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This article relates the evolution of field-related accreditation standards since the
1982 Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) Curriculum Policy Statement to
the changes that have occurred in agencies, students, and educational institutions.
It demonstrates how CSWE modifications helped solve some problems while
creating new ones. The authors argue that radical approaches to field education
must be explored in order to overcome the roadblocks to high-quality field
experiences. The d iscussion includes a report ofa meeting attended by 33 directors
of field education who met to engage in such a problem-solving process. A plea
for continuing such dialogue and action is urged.

FIELD EDUCATION HAS ALWAYS BEEN a n i n t e g r a l

component of social work education, recog-
nized as having a major impact on graduates'
preparation for professional practice. The
fundamental philosophy, beliefs, structure,
and processes of field programs have en-
dured throughout the 1st century of formal
social work education. However, in the last
few decades it has become increasingly dif-
ficult to consistently provide students with
high-quality field experiences because of
significant and critical changes in agencies,
universities, and in the student body. While
the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE)
accreditation standards continually evolve
to address new realities, the ongoing revi-
sions can inadvertently create new problems.
Recently, social work educators have been
challenged to engage in new thinking about
field education (Lager & Robbins, 2004).

This article identifies CSWE's responses
over time to the changing context of field edu-
cation and analyzes their positive and negative
impact on agencies, universities, and students.
The authors argue that in order to improve field
education, social work educators must engage
ina holistic rather than a piecemeal approach to
problem solving that includes a critical exami-
nation of the overall framework within which
problems arise and solutions are developed.
The article includes a report of a meeting of
33 representatives from 27 baccalaureate and
master of social work programs to address
shared concerns and to encourage creative
approaches unbounded by current standards
and traditions. The authors conclude with new
approaches to field education that emerged from
the meeting and with a plea for ongoing dialog
that could result in the development of more
effective field education programs.
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The Changing Components of
Field Education

Changes in Agencies

Social work programs report increased
difficulty in recruiting and maintaining high-
quality field settings and instructors for all
their students (Bogo, Raskin, & Wayne, 2002).
The possibility of this situation arising was
recognized as early as 1964, when agency-di-
rectors at a national conference in New York
City acknowledged that staff shortages, agency
pressures, and inadequate resources could play
havoc even with agencies having the strongest
commitmentto education (Kendall, 2002). More
than 2 decades ago, Frumkin (1980) repeated
this caution to social work educators about their
continuing reliance on the professional commit-
ment of agency administrators to provide field
education opportunities. He observed that it
was unrealistic to continue to depend on agen-
cies to voluntarily provide practicum sites and
resources in the face of their growing fiscal con-
straints and urged schools to re-conceptualize
the nature of agency-university relationships.
Social work educators did not heed these calls
and continue to rely on informal and imperma-
nent relationships with agency administrators
and the goodwill of individual social workers
to provide field instruction.

Today, social workers rarely receive work-
load reduction for serving as field instructors
and those who assume the role usually do so
for intrinsic rewards. They find satisfaction in
contributing to the next generation of social
workers (Globerman & Bogo, 2003; Wayne,
1989), staying current with practice, and value
their connection to the academy (Bogo & Power,
1992). In the absence of agency supports, schools

conscientiously search for methods to recognize
and reward the contributions of these field
instructors (Lacerte, Ray, & Irwin, 1989).

In the 199O's, managed care and fiscal con-
straints led to downsizing and restructuring in
human service agencies and institutions that
provided field education (Bocage, Homonoff,
& Riley, 1995; Jarman-Rohde, McFall, Kolar, &
Strom, 1997; Raskin & Blome, 1998). Demands
for increased productivity resulted in a low
priority given to non-reimbursed services such
as field instruction (Donner, 1996). In a study of
the impact of managed care, Raskin and Blome
(1998) found that agency social work staff were
expected to carry heavier caseloads, use short-
term, crisis- or task-centered practice, and had
little time for field instruction. In some managed
care agencies, there were fewer social workers
than previously employed.

Social workers in hospitals have also experi-
enced organizational changes that dramatically
affect their practice. Hospital social workers
today deal with increased volume, greater acu-
ity and complexity of cases, decreased length
of stay and time to work with clients, and re-
ductions in social work staff (Berger, Cayner,
Jensen, Mizrahi, & Scesny, 1996; Berkman,
1996; Globerman, 1999). In hospitals where
central social work departments have been
replaced with program management models,
the decision to offer field placements requires
individual field instructors to negotiate with
their multi-professional teams for agreement
to take a social work student (Globerman &
Bogo, 2002). With the demise of the position of
director of social work in hospitals, there were
no longer senior-level advocates to ensure that
student trainingforhealth professions included
students from social work.
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The proliferation of social work programs
is yet another factor in the challenge to place
students. In many areas, field placement per-
sonnel rush to contact agencies to take their
students before a particular setting fills with
students from other schools. The competitive
feelings that this situation creates serve as yet
another unproductive pressure for those con-
nected with field education.

In the face of diminishing resources, it is
understandable that field coordinators could
yield to the pressures they face by changing
their expectations of who could serve as field
instructors, including theircredentials. Perhaps
as a response to this potential danger, the
CSWE field education standards have become
more prescriptive. The 1982 CSWE Curriculum
Policy Statement (CPS) allowed each program
to establish its own criteria for field educa-
tion including the personnel assigned as field
instructors. The 2001 CSWE Educational Policy
and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) requires that

field instructors have a BSW or MSW to teach
BSW students and an MSW to teach MSW stu-
dents in field practica. Programs must assume
responsibility for providing the social work
perspective if these conditions cannot be met.
Earlier, in 1992, the CPS made it mandatory that
schools offer orientation and trainingprograms
to field instructors. The expectation that they
attend the training was yet another demand
on agencies and individual workers.

Many programs have long required field
instructors to have MSW degrees and to attend
field instructor training, and it would be dif-
ficult to argue against such policies. However,
the now explicit CSWE requirements address
the symptom of the problem, but overlook
the real, remaining issue of too few available

agency resources. These CSWE revisions have
addressed the problem by assuming that field
education, as we have known it, should remain
essentially unchanged and by insisting that
field coordinators continue as if the shortage
does not exist. The profession needs to address
the problem and not just the symptom.

Changes in the University

The traditional faculty-field liaison model
envisioned a faculty member who integrated the
academic social work program with the agency
learning experiences. The faculty-field liaison
linked the field instructor to the university, as-
sisted in student learning through monitoring
and evaluatingstudentprogress,and consulted
on educational issues (Faria, Brownstein, &
Smith, 1988; Rosenblum & Raphael, 1983). In-
creasingly in the past decades, and especially
in research-oriented universities, expectations
for productivity in research and scholarship
for tenure-stream faculty members have risen
(Gibbs & Locke, 1989; McMahon, Reisch, & Patti,
1991; Peebles-Wilkins & Shank, 2003; Wheeler
& Gibbons, 1992). Within this context, it is
understandable that as scholarly expectations
increase, the commitment and interest in liaison
work diminishes, and faculty have become less
engaged with field teaching and liaison roles
(Kilpatrick, Turner, & Holland, 1994).

The faculty movement away from field-
related activities has been supported by the
ongoing changes in the CSWE accreditation
standards and curriculumpolicy statements. In
1971, faculty members were required to assume
responsibility for the development and admin-
istration of field instruction and were to carry
on "regular planned communication" with
agencies and field instructors (CSWE, 1971).
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By the 2001 EPAS, workload expectations of
faculty are discussed with much less specificity
and need only to support the achievement of
"institutional priorities," with no requirement
of field or community responsibilities (CSWE,
2001). Staff as well as faculty may now carry
out field liaison activities, thus freeing faculty
to devote more time to scholarly pursuits.

In many programs, field liaison functions
are assigned to staff who are hired on a limited
or part-time basis and have little or no deci-
sion-making power with respect to curriculum
matters. In this model, there is the danger that
field education could become peripheral to
classroom curriculum and teachers, and the
notion of integrating class and field becomes
more difficult to maintain. Furthermore, if
field-related personnel have no influence on
educational policy they are limited in their
ability to participate in the development and
maintenance of high standards for field educa-
tion. Conversely, the faculty who do develop
educational policies may have minimal experi-
ence with or interest in the field component.

It is an even greater problem when tenure-
track faculty members remain responsible for
field liaison work, but are not held accountable
for their performance in this area. Bennett and
Coe (1998) found the best predictor for field
instructors' satisfaction with liaisons was their
availability and number of contacts. They con-
clude, "it is difficult to imagine how tenured
and tenure-track faculty could be consistently
available and spend enough time with field
instructors to optimize their satisfaction with
the institutions" (p. 350).

While the 2001 EPAS states that the majority
of the full-time master's social work program
faculty must have a master's degree in social

work and a doctoral degree, the field education
director is only required to have a master's de-
gree in social work and two years post-degree
practice experience (Accreditation Standards,
Sec. 3.0.5). In most schools today, that would
exclude directors from tenure-track positions.
This permits them to devote time and energy to
administrative functions, but relegates them to
lower status positions within their programs.

A review of the CSWE standards reveals a
notable omission. While the standards address
the minimum percentage of time a program
must allot for a field education director, it does
not address the critical issue of the placement
personnel-student ratio. In most schools,
those responsible for placing students do
not have the time to personally interview, or
request and review, references of potential
field instructors. The most that many can do
is screen out agencies and field instructors
that do not meet the program's field criteria.
Yet, having earned an MSW degree does not
assure that one is truly a master of practice,
or has the ability to educate a student. Field
instructors are arguably the single most sig-
nificant educator a student could have in any
academic year, but their selection is often the
most haphazard. Ironically, while the authors
believe that placement ratio guidelines could
be helpful, they too could create new problems
for under-funded programs.

Changes in the Student Body

The time required to fulfill field education
requirements presents a great challenge to
most of today's students. Many students now
must give up all or a portion of their needed
income for 2 years. In addition, there are efforts
to increase the diversity of the student body
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and fo accommodate students with family re-
sponsibilities. All of f hese facfors have resulted
in a studenf body fhat needs more financial
aid, accommodafion for special situations,
and classroom and practicum experiences in
the evenings and weekends (Jarman-Rohde ef
al., 1997). These non-fraditional arrangements
require field educaf ion personnel and agencies
to expend more time and energy fo develop
unique and individualized placements.

Required hours for field education ap-
peared for fhe first time in the 1982 CPS. BSW
programs require 400 hours in the field, and
MSW programs require 900 hours. If may well
be fhat the inclusion of hours resulted from,
among other factors, the movement of some
programs fo reduce field hours as a response
to the time pressure on students and to the
expanding academic classroom component of
social work curricula. While the field hours
remain "profecfed," the challenge of accom-
modating students often leads fo educationally
compromised field arrangements.

Another current standard of note relates
to the employment needs of students and ap-
peared in the 1991 edition of fhe revised version
of the 1988 Handbook of Accreditation Standards

and Procedures. Students could be placed in an
agency in which they were already employed
as long as their field education experiences and
supervision were differentfhan what occurred
in their jobs. Permission fo fulfill placemenf
requirements in a place of employment eases
the financial burdens created by lost income.
However, it supports the use of placemenf s fhat
frequently do not meet the educational needs
of the sfudenf. Many students regret having
availed themselves of employer placements
and report that their agency was not suc-

cessful in placing their learning needs above
the agency's need for their employee-relafed
services (Bogo et al., 2002).

The diversity in background experiences,
educational objectives, and career goals of
students presents a challenge to setting uni-
form competency outcomes and expectations
regarding engagement in field learning (Bogo
ef al., 2002). While many students still enter
social work programs with only minor volun-
teer experience, there are also students who
have had extensive work experience in a wide
range of service areas. Many of these students
wish to receive recognition and educational
credit for f heir skill and exemption from regular
practicum requirements. Currently there are no
mechanisms or standards that would allow a
program to do this.

Constraints on Achieving Radical
Change in Fieid Education

Asa result of the above factors, field educa-
tion administrators have been treading water
for years fo maintain high standards in their
respective programs. There are many forces
and traditions from within their own schools
and from agencies that serve as constraints to
the creation of an effective problem-solving
process and the subsequent development and
implementation of untried approaches. The
inferprefation by many of the EPAS standards
also continues fo keep field structures, expec-
tations, models, and day-to-day activities in
relative sfafus quo.

Resources, Influence, and Disincentives

Field direcfors face tight time constraints
that prevent a shift in focus to the more
macro issues fhat plague field instruction.
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Accountability for daily program obligations
severely limits their ability to contemplate
radical changes to the programs they admin-
ister. Their concern about being perceived
by colleagues as disloyal to traditional field
approaches is yet another constraint to their
proposing far reaching changes. Field direc-
tors may believe that the faculty expects them
to advocate for meeting existing standards
rather than to challenge the standards that
exist. Many field directors are on adminis-
trative, rather than faculty tracks, and have
lower status and power than tenured faculty.
As staff rather than faculty, they may find it
particularly difficult to initiate and influence
needed changes. In addition, "making waves"
is seen as counterproductive to keeping CSWE
accreditation.

Similarly, because of their own strained re-
sources, agencies may not agree to innovations
that could require more time and attention than
would traditional field arrangements.

Misinterpretation of EPAS
Requirements

The perception exists that the CSWE
greatly limits structural field education op-
tions (Bogo et al., 2002). Yet the 2001 EPAS
has few specific mandated field requirements
and almost no proscriptions on ways to carry
out those mandates. For example, the EPAS
requires that programs help students integrate
theory and practice in the field. It does not say
it must be done through weekly seminars, as
many programs believe. By operating in similar
fashion, many programs reinforce each other's
beliefs that they are mandated to do as they do,
when in actuality they are bounded more by
tradition than policy.

Aciiieving Radicai Change

For all of the reasons stated in this paper,
the authors assert that today's problems need
more radical solutions than the evolutionary
incremental process that was espoused by
Nyquist (cited in Kendall, 2002). Nyquist be-
lieved that "it is a well-known principle that
developments in accrediting are evolutionary
not revolutionary" (p. 148). It is not that the cur-
rent process is too slow. Rather, it is ineffective.
A process to encourage thinking out of the box
has already begun.

A Process for Creative Thinking

While regional and national meetings
provide opportunities to present field-related
"best practices," innovations, and research
findings, opportunities to move beyond in-
formation exchange are rare. Extended time
is needed to engage in critical thinking about
principles and approaches to field education
and for creative "thinking out of the box." A
1-day meeting of field education directors from
schools in the Northeast was proposed for this
purpose, and in June 2002,33 directors of field
education and other faculty from 27 schools
representing four consortia met in New York
City. Focused discussion and brainstorming
led to the following suggestions for radical
changes to field education.

New Partnerships With Agencies

The participants recognized that, with
changes in both agency resources for field
education and university expectations for
faculty members, new models and new rela-
tionships between schools and agencies were
needed. Models used to train students for
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health science professions were referred to
where institutionalized, formal, and continu-
ing partnerships between the university and
its affiliated hospitals ensure the availability
of learning opportunities in practice settings.
In these models, faculty members are fully
engaged in teaching practice in the setting,
and there is greater integration between the
academy and the practice site. Little time is
expended in contracting, as there are per-
manent allocations for specific numbers of
students. This model eliminates the need
for a faculty liaison because it is currently
provided in schools of social work, and it
reduces the danger of assigning students to
unqualified field instructors.

Field Learning Separate Rrom the
School

Participants also examined models in
prof essiona 1 progra ms such as law where there
is no required practicum. In this model, the
university prepares students to "think like a
lawyer (social worker)" while the professional
regulatory body organizes a paid apprentice-
ship experience to learn professional practice,
and then tests for competency and admission
to the profession. If this model were adopted in
social work, aneducational program of courses
and skills laboratories would be followed
by a 2-year paid internship in a social work
position. After completion of the internship,
students would be required to successfully
pass a licensing exam to demonstrate com-
petence and readiness for admission to the
professional ranks. The responsibility of final
preparation for practice would move to the
profession. The paid internship would assist
with students' current financial burdens and

they would not experience the service they

provide as "unpaid labor."

Hybrid Model

A model was proposed that would in-
clude aspects of both approaches presented
above. The 1st year of study is entirely in the
university where the student learns about
practice in laboratory simulations and obser-
vational field visits. In the 2nd year, students
have a traditional field education experience
in "accredited" settings. This model requires
a permanent partnership between the school
and the sites and includes an institutional
commitment, a set of standards for field
education, and an accrediting body and
process that ensures standards are met. With
accreditation, responsibility for field learning
is transferred to these sites, the current liaison
model is no longer needed, and students face
only 1 year of lost income.

Individualized Approach

Finally, a model that is responsive to the
many students with prior social work related
experience was proposed. These students wish
to receive educational credit for their practice
experience and exemption from part of the
practicum requirements. Frequently these stu-
dents have financial responsibilities such that
they cannot leave their current place of employ-
ment and work-related practica are developed
for them. In a new model, reliable and valid
measures of practice competence would be used
to assess whether students could be exempt from
part of or the entire practicum requirement. For
exemptstudents, an individual program would
be designed that focused more on theoretical
knowledge than practice skills.
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Conclusion

Field education was designed in the so-

cietal, organizational, and academic environ-

ment of the early 20th century. As changes in

contextual conditions and in the student body

revealed problems in an aspect of field educa-

tion, social work educators addressed each

problem as a discrete issue. Without intending

to do so, this piecemeal approach has at times

created new problems resulting in compro-

mised field education experiences. A process of

thinking about approaches heretofore untried is

needed if social work education is to maintain

its commitment to preparing highly qualified

practitioners.
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