a faculty supervisor from the
college and a practitioner from the agency. Figure 1 shows
the field practicum learning outcomes specified by the
University of Delhi.

Boston University

Boston University (BU) is an urban university;
Therefore, the School of  Social Work at BU is concerned
with urban problems and their impact on people. The

primary purpose of the field education experience is to

enable students to practice social work. Field education

helps students to translate theoretical concepts, principles

and research evidence into practice, and they apply this to

work with clients such as individuals, families, groups,

communities and organisations (Boston University, n.d.).

BU curriculum describes field education learning

objectives under four core areas; social work identity

within the social work profession, student as social work

intern, foundation practice skills and advanced practice

skills. In understanding the agency, students have to identify

the role of urban social work in the agency. Moreover, they

have to assess the assets, capabilities and needs of  the

communities served by the agency and the productive role

of the agency in those communities. The trainees must

recognise and appreciate the differences and similarities in

diverse populations’ values, experiences, beliefs, strengths

and needs. In addition, the curriculum directs students to

practice the NASW (National Association of  Social

Workers, the professional organisation of  social workers

in the United States) Code of Ethics. Figure 2 shows the

field education learning outcomes set by BU.
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The University of Queensland

The field placements are structured learning
opportunities integral to the social work programme and
occur within the AASW requirements as the professional
accrediting body (University of Queensland, 2021). They
provide real-life experience for implementing learning in
diverse and complex social and political contexts.
Moreover, field placement is a collaborative process
involving students, field educators and field tutors to
contribute to emerging practitioners’ educational and
professional development.

Figure 3 shows field education’s core themes and
learning objectives as suggested by the Field Education
Manual of the University of Queensland.

University of Calgary

CASWE accredits the University of  Calgary’s BSW
and MSW programmes. CASWE (2021) states, ‘Field
Education is a critical and distinctive aspect of social work
education and takes place in the context of field education

practicums. The purpose of field education is to integrate

theory and practice, enabling students to further develop,

refine, and enhance the values, knowledge, and skills

reflective of  the core learning objectives’ (p. 12). Figure 4

shows the core learning objectives outlined by CASWE.

The Office of Field Education at the University of

Calgary ensures that ‘students are provided with agency-

based experiences that maximise opportunities for learning

and application of  social work values, knowledge, and

skills’ (University of  Calgary, 2020, p. 10). At this

university, social work learning encompasses knowing,

understanding, doing and being. The field education model

links classroom learning and field experiences to enhance

students’ abilities to integrate theory and practice.

DISCUSSION

Combining classroom learning and field education is

paramount to developing a professional self. The circular

merging of classroom concepts into the performance in the

field, followed by the processing of competencies in the

Figure 3: Core Themes and
Learning Objectives of
Field Education
Source: The University of
Queensland (2021)
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Figure 4: Core Learning
Objectives of Field
Education
Source: CASWE (2021)

classroom environment, demonstrates bi-directional

learning conducive to professional growth (Olson-Morrison

et al., 2019). Therefore, the potential of  social work

education to graduate ethical and competent effective

social workers is highly dependent on the quality of field

education (Amadasun, 2021). Fieldwork is laboratory

work for social work students to understand the complexity

of  human behaviour, social structures, mechanisms of

inequality and many such topics (Nair et al., 2019).

This review results demonstrate that field education

shares objectives across the globe. Filed work manuals of

universities from different parts of the world outline the

outcomes from a global perspective of the professional

growth of  students, specifying the need to respect diversity.

Moreover, these all instruct students to practice within the

code of ethics. These results confirm the knowledge sharing

of  the social work profession worldwide. However,

indigenous methods are essential for field education. The

University of Calgary and the University of Queensland

highlight the need to identify social work practices for

working with Aboriginal people.

Exposure to diversity strengthens social work skills

and competencies (Gearing et al., 2023). However, one of

the most incredible opportunities and challenges of field

training is meeting and working with different people

(Baird and Mollen, 2023). Social workers who help people

overcome domestic violence, mental illness, homelessness,

poverty and other problems may face workplace threats,

verbal abuse and physical and emotional aggression. This

problem is particularly acute in many geographic areas with

a critical shortage of qualified mental health providers or
health providers (NASW, 2022). Therefore, it is crucial to
understand the possible risks associated with the
occupation and the laws and rules intended to safeguard
social workers. For example, the bipartisan Protecting
Social Workers and Health Professionals from Workplace
Violence Act (S.4412 - 117th Congress, 2021–2022) has
provisions for funding safety measures for social workers.
Hence, the training for social work trainees must include
topics such as risk factor assessment, crisis management,
situational awareness and violence management.

India is a country of  diversity and inequality.
Therefore, designing social work field education
encompassing all field setting categories is essential.
Moreover, exposure to a diverse population can strengthen
the professional competencies of social work students.
However, the absence of  an accrediting body for social
work education in India is a concern. Despite this,
preparing fieldwork manuals to follow can help Indian
social work schools to excel in equipping social work
students with professional ethics and competencies.
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