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Abstract 

Social work practice education should be designed for sustainability and relevance in 

emerging and future work contexts.  Changes influencing the emerging world of work 

including transformations in services, communication technologies, distributed working 

patterns, and new priorities and identities should inform the design of the integrated learning 

components of the curriculum.  Changes influencing the future delivery of education include 

increased demand for flexible, collaborative, networked and digital learning; pre-existing but 

rapidly accelerated because of COVID-19. Together, these drivers compel us to innovate to 

ensure graduates are practice ready and resilient in these evolving contexts.  In this analysis 

of social work, nursing, and allied health literature diverse approaches to integrative learning 

are examined, generating an evidence base for informing decision making when innovating in 

the design of integrative learning. This article advocates an orientation towards the future 

world of work and education, as a lens for reimagining integrative learning in social work. 
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Introduction 

Learning to integrate theory with practice in social work is traditionally undertaken through 

placements, also called field or practice education. This is a core component of the 

curriculum and is considered a “distinctive pedagogy” which “enables students to integrate 

classroom learning with professional practice” in real world settings and through this to 

achieve the “development of professional identity, integrity and practice frameworks” 

(AASW, 2020, p. 29).  The structural design of the traditional model for integrative learning 

in Australia has included 1000 hours of practice undertaken over a qualifying level course 

(e.g., Bachelor, Honours, Masters levels) in at least two “educationally viable” placements, 

together with 14 hours of concurrent practice-theory integration seminars (AASW, 2012, p. 

3).  Given its status as an academic subject, field education must comply with the 

requirements of the Australian Tertiary Education Standards Framework Threshold Standards 

(TEQSA, 2015). TEQSA specifies that effective quality assurance is expected, with the 

higher education provider remaining accountable for verifying compliance with standards, 

including that a rationale for integrative learning be included in course proposals, that 

learning outcomes should include knowledge and skills for employment (2015, 1.4.2c), and 

that activities, including integrative learning foster progressive and coherent achievement of 

those learning outcomes (2015, 3.1.4). The AASW “acknowledges the new directions in the 

national accreditation processes encouraging flexibility and responsiveness to changes in the 

professional workplace” (AASW, 2020, p. 5). For example, accreditation includes the 
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intention to assist with “student and graduate mobility, both within Australia and overseas” 

(AASW, 2020, p. 6).   

An example of innovation which is responsive to changes in work contexts is the traditional 

field education model where individual one to one supervision is provided by a qualified 

social worker working in the placement site.    Increasingly, an external supervision approach 

is used, expanding opportunities for placements, for example in organizations without 

qualified social workers available to supervise students, or qualified social workers without 

the time available to supervise students.   In externally supervised placements students have 

an on-site task supervisor and an external supervisor who is a qualified social worker 

providing weekly supervision. Externally supervised placements have been shown to improve 

student’s ability to work across disciplines including medical, housing, financial and social 

services, and food security (Poole et al., 2013). Students can gain a deeper understanding of 

the professional values afforded by more rigid traditional settings (McLaughlin et al., 2015) 

and a better understanding of socio-political determinants and community development 

(Pollard, 2014). 

However, both approaches, notably, have been difficult to sustain for universities, placement 

providers and students. The demands of increasing student cohort sizes, the numbers of 

placements required by multiple higher education providers, student’s multiple commitments 

reducing their availability for placement, workplaces and supervisors with limited availability 

are all driving demand for a renewal of approaches to integrative learning (Neden, Townsend 

& Zuchowski, 2018). Aspects of these models have also been critiqued, as not consistently 

equitable, accessible or inclusive for all students, and there is limited evidence to endorse 

them as the most effective educational models of integrative learning for practice (Cleak & 

Zuchowski, 2019; Bogo, 2015).  The traditional model has been challenged further with the 

transformation of face-to-face service and educational delivery towards digital service 
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delivery and digital learning, pre-existing to but accelerated by the global pandemic, COVID-

19 (AASW, 2020).  In Australia, the professional body and higher education providers 

enabled rapid innovation as a response to this emerging context, for example by approving 

changes to parameters for field education which emphasised students’ achievement of 

learning outcomes and those variations, modifications and innovations which enabled 

students to achieve those outcomes (AASW, 2020).  The recognition of a changing work 

context, demand for a mobile and online workforce and for digital learning provided dynamic 

opportunities for innovation in a context of uncertainty.  Educators and services responded 

flexibly, educational design was adapted, and digital transformation scaffolded this 

innovation.  Future predictions are that “organizations need to be able to innovate quickly, 

not only now but after this crisis subsides” (Schatsky, 2020, p. 2).  Projecting into a future in 

which graduates will be required as standard to navigate with agility, research by The 

Foundation for Young Australians reveals that “Prior to the onset of COVID-19, the changing 

needs and attitudes of organizations and workers, coupled with technological changes, was 

shifting the way we engaged in work overall, but particularly with flexible work in Australia” 

(FYA, 2020, p. 10).  This research lists three global economic drivers which are transforming 

the way we will work in the future: automation, globalization, and flexible work patterns: 

“Automation is predicted to transform every job across the Australian economy by 

2030, with 90% of future jobs requiring digital literacy.  

Globalisation as part of an increasingly globalised economy, and as a result of 

technology, it is estimated up to 11% of service jobs could be outsourced overseas.  

Flexible work with decreasing numbers of workers in traditional full-time 

employment, survey data estimates up to a third of the workforce could be engaged in 

flexible work, including part-time, casual and independent contractor roles.” (FYA, 

2020, p. 6) 
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The rise of non-traditional employment contexts, patterns and career pathways brings to the 

foreground different learning needs and requirements for practice including different skills, 

capabilities, and perspectives for engaging with and navigating a transformed world of work.  

For example, FYA predict that “Instead of a few jobs across a single career pathway, it is 

estimated that a young person today will have approximately 18 different jobs over six 

different careers in their lifetime” (2020, p. 16). The future of flexible working also gives rise 

to forms of work that “are not underpinned by an agreement, award or specific legislation; 

where risk is primarily worn by the worker; and, where there is control/autonomy over how 

and when the work is performed” (FYA, 2020, p. 33).  Automation and digitization, 

globalization, casual and independent employment, and flexible working patterns have 

implications for education and health care (Sheng et al., 2020) and for the discipline of social 

work.  Research undertaken by Sheng (et al., 2020, p. 11) outlines seven dimensions of future 

directions which are directly relevant to the design of integrative learning in social work 

education: access to knowledge involving more emphasis on experience and dialogue over 

facts and theory, increased small group collaborative learning through problem solving and 

innovation in applied settings, greater emphasis on networking, presentation, adaptive 

thinking and professionalism as future employment skills, greater emphasis on impact within 

an ethical framework through social skills, team work and leadership, continued need for 

educational experiences providing a sense of belonging and cultural cohesion, an enhanced 

role for collaborative cross sector research and development and deeper integration of 

industry collaboration and career development within industry. 

To take these future directions and emerging contexts in the world of work into account, the 

curriculum relating to practice requires a reconsideration, as to how and what students need 

to learn to equip them to navigate these contexts as social work graduates. This article 

approaches the challenges of educating social workers for practice in a non-traditional world 
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of work through evaluating traditional and non-traditional approaches to practice education 

within allied health, nursing, and social work contexts.  These approaches are analysed to 

determine their potential as contexts for field education and practice learning relevant to a 

transforming world of education and work. To do so means analysing role emergent 

placements, cluster model placements, educational student units, rotational placements, the 

hub and spoke model of placement and simulated practice education environments. This 

exploration of learning approaches contributes to future focused innovation in integrative 

learning. 

Role emergent placements 

An important example of innovation for integrative learning is role emergent placements 

(REP’s), used increasingly for example in occupational therapy as “a forum for students to 

develop skills required to work in emerging areas of practice” (Syed & Duncan, 2019, p. 3), 

to gain skills which help graduates to gain employment, and to develop skills which remain 

relevant and in use across their careers (Syed & Duncan, 2019).  These skills are transferable 

to social work practice as they include: “client-centered and therapeutic relationships, team 

consultation and collaboration, advocacy, critical thinking, and time management” (2019, p. 

10).  

REP’s involve students undertaking a scoping and assessment of a community setting and 

designing their role and interventions based on the emerging needs of the local organisation’s 

clients or community (Syed & Duncan, 2019; Hunt, 2006; Knightbridge, 2014; Overton et al., 

2009; Rodger et al., 2009; Scholar, McLaughlin, McCaughan, & Coleman, 2014).  A 

university liaison encourages external organisations to host a student to design and undertake 

a beneficial project with external supervision (Scholar et al., 2014; Thew et al., 2008). Such 

placements may involve students proposing policy development or a research project as a 
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placement option, with supervision offered by phone or via digital communication if 

undertaking distance education (Crisp & Hosken, 2016). As well as expanding the number of 

placement sites, role emergent placements are a way for professions to actively define and 

advocate for their profession to be broader than that prescribed by the bio-medical model or 

statutory agencies (Hunt, 2006; Knightbridge, 2014; Pollard, 2014; Scholar et al., 2014). 

Students benefit from increased confidence, autonomy, and organisational skills, while 

developing person centred practice skills, knowledge of other professions and increased 

understanding of non-clinical settings (Hunt, 2006; Knightbridge, 2014; Overton et al., 2009; 

Rodger et al., 2009; Scholar et al., 2014). These forms of placement require the student to be 

self-disciplined and motivated (Crisp & Hosken, 2016; Kearsley, 2012; Thew et al., 2008). In 

social work, a role emergent placement model can be applied in a wide range of settings, with 

opportunities for students to develop situated knowledge and skills enabling them to identify 

emerging needs and contexts, and design and deliver a social work role in response to these.  

Roles may reflect a broader range of practice than only a bio-medical or community model 

and include developing a social work identity which integrates the required self- discipline, 

initiative and innovation needed to navigate flexible working in non-traditional settings. 

There are constraints to such a model. For example, students often have preference for onsite 

supervision and report frustration when there is limited availability of a professional role 

model, as well as potential conflict between organisational task supervisors and external 

professional supervisors (Hoe Harwood et al., 2009; Rodger et al., 2009). Some supervisors 

are concerned about incompatibilities between values of the host organisation and the 

student’s profession leading to the student adopting unaligned values, the students being 

ignored, or that students may concentrate on the project at the expense of their own 

professional development (Rodger et al., 2009; Thew et al., 2008). While some students may 

gain paid employment in the placement organisation (Kearsley, 2012) a broader review 
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suggested the lack of resources in the community sector limits employment opportunities for 

graduates (Pollard, 2014). Cleak and Smith (2012) found that effective learning and student 

satisfaction was lowest when the only person qualified in the student’s discipline was an 

external supervisor compared to onsite supervision and multiple supervisors in a rotation 

model. Reasons for this effectiveness may be that onsite supervisors can enhance student 

learning by observing the student’s practice, providing feedback, and facilitating appropriate 

learning opportunities in addition to modelling appropriate professional behaviour (Bogo, 

2015; Reidlinger et al., 2017).  Learning design and the use of technologies to support 

learning and assessment need to be explored and developed to overcome some of these 

limitations and concerns and these could include innovations in online teaching and learning, 

online supervision, assessment methodologies and use of alternative pedagogies such as 

simulation. The benefit of this type of integrative learning model is the opportunities it offers 

for learning skills relevant to working flexibly with emerging need, and which are key for 

future focused graduate success. 

Cluster model placements 

Another important innovation in integrative learning is the cluster model of placements, 

which involves multiple students being supervised by a single field supervisor (Crisp & 

Hosken, 2016), a role also referred to as a clinical educator (Rodger et al., 2008) or nurse 

preceptor (Henderson, Twentyman, Heel, & Lloyd, 2006). Most students are placed in pairs 

(Flood, Haslam, & Hocking, 2010; Hanson & Deluliis, 2015; Hosken et al., 2016; Kell & 

Owen, 2009; Precin, 2009; Reidlinger et al., 2017; Rodger et al., 2009; Sevenhuysen et al., 

2014; Sevenhuysen et al., 2013) or sometimes groups of three (Flood et al., 2010; Kell & 

Owen, 2009). Such a cluster or facilitator model is often used in nursing where one clinical 

educator/ registered nurse supervises up to eight students assigned to a single ward 

(Bourgeois, Drayton, & Brown, 2011; Henderson et al., 2006; Roxburgh, 2014). While 
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students were reported to view the cluster model as providing a mostly positive learning 

opportunity (Bourgeois et al., 2011) and it is considered easier and cheaper to administer 

(Hoe Harwood et al., 2009), comparative studies found that the 1:1 ratio provided greatest 

student and supervisor satisfaction (Cleak & Smith, 2012; Flood et al., 2010; Henderson et 

al., 2006; Kell & Owen, 2009; Sevenhuysen et al., 2014). 

Those who critique the cluster model argue that there are often insufficient resources to 

support more than one student, that there are limited opportunities for one-to-one supervision 

and limited learning opportunities suitable for novice students, as well as the potential for 

disruption to the host team’s dynamic (Rodger et al., 2009). Measures to mediate such issues 

in cluster and others models of placement can include provision of additional digital 

educational resources such as videos of, and guides for learning routine professional skills 

that can be accessed for personalised, repetitive, on-demand and networked learning by 

individuals and groups of students and supervisors.  A cluster model can assist with reducing 

pressure on the supervisor (Bartholomai & Fitzgerald, 2007; Hanson & Deluliis, 2015; 

Precin, 2009; Rodger et al., 2009; Sevenhuysen et al., 2013) and increasing student 

autonomy, critical thinking, group skills and independent learning ability (Flood et al., 2010; 

Precin, 2009). The strength of the model is in the opportunity to meet the needs of larger 

student cohorts (Bourgeois et al., 2011; Hosken et al., 2016; Reidlinger et al., 2017; Rodger 

et al., 2008; Sevenhuysen et al., 2014; Sevenhuysen et al., 2013) and reduced costs 

(Henderson et al., 2006; Hosken et al., 2016; Sevenhuysen et al., 2013).   

Noticeably, even positive reports about group supervision tended to offer qualifications. 

When there are multiple students per supervisor, students were required to have good group 

skills, be confident, self-motivated and goal directed to experience beneficial learning 

outcomes (Bartholomai & Fitzgerald, 2007; Flood et al., 2010; Sevenhuysen et al., 2014). 

However, the use of networked technologies to create a digital learning community can 
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enable a high degree of interactivity, supporting placement learning and impacting positively 

on the placement experience (Hall et al., 2000). Building networks for sharing knowledge, 

scaffolding connectedness and enabling digital communication are learning activities which 

reflect the skills required in future focused work environments where flexibility, technical 

proficiency, digital literacy and a professional online identity are increasingly integral to 

work practice and service delivery. 

To support this model, it has been recommended that the field educator is experienced in 

supervision (Bartholomai & Fitzgerald, 2007), the placement organisation has clear 

structures, and that all staff are supportive of students (Bartholomai & Fitzgerald, 2007; 

Hanson & Deluliis, 2015). While the impact of variables such as discipline or length of 

placement were unclear in these studies, the personal and contextual resources, attributes and 

preparation of all stakeholders are clearly important factors in shaping the outcomes of these 

placements and therefore, to increasing the value of cluster models for meeting social work 

goals.   

Educational units 

Like the cluster model, in educational units it is usual for one supervisor to support many 

students, with a distinction being that the supervisor usually has training and experience in 

supervision which is also their primary or sometimes only task (Cornish & White, 2014). Not 

limited to an in-situ context an educational unit can involve unit co-ordinators or tutors in 

organising work placements with diverse organisations to meet community needs, organise 

student work opportunities, and support field supervisors as well as students with subject-

specific specialist supervisors (Cornish & White, 2014; Rosenwax, Gribble, & Margaria, 

2010). Students in this type of educational unit placement can benefit from peer support but 

reports indicate greater supervisory support and feelings of confidence here than in other 
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larger group supervisory arrangements (Cornish & White, 2014; Henderson et al., 2006; 

Precin, 2007). Educational units generally save placement officers time by maintaining 

relationships with workplaces, ensuring ongoing placement opportunities, and providing 

affordable help to community members (Canavan & Hayes, 2009; Cornish & White, 2014; 

Rosenwax et al., 2010).  Social work students for example, gained experience in child 

protection in a unit created and staffed by the New Zealand department of Child, Youth and 

Family (Hay & Teppett, 2011), hospital social work (Neden et al., 2018), and through the 

Newry Student Unit (Canavan & Hayes, 2009). Speech pathology students worked in pairs to 

provide screening services in primary schools in the Broken Hill region (Jones et al., 2011) 

and in the GRACE model final year occupational therapists offer a consistent service to host 

organisations through staggered 7-week placement blocks over 42 weeks of the year 

(Rosenwax et al., 2010). This approach of staggering the placement periods among the 

student cohort is welcomed by external organisations and the community because a consistent 

service can be offered (Canavan & Hayes, 2009; Poole et al., 2013; Rosenwax et al., 2010). 

In the aggregate model students gain support from professionals of their own disciplines and 

staff from different disciplines, while working together in a unit to collaborate and provide 

multidisciplinary care in a mental health setting. Rodger (et al., 2008) described as being 

successful, a collaboration between clinicians, community members and fieldwork co-

ordinators to develop projects for students that address the needs of a regional community or 

specialist area. Concerns about the educational unit model are that staff of the organisation in 

which a unit is embedded treat students as if they are ‘in the way’ (Cornish & White, 2014), 

and in some cases the models were considered too expensive to maintain (Hay & Teppett, 

2011).  

Rotational placements 
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Rotational placements take a range of forms for scaffolding integrative learning.  They can be 

designed as either concurrent (i.e., part time at two or more places) or sequential (i.e., blocks 

one after the other) and as either internal (i.e., different programs/departments at one site) or 

external (i.e., at different organisations) (Birkenmaier, Curley, & Rowan, 2012). While 

student resilience is improved in such a model, having different mentors for each block of a 

sequential rotation was found to reduce student’s belongingness and sense of advancement as 

students could be treated as novices in each setting (Roxburgh, 2014). At the same time, this 

model may place more pressure on staff to find more placements per students, and the shorter 

time may curtail acclimatization in one placement before having to move on to the next.  

Nursing students undertaking an internal rotation with one supervisor appeared to feel more 

practice ready than those with group supervision and mentors but no rotation (Nash et al., 

2009). Staff involved in a project of rotating pairs of social work students through three sites 

but with consistent supervision reported students’ knowledge and practice readiness 

improved, but students reported that they did not gain competence in the four weeks they had 

at each site (Hosken et al., 2016). Birkenmaier et al. (2012) concluded that Master of Social 

Work (MSW) students gained relevant knowledge on rotational placements but those who 

had concurrent placements and spent time at long term care facilities gained the most 

knowledge. One supervisor and spending more time at each location appears to benefit 

student learning as knowledge built with experience is recognised.  

Hub and spoke placements  

While some educators consider the hub and spoke model as a form of rotational placement 

(Millar, 2014), others differentiate these models on the basis they emphasise different aspects 

of practice and learning (Roxburgh, Conlon, & Banks, 2012).  Hub and spoke models for 

example have been designed to emphasise client centredness and connections between 

placement sites, retaining the same supervisor throughout the whole placement (Roxburgh et 
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al., 2012; White & King, 2015) and organising visits to complementary services linked to the 

work in their main or ‘hub’ placement to gain a broader understanding of their patient’s 

health service experience (Cummins et al., 2010; Roxburgh et al., 2012; White & King, 

2015). Spoke opportunities are also used to create inter-professional learning opportunities, 

such as involving multidisciplinary groups of students in developing a plan from a case study 

(O'Carroll, Braid, Ker, & Jackson, 2012). In another example of the hub and spoke model 

students committed at least half a day once a week to deliver a multi-disciplinary intervention 

required by a rural community (Craig, Barnard, Glasgow, & May, 2014). This model guides 

students to integrate theoretical learning with practice, is reported to be appropriate for first 

year students, and broadens students’ understanding of different responsibilities undertaken 

by health professionals (Craig et al., 2014; Cummins et al., 2010; O'Carroll et al., 2012; 

White & King, 2015). In a comparison of three hub and spoke models, all successfully 

scaffolded “a continuum of student led learning which supports the process of learning across 

geographical locations and provides opportunities for individual students to be positively 

innovative and creative in their learning approaches” (Roxburgh, Conlon, & Banks, 2012, p. 

782).  Evidence from nursing hub and spoke models shows that among student cohorts “there 

is a strong sense of student agency, with evidence that they actively planned and constructed 

their learning pathways within these formative new models” (Roxburgh, Conlon, & Banks, 

2012, p. 788).  This learning context offers integrative learning for practice with opportunities 

for innovation, agency and creativity in response to local and emergent needs, and 

encourages an active, autonomous approach to professional learning, all of which are critical 

to positioning graduates for the future world of work. 

Simulated practice education environments 

Simulations have been used in the social work education context in the United States as a 

way for students to accumulate field placement hours, since its approval by the Council on 
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Social Work Education in 2015 (Roberson, 2020; Neden, 2020). Simulations of practice 

settings, situations and interactions are grounded in a constructivist experiential learning 

framework, and commonly include working with simulated and virtual clients, settings and 

scenarios, and with the use of role play, artificial intelligence (AI) feedback, live 

supervision and post simulation review.  Each simulation has varying degrees of 

authenticity and fidelity, responsiveness to the learner and immediacy of feedback (Boddy, 

Johns, Frost, Lynch & Stevens, in press).  Evidence clearly demonstrates that students find 

virtual world learning useful, particularly for teaching social work values, skills and 

knowledge, and affords thought provoking and emotionally engaging experiential learning 

(Reinsmith-Jones, et al., 2015). According to Sunarich and Rowan (2017) who implemented 

simulation as part of a field education experience at the Canadian Holland Bloorview Kids 

Rehabilitation Hospital, such an approach can build student confidence and reflective practice 

skills, while also promoting knowledge development as it relates to the organisation and 

professional practice standards. Simulation can also provide students with an opportunity to 

gain clinical skills, particularly useful when students study remotely. For example, the Virtual 

Clinical Practicum® (VCP) enables nursing students to undertake telehealth learning 

experiences without physically visiting placement sites (Grady, 2011). Such an approach 

already complements, supports and in some cases may even supplant more traditional 

approaches to field education (Vernon et al., 2009). While the creation of virtual simulations 

can be resource intensive, instructional design can enhance the sustainability of investment, 

for example through repurposing and curation of existing digital artefacts such as applications 

using learning design, to be resources across contexts (Neden, 2020). It needs to be noted that 

some students may perform well in simulations, but struggle in practice (Beddoe et al., 2011).  

However, recent research summarized by EDUCAUSE (Pomerantz, 2018) has demonstrated 

that “3D technologies enable active and experiential learning, promote critical reflection and 
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analysis skills, learning through shared experiences and collaboration as well as developing 

ethical awareness. These experiences also enable students to conceptualize uses of 

technologies for practice and gain new skills in their use, all of which are relevant for social 

work education” (Neden, 2020, p. 5).  Simulated practice environments do support integrative 

learning, and the use of virtual and augmented reality technologies do support asynchronous 

online delivery and personalized learning solutions all of which address a range of current 

and future challenges in social work education. 

Future focused learning innovation using these models should be informed by Billett’s (2015) 

research findings on how to integrate practice experiences that prepare students to practice 

effectively upon graduation and sustain efficacy across “lengthening working lives” (2015, p. 

135).  These guidelines include: practice experiences need to be augmented; students should 

be prepared and supported before and during practicum experiences to connect experiences 

after the practicum; readiness is central to participation and learning; students have other 

commitments and priorities alongside study that present challenges to the provision and 

management of practice experiences; student engagement and experience of the curriculum is 

central; building on a progressive series of experiences and levels of support over time is 

preferable; practice educators need to intentionally create opportunities in the curriculum for 

students to consider and reconcile their practice experiences to maximize learning; and, 

aligning all parties’ understandings of the purposes and processes of integrative learning is a 

key component of an effective integrative learning environment (Billett, 2015, pp. 135-158). 

Discussion 

This analysis of diverse practice education approaches in allied health, nursing and social 

work demonstrates both the limitations and affordances of each approach for improving 

flexibility and learner engagement, learning experiences, inclusivity and access, increasing 
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learning opportunities, addressing emerging skills and practices, appealing to students and 

stakeholders, and improving the authenticity, sustainability and integration of theory and 

practice in the learning experience. While the examination of models used in different 

disciplines provides useful insight into how design can be done differently, the assessment of 

the quality of traditions and innovations and their effectiveness should reflect differences in 

disciplinary and professional cultures and preferences to ensure an appropriate fit.  For 

example, it is considered innovative in nursing to have 1:1 supervision with a single 

registered nurse, and it is common to have group supervision of up to 8 students (Bourgeois 

et al., 2011; Henderson et al., 2006; Hoe Harwood et al., 2009; Roxburgh, 2014), while 

paired placement pilots in physiotherapy were seen to perform poorly compared to the 1:1 

model (Kell & Owen, 2009; Sevenhuysen et al., 2014).  Enabling decision-making about 

which of the many innovation opportunities could be applied in social work requires 

reference to the frameworks for quality assurance in academia, industry and the discipline, 

the alignment of which can sometimes lag behind emerging trends (Neden et. al., 2018).  

Todd and Schwartz (2009) noted that introducing innovation and diversity can conflict with 

managerial approaches to assessing quality and advocated for a transformative rather than a 

standards lens on quality, to align more closely with social work discourses of empowering 

students and enhancing their knowledge and skills. Bridging this polarity, the Foundation of 

Young Australians has integrated quality standards for future work with transformation, 

conceptualizing quality beyond compliance.  From this integration they outline the four 

“pillars of good work” that underpin transformative quality standards:  access and inclusion, 

protection and wellbeing, quality and control, growth, and development (FYA, 2020, p. 4).   

This transformative quality framework for work settings is relevant to practice learning in 

social work education for example, in advocating for “access to opportunities for progression 

including ways to build skills and networks as well as recognition of skill development and 
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portability across work” (FYA, 2020, p. 4). Students can usefully learn to perform flexible 

working practices such as this, to build their preparedness and agility for navigating a future 

world of work. The models discussed provide evidence for four key recommendations for 

achieving transformative quality when designing non-traditional contexts for integrative 

learning: 

1. Clear communication about the educational model applied is required by 

students, supervisors, and academics (Gursansky & Le Sueur, 2012; Hoe 

Harwood et al., 2009; Overton et al., 2009).  

2. Student placement within non-traditional models for integrative learning should 

involve an assessment and matching process such as an interview, since not 

every model is suitable for everyone (Crisp & Hosken, 2016; Hunt, 2006; 

Kearsley, 2012; Rodger et al., 2009).  

3. Addressing student concerns that the skills developed at non-traditional 

placements are not as valuable as clinical skills learned on traditional 

placements is required (Overton et al., 2009; Pollard, 2014).  

4. All placement sites and staff should be welcoming to students and value 

teaching and learning, and students should have opportunities to learn from 

representatives from other professions (Bogo, 2015; Precin, 2009).  

This analysis indicates that many allied health and nursing professions are learning and 

practicing outside the hospital setting and that their disciplinary practice learning objectives 

overlap with social work.  Like the trend identified in the literature for nursing and 

occupational therapists to undertake integrative learning for practice in non-traditional 

contexts such as social justice, equity, advocacy, and community development placements, 

social work also must continue to pursue new avenues.  Opportunities for students to 

integrate theory into flexible and digital working contexts, skills and practices will enable 
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graduates to adapt to and practice within the requirements of the “…age of Work from 

Anywhere (and) The new remote economy and hybrid working models” (Cisco, 2020, p. 2).   

The examination of innovations in field education in social work, nursing, and allied health 

reveals the significance of the design of integrative learning as a platform for future focused 

innovation. Innovations in the design of integrative learning are supported with the use of 

technologies for digital, virtual and simulated experiences, contexts and supervision 

relationships, for distributed, networked, augmented, immersive and collaborative learning, 

and for expanding the range of contexts in which integrative learning can take place. These 

kinds of innovations provide opportunities for reflective experiential real world learning 

experiences of applied service delivery, problem solving and collaboration using digital and 

flexible work practices.  These experiences enable students to learn about and through their 

own and service user experiences of engagement with digital technology interfaces, 

processes, and concepts, all of which are increasingly significant platforms for health and 

social care practice and service delivery (Sheng et al., 2020). In a post Covid-19 world, where 

digital, blended and hybrid learning are now permanent and mainstream (Cisco, 2020; Sheng 

et. al., 2020), we must adapt and innovate in ways which enable graduates to demonstrate 

agility and resilience in navigating the emerging re-design of the workforce and world of 

work.  This future has many implications for education and health care (Sheng et. al., 2020) 

which require further consideration including by Schools of Social Work and the discipline, 

such as the viability of existing standards and the reform of those which reflect traditions that 

can no longer be sustainable or relevant in the future world of work and education.  

Operational considerations of non-traditional opportunities include costs, training of staff, 

agency recruitment and preparation, supervision, and monitoring.  Having established that 

non-traditional opportunities for learning are commensurate as learning experiences with 

traditional approaches, these considerations about operationalising innovative approaches and 
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measuring impact in the context of emerging and future trends in education and work should 

inform a future research agenda.  

Conclusion 

This examination of traditions and innovations in approaches to integrative learning from 

allied health, nursing and social work uses a future focused lens to anticipate emerging and 

future changes in the world of work and education.  This lens brings to the foreground 

evidence that students need to learn to apply digital literacy skills for navigating flexible 

working practice contexts as well as service delivery and that they should have opportunities 

to learn these prior to graduation.  An analysis of the limitations and affordances of each 

model as learning contexts fit for this purpose, demonstrates the diverse ways innovation can 

be introduced and learning for an emerging and future world of work enhanced.   

Consideration of quality standards both as a scaffold to achieve innovative transformation 

and as a framework for compliance which achieves that purpose, promotes a future focused 

reimagining of the design of integrative learning in social work education. 
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