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Abstract
The field placement process has become increasingly challenging for schools of social work, particularly for large graduate 
programs situated in urban centers with competing schools. The unprecedented circumstances created by the COVID-19 
public health crisis further strained the placement process, revealing a delicate balance of interdependent systems that schools 
must address when confronted with an unforeseen disruption of field education. This paper reflectively examines the steps 
taken by the field faculty and department of one large school of social work to address the impact of the pandemic on field 
education and its placement process. Utilizing crisis and shared trauma perspectives, the field disruptions, continuity of 
learning, contingency plans, and the attendant anxiety caused by COVID-19 are discussed, as are the lessons learned. Though 
COVID-19 has significantly altered the placement process, this reflective frame allows faculty to take the lessons emerging 
from the crisis and use them to improve services and learning opportunities for students in the future.
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Introduction

Our Field Learning and Community Partnerships (FLCP) 
team is accustomed to challenges in the field placement pro-
cess, as we teach and administer the field curriculum area 
within a large graduate school of social work in a north-
eastern metropolitan city. Field placement at the School is 
a year-round endeavor to accommodate students enrolled 
in seven MSW degree pathways and a Bachelor’s program 
starting field at various times throughout the academic year. 
Decades of experience in placing a diverse student body 
have taught us to understand the nuances of the process 
such as the fit between student and setting, student readi-
ness to engage in field education, and student expectations 
meeting the reality of the professional world of social work. 
Those nuances are borne out by the field education literature 
(Asakura et al. 2018; Bogo 2015; Bogo et al. 2016; Wayne 
et al. 2010). Field educators across North America must 
find agency settings that meet a variety of requirements: 
the capacity to provide students with field instruction by a 
trained MSW field instructor, substantive and appropriate 

field learning assignments consistent with the competencies 
set forth by the Council on Social Work Education Educa-
tional and Policy Accreditation Standards [CSWE EPAS] 
(CSWE EPAS 2015), and meeting the required number of 
hours dictated by CSWE and the School. An additional chal-
lenge is that the School has four campuses located in dif-
ferent states and counties in city, suburban, ex-urban, and 
global sites, historically serving approximately 1000 stu-
dents. However, the circumstances created by the COVID-
19 public health crisis truly humbled our perceptions of the 
delicate balance of interdependent systems that our School 
had to address when confronted with the unforeseen conse-
quences of a pandemic.

This reflective paper reviews how the FLCP addressed 
the challenges of field disruption, student replacement, 
and obtaining remote field opportunities during the Spring 
semester of 2020 at the epicenter of COVID-19. To ground 
this reflection, the authors utilized the concept of shared 
trauma to better understand the impact of the crisis on our 
practice as educators and administrators. Shared trauma is 
defined as an experience in which clinicians are exposed 
to the same collective trauma as their clients (Baum 2014; 
Dekel and Baum 2010; Tosone et al. 2003, 2012). This con-
cept was extraordinarily helpful in examining our practice 
as educators and administrators during this world-wide 
health crisis, as we attended to the educational, emotional, 
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and logistical needs of our students. Crisis is defined as a 
disruption that causes one’s usual capacity for coping to be 
overwhelmed resulting in apparent distress and difficulties 
in functioning (Roberts and Otten 2005). The COVID-19 
crisis engendered significant anxiety and disruption of the 
capacity to cope within the student body. As we know from 
the literature, anxiety and emotional regulation difficulties 
are challenges for social work students even under typical 
circumstances, as they are influenced by underlying mental 
health issues, confidence about performance and decision-
making, previous experiences of trauma, and, importantly, 
the quality of the field instructor relationship (Baird 2016; 
Goodyear 2014; Knight 2019). In fact, Gelman and Baum 
(2010) found that American students reported significantly 
higher levels of anxiety in comparison with their Israeli 
counterparts. The COVID-19 experience and sudden dis-
ruption to field education caused an increase in stress during 
an already significant period of transformational change for 
students (Farber and Reitmeier 2019).

Field education leaders hold multiple roles within a 
school of social work such as the roles of educator, admin-
istrator and clinician (CSWE EPAS 2015; Holosko and Skin-
ner 2015; Wertheimer and Sodhi 2014). In keeping with the 
concept of shared trauma, our varied roles were compro-
mised by personal responses to the pandemic: fear of the 
unknown and the stress of managing a large curriculum area 
and logistical operation, all while attending to responsibili-
ties as caregivers, personal medical issues, and the physi-
ological impact of stress in an uncertain world. As adminis-
trators, despite the uncertainty, the FLCP had to decide on a 
course of action that would protect the health of our students 
by maintaining the School’s and state’s public health poli-
cies, while preserving relationships with agency partners. 
The COVID-19 crisis required social work educators to 
make these delicate decisions without significant informa-
tion or previous relevant experience (Findley et al. 2017; 
Regehr 2018). As educators, we had to facilitate teaching 
and learning around crisis response, appropriate termination, 
and self-regulation as part of holistic competence in social 
work practice (Baird 2016; Bogo et al. 2014; Gelman 2004; 
Mirabito 2006; Roberts and Otten 2005). As trained clini-
cians, we were pained by the loss of service to clients and 
the meaning of that loss for students and agency partners; 
these feelings in particular caused doubt as to whether our 
administrative and educational decisions were sound.

The COVID-19 crisis stirred anxiety, as is common, par-
ticularly when there is lack of clarity about next steps and 
when decision makers feel out of control (Mirabito 2017; 
Regehr 2018). We observed significant anxiety at all levels 
of the school community, including within ourselves (the 
FLCP), the school’s leadership, students, field advisors, and 
agency partners. However, as with most crises, there were 
also opportunities for growth and a sense of resilience, both 

individually and as a collective (Nuttman-Shwartz 2015; 
Straussner and Calnan 2014; Tosone et al. 2003; Tosone 
2011; Walsh 2003). This reflection, focused on crisis, anxi-
ety, and shared trauma, illuminates areas of potential change 
and development in our teaching practice as field educa-
tors, and in field education as a whole. Composite student 
vignettes represent the particular concerns and needs of 
international and accelerated students and our efforts and 
challenges in supporting them. To contend with the ambi-
guity of the continuing COVID-19 pandemic and to inform 
our plans for the future, we also delineate lessons learned 
from the initial management of field education during the 
pandemic, and reflect on the evolution of the field landscape 
as the pandemic continues.

Shared Trauma, Crisis, and Anxiety 
in an Uncertain World

In January 2020, the School experienced a preview of the 
implications of COVID-19 for field education when the 
students, faculty, and agency partners at our small global 
campus site were affected in unprecedented ways. As 
required by public health regulations, students’ classroom 
and field experiences were disrupted and many community 
members self-quarantined. While administrators success-
fully problem-solved so that the students could meet educa-
tional standards and field competencies, the FLCP did not 
adequately plan for the COVID-19 crisis upending the field 
education program at our northeastern urban campus. We 
did not recognize that in a few short months our U.S. cam-
puses would also be under the threat of this new virus, which 
would require FLCP leadership to be flexible and creative in 
the face of deep shifts in field education.

In mid-March 2020, the state and city governments 
initiated steps to safeguard public health in light of rising 
COVID-19 infections in the city. School administrators and 
the FLCP leadership were required to make concrete deci-
sions about how to manage field education for approximately 
1,000 students placed in over 600 agencies. The number 
of students and agency partners alone were enough to trig-
ger fear and concern as we tried to understand the viable 
options in a rapidly shifting environment. The School based 
its decision to cease all in-person field activity on the infor-
mation that was known at the time and also found guidance 
through section 6.01 of the NASW Code of Ethics (NASW 
2017) regarding social workers’ responsibility to the gen-
eral welfare of the broader society. Accordingly, to ensure 
student safety, the safety of clients, and of the School’s 
agency partners, the FLCP decided to suspend in-person 
field placement as of March 12, 2020. As the first of the 
schools in the metropolitan area to take such action, there 
was anxious uncertainty about this decision. Field education, 
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particularly for clinical social work with individuals, fami-
lies, and groups, has traditionally relied heavily on in-person 
relationship building and in-vivo experience of the agency 
setting and field instruction (Bogo 2015). The public health 
crisis necessitated physical distance and connection via tech-
nology, thereby depriving field education of its main meth-
ods of transmitting knowledge and skills-focused instruction. 
Our students, agency partners, and faculty needed clarity, 
decision-making, and planning as to the next steps in field 
education; yet, at times, this work felt insignificant in the 
midst of so much illness, loss, and community need.

Cessation of Field Education: A Shared Trauma

Students spend the majority of their educational hours 
engaged in field learning. They travel to every part of our 
major urban center collectively providing 650,000 hours of 
field service per year (Smith personal communication, May 
12, 2020). By mid-March 2020, students had developed 
important relationships with individuals, groups, families, 
programs, and communities, as well as field instructors and 
colleagues. Communicating about the cessation of their in-
person work was a delicate task and the significance of field 
learning in students’ social work educational experience 
required timely, cogent, and accurate communication. A 
specific message was sent to each of the constituent groups: 
students, agency partners, and field advisors. In the School, 
field advisors teach an integrated Practice/Field course in 
the generalist practice year and serve as a liaison between 
the School, the agency, and the student to support learning. 
In addition to logistical information, the communication 
notified field advisors and students of contingency assign-
ments to be completed by students during the interim period. 
These assignments were designed to continue enhancing stu-
dents’ critical thinking through the use of reflective exercises 
focused on the CSWE competencies and on anti-oppressive 
practice, social justice, standpoint theory, and critical race 
theory. Learning theory makes it clear that specificity, 
transparency and organization helps to mitigate the effects 
of ambiguity and can help students with concentration and 
synthesis (Dalsgaard 2009) so we attempted to be succinct 
and supportive for both students and advisors. Generally, 
constituents were receptive to the first round of communi-
cations and conveyed understanding of the circumstances. 
However, reactions to the subsequent communications were 
far more varied and are discussed below.

Student Response

The large and diverse student body expressed mixed emo-
tions that included confusion, relief, understanding, disbe-
lief, panic, disagreement, anger, sadness, anxiety and fears 
surrounding the impact on their social work education. 

These feelings are similar to those identified by Tosone et al. 
(2003) reporting on the reactions of student clinicians as 
they worked with clients after the events of September 11, 
2001. In the initial months of the pandemic, students voiced 
concerns to field advisors, instructors, and also through 
social media, ranging from disappointment to anger to fear, 
and from fear to frustration. At times, we had a sense that 
students blamed the FLCP for the disruption to their field 
experiences. It has been noted that student discontent is 
often aired in a public forum, such as social media, to pro-
vide both momentum and traction for a particular situation 
or social movement (Koshkin et al. 2017). The student dis-
course, including negative comments, seemed to exacerbate 
anxiety on all levels: for the students, field advisors, instruc-
tors, the School leadership, and the FLCP team. The anxi-
ety, once reflected on and managed, also pushed the FLCP’s 
reflective process and challenged leadership to consider how 
to do better in administration, pedagogy, and in planning for 
future disruptions.

Although the School attempted to make decisions ration-
ally and to communicate those decisions clearly to students, 
its complex system of pathways to the MSW degree made 
it difficult to address questions in a straightforward manner. 
To communicate inconsistently during a crisis period is not 
an ideal practice in terms of supporting students through the 
uncertainty. Even with reassurances that students would earn 
full field credit for the spring semester, students continued 
to be overwhelmed by the information. Some interns found 
the forced (and sudden) termination process to be difficult 
(Gelman et al. 2007). Forced termination was especially 
difficult for students whose agencies could not support a 
remote termination process with clients through phone or 
videoconference. Some students inquired about staying on 
at their agency, despite the school-wide directive to work 
remotely or complete the contingency assignment, because 
they felt they were the only person who could help their 
client, revealing a lack of experience in professional termi-
nation with clients (Gelman 2009). Students in their first 
field placement experiences had not studied techniques or 
prepared for the emotional impact of termination on clients 
and themselves.

During field advisement meetings, held via videocon-
ference, some students continuing remote work expressed 
feeling conflicted. Although they appreciated the positive 
impact their work had on clients, they felt burdened by car-
egiving responsibilities, and revealed concerns about limited 
resources, including private space to conduct sessions and 
technology to facilitate communication. Others felt uncom-
fortable continuing their clinical placements at home with-
out live field instruction, which many agency partners were 
unable to provide during the height of the initial crisis. Nutt-
man-Schwartz and Dekel (2008), in reporting on a training 
program for students to prepare for shared trauma situations, 
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identify that new professionals are most at risk to the chal-
lenges of working within a shared traumatic reality. In our 
experience, students whose first field placement experiences 
were cut short by COVID-19 were the most upset and con-
fused about how to continue to both learn and serve clients.

Field Advisor Response

Field advisors, whose roles expanded and intensified during 
the crisis, were also anxious, frustrated, and, at times, angry. 
After the dissemination of the FLCP’s communications, field 
advisors’ queries revolved around the following subjects: 
(1) how to manage students who had field disruptions prior 
to COVID-19, (2) what should be taught in the field por-
tion of the integrated Practice/Field Learning course, (3) 
how to keep track of students doing remote work, (4) what 
assignments constituted acceptable remote work, and (5) 
what would happen to continuing summer semester students 
who had no remote field assignments. As was previously 
noted, field advisors had not discussed certain subject mat-
ters like termination in the integrated course and now found 
themselves scrambling to introduce the material earlier than 
expected. Students asked field advisors for answers they 
did not yet have from field leadership because the relevant 
information (issues of safety, public health requirements, the 
larger university’s decisions, and policies from accrediting 
bodies, and the future of the field placement options) was 
unclear. Students became increasingly anxious sitting with 
uncertainty and this impacted the advisors’ capacity to man-
age the group’s feelings in the classroom. Clearly, the field 
advisors’ work in trying to navigate the dynamics between 
field agency, School and student, normally a laborious and 
resource intensive endeavor (Wayne et al. 2010), was made 
even more so by the pandemic. To provide them with more 
support, the field faculty offered three drop-in sessions 
via teleconference for advisors and also visited individual 
classes (virtually) to answer questions for students.

Agency Partner Response

Social work students are a valuable resource to agencies 
(Fortune et al. 2001) and the knowledge agencies impart, 
particularly through field instruction, is indispensable for 
student development. When the pandemic disrupted field 
learning, many field instructors were determined to keep stu-
dents connected with clients, through telehealth, videocon-
ference, and phone. However, remote social work practice 
and telehealth had not been previously attended to within the 
curriculum, as telehealth was often discouraged or forbidden 
in agency practice. There was little in the social work educa-
tion literature at the time that focused on guiding students 
in telehealth practice and indeed the field had reservations 
about the uptake of technology in social work practice (Wolf 

and Goldkind 2016). However, it was clear that telehealth 
would play a role in all direct practice and clinical social 
work settings during the pandemic. The FLCP collaborated 
with an agency partner that specializes in training social 
workers so that students and field advisors could access tel-
ehealth training resources online.

Field instructors are indeed essential partners in teaching. 
They worked to bring our students up to speed quickly, as 
they themselves developed skills and protocols for remote 
social work practice. Many students adeptly accommodated 
the changes and tried their best to maintain communica-
tion with their respective agencies. Research has consist-
ently shown that a supportive field instructor relationship is 
crucial to student learning (Fortune et al. 2001; Goodyear 
2014). Indeed, student satisfaction has been directly linked 
to their perception of the quality of supervision being pro-
vided (Raskin et al. 2008). The abrupt termination due to 
COVID-19 affected each agency differently, depending on 
their internal resources. Many agencies were able to accom-
modate the sudden ending by taking responsibility for client 
services and supporting a termination process; some were 
relieved to end early so they could divert resources from 
supporting students to their own direct work with clients. A 
few of the School’s agency partners, specifically those host-
ing second year students, were displeased that the School 
was ending field a month early. As an example of the shared 
trauma and parallel process dynamic, the removal of stu-
dents from in-person field resulted in additional hardship 
for some agency partners, who were struggling to respond to 
the crisis as well. A community-based mental health agency 
that has partnered with the School for 15 years wrote an 
email the very next day decrying the decision, noting how 
detrimental our actions were to clients and student learning, 
while also questioning our ethics.

Certainly, it was understandable that agency partners 
wanted to retain the student interns since they were already 
trained to do the work, and as noted, many students wanted 
to continue the work. With any crisis, there is a reaction to 
the destabilizing event and resistance to its effects (Mirabito 
2017; Regehr 2018). In responding to the agency’s concerns, 
FLCP took a teaching perspective and rooted its rationale 
for ceasing in-person field to learning objectives and the 
educational nature of the student’s presence in the agency. 
Social work interns function as learners and are required 
to be buffered from situations and environments to which 
professional social workers are exposed (Homonoff 2008). 
While the pandemic certainly made boundaries more porous 
and standards more relaxed, the School needed to provide 
our students with as much guidance and protection as pos-
sible in a remote learning environment. To further hone its 
educational approach, FLCP needed to ensure that all stu-
dents were exposed to similar field learning objectives and 
experiences. Equity is important in field education, as are 
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matters of inclusive teaching, which makes every attempt to 
provide diverse students similar access to learning opportu-
nities (Hitch et al. 2015; Reupert et al. 2010). Consequently, 
as field educators, the FLCP was concerned with the needs 
of students who were discharged abruptly and those who 
were not receiving field instruction because of the over-
whelming nature of the early crisis. Early termination cre-
ated a more equitable and balanced experience for students.

“Normal” Field Disruptions: Magnified 
by Crisis

Prior to COVID-19, field disruptions were not unheard of 
in schools of social work. A number of students each year 
experience field disruptions in completing their internships, 
thereby jeopardizing expectations for fulfilling the Masters 
of Social Work curriculum. Each year, approximately 10% 
of students in our School experience a field disruption. Dis-
ruptions are rooted in various sources including, students 
or agency parameters not meeting expectations, disillusion-
ment with the work, issues with field instruction, and agency 
cutbacks and changes (Holtzman and Raskin, 1989; Parker 
2010). Disruptions have the potential to significantly impact 
all parties: students, the field agency and the school (Parker 
2010). Students find disruptions in placement as having 
negative implications to the continuity of their education, 
and as compromising their financial investment, sense of 
self-efficacy, and general wellness (Holtzman and Raskin 
1989; Parker 2010). Students are also concerned that a 
disruption in field education will compromise their future 
career prospects.

Virtually every student in our school experienced a dis-
ruption in field education during the initial COVID-19 cri-
sis. While the FLCP tried to promote the idea of life-long 
learning in social work and that increased flexibility and 
telehealth skills would be benefits of this crisis experience, 
we failed, at times, to fully acknowledge the loss and frustra-
tion that students were feeling. In the overwhelming experi-
ence of a shared trauma, the professional can find themselves 
experiencing lapses of empathy, which may result from what 
Baum describes as the “trap of conflicting needs” (2012, p. 
37)-the need to distance ourselves from the shared trauma 
and the need to derive self-esteem from our view of our-
selves as competent helping professionals and educators. 
FLCP wanted to solve the problem while students were still 
grappling with the unexpected nature of the disruption. Pres-
sure from our role as administrators hampered the FLCP’s 
ability to perform as educators and helping professionals. All 
levels of the system (students, faculty, school leadership, and 
agency partners) were unsettled by the uncertainty from the 
university and public health and city officials.

Under ordinary circumstances, finding new field place-
ments for disrupted students is challenging. Not every 
agency is a good fit or match for the student, and considera-
tion must be given to field type, experience, level of appro-
priateness, and expectations (Holtzman and Raskin 1989). 
Even when such matters are identified by all parties there 
are other challenges to finding a suitable field match. Buck 
et al. (2016) have noted facets of the social and educational 
spheres that are contributing to some of the difficulties: “(1) 
imbalance between supply and demand of adequate field 
sites; (2) diverse and complex student needs; (3) recruiting 
and maintaining high-quality field sites and field instructors 
(supervise social work interns); and (4) economic trends and 
pressures” (p. 404, citing the North American Network of 
Field Educators and Directors 2015). Ayala et al. (2018) 
have also written about a crisis in field education citing 
saturation in the field placement landscape and lack of time 
and capacity to teach in the field setting. As was previously 
noted, the pandemic further restricted the field landscape, 
causing tension and disappointment for students and caus-
ing field educators to explore innovative and non-traditional 
solutions to this crisis.

While the FLCP was able to replace students continu-
ing from the spring semester into summer (approximately 
130 students), the nuances of the situation were challenging. 
Many of these first year MSW students had only just begun 
their first experience in field work, and so the inexperience 
with agency practice became an impediment to summer 
agencies accepting these students for remote work. General-
ist practice students were in the process of being interviewed 
for their specialized practice field placement for Fall 2020 
and their lack of experience complicated their ability to suc-
cessfully interview for a specialized practice field placement. 
For example, several potential agencies expressed reluctance 
to interview generalist practice students who had minimal 
training due to the pandemic disruption. Finally, the harsh 
reality of COVID-19 was settling in as some of our stu-
dents reported family members being seriously ill, or were 
ill themselves, and consequently they were unable to partici-
pate in interviews. The field faculty were caught between the 
expectations of our students and the pandemic reality which 
exacerbated an already overtaxed field landscape, leading to 
feelings of helplessness, fatigue, and concern in the face of 
disappointed students.

Student Vignettes

In the end, the student is the central focus for faculty in 
field education and our efforts were primarily geared toward 
shoring up their disrupted field placement experiences and 
adhering to our educational standards. To illustrate the chal-
lenging nature of the replacement process for continuing 
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students in the midst of COVID-19, two student vignettes 
are presented below, one centered on working with an inter-
national student between the Spring and Summer semesters 
and the other focused on an accelerated student in the gen-
eralist practice year. The vignettes are composites of student 
situations encountered in field education during COVID-19.

International students presented with unique barriers to 
field learning during the initial COVID-19 crisis. The litera-
ture indicates that international students experience cultural 
isolation, a clash in values, and can be emotionally vulner-
able when participating in placements outside of their home 
country (Fox 2017). This “culture clash” also contributes 
to a sense of being “othered” (Fox 2017, p.11), which the 
pandemic further exacerbated. Although most international 
students remained in the U.S., a few returned to their home 
country before travel restrictions were implemented.

International Student

Sara, a 28-year old international student from China, was 
enrolled in the full-time MSW program. Sara was asked to 
leave her agency setting in an elementary school just prior 
to the pandemic. The field instructor assessed her as hav-
ing difficulty with self-reflection and examining her social 
location/positionality to understand its impact on her work 
with clients. Sara’s perspective was that the field instruc-
tor was highly critical. Typically, after a student is termi-
nated from an agency, students are expected to participate 
in critical reflective exercises before moving forward with 
another placement match. The faculty required a reflection 
writing exercise but Sara’s contribution indicated minimal 
accountability. Therefore, it was more challenging to find a 
viable new setting for her learning. Sara interviewed but was 
declined by two agencies. The faculty advisor was not acces-
sible to support the student in this process due to the stresses 
of transitioning to emergency remote teaching and advising. 
A persistent collaborative effort between the field coordina-
tor, agency partners, and academic advisors resulted in a 
remote placement at an adult shelter setting to be conducted 
from the student’s home country. Concrete challenges such 
as negotiating a secure internet connection and privacy 
concerns were discussed with the student; modest finan-
cial support for the internet connection was offered by the 
School. Sara’s new field instructor was recruited specifically 
to help her with her reflective practice skills. Sara initially 
planned to return to the U.S. prior to completing her special-
ized practice year (a tentative plan due to potential visa or 
travel restrictions), but then was diagnosed with COVID-19 
(she later recovered well). Sara ultimately decided to take a 
leave of absence to ensure that she could complete her next 
field placement in-person.

It is clear that international students were among the 
students most impacted by the initial disruption, and those 

who remained in the U.S. felt isolated, fearful, and unsup-
ported being far from familiar environments and support 
networks while managing the experience of COVID-19. For 
international students who returned home, there were com-
plex barriers to the continuation of field education. One of 
those stressors was the complication of living in one time 
zone while working within another time zone. Identifying 
agencies with the capacity for web-based platforms, finding 
qualified field instruction for students who needed signifi-
cant structure and guidance in remote practice, and locating 
an agency that would help the student meet the required 
competencies were significant. Students had to secure funds 
for unplanned international travel, were uncertain about visa 
approval upon returning to the U.S., and concerned that a 
second wave of the pandemic would ultimately disrupt field 
learning again. Farber and Penney (2020) highlight the 
importance of the relational context for social work stu-
dents with teachers and advisors, a context from which Sara 
was separated by having left for her home country quickly 
before travel restrictions were instituted. Without this close, 
relational context, Sara’s replacement process was challeng-
ing. Her underdeveloped professional identity and limited 
experience with reflective practice could not be attended 
to with the same diligence that could have been offered in 
person and outside of a crisis context. Other international 
students who presented with more favorable professional 
readiness experienced a more expedient process for overseas 
placement.

Affinity group leaders for the international students mobi-
lized to advocate for remote field placements as well as the 
quality of their learning. Multiple meetings were held by 
field faculty to address these worries and to provide brave 
spaces for them to express their lived experiences. At times, 
the faculty were impatient and perhaps desensitized to the 
concerns of the international students, as we were preoccu-
pied with our own experiences of the pandemic. Fox (2013) 
reminds us of the concept of “starting where the student 
is at,” which perhaps is where the focus should have been. 
Students’ increased isolation due to the public health situa-
tion, coupled with the dissonance they experienced between 
their own cultural identities in comparison to their host 
nation, exponentially increased their stress level. The faculty 
were focused on the pedagogical approach to field educa-
tion despite the pandemic, while the students were focused 
on survival and emotional upheaval in a heightened crisis 
while living far from their support systems in a new country. 
Engaging with the international student community at the 
School is a work-in-progress and the faculty must continue 
to examine its approach in meeting this goal. An important 
approach will be to help students recognize their own res-
ervoirs of resilience. Promoting resilience and community 
building will help students demonstrate greater reflective 
ability (Fox 2017).
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Continuing generalist practice students in the acceler-
ated program also presented specific issues and needs for 
the replacement process during the COVID-19 crisis.

Accelerated MSW Program Student

Stacy was a generalist practice student, a career changer 
who chose the accelerated track, and was placed at an early 
childhood setting during the Spring 2020 semester. Stacy 
is described as a strong student, eager to learn, with high 
expectations of herself and her learning experience, as is 
common with career changers. Due to extensive agency 
clearance and onboarding procedures for work with chil-
dren, Stacy did not start working directly with clients until 
the end of February. After only two weeks in the placement, 
Stacy was removed from her in-person internship and was 
told she would be reassigned to an agency that would allow 
her to conduct sessions virtually. Understandably, Stacy was 
angry and upset. She felt the delay in starting her original 
internship was the agency and the School’s fault and she 
felt ill-equipped to engage patients virtually. Stacy felt she 
barely had time to learn how to engage in person. She was 
concerned about privacy and confidentiality as she was liv-
ing with several family members in a small space, with unre-
liable internet service. Stacy expressed frustrations to her 
field advisor/practice professor. A group conversation took 
place between the student, the student’s academic advisor, 
and the field placement coordinator. While Stacy was still 
unhappy with the situation, the coordinated effort among all 
faculty assisted Stacy in feeling that she was not alone and 
her concerns were being heard, a successful intervention 
given the shared trauma experience for all parties. Stacy was 
ultimately replaced in a remote opportunity at a supportive 
housing setting, and was placed for her next field internship 
working with clients in a psychiatric setting.

This student vignette demonstrates a dilemma that FLCP 
experiences regularly and was intensified during COVID-19: 
events outside the control of faculty and coordinators often 
impact a student’s educational experience in field place-
ment and students feel resentful of this fact. Field coordi-
nators walk a fine line between maintaining relationships 
with agency partners and advocating on behalf of students, 
and students often come to the process expecting that the 
school can influence all aspects of an agency setting. In 
Stacy’s case, she was frustrated with losing the early child-
hood experience, which was primarily a side effect of the 
COVID-19 crisis. Moving students toward a stance of flex-
ibility and openness to unexpected situations is challenging 
in the best of times; during COVID-19, the anxiety caused 
greater levels of frustration and sadness about what students 
perceived as lost opportunities. Stacy’s various supports at 
the school (practice professor/field advisor and academic 
advisor) worked diligently to help her acknowledge the loss 

of her perceived perfect placement and the frustrations about 
the delay. FLCP helped students adapt to the circumstances 
while also guiding them in identifying the learning avail-
able within the loss. Transparent communication, valida-
tion of her feelings, and support from the academic advisor 
and field coordinator played a crucial role in keeping Stacy 
engaged in her learning process. It is possible that Stacy 
would have benefited from a formalized contingency plan 
for students out of field placement, while undergoing the 
replacement process, as is described in the Lessons Learned 
section below. A robust contingency plan (which we did 
not have in place at the time) would have provided contin-
ued learning and a holding environment for any disrupted 
student, as is recommended by Farber and Penney (2020).

Lessons Learned

Dekel and Baum (2010) found that there are both negative 
and positive consequences for mental health professionals 
who work within a “shared traumatic reality” (p. 1929). 
Our experience is similar, including emotional distress and 
a negative impact on professional competence, as well as 
personal and professional growth and new perspectives on 
the work. Social workers attempt to bring order and clarity to 
chaotic situations and manage ambiguity while staying regu-
lated especially when faced with the unknown. Through this 
process of “reflection-on-action” (Schön 1983), the FLCP 
recognized its missteps and remained open to understanding 
the learning opportunities: deepening our creativity and flex-
ibility, being more inclusive in decision-making processes, 
and increasing its skills in supporting students, while hold-
ing fast to educational standards. Reflections on the student 
vignettes and our overall experience helped us delineate les-
sons for future educational practice.

Reflections on Our Role as Educators

The initial COVID-19 crisis caused us to re-evaluate our 
role as educators. It is important to distinguish between our 
roles as administrator and educator, and to be more explicit 
about these dual roles with students, so as not to use teach-
ing as a means to push administrative solutions, as we may 
have done when suggesting too soon that international stu-
dents see the learning within the crisis. Field faculty can 
assist social work students disrupted by COVID-19 or any 
other factor in an intentionally compassionate, patient, and 
process-oriented manner. As previously discussed, a cri-
sis can evoke or retrigger a vulnerable state in people, but 
rationally directed support and guidance can help mitigate a 
recovery phase (Mirabito 2017). The FLCP has learned that 
providing clear and consistent communication to students in 
a timely manner was key in creating some measure of calm, 



18 Clinical Social Work Journal (2022) 50:11–21

1 3

from both an administrative and educational perspective. 
In order to ensure that future communications (both writ-
ten and verbal) are responsive to student’s needs, it will be 
important to increase our capacity for a relational approach 
to field coordination (Asakura et al. 2018). The stress of the 
pandemic and the administrative demands, at times, reduced 
our capacity to be compassionate and curious about the stu-
dent experience. Additionally, student representation on our 
committees and within the work of the department may be 
helpful in fostering more collaboration in future emergent 
situations.

In the height of the pandemic, it was difficult, at times, to 
find empathy for students living in safe environments who 
were demanding answers about their field placement assign-
ment for the following year, while following accounts of 
increasing infections and overwhelmed hospital systems and 
providers. As Tosone et al. (2012) remind us, peer support 
and supervision are essential in shared trauma situations and 
this proved useful to the FLCP during COVID-19. Although 
we were not exposed to warfare during the pandemic, as was 
studied by Baum (2014), the authors’ findings regarding five 
features of shared trauma work are similar to the pandemic 
experience: intrusive anxiety, immersion in professional 
role, role expansion, and changes in time and place of the 
work (isolated at home). Lapses of empathy (Baum 2014) 
have been demonstrated within the student vignettes. Work-
ing relationally and with attention to student identity is an 
ideal educational practice in field coordination and begins 
the process of training new students in the practice of clini-
cal social work (Asakura et al. 2018). A primary dilemma in 
field education was laid bare by the COVID-19 crisis: large 
volume programs struggle to meet the pedagogical recom-
mendations of Wayne et al. (2010) and the complex needs of 
students without adequate staffing and resources (Ayala et al. 
2018; CSWE State of Field Education Survey 2015). To be 
able to access such support and provide relationally-focused 
field coordination from a teaching perspective, the School 
will need to consider increasing staff or faculty resources, 
thereby decreasing the volume of students we each individu-
ally serve.

Reflections on Pedagogy in Field Education

As Farber and Reitmeier (2019) tell us, the complexities of 
field education require faculty within schools of social work 
to take charge of the pedagogy in field, and the COVID-19 
crisis has highlighted this responsibility. The loss of such an 
important curriculum area during the initial COVID-19 cri-
sis and in subsequent months reinforced the centrality of the 
field experience for MSW students. To address this educa-
tional challenge, the faculty have since created a contingency 
Field Seminar for any student out of placement. The seminar 
builds on the learning objectives achieved in the Practice 

and Field Instruction courses through virtual simulations, 
role plays, videos, modules, webinars, and readings to show-
case field-related learning. Skills are taught in the areas of 
therapeutic communication, engagement, assessment, goal 
setting, mandated reporting, motivational interviewing, fam-
ily therapy, crisis intervention, mental health practice, and 
organizational evaluations. Field agencies are highlighted 
throughout the seminar to expand student’s knowledge of 
the agency landscape in that area of practice. The weekly 
seminar meeting is led by an experienced agency practi-
tioner who uses reflective exercises, role plays, and discus-
sion to encourage critical thinking about practice in a group 
supervision format. An anti-oppressive and critical race 
theory lens is infused throughout the seminar. It became 
clear through the experience of COVID-19 that students 
were underprepared for the reflective process required of 
social workers in the midst of a crisis. Additional attention 
to preparing students for the reflective process in field educa-
tion prior to entry may also grow from this endeavor.

Reflections on Administration

According to Kumar and Bahar (2019), equity refers to pro-
viding equal opportunities for success to a diverse group 
with different capacities, and this was a significant focus 
from an administrative perspective during the initial crisis. 
The School has been working toward an increased focus 
on diversity, equity, and inclusion. As in the international 
student vignette, student participation, in partnership with 
FLCP, resulted in successful replacement even in a crisis 
situation. Students aren’t typically aware of the myriad fac-
tors that go into field placement decisions. Often, students 
bring their own priorities and wishes to the process, and 
during this time of COVID-19, they also contended with 
personal anxieties regarding the virus and their interrupted 
MSW education. Including students in the decision-making 
process ensures that students’ expectations are not missed 
and that isolation and feelings of being “othered” for sub-
groups of students are not heightened.

The complexity of the administrative system for field 
education was illuminated by COVID-19. Since the initial 
crisis, the FLCP has created new systems to maintain data 
regarding remote, hybrid, in-person field placements, and 
rescinded placements. It has created off-site field instruc-
tion opportunities and hired additional staff. The FLCP is 
also handling the administration of an ever-changing Field 
Seminar enrollment by training new School-based field 
instructors to support students out of placement. Given the 
complexity, time, and effort of this monumental task, the 
commitment and support of the larger faculty in recognizing 
field learning as the signature pedagogy is essential (Wayne 
et al. 2010).
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Reflections on School Leadership

The initial experience of the COVID-19 crisis within our 
school confirmed field learning’s place in the curriculum 
and has highlighted, for the School’s leadership, the impor-
tant role it plays for students, community partners, and the 
School’s identity and functioning. A strong field education 
program is essential to attracting social work students and 
demonstrative of our educational commitment to develop 
students’ skills and reflective capacities for advanced prac-
tice in clinical social work. Barriers to creating and main-
taining a robust field education program are well-known to 
field faculty; they include placement shortages and satura-
tion, recruitment and training challenges for field instruc-
tors to keep them apprised of curriculum changes and new 
academic content, the impact of chance on the quality of a 
student’s learning experience, and the student as consumer 
rather than learner, with limited readiness for entry into field 
education (Ayala et al. 2018; Farber and Reitmeier 2019; 
Gushwa and Harriman 2019; Hay et al. 2019). As a result of 
COVID-19, these challenges are now better understood by 
the leadership of the school, as exemplified by their support 
of the contingency plan described above. The dual roles of 
faculty in field learning—both administrator and educator 
are also better understood—and resources have been put 
toward improving pedagogy and support for field advisors 
and field instructors.

Implications for Field Education and Clinical 
Social Work

It is now clear that this difficult, continuing crisis will pro-
vide opportunity for positive innovation, pushing the field 
education curriculum area to creatively meet students’ 
educational needs. Rich, new field placements have been 
developed through proactive outreach. Meso and macro 
assignments, well-suited to remote work, have been made 
available. For example, a valued field instructor, provided 
individual and group supervision to five students within a 
mental health setting focused on meso and macro assign-
ments. International and out-of-state students have been able 
to complete field education remotely, offering flexibility and 
support due to their unusual circumstances. Doctoral stu-
dents and faculty have been engaged as on-site and off-site 
field instructors to enable placements where supervision was 
previously unavailable. Innovations like the Field Seminar 
will continue to support students who are disrupted from 
field placement to sustain their knowledge acquisition and 
to avoid delaying graduation dates. This will benefit students 
far beyond the end of the COVID-19 pandemic. Schools of 
social work should consider the use of simulation to prepare 
students for field education and to enhance the teaching of 

clinical social work practice when field education settings 
are not available as they once were (Kourgiantakis et al. 
2019b). Simulation provides opportunities to practice the 
reflective process, for clinical practice skill development, 
and for students to be observed and receive feedback (Kour-
giantakis et al. 2019a).

Agency partners are providing fully remote clinical 
social work field placements to students who attend school 
part-time while working full-time, a significant need for 
the contemporary social work student. Students are attend-
ing case conferences, trainings, and group supervision that 
would otherwise have been impossible before remote access 
became the norm, supporting the development of clinical 
social work skills. A significant number of local students 
were placed in clinical social work settings throughout the 
city and the surrounding area, which would ordinarily have 
been impossible due to location and travel time. For exam-
ple, a local student was placed in a three-semester palliative 
and end of life care placement remotely in a nearby city 
and several students were placed in outpatient mental health 
with children and adolescents and adults throughout the sur-
rounding area. Telehealth is a positive new development for 
clinical social work, increasing access and capacity to ser-
vices for clients and training for students and professionals. 
Wilkerson et al. (2020) found that a significant percentage 
of users of their telehealth training program (offered during 
the pandemic) were engaged in clinical social work settings 
such as mental and behavioral health, child and family social 
work, private practice, and school social work. Certainly, 
training for providing effective and culturally sensitive tel-
ehealth services should be part of practice curricula moving 
forward.

Conclusion

As the pandemic has ebbed and flowed throughout the 
year, the FLCP team was personally impacted through loss 
of family members and friends, COVID infection, remote 
learning for our families, and managing the isolation and 
disruption to our lives so common in these unusual times. 
The student body continues to be overwhelmed by health 
issues, finances, family responsibilities, and pandemic-
related stressors that weigh heavily on their educational pro-
cess. Agency partners continue to struggle with responding 
to clients and maintaining quality services during the pan-
demic, as well as in supporting students in a remote social 
work practice environment. COVID-19 revealed a “parallel 
process” of both anxiety and resilience among students, field 
advisors, field instructors, and agency partners (Kahn 1979). 
In this shared trauma context, efforts to provide meaning-
ful and rich field education to our students continue to be 
challenging. The practice of self-care remains important in 
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the face of the extraordinary workload for current-day field 
educators. This reflection, an examination of anxiety and the 
concept of shared trauma in field education during COVID-
19, has engendered a deeper level of awareness of systems, 
practices, policies, pedagogy, and emotional responses. It 
serves the goals of achieving greater equity and inclusion 
and becoming more nimble in responding to field disrup-
tions and crisis. The lessons that have emerged from this 
internal reflection provide a path forward for the signature 
pedagogy of the profession to utilize reflection in our peda-
gogy, even as the crisis of COVID-19 changes and abates.
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