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Frequently Asked Questions

Why do social work students have field placements?

The completion of your application for field education is a very important document that must be completed in a professional manner. All of the pages of the application, including your personal statement regarding your field placement, will be sent to potential field instructors to review when considering you for placement. Keep this in mind when you are responding to each question.  
When should I expect to apply for my field placement?

You will be notified by e-mail at least one month before your application for field placement is due. The application forms can be found on the Office of Field Education website in the Appendices of the Field Manual at: http://www.wmich.edu/hhs/sw/field/index.htm It is not possible to specify the deadline for which you will be asked to complete your application, as it is different depending on when your class is entering the field. Please address any questions to the Office of Field Education graduate assistant(s): 269-387-3206 or e-mail: swrk-field@wmich.edu. 

How do I apply for my field placement and will it meet my needs?

The completion of your application for field education is a very important document that must be completed in a professional manner because the application and a copy of your resume will be sent to potential field instructors to review when considering you for placement. There are a variety of ways to learn about the human service community. The Office of Field Education has built an Agency Search database on the field website at: http://wmu.msdllp.com/ 
Each student is responsible for learning a sufficient amount of information about potential placement sites to make a determination of his/her agency preferences for placement. The student should list these preferences on the field application. The Office of Field Education will make every attempt to assign each student to one of his/her preferred placement options. 

If students have an idea for a potential field placement that is not on the current Agency Search, they may make a preliminary initial contact with the agency and then forward that information the field coordinator. The field coordinator will take appropriate steps to determine if the placement is viable.

How will my field placement be selected?

The field education coordinator will coordinate interviews with potential agency field instructors based on your interests and needs and agency needs. During or following the interview, the potential agency field instructor may offer or decline to offer you a placement. This information may come to you through either the agency or the Field Coordinator. If offered a placement, you will need to accept or decline the offer. (If you are not offered a placement after three interviews due to professional incompetency issues, a Professional Review Committee [PRC] will be convened for problem solving and evaluation). Field placements are an opportunity to “stretch” beyond what you already know, to take risks in developing your professional sense and style and, utmost, an opportunity to learn.
When registering for my classes, which section of field education should I select?

When you register for the fieldwork course you will need to choose a particular section, but realize you may be switched to another section. This happens for geographic reasons. For example, we try to group all the MSW Foundation students placed in Battle Creek or  at one agency with one faculty liaison to be more efficient. 

How detailed should my resume be?

Your resume is your most valuable document during the placement process. It needs to reflect a “picture” of you. This includes providing information about where you have been and what you have accomplished. The “picture” should exhibit your character traits such as dependability, reliability, and responsibility in as many areas of your life as possible even if some of those areas are nonprofessional or not human service related. It does not need to be limited to one page, but should be kept concise.

Should I put my internships on my resume under work experience or volunteer experience?

We suggest that you put your internships under your work experience. You have been involved in direct practice with supervision, which is preparing you for your career. Use the heading of “Professional Experience” as opposed to “Work Experience” so you can capture experiences related to your career objective, but be sure to identify the experience as being an internship or student placement.

What can I do to de-emphasize little or no work experience?
Remember, any experience whether paid or volunteer will help to define your “picture”. Character traits are usually exhibited in many ways that include volunteer experiences, life experiences (such as being a camp counselor, traveling abroad, helping to raise a family, caring for elderly relatives, etc.), and by paid jobs that are not related to human services (which help to financially support you).

Is it wise to admit my weaknesses?
Remember, sometimes your weaknesses are also your strengths. Be prepared to explain your weakness in terms of an area that you have identified or plan to identify in your learning contract as an area you want to work on improving. Don’t exaggerate your weaknesses! Be frank but optimistic that you will improve them because you have openly identified them and want direction and support with them during your field placement.
About how much time will the placement process take?
The goal of the field education office is to have your placement site selected and finalized within four to six weeks after the process starts. Some variation may occur due to vacations of agency staff, etc. You need to take responsibility early for your part in the placement process or you will end up starting your field placement late and having to make up hours. MSW students who are considering the State of Michigan School Social Work Certificate need to be very aware of application deadlines due to school social workers often not being available to interview potential field placement candidates in the summer.

How should I prepare for my field placement interviews?

The Career and Employment Services office can be helpful in this process. Their website is: http://www.wmich.edu/career/  Helpful tips include: Research the agency you are going to for an interview by visiting their website prior to the interview. Dress professionally. Arrive a few minutes early and bring extra copies of your resume with you. Learn how to or practice expressing yourself professionally and politely. Prepare answers to anticipated questions about your interests and your experiences. Ask questions that are pertinent to your needs such as: learning goals, hours of operation, use of your own vehicle, background checks/immunizations and associated costs… After you have finished your interview, thank them for their time. The next day, send a professional letter of thanks to the person(s) with whom you interviewed.
Do I stay at the same placement both years?

If you are a B.S.W. student, you will have one placement in your senior year. Placement considerations include experience and field of service interests.

You will have two separate placements in the master’s program unless you are a student in the advanced standing program. The 1st placement is called the foundation placement and the 2nd placement is called the concentration placement. All M.S.W. students have a foundation placement PRIOR to declaring their specialization, which is either in the Interpersonal Practice (IP) tract or the Policy, Planning, and Administration (PP&A) tract. The purpose of the foundation placement is to teach generalist practice skills within a social work setting, including working with other professionals and with clients. Students will also learn how an agency functions and how services are provided to a client population. Your foundation placement does not need to be in the field of practice that you believe that you will eventually seek employment. The concentration placement should be in a field of practice that is your specific area of interest. This field experience is the preparation for your intended career choices. Remember that many social workers take jobs during their careers that are in different fields of practice; relatively few stay focused in one area. So, having two placements in different areas could be beneficial later in your career.

Is it possible to do a field placement where I am also employed?
Students who are already working in an agency can submit a proposal to complete a field placement in their agency. A student’s employment-based placement must place the student in an entirely new role and capacity with a different person other than their supervisor functioning as their field instructor. The student and his/her employment supervisor must also agree on a plan to assist the student in keeping his/her work responsibilities separate from his/her student tasks. It is not an acceptable plan for a student to work new tasks into his/her usual work routine; time and responsibilities must be kept separate for an employment-based placement to be effective.
How many hours are required for my field placement?
The Council on Social Work Education (C.S.W.E.) establishes the policies and procedures for all social work programs. This includes mandating the required field hours that are as follows:

B.S.W.: Hours are dependent on the semester/session you are enrolled in but all students must clock 400 total hours per school year.  

Fall/Spring
   
= 16 hours per work week (typically Tuesday and Thursday)

Spring/Summer I     
= 16 hours per work week in Spring session (typically Tuesday and Thursdays)


                   
   29 hours per work week in Summer I session (typically Monday, Wednesday, 




   and Friday)

Foundation Placement (M.S.W. level):

Placements are only made for the fall/spring semesters. Approximately sixteen (16) hours per week totaling 428 hours per year are required. Field days are typically Monday and Tuesday.

Concentration Placement (M.S.W. level):

Placements are only made for the fall/spring semesters unless you are in the Advanced Standing Program. Advanced Standing students begin their placement in summer II semester and continue through fall and spring semesters. Approximately sixteen (16) hours per workweek for a total of 472 hours per year are required. Field days are typically Thursday and Friday.

If you are an Advanced Standing M.S.W. candidate a total of 596 hours per year are required. Students pursuing a School Social Work Certificate (M.S.W.) you must put in a total of 500 hours for the school year (to satisfy the State of Michigan requirements). Some agencies that offer stipends also require more hours than are required by the Council on Social Work Education, so become aware of any agency requirements.  

The University has an established calendar of holidays and break periods and students are not required to be in field placement during these periods. However, students should address this with potential field instructors during the interview process in consideration of client and agency needs.  

Your driving time to and from your field placement, field laboratories, and field seminars cannot be counted toward your placement hours. Some activities outside your agency may be counted toward your field hours, such as attending a conference or the state Legislative Day, if you and your field instructor agree that the experience is an appropriate contribution to your education.

Students who are employed need to be particularly aware that they must be able to commit the requisite number of field hours per work week to their field placement. Completing the field placement is a big commitment and requires upfront planning by the student and his/her employer. Students should start working with their employers early on to develop a plan to change their work schedule by either modifying their schedule during the week or utilizing vacation time so that the field hours can be accomplished during the work week. Field placement agencies that are able to provide learning opportunities and supervision for a student in the evenings and on the weekends are limited.
Can I vary my schedule?

Your schedule must be decided upon in conjunction with your field instructor.  You must put in the required hours. Any variations of your schedule must be approved by your field instructor prior to implementation. Your faculty liaison should be kept apprised of your schedule at all times.

What about transportation?

Transportation to and from your field placement site is your responsibility. Please be sure to inform the coordinator of field education of any special circumstances you might have. Efforts will be made to meet your geographic preference but you will not be guaranteed a local placement site.  

Many agencies will require you to use your own vehicle during the course of your placement and most will reimburse you for mileage. If you will be using your car for agency related business, YOU MUST HAVE A VALID DRIVER’S LICENSE AND CARRY INSURANCE ON YOUR VEHICLE! If you are involved in an accident in the line of duty while in your field placement, your insurance will be the first place a claim is made. Western Michigan University’s liability insurance will be the second tier for a claim. Make sure to ask about the requirements and expectations of you and the use of your vehicle during the initial interview with agency staff.

What are the differences between volunteer, student, and employee roles?

While you are a student in an agency setting, the first role you are taking on is that of a student. You are there to learn and to be trained and supervised. Many times agency staff may see you as a volunteer or may treat you as an employee. You may be required to attend new volunteer or new employee orientation. You must follow all agency rules and procedures, but you should not be expected to perform like an employee. Many of your experiences will be similar to those of regular employees, but you are a student who continually seeks the guidance of the trained professionals in the agency setting.

How are field instructors selected and trained?
Field instructors have all been students at one time or another. Many field instructors want to give something back to the profession and volunteer to become a part of your professional field education. Agency administrators decide if their agency can devote the time and energy towards student training and field instructors are initially chosen or volunteer with the backing of their administrators. Field instructors are mentored by the faculty liaisons and the coordinator of field education. Orientation to the School of Social Work’s policies, procedures, requirements, and expectations is required. Evaluation of field instructors occurs at the end of each year. Field instructors are donating their valuable time to you so appreciate their efforts and remember that they are doing this without extra pay!

What are social service agencies looking for in their student interns?

Agency staff want motivated, self-starting, and hard working students who are excited about becoming a social work professional. Agency staff is willing to devote time and energy to students who are eager to learn, responsible, dependable, reliable, and who are willing to carry out assignments in a responsible manner. They are looking for students who come to their field placement prepared; who act, think, and dress in a professional manner; who will work within agency policies and procedures; and who exhibit the values and ethics of the social work profession.
What is the difference between the field education coordinator, the faculty liaison, and the field instructor?
The field education coordinator approves student placements, develops placement sites, coordinates all activities related to field education, and administers the overall field education program. The faculty liaison is the person from the School of Social Work’s faculty who will visit you at your placement site. The liaison serves as a channel for communications between the coordinator of field education and the field agencies and field instructors. The faculty liaison is available for regular consultation with students and field instructors. The faculty liaison is the person to consult with if you have problems in your field placement after you have consulted with your field instructor. This person will determine the final grade for your field placement with input from your field instructor.
The field instructor is the person who will mentor and supervise you while you are in the agency setting.  Field instructors are most often employees of the agency and have the goal of training you over the course of your experience. They will provide the daily/weekly supervision of your activities and work closely with the faculty liaison in monitoring your progress and growth.  All problems with your field experience should be discussed with your field instructor first if possible.  Many agencies will have additional opportunities for supervision with a trained social worker if your team leader/mentor is a non-social work professional.  All social work students must be exposed to social work educated and credentialed social work professionals during their field placement.  It may be necessary for a student to have a secondary field instructor who is social work credentialed and who will oversee the placement by co-signing all official documents, meeting with the faculty liaison when they visit, and providing social work supervision. 

Will I receive information that addresses safety issues in my field placement?

You will receive safety preparation information in the field laboratories taught by the faculty liaison prior to entering your field placement. The training includes awareness of danger and assessment of the client, environment, and oneself. In addition, it includes intervention skills to de-escalate potentially volatile situations. Most agencies will require that you complete their agency specific orientation or safety training so that you are also familiar with their individual policies and procedures.  

What are field education communication laboratories and seminars?

Prior to entering your first field placement (or your senior year if you are a B.S.W candidate), you will be required to attend the scheduled hours of the field education labs conducted by the faculty liaisons.  These labs are designed to orient you to the field education program, teach basic communication skills, enhance group cohesiveness, and help socialize you to the social work profession. You will practice basic interviewing skills and be taught techniques such as attending, reflection of feelings, use of immediacy, clarification, and summarizing. You will have opportunities to role-play and receive peer feedback.

For the B.S.W. student, communication labs are scheduled the first week and a half of the semester. For the Foundation year M.S.W. student, these labs are an eight (8) week series of 2 ½ hour classes.

Seminars are held throughout the semester to provide a forum for students to communicate about their placements and for continued support and guidance.  B.S.W. seminars are held on Fridays bi-weekly. M.S.W. seminars are scheduled by faculty liaisons. 

What is a learning contract?

The learning contract and the evaluation are the same document. It is an agreement between you and your field instructor on how to meet and evaluate your progress towards developing competencies required for practice. Your faculty liaison is a good source of information about these contracts also. Sample learning contracts/evaluations are available in the Appendix of the Field Manual.
How will I be evaluated?

The learning contract and the evaluation are the same document. You should ask your field instructor to include evaluation as a component of each and every meeting between the two of you so there are no surprises. This will also help you to focus on areas of improvement. Areas that are covered in your learning contract/evaluation should be reviewed continually throughout the semester. Experiences in your placement should be included in your learning contract and the evaluation process throughout the semester.  
As a student, you will make mistakes. How you learn from them is an important part of your evaluation. How open you are about your areas for improvement, how well you are able to communicate and how you handle constructive criticism are all valuable social work skills and necessary ingredients to your overall development as a successful social work professional. Your grade will be determined by the faculty liaison with input from your field instructor, the ratings and comments on the learning contract/evaluation, and requirements of the faculty liaison.
Will I need malpractice insurance coverage for my field placement?

Malpractice insurance is included in the fees when you sign up for your field placement. You are included on a student professional liability policy handled by the business office at Western Michigan University. If your placement will need to go beyond the scheduled semester/session for educational reasons, a memo must be generated by the student and field instructor requesting an extension of the liability insurance.

You will be responsible for any medical expenses related to any accident or illness, etc., that occurs during your field placement because workman’s compensation does NOT cover you.  Every student is encouraged to carry a medical insurance policy.

If I have a problem, what do I do?

Follow the problem solving model in the Field Manual. The first person you should talk to is your field instructor. If you need additional consultation after this, contact your faculty liaison. The liaison is the person who will facilitate the problem-solving process if the problems cannot be resolved between you and your field instructor. The faculty liaison will contact the field education coordinator if appropriate. If you experience problems with your faculty liaison, first talk with them and then contact the field education coordinator. If the problem cannot be resolved, the director of the School will intercede. Problem-solving abilities are important skills that all students need to develop. If you have additional questions, you can contact the field education coordinator.

One final note: You need to become familiar with the National Association of Social Worker’s (N.A.S.W.) Code of Ethics (http://www.socialworkers.org/pubs/code/code.asp). This code dictates your practice as a social work professional in a human service agency. You will be required to uphold the standards of this code so familiarize yourself with its contents. If you would like more information about becoming a member of the National Association of Social Workers, go to their web page: http://www.socialworkers.org/default.asp. 
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