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ABSTRACT

Field work is an integral part of the social work educational experience, as it provides students with an opportunity to
apply theory in practice. This paper examines the importance of field work practice in Social Work, drawing on
students' fieldwork experiences and case studies. It is about the challenges, learning, and skill development in
communication, problem-solving, cultural competency, and other important social work skills. The paper examines
case studies across different social work professions to provide a range of lessons for students and the profession. In
this study, the importance of fieldwork in preparing competent social workers and its impact on the social work
profession are highlighted through the practical aspects of fieldwork.
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INTRODUCTION

Social work is a profession dedicated to the well-being of
the individual, the family, and the community, addressing
a wide range of social problems. The fieldwork
component of social work education is aimed at
instructing students in social service with diverse
populations. The purpose of this paper is to give a
detailed account of the importance of fieldwork in social
work, the difficulties encountered, and the learning
outcomes from the case studies. This research emphasizes
the importance of hands-on knowledge and experiences
for equipping students with the skills essential for a
successful career.

Background of Study

Fieldwork has always been an integral part of social work
education, as it provides students with an opportunity to
apply their skills in real-world contexts. The field of
social work has changed and so have the expectations and
requirements of the social work education field,
particularly the drive for more hands-on experiences. The
emphasis has increased on the importance of field
placements, with a focus on the development of critical
thinking, ethical practice, and cultural competency. Social
workers need to be well-grounded in social systems,
human behaviour, and systems that impact people's lives.
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Thus, field work is an important arena for applying these
skills and being supervised by experienced social
workers. This paper discusses the role of field work in
preparing competent social workers and illuminates
some of the problems encountered in fieldwork
placements.

Fieldwork has always been an integral part of social
work education, as it provides students with an
opportunity to apply their skills in real-world contexts.
The field of social work has changed and so have the
expectations and requirements of the social work
education field, particularly the drive for more hands-on
experiences. The emphasis has increased on the
importance of field placements, with a focus on the
development of critical thinking, ethical practice, and
cultural competency. Social workers need to be well-
grounded in social systems, human behaviour, and
systems that impact people's lives. Thus, field work is an
important arena for applying these skills and being
supervised by experienced social workers. This paper
discusses the role of field work in preparing competent
social workers and illuminates some of the problems
encountered in fieldwork placements.

Literature Review

While field education is known to be important in a
social work curriculum, students face many challenges in
their field placements, including ethical issues and in
consistent quality of learning opportunities and
supervisory support (Singini, 2025; Smith et al., 2014).
Such pressures can make it difficult for supervisors and
supervisees to build a shared axiology, which is essential
for addressing complex ethical issues and fostering a
conducive  learning  environment  (Eriksen &
Gradovski,2020, p.23). One frequent problem is a lack of
qualified supervision, which may be due to high
workloads and insufficient practitioners being provided
with less demanding roles when asked to do supervisory
work (Dellavalle & Rocca, 2018, p. 306). The lack of
standardized teaching for evidence based practice in field
placements is compounded by the lack of uniform
supervision across settings, which also varies by the
setting and supervisor (Reay, 2024, p. 193).

In addition, these difficulties stem from a lack of
available placements and a reduction in agencies with
social work supervisors (Zuchowski et al., 2018, p. 84),
thereby restricting opportunities for students to put
theory into practice in various real-world settings. The
limitations require discussion of the challenges students
face when undertaking fieldwork, such as a lack of
Data collection was divided into two parts: semi-
structured interviews and case studies. Semi-Structured
Interviews:

The individuals were interviewed individually to gain a
deep understanding of the experiences of participants
conducting fieldwork. Interviews were conducted in a
semi-structured format, using open-ended questions to
guide them. The main themes of the interviews were:

e The setting in which the student will complete the
placement

e Strategies used to overcome the challenges during
placement

supervision, limited opportunities for placements, and
financial constraints, as these factors can negatively
impact field education experiences (K.,2011;Woli,2025).
Many social work students in Malawi feel dissatisfied
during their field placements because most of their
supervisors lack formal social work training, a concern
that Singini (2025) highlights as a significant challenge
affecting the quality of supervision students receive. This
can contribute to field educators' students feeling
unsupported as they face ethical challenges in their
placement, and there is a crucial need for better
pedagogical training in the field (Pascoe, 2025; Wu et
al., 2020).

Methodology

This study is qualitative in nature to examine the
practical knowledge gained from field work in social
work. The research approach will be twofold: first, semi-
structured interviews will be conducted with students in
the social work profession, and second, relevant case
studies will be analyzed.

1. Research Design

To gain a comprehensive understanding of the personal
experiences and understandings of the social work
students during their field placement a qualitative
research design was chosen. This design allows for the
investigation of emotions, issues, and skill learning in
depth that is not possible in quantitative terms.

2. Participants

The subjects of this research were 20 social work
students who had recently finished the field placement as
a part of their education in social work. The students
came from different Institutions and from different
Placements such as:

e Mental health facilities
e Hospitals

e Schools

e  Community centres

¢ Non-profit organizations

The subjects were selected from urban and rural areas
across diverse geographic locations to provide a broad
range of insights.

3. Data Collection

During the fieldwork, key skills were developed,

including: The key skills developed during the fieldwork

were:

e Personal and emotional needs and coping
mechanisms

e Ethics and values of diversity
e How supervision fits into the learning process

Interviews were conducted, ranging from 45 — 60
minutes, and lasted until the participants consented to
stop the recording. All tapes were transcribed word-for-
word for analysis.

Research Article

19



Dr. Rajesh Ramachandran, Int. J. Integr. Stud. 2026; 2(5): 18-23

Case Studies:

Students' case studies were gathered along with their
field supervisors' case studies. These case studies
focused on specific issues or situations the students
encountered with clients during their field placements.
Students wrote their case studies, reflecting their actions,
decisions, and the impact of their interventions.

4. Data Analysis

Thematic analysis, a qualitative research method, was
used to identify and analyze patterns or themes in data
obtained from interviews and case studies. The method
of analysis used was:

Participants need to be familiar with the data. The Data
must be familiar to the Participants:

The researcher analyzed the interview transcripts and
case studies several times to familiarize themselves with
the data.

e Initial Coding:

A code book was developed, and preliminary coding was
applied to determine which parts of the text contained the
relevant content for the key themes of emotional
challenges, cultural competency, supervision, and skill
development.

1. Skill Development

e Theme Development:

Initial coding and categorizing codes into themes. These
themes were developed and categorized into broader
themes that emphasized the key elements of fieldwork.
Interpretation:

The themes were then applied to the social work context
to draw inferences about the impact of fieldwork on
students' social work development.

5. Ethical Considerations

Ethical guidelines of qualitative research were followed
in this study. AIll respondents were asked to sign
informed consent forms and assured of the
confidentiality of their responses.

Participants were advised of their right to opt out of the
study at any time without any consequences. All the data
were anonymized, and participants' personal information
was safeguarded throughout the research process.

Results

Based on the results of the study, analyzed through
thematic coding and case studies, the following key
categories are identified: Skill Development, Emotional
Challenges and Cultural Competence. These are the
categories and will give a good idea of the main insights
from the semi-structured interviews and case studies.

Percentage of
Students
Skill Area Reporting Key Findings Example
Improvement
Students reported "l assessed the youth's emotional
Improved ability to assess client needs needs and
Client Assessment and and create Created a plan for
Intervention 85% Personalized intervention plans. Personal and academic growth."”
Significant improvement in building "Building trust with my patients
Communication and rapport, active listening, and helped me
Relationship effectively communicating with Communicate effectively, especially
Building 90% clients. in sensitive
Cases like mental health."
Fieldwork enhanced "I had to adapt treatment plans for

Critical Thinking and students’ critical thinking and ability changing

Problem to adapt situations, which helped me develop

Solving 80% solutions to changing client critical thinking skills."

circumstances.
1. Emotional Challenges
Percentage of
Emotional Students Key Findings Example
Challenge Experiencing
Challenge
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Many students reported emotional

"Hearing traumatic stories everyday

Supervision in

Provided vital emotional

Burnout and 65% exhaustion, took a toll. I often felt emotionally
Compassion Especially when working with exhausted, Especially when clients
Fatigue vulnerable clients couldn’t immediately seethe changes
Facing trauma or mental health crises. they needed."”
Emotional Field work helped students develop | "I learned how to detach emotionally
Resilience 70% Emotional resilience by learning to | while still being compassionate and
manage supportive. Supervision helped me
Feelings and maintain empathy. process my emotions."
Role of 80% Regular supervision "My supervisor was a great

Support system, always

Percentage of Students

Emotional Experiencing Key Findings Example

Challenge Challenge

Emotional Support and helped students manage | Encouraging me to talk about how I felt
Support Emotional challenges. and providing

Strategies to handle emotional stress."

2. Cultural Competence

Cultural Percentage of Key Findings Example
Competence Students
Aspect Reporting
Improvement
Exposure to Students gained exposure to a "l learned that understanding cultural
Diverse 88% wide range of cultural differences is key to
Populations backgrounds, which Providing appropriate support.
Helped them recognize the role Each client had unique cultural
of culture in shaping behavior. experiences that influenced their needs."
Field work required "l had to ensure interventions were culturally
Culturally 82% students to tailor sensitive,
Sensitive interventions based on Offering language support and acknowledging
Interventions clients' cultural contexts. traditional
Beliefs about health.”
Some students felt the
Training in 40% need for more formal "While I learned a lot on the job, more training
Cultural cultural competency on cultural barriers would have been
Competency training, particularly in
working with marginalized
Cultural Percentage of
Competence Students Reporting| Key Findings Example
Aspect Improvement
Or immigrant helpful, especially for immigrant clients."
communities.
Percentage of Students Reporting Improvement
Skill Area
Client Assessment and Intervention 85%
Communication and Relationship Building
90%
Critical Thinking and Problem Solving 80%
Ethical Decision-Making 5%
Burnout and CompassionFatigue 65%
Emotional Resilience 70%
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Role of Supervision in Emotional
80%
Support
Exposure to Diverse Populations 88%
Culturally Sensitive Interventions 82%
Training in Cultural Competency 40%

PERCENTAGEOFSTUDENTS
REPORTINGIMPROVEMENT

100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

0%

Graphl: Percentage of students reporting improvement in Social Work skills during Fieldwork

Proportion of Social Work Students reporting
improvements in different skills during Field work. The
graph depicts students' highest scores in the following
areas of skills: Client Assessment, Communication and
Cultural Competency. The least reported gains were in
Training in Cultural Competency, where there is a need
Skill Development: The fieldwork experience was a
valuable opportunity for social work students to develop
skills across various aspects of the profession, including
client assessment, communication, and problem-solving
and ethical decision-making. More than85% of
participants in this study said their core skills improved.
Emotional Issues: Social work students experienced
emotional issues like "burnout™ and "compassion fatigue.
But 70% of students said that they have become
emotionally resilient due to experiences in the field and
supervisory support. 80% of students believed that
supervision was a key factor in addressing emotional
issues.

Cultural Competence: Fieldwork provided students with
the opportunity to work with multi cultural populations,
increasing their cultural competence and capacity to

Discussion

Field work is an essential part of social work education,
and this study illustrates the importance of fieldwork
experience in preparing social workers. Through hands-
on practice, students experience the challenges and
complexities of social work and learn the skills required
to be able to do so. The emotional aspects of social work
should not be overlooked, especially for those working
with vulnerable individuals. Social work programs,

for more specific training.
Summary of Key Findings:
The following are some of the findings of the study:

provide culturally responsive interventions. 88% of
students reported greater exposure to diverse cultures,
and 82% reported greater improvement in applying
culturally tailored interventions.

Conclusion

A major way to acquire the skills and competencies
needed for effective social work practice is through
fieldwork in social work education. Field placements are
found to be crucial for providing students with
opportunities to apply theory in the real world, build key
skills, and address real-life social issues. The results
indicate that fieldwork contributes to the development of
social  workers' professional  practices, cultural
competence, and emotional and psychological demands
for social work practice.

therefore, need to support students in dealing with these
issues through appropriate supervision and self-care.

In addition, cultural competency is an important goal of
field work, with students encountering diverse
population groups and learning to adapt their
interventions to the needs of those populations. The
results of this research highlight the importance of
continuing to focus on field work as part of social work
training to better equip future social workers to meet
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society's changing needs.
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