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Field education is the signature pedagogy at accredited social work education 
programs. The purpose of fi eld education is for students to integrate the theoretical 
and conceptual knowledge, values, and skills learned in their courses into practice 
(CSWE EPAS, 2015). In addition, fi eld education serves as the liaison between the 
school or department of social work and the surrounding community. The role of the 
fi eld education offi ce is to build partnerships with agencies and encourage students 
to be a part of that process to strengthen their skills and ensure that community 
partnerships are sustained. The purpose of this article is to describe how one 
Historically Black College or University (HBCU) prepares students for fi eld education 
by engaging them in professional development experiences, community engagement, 
and intentional supports. The culminating professional development experience for 
social work students at this university is a social work agency fair where students 
engage with social service organizations and demonstrate soft skills. In order to 
support students’ demonstration of professionalism, the school of social work provides 
intentional supports and mock interviews, and engages them in interprofessional 
education activities.



2Strengthening Community Partnerships:  Preparing Social Work Students for the Profession

Support for Social Work Students

Kamali et al. (2017) bring attention to the lack of importance positioned by BSW 
programs to prepare their undergraduate students for fi eld placements. They suggest 
that the lack of pre-fi eld training results in high levels of anxiety among students as 
they grapple with the unknown (Kamali et al., 2017). An unfamiliar environment 
breeds fear and worry for students (Kamali et al., 2017); the resolve conceivably is the 
intentional preparedness of undergraduate students for fi eld placement. It has been 
suggested that HBCUs offer a stable and nurturing physical and mental space for those 
most at risk of not entering or completing college: low-income, fi rst-generation college 
students. Some students who attend are academically and socially underprepared 
for college. However, they persist with emotional and professional supports (Lomax, 
2015). Considering some of the promising characteristics of students who may come 
to HBCUs, it is important to ensure that supports are in place to prepare them to be 
successful in the social work profession.

Preparing for the critical element of fi eld work at HBCUs begins with the intentional 
supports by student-centered faculty members who engage students in nurturing 
advisement. When students defi ne student-centered faculty, the repeated concept of 
“going above and beyond” through intrusive advisement is documented (Guiffrida, 
2005). These faculty advisors exceed the customary mentorship roles and segue into 
“othermothering,” a long-held African American community tradition in education 
that has evolved as the norm at HBCUs (Guiffrida, 2005; Williamson-Ashe, 2020). The 
student-centeredness exercised by faculty advisors is revered by African American 
students because these professors advise about academic, career, and personal issues 
(Guiffrida, 2005).

The aforementioned University’s School of Social Work engages in intrusive 
advisement. Often misidentifi ed as a 2-plus-2 model, the split model of advisement 
institutes professional academic advisors in the advising center during the fi rst and 
second years, previous to sixty credit hours of enrollment. Social work professors 
provide intrusive advisement for students accepted into the professional school of 
social work during their third and fourth academic years beyond sixty accumulated 
credit hours. Intrusive academic advisement is a proactive model that anticipates what 
problems may interfere with student success and provides the type of commentary 
that will aid students in navigating those concerns (Herget, 2017). This would describe 
the model in depth that is used at Norfolk State University.

Student-centered faculty preparing their third-year social work students for fi eld work 
advise students of academic, career, and personal pitfalls through othermothering. 
Othermothering is not only inclusive of “going above and beyond,” but is also 
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responsible for uplifting the culture and traditions of the African American community 
organic to students. This readies (prepares) the student foundation, socially and 
emotionally, for the application of theoretical knowledge and skills useful in fi eld 
work.

Combined, these areas of advisement, student-centeredness, othermothering, and 
intrusiveness ensure that the social work student will be holistically prepared for fi eld 
work, just as practicing social workers holistically engage clientele. These areas of 
advisement provide traction and present the platform for cohesiveness between theory 
and practice. The result is that students who are nurtured anticipate hurdles. They are 
self-aware and well informed for the fi eld practicum.

The invitations were shared within the networks of the community to create a warm 
welcome to all guests. The month of October was dedicated to securing spots for the 
agency fair and to preparing students. The school of social work was able to secure 
three ballrooms within the student center. On the day of the agency fair, which took 
place in November, the team set up the ballrooms in a career fair style and added a 
registration table for agencies and students.

Career Preparation

The fi eld education offi ce partners with the on-campus career center for mock 
interviews. The career center hosts a professionalism workshop for junior-level BSW 
students who are preparing to enter the fi eld practicum. Topics include interviewing 
techniques, resume pointers, and professional attire. The center provides additional 
one-on-one resume support, and assists students with enrolling into an employment 
system such as LinkedIn, to strengthen their market value for employment 
opportunities. The career center collaborates with the school of social work and hosts 
programs targeted for all social work students that focus on professionalism and 
interviewing. In addition, they partner with a local retail store that allows students to 
shop for business attire at a discounted price. 

Junior-level students who are entering their senior fi eld practicum are required to 
complete a comprehensive packet for fi eld education that encompasses a cover letter, 
a resume, an application, an unoffi cial transcript, and responses to short-answer 
questions related to their readiness for practice. Once students submit their packets, 
they are eligible to schedule their mock interviews. The mock interviews are roughly 
30 minutes in length and are conducted by a panel of three people that includes 
the fi eld director, faculty members, and a staff member from the career center. The 
interviews take place in a two-way mirror simulation room, enabling faculty members 
who are not a part of the panel to observe the process and prepare feedback.
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The interview team follows a rubric and provides the student with supportive 
feedback directly after the interview, which the student can apply once they interview 
with a prospective agency. Students are also asked to discuss their experiences with 
the panel and observers. This process helps students prepare for interviews and the 
social work profession. 

Interprofessional Education

Many social work students are prepared to complete the course work and fi eld 
practicum required to earn a social work degree; however, few social work students 
expect to engage in practical experiences in addition to the course work and internship 
experience that would support their learning in preparation for the profession. The 
aforementioned university’s undergraduate social work program intentionally has 
junior-level students participate in an interprofessional education seminar to support 
their professional development, fi ne-tune their general practice skills, and prepare 
them to be active participants at the agency fair. This seminar also prepares them for 
their fi eld practicum during their senior year. 

Interprofessional education (IPE) “occurs when students from two or more professions 
learn about, from, and with each other to enable effective collaboration and improve 
health outcomes” (WHO, 2010, p. 7). Prior to attending the IPE event, the social 
work students were introduced to interprofessional generalist practice courses 
and engaged in class discussions related to professionalism. Specifi cally, students 
focused on how to engage their peers and faculty members at the host university, the 
importance of working on teams, and professional attire and overall presentation of 
self in professional settings. In addition, the students and professors reviewed the 
multiple roles that social workers may have on an interprofessional team. They were 
also informed of the format of the seminar and all of the diverse majors that would 
be present at the symposium. Lastly, the instructor stressed to the students that the 
interprofessional education seminar was a practical stimulation experience to prepare 
them for the fi eld education process.

The goal of the IPE experience was to have students work together to review a case 
and discuss their perspectives and concerns pertaining to the case from a professional 
standpoint. Interprofessional partnerships stress that professionals on a team 
understand each other’s roles and share a common goal to attain progressive outcomes 
for clients (Begun & Mosser, 2014). 

As with professional conferences, all students had to register for the seminar online. 
The event was held in a large ballroom that accommodated over 100 students. The IPE 
seminar took place at a neighboring university, hosted by the pharmacy department. 
Social work students were invited because the host university did not offer a social 
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work program. The IPE seminar included social work, pharmacy, nursing, physician 
assistant, and speech and physical therapy students. The format included a keynote 
speaker who discussed interprofessional practice; students were situated at different 
tables with students from other professions and assigned a case to discuss and 
answered questions that were developed by faculty. Faculty from both universities 
facilitated the discussions at the tables with the students.

The IPE seminar offered a professional development opportunity outside of the 
classroom to help students practice in a real-life setting and to apply social work 
knowledge, values, and skills. When students from the social work program begin 
their internships, they will be expected to work well with others, demonstrate 
interprofessional behaviors, and represent the social work profession in an ethical 
manner. The IPE seminar focused on relationship building and the development of 
social work skills. Additionally, the goal of the activity was to empower students to 
embrace and promote their profession.

The students processed their IPE experiences and refl ected on how the activity 
reinforced the importance of demonstrating professional behaviors and how it was 
empowering to discuss their role on an interprofessional team. Overall, the IPE event 
was an applied learning experience off-campus that helped to prepare students for 
the next step of the process in their academic career, which is fi eld education. Most 
students felt confi dent about the agency fair and looked forward to networking with 
prospective agencies.

The Culminating Experience: The Agency Fair

In an effort to strengthen the school’s social work presence within the community 
and foster students’ professional development, the fi eld education offi ce decided to 
plan an agency fair. The agency fair took place at a mid-sized HBCU in the South 
Atlantic region in the US. The school of social work at the university offers BSW, MSW, 
and PhD programs. The goal of the agency fair was two-fold. First, to strengthen 
partnerships within the community in order to provide more internships and service-
learning opportunities for social work students, and second, to provide students with 
an opportunity to engage with professionals. 

In preparation for the fair, the fi eld directors met with faculty who taught generalist 
practice II courses, which were the courses students completed prior to entering their 
fi eld practicum experience, to develop a plan. The fi eld directors met with all generalist 
practice II classes to discuss the agency fair in detail and also discuss their experiences 
with other professional development experiences and professional advisement. The 
fi eld directors also invited all other social work students, faculty, and alumni to the 
fair. The agency fair comprised over 40 local social service agencies, who provided 
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information about the services they provide and the populations they serve. The fair 
was an opportunity for agencies, students, and alumni to network. It also provided 
students with opportunities to interview for an internship and/or employment. 
Freshman- and sophomore-level social work students were invited as well, to gain 
insight on the fi eld education process and prospective internship sites available to 
them during their senior year.

Surveys were administered to agency participants to obtain feedback on the inaugural 
agency fair. Of the 40 registered agencies, 31 submitted completed surveys. The survey 
consisted of the following open-ended questions:

1. Please provide any comments or critiques in regard to the Agency Fair 
experience?

2. Please explain your experience with Norfolk State University Social Work 
student interns?

3. Other comments

Table 1: Survey Results

Question 1 Question 2 Question 3
This was a wonderful event 
and well attended. The student 
participation is commendable 

I have been affi liated 
with NSU social work 
students for over 20 years. 
I have had BSW and MSW 
student interns 

Great event

This agency fair was well put 
together. It was great opportunity 
to network and meet future 
interns. I also enjoyed meeting 
and networking with other 
companies. 

We have a history of 
having several NSU MSW 
or BSW students interning 
at our agency. All of the 
students are doing very 
well. We are glad to have 
the interns in our agency. 
Continue doing a great job 
of training them with the 
knowledge and skills they 
need.

Please have this fair 
yearly 

I believe that this fair was well 
planned and executed. 

We are currently in the 
process of gaining a 
partnership to receive 
interns from NSU.

None
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Wonderful event! Great to 
network as well as great students 
and hear about their current 
experiences additional directions 
to the campus building would 
be great for those who weren’t 
familiar with the campus

Very mindful, well-spoken 
and diverse students. 

Very well put together fair, plenty 
people, good questions asked.

Asked very good 
questions

Lots were looking into internships n/a
Wonderful fair presentation 
would have liked to see more 
students but overall very well 
done 

Norfolk interns have a 
professional and prepared 
presentation when 
speaking with potential 
employers.

Great experience and should be 
conducted at least bi-annually

My interns have been 
outstanding and very 
professional 

The fair was well lit, open fl oor 
plan and the fl ow of students and 
other attendees was consistent. 

NSU school of social work 
students have interned at 
our agency over the last 
few years. 

Thank you for the 
gift bag and for 
holding this event. 

This fair was nothing short of 
exciting. The plethora of resources 
afforded many opportunities for 
partnerships across the region. 
The students were well prepared 
and showed intentional interest in 
the agencies. Well done NSU

For the past 6 years. This 
agency has been afforded 
the opportunity to host 
several interns year to year 
which has helped leverage 
supports and expand our 
service delivery system

I’m grateful to be a 
graduate of NSU

It is a great place to meet other 
professionals, gain resources, and 
make connections with potential 
interns. Thanks 

Waiting for an intern Please include us 
next year!

This was a wonderful turnout. 
It was such a pleasure to see so 
many agencies offering services 
in our communities. This created 
an array of great opportunities for 
NSU interns 

NSU BSW interns are such 
a pleasure to work with. 
They are approachable, 
eager to learn, adaptable 
and passionate about the 
needs of individuals in our 
communities 

Awesome! Thank 
you!
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This agency fi eld fair was an 
awesome idea! Not only did 
it provide an opportunity to 
engage potential interns but it 
also provided a terrifi c experience 
for the students to network with 
other agencies (and potential 
employers)!

I am currently a fi eld 
instructor for both MSW 
and BSW students 

Thanks for this 
experience! 

Very nice fair. Well put together We have had BSW/
MSW interns in the past 
and look forward to new 
students with us in spring 
2020. 

Encourage 
students to look for 
internships as early 
as possible. 

It was excellent, I really enjoyed 
myself. Students were excellent 

I worked with the BSW 
students. My student 
was very helpful and 
completed every task 
assigned

This is a wonderful event that 
could be taken to the next level by 
providing a wider variety of light 
refreshments 

We currently have 4 
second year MSW interns 
at our facility 

Thank you for 
hosting such a useful 
event. 

Great venue for students/
professionals to explore 
community resources!

Our agency has had 
several MSW interns from 
NSU and we have had 
great experiences! 

n/a

Great networking experience It was great the students 
represented themselves 
and NSU in a good way. 

My only suggestion would be to 
have this event every semester 

My place of employment 
currently has 2 second-
year MSW interns. I 
currently supervise 1 of 
the students and also had 
an NSU MSW student 
last year as well. I enjoy 
the experience and 
spreading knowledge of 
the company and also 
teaching social work to 
fellow students. 
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The agency fi eld fair was very 
organized and offered a diverse 
selection of vendors giving 
students more opportunity to fi nd 
areas of interest

Our experience with the 
social work intern MSW 
has been positive. He is 
motivated ready to step 
out and speak on behalf 
of the agency, make 
introductions. He wants to 
learn to improve his skill 
level and thinks outside 
of the box for problem 
solving.

Only critique with 
such a long time a 
little more men. 

The fair was done well and had 
enough spacing to accommodate 
all the vendors which is always 
a plus. It would have been 
benefi cial to market this fair to 
many of the social work alumni 
who maybe currently looking for 
employment.

N/A Great opportunity

This was a wonderful experience 
and it allowed the students an 
opportunity to demonstrate what 
they have learned please continue 
this event 

The agencies and students 
were outstanding 

Please provide the 
fair again 

The fair’s attendance was 
much better than expected. The 
opportunity to meet, assess, 
and discuss future plans and 
internship with the students was 
invaluable. It allowed my agency 
to consider engaging more interns 
next semester. 

My agency has worked 
with both MSW and BSW 
students for the past 3 
years. The student that we 
have worked with have 
been most impressive 
being self-starter 
integrating new ideas and 
providing one to one care 
with the client. The interns 
have provided links to 
local resources. We will 
continue to work with the 
NSU social work program 

Amazing experience for students 
to network and explore various 
professional opportunities 

2nd year MSW student 
amazing, will to learn, 
great basic knowledge 
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The fi eld agency fair was a 
success. It was good for students 
to interact with agencies and 
organizations that can potentially 
be good for internships and job 
placement. It was also good for 
agencies to meet potential interns. 

Our agency currently has 
a BSW intern work with 
our program

The agency fi eld fair 
should take place 
continually. It was 
great for networking 
as well.

The agency fi eld fair was very 
benefi cial especially when it came 
to networking opportunities

The students were very 
professional 

This fair was very 
good. We look 
forward to attending 
again. 

This experience was enlightening 
and allowed our agency to 
converse with students and 
other professional. In addition, 
we received applications 
from numerous students and 
collaborated with agencies to 
receive information to gain 
knowledge 

We hire. MSW & BSW 
interns! We currently have 
3 working with us. 

Thanks for inviting 
us and we are 
looking forward to 
the next NSU social 
work fair! 

The agency fair was a wonderful 
experience. However, a better 
selection of food would have 
made the fair better. 

Our organization loves 
having students from the 
MSW & BSW program. 
However, areas of concern 
are professionalism 
additionally strengthening 
the relationship between 
organizations and school

n/a

Awesome experience. Needs 
more graduate employment 
agencies More than once per 
semester 

MSW students were very 
knowledgeable about 
agency 

The agency fi eld fair was a 
wonderful experience. Very well 
organized and a great way to 
network with others. 

Agency has both MSW & 
BSW students in the past 5 
years 

NSU continues to set 
the bar high for other 
professionals in the 
fi eld. Great job! Keep 
up the good work 

Check-in was a little confusing. 
Someone at the table directing 
agencies to their table

Supervising BSW students 
for the last 7 years 

Give organizations 
opportunity to do a 
2-3 min. Presentation 
to the entire group 
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Areas for Improvement

The feedback indicated that the fair provided a great networking experience for 
students and agencies. Some constructive feedback was that the event could offer a 
little more guidance on how to fi nd the event on the campus. Overall, the agencies 
thought the students were very professional and prepared for the event. The agencies 
also enjoyed meeting future students.
 

Implications for Social Work Education

The social work fi eld fair is designed to create the opportunity to teach social work 
students a wide variety of skills. The agency fi eld fair gives students the opportunity to 
interact with a larger network of social workers within the community. An implication 
for social work education is the importance of communication and collaboration 
between fi eld instructors, students, and agencies. Social work fi eld instructors 
teach students a wide variety of micro and macro skillsets that are developed in the 
larger systems. These skills include meditating, confrontation/advocacy, effecting 
organizational change, using a milieu as a community, and community organizing. 
Social work interns are expected to learn many of these skills, with greater emphasis 
on the individual skills in direct practice settings and on systems skills in “macro” 
settings (Homonoff, 2008). The agency fi eld fair provides the opportunity to share vital 
information with all social work students, and provides students the opportunity to 
demonstrate skills such as actively listening, learning the organizational structure of 
various agencies, developing empathy, discovering resources available for various 
populations of oppressed people, and thinking critically with community agencies. 
Creating interactions with multiple agencies in a controlled environment provides 
students the opportunity to practice these skills continuously for several hours at the 
fi eld fair.

Field instructors must adhere to the Council on Social Work Education competencies 
and must specify the practice behaviors necessary to prepare interns for current 
practices and assess the relevance of theories taught to support those competencies 
(Miehls et al., 2013). The agency fi eld fair reinforces competencies #1, #2, and #6.

By participating in the fair, social work students were able to understand the role 
of other social work professionals, engage in inter-professional dialogue, and 
demonstrate professional demeanor in behavior and appearance, which is part of 
competency #1.

Social work students must demonstrate ethical and professional behavior as social 
workers and seek to understand the value base of the profession and its ethical 
standards. Furthermore, competency #2 proposes that social work students are to 
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engage diversity and differences in practice. Social work students must understand 
how diversity and different characteristics shape the human experience and are critical 
to the formation of identity. Students must apply and communicate an understanding 
of the importance of diversity and differences in shaping life experiences in practice at 
the micro, mezzo, and macro levels. It is imperative to present themselves as learners 
of social work and to engage constituencies as experts. Participation in the agency 
fi eld fair provided an opportunity to demonstrate competency #6, which is to engage 
with communities’ social workers and understand that engagement is an ongoing 
component of the interactive process of social work practice. As we begin the process 
of engagement at the agency fair, it is our hope that the students will continue this 
interactive process upon becoming social workers for the communities.

Lastly, intentional advisement is a key component for students, and even more 
valuable today as they face increasing competition for fi eld placement and 
employment. Encouraging student success is a multi-tier approach that requires 
advisement, professional development, and opportunities to integrate social work 
practice skills with other disciplines. In developing the agency fair, the fi eld directors 
and faculty aligned the curriculum with the purpose and mission of the school and 
the social work competencies. The agency fair will be an annual event for students to 
demonstrate professionalism and engage with the community. It was a collaborative 
event designed intentionally to strengthen the school of social work’s presence within 
the community, support student development, and secure new fi eld sites for future 
students.
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