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Abstract 

Field education is a core component within social work education and vital to enable 

students to integrate their learning and professional practice. In addition to the challenges 

associated with undertaking tertiary studies, many also have to balance this new role of 

‘student’ with other roles and responsibilities. Undertaking field placement can therefore 

present as a barrier to their persistence. This research was designed to address gaps in 

knowledge about the experience of social work students and strategies they adopt in order to 

persist with field education. 

To explore these issues further, 16 Master of Social Work students were recruited to 

participate in two semi-structured, in-depth interviews. In contrast to other field education 

research, student perspectives were sought at two different points in placement. The research 

explored their experience focussing on what students perceived as being helpful or as 

hindering their field education.  

The methodological framework adopted was founded on an understanding of social 

constructivism that acknowledges the socially constructed nature of knowledge and the 

existence of multiple realities. This approach matched the exploratory nature of the study. 

Consideration of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory in the research design and 

analysis, contributed to the development of a Framework that took the perspective of student 

persistence from within a sociocultural context of social work field education. These two 

perspectives, combined with the influence of narrative research theory, enabled a research 

design that has deepened an appreciation of the experience of persistence in field education to 

be exposed and meanings to be understood. 
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The results of the research revealed new knowledge about the breadth of factors that 

influence students’ field education and how they persist. The study concluded that students 

engage in a finely balanced and complex process to manage the competing roles, 

responsibilities, and other influential factors within their environment. Furthermore, the thesis  

concludes that there are aspects of the field education context and the wider environment that 

are significant to persistence, but over which students have little control. The findings have 

long term implications for social work field education which need addressing through 

research and change. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Field education has long been a core component of social work education (Ketner et 

al., 2017). There is little debate about its importance to integrating learning and professional 

practice and it has been described as a “distinctive pedagogy” (Egan et al., 2018) and a 

“signature pedagogy” (Wayne et al., 2010). Although during recent years, much attention has 

been devoted to the pedagogy of field education, less is known about the challenges faced by 

students and their impact on learning. One significant challenge is that of undertaking 

placement. Many students struggle with the commitment of time and energy that is required.  

The social work student population has evolved over the years to become more  

diverse and better represent the communities they will serve (Bernard et al., 2011; Stevens et 

al., 2012). Frequently students are older than average and have family, cultural, employment, 

financial and other responsibilities. These roles and responsibilities may compete for a 

student’s time and attention, especially during the lengthy social work student placements 

(Hemy et al., 2016).  

My role as a convenor for field education in the School of Human Services and Social 

Work at Griffith University has given me the opportunity to hear from students firsthand 

about their concerns, struggles and achievements regarding placement. My work includes 

preparing each cohort of external Master of Social Work (MSW) students for placement and 

supporting their learning during the field education course. I am also a contact point for 

prospective students with queries about field education. This thesis was inspired by their 

stories. 

Preparation for placement involves providing students with information about 

placement requirements and standards, assessing their readiness for placement and arranging 

suitable placements. During placements, I also have responsibility for ensuring that these 
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provide suitable learning opportunities and a general oversight of students’ progress. This 

role, therefore, entails many direct conversations with prospective social work students, 

existing students, social workers, field educators, managers and other partners in social work 

education.  

It is common to hear from people who are worried about how they might be able to 

fulfil the field education requirements of the social work degree because of their other roles 

and responsibilities. I listen to stories of financial struggle, anxiety about the impact of 

placement on children and distress about the hurdles associated with undertaking placements 

and the potential for this to end an aspiration for becoming a social worker. Amongst the 

students there have been experiences of poverty, stress, illness and an emotional toll for them 

and their families resulting from trying to manage a myriad of demands whilst on placement. 

We discuss ways they might prepare their families, manage financially and look after their 

wellbeing whilst on placement. I try to ensure they maintain connections with their peers and 

have opportunities to reach out to sources of support if needed. 

I have been moved by tales from students who succeed against seemingly 

insurmountable odds but, in short, my experience has shown me that many social work 

students find field placement to be an extremely stressful time which tests their persistence 

and potentially, their goal of becoming a social worker. Sometimes students express 

frustration over what they perceive to be unhelpful placement requirements as determined by 

the university or placement agency and some of them withdraw from the degree.  

This situation led me to question how placement requirements and other aspects of 

field education contribute to students’ difficulties and what I can do. I have wanted to act on 

any aspects of my role that could present barriers to student persistence, and I have wanted to 

know how I might better support social work students to prepare for and engage in field 

placement. Furthermore, I have felt responsibility as an educator and a social worker to 
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extend opportunities for people with multiples roles and responsibilities to follow their 

dreams of being a social worker and consequently, contribute to the diversity of the 

profession. 

The purpose of undertaking this research began as a way to find out what I could do 

to smooth the passage of students through field education and grew into a desire to amplify 

the achievements of those who have successfully managed their roles and responsibilities to 

succeed. I saw it as an opportunity to understand and share the knowledge of their experience 

and persistence. By exploring their challenges and successes, my ambition for this study has 

been to create new knowledge and understanding that could be helpful to students, social 

workers and educators.      

Research Aims 

The aim of this thesis is therefore to give voice to the student experience and explore 

what has helped or hindered their persistence in field education. To address the aims, the 

following research questions were formulated.  

Primary question: How do students with multiple roles persist in field education? 

 Secondary questions:  

1. What factors do students with multiple roles perceive as impediments or 

facilitators to their field education? 

2. How do students with multiple roles experience these factors? 

3. How do students with multiple roles manage these factors in order to persist with 

field education? 
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Study Rationale and Significance 

 Field education is widely accepted as essential to the integration of classroom-based 

learning and social work practice, but it presents many challenges for students and 

universities. Universities are supporting an increasingly diverse student body (Bernard et al., 

2011; Spiegler & Bednarek, 2013) and have a responsibility to provide an environment that 

fosters their success (Benelux Bologna Secretariat, 2009). Student retention is important 

because of the potentially negative consequences for students and institutions when students 

leave without completing their course of study (Thomas, 2012). Concerns about retention 

have resulted in attention to understanding what helps and directing action to assist students 

persist with their studies.  

 Student persistence has been well researched, but, as outlined in Chapter 2, there is a 

gap in the research literature about persistence of students in field education. Field education 

requires university resources to negotiate and support placements and, for those institutions 

offering social work qualifications, this can be a difficult task given the scarcity of suitable 

placements (Bernard et al., 2011; Crisp & Hosken, 2016) and the needs of each student. 

Many students face barriers to higher education, including juggling their other roles and 

responsibilities (Bernard et al., 2011; Kinser & Deitchman, 2007; Markle, 2015). The 

significant time and attention required to undertake placement, presents challenges for social 

work students, but perhaps more so for those with family, employment, or cultural 

responsibilities. It is therefore important to know what helps them to persist in field education 

and what acts as a hindrance. This knowledge will be a foundation for future efforts by 

universities, social work educators, professional bodies and social work students to create an 

environment that facilitates persistence in field education. 
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Methodology 

To explore the experiences of social work students in placement and understand how 

they were able to persist, I developed a methodological framework that privileged their 

voices, captured their experience at two different points and made sense of it. As the 

foundation of the methodological framework, social constructivism offered recognition of the 

socially constructed nature of knowledge and the potential for multiple realities to exist, 

influenced by social, cultural and historical contexts. It was selected because of its 

application in exploratory research, especially studying the individual and their experience in 

the environment. This was especially relevant in this research because of the need to elicit the 

full range of factors perceived by students as influencing their persistence and to develop 

meaning from their experience. 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory was also utilised in the methodology 

because it offered a way of understanding individuals in their environments and 

conceptualising multiple factors within social contexts (Payne & Campling, 2005). It 

provided a framework for exploration of student persistence within the sociocultural context 

of social work field education and was helpful in creating new meaning from the results 

relating to the interaction of the components of students’ environment.  

 Qualitative methods were chosen because they were well suited to the exploratory 

nature of the research. They allowed for a focus on “naturally occurring, ordinary events” 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 10) in settings that were not contrived. This enabled 

investigation of persistence as a whole, including subjective experiences, and allowed the 

richness of the data to emerge from the dialogue between me and participants. Narrative 

inquiry, which is compatible with a social constructivist viewpoint, was also incorporated 

into the research framework. This perspective enabled the collection and analysis of rich data 

and contributed to understanding the stories of persistence as multi-layered, with new 
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meanings arising as the participants and researcher engaged in the research process over two 

interviews. Narrative inquiry methods also have the potential to create a transformative 

experience for the participants and researcher as they recognise the importance of telling and 

re-telling stories in making sense of and constructing knowledge. 

 Data was collected in 2015 from social work students, selected by a criterion-based 

approach, purposeful sampling. The students participated in two semi-structured interviews. 

Analysis utilised Creswell’s spiral of data analysis (Creswell, 2013).  

Definition of Terms 

This research used broad definitions of terms to capture the range of meaning and 

experience of the participants.  

Persistence, also called perseverance, is generally understood as “the quality or state of 

maintaining a course of action or keeping at a task and finishing it despite the obstacles (such 

as opposition or discouragement) or the effort involved.” (Vanden Bos, 2018."Persistence". 

para. 2). Persistence is a term often used in relation to student retention, particularly of “non-

traditional” students. In the research literature about student persistence, the term “non-

traditional student” is used to describe students from any social group that is under-

represented in higher education. In the studies referenced in this thesis, the groups defined as 

“non-traditional” include “older” or “adult” students, women, parents, students of under-

represented ethnic or cultural backgrounds, first-generation students, and those with lower 

socio-economic status. The refenced studies do not include those concerned primarily with 

sexuality or religion. 

Non-traditional students have been seen as susceptible to failing or “dropping out” of 

their studies. Consequently, higher education institutions have been keen to explore ways of 

addressing the problems of student disengagement and attrition. 
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Many of the studies into student retention and persistence appear to view persistence 

quite narrowly and measure persistence as degree completion. However, conceptual models 

show that there is a complex range of factors contributing to adult student persistence 

(Bergman et al., 2014; Markle, 2015; Yorke, 2004) and the “line between successful and 

unsuccessful progression may be narrow” (Moriarty et al., 2009, p. 373). Some behaviours, 

such as withdrawing from studies, are interpreted as failing to persist. However, as there is a 

significant proportion of students who withdraw and re-enter a degree program later (Kinser 

& Deitchman, 2007), this behaviour could, in some instances, be more accurately described 

as “interruptions”. To capture the students’ meaning of the term persistence therefore, this 

thesis considers it more broadly than the definition above and acknowledges that persistence 

is a multifaceted process that occurs over time.  

Field placement or placement are terms used to denote what may be called 

practicum, placement or field instruction. Field placement “socialises students into the 

profession through immersion in real practice contexts, while allowing a constructive and 

reciprocal learning space to develop” (Australian Association of Social Workers, 2020, p. 9). 

It involves the placing of students in the field to engage in social work under supervision for 

certain periods of time. Field education is used more broadly to encompass learning 

activities associated with field placement. Field education is a distinctive pedagogy for social 

work education which enables students to integrate classroom learning with professional 

practice so that students notice and refine their ways of thinking, doing and being” 

(Australian Association of Social Workers, 2020, p. 9) and may include preparation for 

placement and university-based integration activities during placement. 

In this thesis, the terms field educator or supervisor are used to describe social 

workers and non-social workers who work with the student during the placement to facilitate 

learning. They are generally experienced practitioners who are responsible for managing the 
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learning opportunities, guiding the student, providing supervision, and evaluating the 

student’s progress. The Australian Social Work Education and Accreditation Standards 

(ASWEAS) stipulate that the field educator must be eligible for membership of the 

Australian Association of Social Workers (AASW) with specific levels of experience and 

training. Field educators may be based within the organisation or external. Field supervisors, 

also known as task supervisors, may be practitioners within the placement agency who do not 

hold the required qualification or level of experience. In this thesis the terms field educator 

and supervisor are used interchangeably as it was not always possible from the participant 

narratives to determine whether they were speaking about a task supervisor or social work 

supervisor. 

Thesis Structure 

This thesis begins with an introductory overview of the motivation for the research, 

the research aims and a summary of outcomes. The following chapters contain the literature 

review (Chapter 2), methodology (Chapter 3), specific findings and discussion (Chapters 4, 5 

and 6) and overall discussion, implications, recommendations, and conclusions (Chapter 7). 

Participants’ voices are given prominence in the findings chapters, which is in accord with 

the narrative and social constructivist methodological approaches. 

Chapter 2 provides background to the research “problem”. It begins with an outline of 

social roles and role theory that help in understanding the kind of role conflict and overload 

experienced by the participants of this research study. This follows with a brief explanation 

of the challenges for institutes of higher education associated with greater student diversity 

and how they impact on schools of social work. Comprehensive information is provided 

about persistence as a phenomenon that is influenced by many factors. This is linked to the 

research literature about social work student persistence. 
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Chapter 3 outlines the research framework. It focusses on methodology and provides 

justification for choices of methodology and methods. The chapter explains why qualitative 

methodology was chosen to address the research questions, discusses the basis for using 

social constructivism to underpin the research and explains the relevance of ecological 

systems theory to the study. The research questions are then reiterated, followed by 

descriptions and explanations of decisions about research methods. Methods of data 

collection and analysis are described and discussed, followed by discussion of the quality of 

the research and limitations, based on Tracy’s (2010) eight key markers of quality. Ethical 

considerations which are based on concern for participant consent and wellbeing, and 

confidentiality (Josselson, 2007) are outlined and discussed.   

The findings and discussion are presented across three chapters focused on the major 

themes emerging from the research. Chapter 4 outlines findings about the social roles 

occupied by the participants and the influence on persistence in field education. This chapter 

describes which social roles and relationships participants perceived as influencing their 

placements and outlines how these experiences were helped or hindered by their families, 

other social networks, and employment.   

Chapter 5 focusses on findings related to the contexts within which field education 

occurs. The most influential factors were found to be the placement requirements (which 

include number of hours on placement), student-university relationships and the placement 

context, including student-supervisor relationships and the quality of supervision. Findings 

about employment-based placements are also outlined in this chapter because of the unique 

nature of their influence. This chapter also describes the influence of student satisfaction and 

how it is related to the placement context and persistence. Factors that enhance satisfaction 

and persistence include feeling supported to manage their external roles and responsibilities 

and having positive student-supervisor relationships and a perception that the quality of 
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supervision was good. The findings related to the field education context are briefly 

discussed.  

Chapter 6, the final findings chapter, provides details of individual, personal attributes 

that were found to influence persistence and compares these to the research literature. The 

chapter illuminates the social work student field education experience and how students 

manage their roles and responsibilities during placement. It introduces and discusses 

“coping” as a process that was common to all of the participants and enhanced persistence. 

Motivation, knowledge and experience, identity and learning were also individual attributes 

found to be influential and important to the students. This chapter discusses the significance 

of the findings in relation to existing research literature.  

Chapter 7 focusses on the implications of the research findings. It explores the 

implications for social policy, social work education and standards, the social work 

profession and for students. It highlights the need for change and recommends systemic 

improvements and future research.  

This chapter has detailed the background to the research and has introduced the focus 

and rationale for the study. It also provided an overview of the thesis structure. The following 

chapter presents literature that informs the study.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This chapter provides a review of the literature that informed the research questions 

and methodology for this study. It begins with explanations of social roles and role theories 

and refers to literature about student diversity as background to the research questions. It 

examines the literature about social work field education and what is known about student 

attributes and the situational and institutional factors that influence persistence. It concludes 

with discussion about the gaps and inconsistencies in knowledge about the student experience 

of persistence in field education.  

 Reading a wide body of literature about higher education and field education in social 

work and other disciplines has informed my awareness of the complexity of matters 

surrounding social work field education and student experience. In order to investigate the 

student experience, it was important to first understand what was known about social roles.   

Understanding Social Roles 

Literature about social roles and the experience of managing multiple social roles was 

analysed to inform the research questions and methodology. Early theories about social roles 

offer perspectives about the interaction between multiple roles such as those occupied by 

social work students and the challenges in managing the associated demands. One 

noteworthy model (Goode, 1960) was developed during the 1950s and was used primarily to 

describe the experience of married women entering the formal workforce who felt “strain” 

related to fulfilling the responsibilities of being wife, mother, and employee. The concept of 

“role strain” is based on the notion of scarcity, which assumes that people have limited 

resources, including time and energy to devote to their roles and that engaging in multiple 

roles will inevitably lead to conflict and stress. According to Goode’s Theory of Role Strain 

(Goode, 1960), “All individuals take part in many different role relationships, for each of 
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which there will be somewhat different obligations” and “In general, the individual's total 

role obligations are over-demanding” (p. 485).  This theory holds that people engage in 

“bargaining” in order to relieve the role strain experienced as a consequence of being unable 

to fulfil all role demands. In much the same way as economists may make cost-benefit 

analyses, individuals make decisions about priorities and adopt strategies to manage the roles.  

This scarcity hypothesis was found wanting because of its focus on the number of roles 

occupied rather than considering how the nature of a particular role might contribute to or 

impair wellbeing (Baruch & Barnett, 1986). It also did not explain findings that role quality 

has a much stronger relationship to wellbeing than role occupancy, with the likelihood that 

some additional roles can act as a "buffer" to potential stress (Baruch & Barnett, 1986; 

Fortune, 1987). Nevertheless, the value of Role Theory is in offering an understanding of the 

potential associations between role responsibilities, demands, conflicts and benefits, and the 

way they may influence students’ persistence in field education.  

In contrast the later “expansion” or “enhancement” model proposed that the benefits of 

occupying multiple roles are likely to outweigh the disadvantages through such things as the 

availability of a sense of identity, privileges, and relationships (Baruch & Barnett, 1986). It 

was suggested that these result in increased self-esteem and lowered levels of stress. Authors 

examining the work-family relationship have sought to build on this framework and 

introduced the concepts of “enrichment”, “positive spillover”, “enhancement” and 

“facilitation”. In her exploration of psychological strain amongst Australian social workers, 

Kallaith noted,  

The fundamental thinking underpinning work-family enrichment is that participation in 

multiple roles provides individuals with resources such as self-esteem, self-confidence, 
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knowledge, and skills, which can be used to benefit participation in other life domains. 

(2013, p. 2)  

Kallaith’s study focussed on the relationship between only two roles, employment, and 

family, however, for social workers at least, participation in work and family roles were 

mutually beneficial and some of the benefits were associated with lower levels of stress. Just 

how these benefits (or indeed negative influences) can be transferred from one role to another 

is explained by Greenhaus and Powell (2006) who proposed a model in which work-to-

family and family-to-work roles could be enriched through both instrumental and affective 

pathways. In other words, a person could transfer such things as skills, perspectives, 

psychological and material resources, and social-capital resources from one role to another 

and this transfer could be moderated by factors such as salience of the role and the perceived 

relevance of resources to the role. The “enrichment” model is helpful as it has the potential to 

explain some of the variances indicated in the literature about how students experience 

multiple roles.  

 To further inform the development of this thesis, it was also important to explore what 

is known about student diversity and persistence.  

Social Work Student Diversity and Persistence 

In recent decades there has been increased diversity of the social work student 

population. Some of this is the result of the introduction of strategies to increase student 

enrolment and retention across all courses in institutes of higher education as occurred, for 

example, in Australia and the UK (Bexley et al., 2013; Hussein et al., 2008; Thomas, 2012; 

Wilson & McCrystal, 2007). Governments have acknowledged that non-traditional students 

in particular, experience significant barriers to higher education and introduced strategies 

aimed at increasing their participation. For example, Federal policy introduced as a result of 
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Transforming Australia's Higher Education System (Department of Education, Employment 

and Workplace Relations, 2009) targeted improving access for students from low socio-

economic backgrounds and rural and regional students. This reform agenda included 

budgetary incentives for universities to expand the participation of disadvantaged students 

and plans to restructure student income support. This succeeded in increasing enrolments 

(Coombe, 2015) and led to greater diversity of the student population with more students 

from families for whom university education was not the norm and older students entering 

the system (Bexley et al., 2013).  

Similar approaches have been taken in the United Kingdom (UK) (Department for 

Education and Skills, 2003) and Europe (Benelux Bologna Secretariat, 2010). The British 

government, through the Department for Education and Skills, increased funding to 

universities and colleges to support students from lower income families. Strategies included 

restoration of grants, help for students with fees and abolishing up-front student tuition fees. 

A two-year, work focussed foundation degrees program was introduced to increase 

participation in higher education. In Europe, a unique multilateral agreement between a 

number of countries and institutions initiated a process that was successful in fostering 

student mobility and employability. European higher education was seen as “a public good in 

which the social dimension is firmly embedded” (Benelux Bologna Secretariat, 2009, p. 3) 

which required provisions for “having equitable access into, progress and completion of 

higher education” (p. 7).  

Aligned with such broad governmental policies, other initiatives have targeted social 

work specifically, for example, the UK media campaign focussed on elevating social work’s 

professional standing and conditions in the labour market to attract more people to become 

social workers (Hussein et al., 2008; Wilson & McCrystal, 2007) and the introduction of new 
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pathways to social work qualifications such as “Think Ahead” and “Step-Up to Social Work” 

(British Association of Social Workers, 2018).  

Many non-traditional students, experience obstacles to their progress (Bernard et al., 

2011; Casstevens et al., 2012; Zosky et al., 2004). An analysis of the literature shows that 

enhancing student experience through strategies such as mentoring, student support services, 

transition support, and improved strategies for teaching and learning improves the chances 

that students will persist with their studies and succeed (Baxter, 2012; Boath et al., 2018; 

Boyle et al., 2010; Doel et al., 2008). 

Further developments in pathways into higher education and modes of study have 

provided opportunities for students who would not otherwise attend university. People with 

family, employment, cultural or community obligations and women in particular, benefit in 

particular when barriers to engagement are removed or reduced. This social inclusion agenda 

has been important to the social work profession because social work students are 

predominantly women and older than the average university student. The expansion of 

flexible modes of studying such as part-time, mixed mode and distance education has 

increased opportunities for many of them. For example, distance social work programs 

(programs almost completely available online) offer the flexibility and autonomy required by 

many students, especially those with multiple responsibilities (Pardasani et al., 2011).  

Furthermore, the introduction of qualifying MSW programs in Australia, which can 

be as short as eighteen months and completed almost entirely online, have made social work 

qualifications more easily attainable by those already working in the field (Collins, 2008). In 

the United States (US) studying social work via distance education was introduced with the 

prime purpose of reducing barriers that non-traditional students may experience (Pardasani et 

al., 2011). In Australia and the UK students have benefited from open universities such as 



27 

 

Open Universities Australia (OUA) and Open Learning Foundation (OLF) that aim to 

recognise students' need for flexible learning schedules (Collins, 2008). Distance education 

was also viewed to some extent as an economic strategy for addressing budgetary and 

resource pressures experienced by universities (Collins, 2008).  

However, social work students continue to face challenges associated with juggling 

competing responsibilities while they study and recent studies of the lives and study 

experiences of social work students have highlighted the presence of a number of stressors 

that have implications for their persistence (Hemy et al., 2016). These factors have been 

found to have implications for social work field education.  

Social Work Field Education 

Field education, variously known as field placement, practicum and field instruction, 

has been described as the signature or distinctive pedagogy of social work education (Egan et 

al., 2018; Wayne et al., 2010). It is a compulsory component of the social work curriculum in 

which students integrate their classroom learning by engaging in social work practice in 

agency and community settings (Australian Association of Social Workers, 2012a). For many 

social work students such placements are unpaid and may occur in blocks of time up to 20 or 

more weeks.  

There is extensive literature devoted to exploring social work field education that 

provides context to understanding contemporary influences and the challenges faced by 

social work students. Some of this explores the challenges of contemporary field education 

including locating suitable learning opportunities (Cleak & Smith, 2012; Todd & Schwartz, 

2009) and the impact of economic rationalism and managerialism (Bruce, 2008; Crisp & 

Hosken, 2016; Maidment, 2003).  
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 A great deal of the literature relates to learning outcomes. These studies explored 

field education curricula and aspects of the placement experience including field instruction 

and supervision (Bogo, 2006, 2010; Cleak & Smith, 2012; Fox, 2004; Gelman, 2011; 

Hopkins et al., 2005; Maidment, 2006; Todd & Schwartz, 2009), peer support and mentoring 

and institutional support (Beddoe et al., 2018; Bogo, 2010; Gelman, 2011; Gelman & Lloyd, 

2008; Maidment, 2003; Ryan et al., 2011; Ryan et al., 2006) Further field education studies 

relate to student characteristics, for example, resilience and emotions (Adamson et al., 2012; 

Beddoe et al., 2013; Maidment & Crisp, 2011). 

This literature agrees that field placement is a critical phase for social work students, 

not only because of the transformative nature of the learning that occurs (Jones, 2009) but 

also because of the requirement to devote substantial time and energy to the endeavour 

(Hemy et al., 2016). Many social work students experience significant levels of stress and 

anxiety during placement (Kamali et al., 2017) related to the nature of the profession and 

exposure to professional practice (Boath et al., 2018) which requires them to manage 

complex and sometimes emotional experiences (Gelman, 2011; Maidment & Crisp, 2011). 

Students may have concerns about their learning and performance, but they may also be 

anxious because of situational factors that are independent from the placement context such 

as financial pressure, employment and relocation and travel to placement (Gelman & Lloyd, 

2008; Maidment & Crisp, 2011). The literature about situational factors such as these is 

outlined in a following section of this chapter. 

In order to formulate the research questions and analyse findings, it was also 

important to understand what is known about student persistence.  
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Student Persistence 

Review of the literature about student persistence in higher education revealed factors 

that influence persistence which can be grouped into three realms: situational factors, 

institutional influences, and student attributes. The literature also contains evidence of how 

students manage the challenges associated with their roles and responsibilities. The first 

group of factors are situational.  

Situational factors. 

The situational factors referred to here are those elements in the student’s 

environment, other than those related to the institute of higher education, that have been 

shown to influence persistence. The factors referred to in the research literature include 

finance, employment, family, friends, and student peer relationships.  

 Foremost of the situational factors revealed in the literature are finance and 

employment. Research has indicated that financial hardship and juggling employment with 

study are common. A key paper by Home (1997) revealed that income was the most 

important life predictor of stress (for women students). More recently, studies have shown 

that social work students who report experiencing financial hardship or who are employed 

while studying, experience more significant levels of psychological distress and stress than 

those who do not have to work (Addonizio, 2011; Benner & Curl, 2018; Ting et al., 2006).  

Finance. Financial hardship and poverty are significant issues for tertiary students 

(Baglow & Gair, 2018; Bexley et al., 2013; Gallegos et al., 2014) and are widely identified as 

barriers to social work student engagement (Bernard et al., 2011). In a 2012 survey of the 

finances of domestic and international students in Australian universities Bexley et al. (2013) 

found that more than two-thirds of university students were worried about their financial 

situation and that only about half of Australian domestic students have any savings to draw 
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upon, many of them reported borrowing money for general and study related expenses, and 

17 per cent reported often going without food or other necessities.  

Research into the circumstances of social work students show that they experience 

greater financial disadvantage than the general university student population. In two recent 

Australian studies, the first conducted in 2014 (Brough et al., 2015), and the second by the 

Australian Association of Social Workers in partnership with James Cook University in 2015 

(Australian Association of Social Workers & James Cook University, 2016), social work 

students revealed significant levels of poverty. According to both of these studies, 

approximately one third of the respondents reported having insufficient money for necessities 

including food, medication, accommodation and transport. 

Baglow and Gair (2019) who reported on the latter study which was based on 

responses from 2,320 social work students from all 29 AASW-accredited social work courses 

in Australia, compared the responses of undergraduate and graduate social work students to 

the general Australian university population by replicating a number of questions from a 

Universities Australia national study (Bexley et al, 2013). It was found that social work 

students were financially worse off. The disparity could be explained to some extent by the 

higher representation of mature students in social work programs who are more likely to have 

financial responsibilities and less likely to have financial support from their parents than 

younger students. The consequences for more than half of the social work students in this 

AASW-James Cook study included not having enough money to purchase textbooks and 

other essential study resources. Many also acknowledged deferring or reducing study loads, 

lower grades and feeling pressured to plagiarise the work of other students (Baglow & Gair, 

2019) as a result of insufficient money. 



31 

 

This dire financial situation of students leads many of them look for work to earn an 

income whilst studying.  

Employment. Juggling employment and study is the norm for both undergraduate 

and post-graduate students. Bexley et al (2013) identified 80.6% in Australia, with 74% in the 

US and 68% of students in the UK (King & Bannon, 2002; Robotham, 2009) as being 

employed during semester. Eighty per cent of domestic, full-time students and eighty-six 

percent of post-graduate students were in paid employment. The percentages of part-time 

students were higher (84 and 91 per cent respectively).  

Research shows that students are working for considerable hours. Typically, those 

who are studying for a post-graduate degree by coursework, work 30.9 hours per week 

(Bexley et al., 2013) during semester. According to this Universities Australia report, 36% 

were employed for more than 20 hrs each week, suggesting that they would have little time 

for other responsibilities. Although these figures were slightly lower than the 2006 

Universities Australia survey (James et al., 2007), students in employment were working 

longer hours and experiencing far greater levels of financial distress than previously. Overall, 

in 2012, around one quarter of employed, full-time undergraduate students were working 

over twenty hours per week during semester and a small group of students in the 2006 study 

were employed full time at the same time as being enrolled in a full-time course. This is 

potentially extremely demanding if one considers that full-time students are expected to 

devote between thirty and forty hours to their study each week.  

For a significant percentage of social work students, continued employment during 

their studies is a necessity (Baglow & Gair, 2016; Furness, 2007; Ryan et al., 2011). Research 

shows that between 70% and 83% of all social work students are employed while studying 
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(Australian Association of Social Workers & James Cook University, 2016; Brough et al., 

2015; Ryan et al., 2011) and in the United States it is 80% (Hawkins et al., 2005).   

The consequences of needing paid employment are significant. The social work 

students in the AASW/ James Cook University study (Baglow & Gair, 2016) disclosed being 

overtired from working long hours in employment (47%), skipping classes to attend paid 

work (34%) and deferring a course or reducing their study load in order to work (29%). 

These problems become critical during placement as evidenced by the findings of four 

Australian studies (Brough et al., 2015; Gair & Baglow, 2017; Hodge et al., 2020; Ryan et 

al., 2011). A significant proportion of social work students anticipate that placement would 

be difficult while supporting themselves and some postpone placement due to the need to 

continue with their paid employment.  

For over forty percent (43%) of social work students, the need to be employed or 

maintain their employment influences decisions about placement (Ryan et al., 2011). In this 

National study it was reported that 15% were unable to undertake a full-time placement due 

to work commitments but of more concern is that nine per cent of working students in this 

study acknowledged planning to work nights and weekends to accommodate a placement 

despite recognising that this may have a negative impact on their placement. Up to a third of 

the students ceased employment or reduced their hours of paid work to undertake placement, 

leading to stress about losing their jobs or being unable to regain employment after 

placement.  

The choice of placement was also influenced by employment. The students in Ryan et 

al.’s study wanted placements that were close to their workplace and more than a quarter of 

the students in Maidment’s study (2003) noted that they would have a problem in travelling 

long distances to placement.  
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The consequences of these matters can be detrimental not only to students’ mental 

health and relationships (Hodge et al., 2020), but also to progress in their studies. The grades 

of students who are employed while they are studying may be lower than had they not been 

working (Richardson et al., 2013) and employed students are less likely to persist with their 

studies than their colleagues (Kemp, 2002). Being employed results in students having less 

time available to study (Ryan et al., 2011) and as a consequence of juggling work and study, 

fatigue and emotional exhaustion is common (Benner & Curl, 2018; Collins et al., 2010; 

Richardson et al., 2013; Ryan et al., 2006). However, the potentially negative influence of 

working and studying can be moderated if students receive support from the employer and 

there is a synergy between work and study (Benner & Curl, 2018; Cragg et al., 2005; Kazmer 

& Haythornthwaite, 2001; Ryan et al., 2011). 

Social networks. A third major theme contained in the literature about students 

juggling multiple roles and responsibilities, is the influence of people in their social networks 

including family, friends and fellow students. The evidence shows that how these factors 

affect student persistence is multidimensional. Students benefit from support from their social 

networks, but they may also have responsibilities related to those networks which demand 

time and energy and may compete or conflict with their studies. For example, families 

provide support and inspiration (Benson et al., 2009; Home, 1997; Papadaki et al., 2011; 

Vaccaro & Lovell, 2010) and at the same time, caring for family members can be a source of 

significant demands (Addonizio, 2011; Agllias et al., 2015; Cragg et al., 2005; Ryan et al., 

2011). 

Having insufficient time to attend to all of their responsibilities when a student is 

undertaking study impacts on relationships and results in poorer grades (Cragg et al., 2005; 

Ryan et al., 2011). Focus group participants (n=29) in Ryan et al.’s research reported that 

parenting and family responsibilities left them inadequate time to study and in Cragg et al.’s 
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Canadian study (2005), a high percentage (65%; n = 573) of students from various 

professional courses reported having insufficient time to spend with family because of their 

studies. Cragg and colleagues found that many of the women interviewed (42%) for their 

study felt that their relationship with a partner or spouse was negatively affected and although 

ninety per cent reported that their spouses were “proud’ of their efforts to study, over a third 

felt that the time spent on study was resented by their partner.   

The demands associated with family responsibilities can result in students 

experiencing stress and anxiety. Caring for children, relationships with partners and other 

social relationships were amongst the top five sources of psychological distress amongst 

American MSW students (Addonizio, 2011) and without the support of their families, 

students with family obligations experience a higher level of anxiety and stress than those 

without such responsibilities (Cragg et al., 2005). Students from a variety of professional 

programs have described experiencing stress and guilt associated with the challenges of 

managing roles in addition to that of student and making accommodations and negotiations 

within the family to ensure the household and caring roles were managed successfully 

(Agllias et al., 2015; Cragg et al., 2005; Shepherd & Nelson, 2012). However, family 

responsibilities do not always result in students feeling stressed. Research by Ting et al. 

(2006) that compared the stress levels of parenting and non-parenting social work students, 

found that both groups had identical concerns, and caring for children appeared to make no 

difference to perception of, and actual level of stress.   

Evidence from research shows that the support of family is beneficial and is 

commonly seen by students as their most significant source of support and vital to their 

progress (Home, 1997). A study of people from diverse backgrounds who entered the 

Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) program at Monash University in Australia through 

alternative pathways, demonstrated that students who successfully managed their studies had 
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the backing of family and friends, not only in supporting their decision to enrol but also 

practical assistance such as accommodation, childcare, and financial aid (Benson et al., 

2009). Similarly, Greek undergraduate social work students rated support from partners and 

family highly (Papadaki et al., 2011). These findings corroborate the conclusions of Home’s 

(1997) early work that concluded that the perceived stress and role strain due to demands 

associated with multiple roles is mitigated to some extent by support of family and friends.  

Likewise, although caring for children can place heavy demands on parents who study, 

having children may also positively influence their persistence, acting as a source of 

inspiration and motivation. Many female students feel that being a student contributes to 

them being a good role model for their children (Cragg et al., 2005; Kimmel et al., 2014; 

Markle, 2015; Vaccaro & Lovell, 2010). Vaccaro and Lovell (2010) noted that:  

Ultimately, kin fuelled women’s strength and underlying desire to continue their 

education. In a sense, family was key to women’s inspiration to remain engaged in 

school, no matter what hurdles they encountered (p. 168). 

Relationships with fellow students also appear to be an important factor in student 

persistence. For example, research into retention has highlighted the importance of 

developing a sense of belonging, particularly during the early stages of the university 

experience, to enhance student persistence (Agllias et al., 2015; Andrews et al., 2012; Baxter, 

2012; Hafford-Letchfield, 2007; Moriarty et al., 2009; Thomas, 2012).   

Belonging is facilitated by positive relationships within the student cohort and many 

students seek academic, social and emotional support from each other (Bogo et al., 2010; 

Shepherd & Nelson, 2012; Thomas, 2012). However, the degree to which peer relationships 

facilitate persistence of students with multiple responsibilities is not clear. Although some 

studies have shown that relationships with student peers are valued, there is evidence that 
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they are not as important to mature and distance students. For example, almost two-thirds of 

the full-time social work students in a Welsh study (n=76) (Collins et al., 2010), half of 

whom were married and/or employed, indicated that fellow students were the most valuable 

source of support for them. This supported other evidence that friends and student peers can 

be key sources of support, offering practical and emotional support (Benson et al., 2009; 

Papadaki et al., 2011). In contrast, friends were the least important source of support for 

students who choose distance education due to their family and other commitments (Cragg et 

al., 2005). One explanation may be that the significance of peers is related to the level of 

support needed by students and what is available from other sources. If most of their support 

needs are fulfilled or conversely, if the need for support is not fulfilled by family or other 

relationships, then relationships with peers are highlighted as important, but perhaps for 

different reasons. For example, in one study of mothers undertaking placement to become 

teachers, support from peers was cited as a major supportive factor. However, all of these 

students (in the United Arab Emirates) also had help with childcare and paid domestic 

assistance and the type of peer support was related to their studies such as sharing ideas and 

resources (Dickson, 2019). In contrast, in the US, Addonizio found that the MSW students’ 

friends and peers in his study were only important in the absence of significant others 

(Addonizio, 2011).  

A few authors have offered possible explanations for these different outcomes and 

how they might influence persistence. Students with multiple responsibilities have little time 

for social relationships and many describe purposefully placing relationships with family and 

friends “on hold” for the duration of their course (Agllias et al., 2015; Cragg et al., 2005) but 

some students increasingly depend on relationships with their student peers as they progress 

in their studies (Kazmer & Haythornthwaite, 2001). Both of these findings suggest that 

reliance on fellow students for support may change and for non-traditional social work 
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students at least, the importance of peers to their persistence seems to be influenced by their 

life experience and social fit as well as by demands associated with other roles (Benson et al., 

2009; Zosky et al., 2004).  For example, some students raised misgivings about how being 

older, more experienced and taking a more serious approach to their studies impacted on their 

relationships with their younger peers (Zosky et al., 2004).  

The experience of being on placement may also impact on seeking support from peers 

because of differing needs. Many social work students have to make alternative arrangements 

with regard to their financial, employment and caring responsibilities and they may be 

confronted with personal challenges such as the emotional reactions to the work (Barlow & 

Hall, 2007; Maidment, 2003). Peers can be an alternative source of emotional support when 

students are reluctant to call on field supervisors, university liaison or academics. Although 

universities go to some effort to maintain links with students during placement and field 

supervisors may be available to assist, students may be reluctant to disclose concerns or 

difficulties (Maidment, 2006; McLeod & Barbara, 2005; Wolfson et al., 2005). Bogo, Mishna 

and Litvak (2010) noted that students were acutely aware of the power imbalance in 

relationships with instructors and as a result they turned to social networks rather than 

supervisors to discuss their field education experiences and worries.  

In summary, this review finds that social work students are influenced by a number of 

situational factors, some of which present greater challenges during placement. The second 

focus of the research literature about student persistence relates to institutional factors. 

Institutional factors. 

The research literature primarily refers to institutional factors as those related to the 

educational institute but in this study, the definition has been broadened to include other 

organisational contexts that tend to influence student education, including the field placement 
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agency. Studies into student persistence include a significant proportion devoted to 

examining ways of enhancing student engagement, especially given the challenges presented 

for institutes of higher education by the increasing diversity of the student population.  

Institutions that perform soundly in this regard have been shown to ensure that all students 

are well supported by giving attention to adult learning requirements that include not only the 

immediate learning environment but also to the students’ sense of belonging and emotional 

engagement (Yorke, 2004). Yorke argues, based on an earlier study in the UK (Yorke & 

Thomas, 2003), that successful institutions, (a) promoted a supportive and “friendly” climate, 

(b) emphasised support during the period prior to and during the first year of study, (c) 

emphasised formative assessment in the early phase of programmes, (d) recognised the 

importance of the social element in learning activities, and (e) recognised and responded 

positively to the changing patterns of students’ engagement in higher education. A 

collaborative approach, in which the learning needs of all students are proactively supported 

and partnerships between student and university are created, has been acknowledged by 

numerous authors to be critical to student retention (Andrews et al., 2012; Benson et al., 

2009; Cragg et al., 2005; Thomas, 2012). However, the degree to which students value links 

and utilise opportunities for support within institutions varies. For example, the women 

studying via distance education in Cragg’s research noted the importance of support from 

tutors but rated actual support received as lower, citing difficulties in contacting them and 

uncertainty about who to contact. A reluctance to seek support from academics was noted by 

Benson et al. (2009), with students being “unsure of the validity of their questions or whether 

staff would respond positively” (p. 548). The results of these challenges were illustrated 

when students did seek help but went to people who were not necessarily designated with 

responsibility for the specific assistance requested (Benson et al., 2009; Cragg et al., 2005).   



39 

 

Research about how placement agencies influence student experience also show the 

importance of organisational cultures that support adult learning and foster a sense of 

belonging and engagement. Agencies that provide plenty of opportunities to observe, practice 

and reflect, and support collaborative relationships with experienced practitioners and field 

educators create positive learning environments (Bogo, 2015).   

Research into student persistence has also given significant attention to the personal 

attributes of students. 

Student attributes. 

Research studies into student persistence highlight motivation, stress, and resilience as 

being particularly influential student attributes. Motivation has a strong impact on students’ 

fields of study decisions and on their progress. Research attention to the motivation for 

becoming a social worker seems to have been driven for the most part by concerns about 

recruitment and retention, and as a result, focuses on initial motivation and expectations. The 

decision to enter higher education is, for many people, very complicated and not one taken 

lightly, especially students who are women, “non-traditional” and older (Osborne et al., 

2004). Deciding to become a social worker is an emotional as well as rational decision. 

People entering social work commonly possess a strong sense of altruism and a belief that 

they can make a difference (Bozek et al., 2017; Hackett et al., 2003). Practising social work is 

seen as offering the opportunity to express these beliefs and values (Alpaslan & Lombard, 

2011; Bozek et al., 2017) that, for some, are connected to their sense of spirituality (Osteen, 

2011; Wilson & McCrystal, 2007). Others are inspired by particular individuals or by 

positive or negative life events such as dealing with personal trauma (Stone, 2008; Wilson & 

McCrystal, 2007). Social work also offers the prospect of personal and career advancement, 

and an opportunity for the development of skills and a financial incentive (Alpaslan & 

Lombard, 2011; Bozek et al., 2017; Doel et al., 2008). A few studies point to socio-political 
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and cultural factors as influencing student’s understanding of what social work is and how 

these factors then influence their motivation (Doel et al., 2008; Hackett et al., 2003; Sha et 

al., 2012).   

There is strong evidence in the literature that, across the student population, 

motivation influences student engagement and persistence. Of relevance here are the papers 

that explore the interaction between motivation and overcoming barriers in the higher 

education context, particularly for women, because of the high proportion of women in social 

work degrees (Alpaslan & Lombard, 2011; Furness, 2007; Osteen, 2011; Papadaki et al., 

2011; Shepherd & Nelson, 2012; Zosky et al., 2004). Common motivations for women are 

having a sense of responsibility to their children and providing them with a good role model, 

a love of learning and desire for self-improvement. These help women to overcome hurdles 

to enrolling in professional degrees and to persist (Braswell, 2010; Home, 1997; Stone, 

2008). Enjoyment of learning and gaining a sense of achievement provide a significant 

“push” to succeed and the goal of gaining a qualification is a significant “pull” factor 

(Alpaslan & Lombard, 2011). Other motivators to students’ progress that come with studying 

are the growth of positive self-esteem and regard from others (Mosimege, 2006; Shepherd & 

Nelson, 2012). Overall, research shows that motivation plays a role in assisting students to 

address barriers and persist with their studies.  

Despite this evidence of links between motivation and persistence in the wider student 

population, less is known about this in the context of social work field education. As noted, 

people are motivated by a range of factors to study social work, but it is unclear how these 

then impact on their persistence. Wang et al (2018) proposed a conceptual model to explain 

the relationships between a number of factors related to field learning and one type of 

motivation, achievement motivation. They demonstrated the multidimensionality of the 

influences and found that “social work students’ engagement with field learning is composed 
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of behavioural, emotional and agentic dimensions” including the student’s intentional and 

proactive involvement in the learning process (p. 802).   

There are, however, indications that the motivations of social work students change 

during the degree. It is hypothesised that this occurs when students are exposed to the 

realities of social work and gain an understanding of the complexities of social work practice 

(Kaufman et al., 2013; Limb & Organista, 2006; Mosek & Ben-oz, 2011; Weiss et al., 2004; 

Wilson & McCrystal, 2007). This view is supported by the results of a longitudinal study 

examining patterns of learning amongst social work students in which it was found that they 

experienced disillusionment after the first placement (Lam et al., 2017) that then turned 

around after further reflection and study.     

One of the changes seems to be a shift away from idealistic to more pragmatic 

motivations. For example, Weiss et al. (2004) found the enthusiasm of social work of 

students at three universities in Israel and the US for a wide range of practice areas decreased 

during their studies and in a different US study (Limb & Organista, 2006), the commitment 

of MSW students to a traditional social work mission also declined slightly during their 

studies.  

Kaufman et al. (2013) suggest that students’ experience in the first year of the social 

work degree prompts them to examine their practice interests resulting in changes. Research 

has also shown that changes to motivation may be related to the experience of placement. For 

example, satisfaction with placement tasks and a sense of accomplishment from working with 

clients are motivating for students (Fortune et al., 2005; Papadaki et al., 2011).  

Along with motivation, the literature indicates that stress and resilience are significant 

features of student persistence. However, the relationships between them remain complicated. 

Links between student learning, managing personal responsibilities such as employment and 
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parenting, and the risks of failing to complete their course of study have been demonstrated 

(Braswell, 2010; Wang et al., 2018). A significant proportion of social work students 

demonstrate a high level of psychological distress and burnout (Collins et al., 2010; Hawkins 

et al., 2005; Home, 1997; Maidment, 2003; Robins et al., 2017; Ryan et al., 2011). Those 

who are employees, parents, or who have community or cultural obligations, are especially at 

risk of being stressed by coping with multiple demands. 

Undertaking field placement is a particularly stressful time for many social work 

students. Gelman and Lloyd (2008), found that seventy two percent of the social work 

students in their study at New York University reported moderate or higher levels of anxiety 

related to placement. Sources of placement stress are frequently performance related 

(Maidment & Crisp, 2011) or due to experiences that occur on placement (Bogo et al., 2010), 

but students also feel stressed because of external matters (Hodge et al., 2020; Maidment, 

2003). However, the links between situational factors and stress are not simple; what may be 

a source of stress for some may not be significant to others because perception is a more 

powerful predictor of stress than the actual situation in which some students find themselves 

(Home, 1997) and the way social work students define and make meaning of particular 

events (including placement) has a bearing on what they experience as stressful (Bogo et al., 

2010). For example, being married or employed, whilst associated with demands that are 

stressful for some students, enhances wellbeing and acts as a buffer to stress (Fortune, 1987).  

Studies into student resilience suggest some explanation for the variance in levels of 

stress and persistence. Addonizio (2011) showed that social work students with positive 

coping skills report lower stress and lower psychological distress scores compared to the rest 

of their participant cohort. In addition, social work students who demonstrate emotional 

intelligence, social confidence and reflexivity tend to be more resilient to stress (Grant & 
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Kinman, 2012). However, these studies pay scant regard to the systemic risk factors such as 

poverty and structural inequity. 

The literature about the factors influencing student persistence also includes findings 

about how students manage the challenges associated with their roles and responsibilities.   

Managing the challenges. 

Results from studies analysed show students with multiple responsibilities making 

major adjustments to their lives to persist in their education and making difficult decisions 

about priorities during the course of their program. They also show that social work students 

on placement must address further challenges.  

In describing the process of managing the challenges, many authors have used terms 

such as “balancing” or “juggling” (Addonizio, 2011; Agllias et al., 2015; Hemy et al., 2016; 

Kazmer & Haythornthwaite, 2001; Mosimege, 2006; Osborne et al., 2004; Pelech et al., 

2009; Ting et al., 2006; Zosky et al., 2004). Primarily because of insufficient time to manage 

all of their responsibilities, students have to make frequent and ongoing decisions about what 

aspect of their lives assumes priority at the time to persist with their education. This 

“juggling” involves assessing what has to be done and what can wait (Agllias et al., 2015; 

Kazmer & Haythornthwaite, 2001). Many adopt a strategy of “neglect and repair” in which 

they frequently “take the temperature” of relationships and decide whether they can disregard 

their responsibilities for a while (Kazmer & Haythornthwaite, 2001) but this results in some 

students feeling “torn between cultural scripts, perceived obligations to family, and their 

personal desires for a fulfilling career and future” (Agllias et al., 2015, p. 474). Research 

attention given to the challenges faced by women students in particular, offers further insight 

into how many students manage. For women, the primacy of family responsibilities takes 

precedence when demands are unable to be deferred or put aside (Braswell, 2010; Kazmer & 
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Haythornthwaite, 2001; Zosky et al., 2004). Indeed, Stone and O’Shea (2013) note that 

women students sacrifice daily their leisure time, social life, and time to sleep. In addition, 

women frequently describe a process of redefining and negotiating roles, particularly with 

partners and children, in order to manage these multiple responsibilities, reduce the conflict 

they experienced between roles and continue with their education (Cragg et al., 2005; 

Mosimege, 2006). 

Social work students in field education face challenges associated with balancing 

placement, academic workload, and other responsibilities. As a result, they make decisions 

about the type or field placement and when to undertake them for pragmatic reasons such as 

fit with child-care or employment arrangements, rather than because of available 

opportunities for learning (Crisp & Maidment, 2009; Ryan et al., 2011). Similarly, some 

prefer to take a paid placement with their employer (employment or work-based placement) 

or part-time placements (Pelech et al., 2009; Ryan et al., 2011).  

The literature also highlights that when students feel they have competing or too 

many demands, modifying personal expectations is helpful to many, particularly with regard 

to academic performance (Ryan et al., 2011; Zosky et al., 2004). Ryan et al (2011) noted that 

social work students may compromise their learning because of lack of time to study. For 

example, some aim for a pass mark rather than higher grades and adopt a strategic or shallow 

approach to learning, focussing only on assessments.  

Discussion  

In summary, the research literature analysed here presents a range of perspectives that 

have informed this thesis. It can be concluded that students with multiple roles face numerous 

challenges and how they manage these challenges to persist in their studies is influenced by a 
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variety of factors. These relate to the student’s situation, the higher education institute at 

which they are enrolled and their own attributes.  

The most pressing factors are frequently situational. The literature provides evidence 

of students making adjustments, compromises and sometimes sacrifices to juggle their studies 

with other responsibilities. To undertake field placement, social work students must make 

major adjustments to their lives and the choices they make will impact on how they persist. 

For example, social work students with financial responsibilities or caring for children may 

make decisions about their preferences for field placement based on pragmatic rather than 

educational reasons (Collins et al., 2010; Ryan et al., 2011; Ryan et al., 2006). Some of these 

decisions may impact on their learning and success if, for example, the placement requested 

is not well matched to their learning needs or they are allocated to a placement that cannot 

accommodate their financial or caring responsibilities. Alternatively, a placement that fulfils 

their needs may motivate them to keep going. 

Situational factors identified in the research literature as influencing students with 

multiple roles include social networks. Family, friends, and student peers have been shown to 

influence student persistence in ways that may be helpful or alternatively, have a negative 

impact. For example, studying can negatively affect relationships with a spouse or with 

children and demands associated with family can also have a detrimental effect on studying 

(Cragg et al., 2005; Ryan et al., 2011). However, the research evidence also highlights how 

family can be a major source of support and inspiration (Home, 1997; Papadaki et al., 2011).  

The literature reviewed here is less clear about the influence of “friends” and “peers” 

because there is lack of consistency in use of the terms (student peers may be labelled as 

friends; friends may include student peers) and contrasting evidence about ways that students 

utilise these relationships. However, it appears that students frequently review and make 
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decisions about managing these and other relationships during the course of their study 

(Cragg et al., 2005; Kazmer & Haythornthwaite, 2001), finding ways to minimise the 

demands and make use of benefits. 

The second group of influences on persistence evident in the research literature is that 

of institutional factors. The interest in these factors that are primarily due to university efforts 

to widen participation rates of students who, in the past, would not have had access to higher 

education, is reflected in the literature. The consensus is that strategies that address adult 

learning principles and student engagement such as curriculum design, student support and 

student-institution collaboration (Agllias et al., 2015; Andrews et al., 2012; Benson et al., 

2009; Thomas, 2012; Yorke, 2004) are likely to enhance persistence. However, the degree to 

which students with multiple roles value links with institutions and utilise opportunities for 

support varies and is influenced by their understanding of expectations and roles, whether 

they perceive staff as approachable and helpful, and also what other support is needed 

(Benson et al., 2009; Cragg et al., 2005). My research has been influenced by those studies on 

social work student retention that found those who experience emotional difficulties during 

placement are reluctant to seek support from faculty or liaison staff (Bogo, 2010) and that 

they are most likely to talk with students, friends, or family (Maidment, 2003, 2006). 

Few studies have directed attention to structural or systemic issues that impact on 

students managing multiple roles or their experience of social work field education. Efforts to 

widen participation and improve retention of students in higher education across the globe 

might indicate that governments and higher education institutes believe reforms at the socio-

political level can be of influence and this research will address this gap in knowledge. 

Commentary about how to enhance student persistence to date has, for the most part, 

focussed on institutional responses such as strategies to support student engagement, with 
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only passing, if any, mention of the challenges related to social systems or structures. Few 

authors have raised questions about the government policies that contribute to the difficulties 

experienced by students or interrogated the professional bodies which determine education 

standards and there is little in the literature that suggests strategies for addressing problematic 

systems or structures. The exceptions are papers that have inquired into social work student 

finances such as those resulting from the AASW-James Cook University survey (Baglow & 

Gair, 2016, 2018, 2019; Gair & Baglow, 2017) and others calling for change in field 

education (Raskin et al., 2008; Wayne et al., 2006). Raskin, Wayne and Bogo argue that field 

education standards, including those relating to number of hours students are required to 

undertake, “reflect political compromises, widespread assumptions about how people learn, 

and strongly held opinions of their creators” (2008, p. 182). 

In consideration of this gap in the literature, the methodological framework utilised in 

this research study was designed to allow for structural or systemic influences on student 

persistence to be revealed and the results led to the development of a conceptual framework 

of persistence that accommodates them. This is discussed further in Chapter 7. 

The third group of influences highlighted in the research literature and noted in this 

chapter are those related to individual student attributes. In particular, research has indicated 

that perception, resilience, and stress may be significant in how students who occupy multiple 

roles manage the associated demands and persist with their study. For social work students, 

stress and anxiety amongst students contemplating or on placement is high (Maidment, 2003; 

Maidment & Crisp, 2011) and field education adds to the challenges of juggling roles and 

responsibilities (Hemy et al., 2016). How students perceive the demands and make use of 

supports is likely to influence their capacity to persist, what they do and how they make sense 

of the experience. 
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The research methodology in this thesis adopted an approach that privileged the 

perspectives of students and interview questions were designed to allow them to reflect on 

and share personal attributes that they felt had helped or hindered their persistence on 

placement. The results add to a broader understanding of the influence of student attributes 

and are discussed further in Chapter 6.  

This chapter has outlined research evidence relevant to understanding the persistence 

of students who occupy multiple roles. The research literature reviewed here has indicated 

that students are influenced by situational, institutional, and personal factors. The following 

chapter outlines the research methodology used in this study. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

This chapter presents and discusses the rationale for the research, theoretical 

frameworks upon which it is based and research design and conduct, including ethics. The 

study used a qualitative, inductive approach informed by social constructivism with attention 

to the ecological-systems perspective. The methods of data collection and analysis are based 

on narrative inquiry and Creswell’s spiral of data analysis (Creswell, 2013).  

Research Design 

This study used a qualitative research design. Qualitative research involves an 

inductive naturalistic approach concerned with the “lived experiences of real people in real 

settings” (Hatch, 2002, p. 6) and is therefore suited to exploratory studies. This research 

relied on a qualitative methodology because it offered flexibility and opportunities to explore 

and give voice to the experiences of social work students who juggled placement with other 

roles and responsibilities. This approach to collecting and interpreting data permitted the 

examination of participants’ experience and facilitated the exploration of what happened as a 

whole rather than investigating only discrete elements of a person’s experience (Squire et al., 

2013). This was important because of the complex and dynamic factors anticipated to be 

involved in persistence in field education. 

 Qualitative research is compatible with the perspective that there are multiple 

“realities” which are socially constructed in the relationship between the context, the 

researcher and what is being studied. Participant stories form part of the evidence analysed 

and reported on. Qualitative research permits richness to emerge from the dialogue between 

researcher and participants allowing for unexpected and new meanings to emerge from the 

data. These studies acknowledge the value-laden nature of research and require the 

researcher’s position to be known and reported on.  For these reasons, qualitative research 

design is useful in studies where the researcher wishes to explore people’s experience.  
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 In contrast, quantitative research strives for objectivity and asks the researcher to 

maintain distance from the participants (Etherington, 2004). It seeks to measure and analyse 

causal relationships between variables rather than examining how people experience their 

reality and give it meaning. A quantitative approach is therefore less suitable to exploratory 

research and in this research study it would have constrained the opportunities to discover 

new data about students’ experience and perspectives.    

 The decision to utilise qualitative methods in this research study was based on two 

considerations, first, their suitability to the research goals and the topic under consideration 

and second, the desire for congruence with my values. This approach enabled my respect for 

the diversity of individuals, communities and cultures, social justice, and professional 

integrity to be maintained. 

 The study involved exploration of persistence in field education as topic that has been 

relatively unexamined in the research literature and sought to answer questions about how a 

social experience was created and given meaning. It aimed to find out about the experience 

and meaning that social work students gave to juggling multiple roles and responsibilities 

with field placement and therefore the design needed to allow for participants to not only talk 

about what influenced their experience, but also to reflect on and share their thoughts and 

feelings without feeling constrained. Qualitative research design meant that their narratives 

could be accepted as “real and valuable accounts of a phenomenon” (Bell, 2013, p. 537) 

without the constraints of a set of parameters or measures such as those used in quantitative 

research (Creswell, 2013).  

 The second consideration related to ensuring the methodology and methods were 

compatible with my social work values as described above. While there is considerable 

benefit to quantitative and mixed methods research studies, there are several characteristics of 
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qualitative research that mirror significant aspects of social work values and practice. First, 

according to the principle of  beneficence, the social worker (or researcher) is obliged to act 

in the interests of clients (or research participants). In common with other social work 

researchers who support the research process as a tool for empowerment (Bell, 2013), I aimed 

to have “power with” rather than “power over” participants as another way of contributing to 

their interests. Qualitative research enables the development of such collaborative researcher-

participant relationships in which beneficence can occur. For these reasons, it was also 

important to ensure that none of the participants were students with whom I had a current 

student-lecturer or student-supervisor relationship. Second, a focus on participants’ 

perspectives and how they make sense of, or interpret phenomena shows respect for 

individuals as experts in their own lives (Creswell, 2013). Third, attention to a naturalistic 

approach in the research methodology enhanced the prospects of trust developing between 

me and participants. Finally, the research framework facilitated my reflexivity in all phases of 

the research, enabling alignment with my commitment to reflective practice and integrity.  

Theoretical Framework 

This research was focussed on identifying social factors that influenced students’ 

experience of placement, especially those related to their roles. Social constructivism formed 

the overarching theoretical framework for the study because it acknowledges the complexity 

of individual experience and highlights the importance of socially constructed influences. 

Within this framework, the ecological-systems perspective enhanced my sensitivity to the 

student within their environment because, as noted by Harms’ (2005), individual experience 

cannot be interpreted without understanding the social systems around it. These theories and 

the rationale for their use in the study are explained below.  
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Social constructivism. 

The theory of social constructivism argues that knowledge and meaning are socially 

constructed (Etherington, 2004; Somekh & Lewin, 2011). Rather than there being one “truth” 

existing independently of context, it suggests that human beings construct and sustain “facts”, 

ideas and assumptions through their interactions with others and the social structures within 

which they live (Somekh & Lewin, 2011). It contrasts with other theoretical standpoints such 

as positivism and critical realism which hold that there exists an independent and objective 

reality that can be discovered, investigated, and understood (Somekh & Lewin, 2011), 

especially if the researcher is able to achieve “scientific neutrality” (Wiesenfeld, 2000). 

From the perspective of social constructivism, the possibility of multiple realities is 

acknowledged, and reality is viewed as being co-constructed (Creswell, 2013) and therefore 

the act of making meaning is socially, culturally, and historically specific (Squire et al., 

2013). This perspective aligns with my social work values because it respects the uniqueness 

of each individual and uses collaboration as a foundation of practice. In this research study, it 

provided a framework for methods that place participants at the centre of the research 

process, ensuring their voices were heard (respecting their uniqueness) and joining with them 

in creating meaning (collaboration). It also matches my belief and understanding of research 

with people as being essentially a social process in which the environment, social constructs, 

contexts, biases and relationships all play a part.  

Social constructivism rejects any attempt at viewing the participant as a “subject” 

removed from participant-researcher relationship or privileging objectivity. This results in 

problems obtaining empirical data because, it can be argued, this type of research has a 

predisposition towards relativism in which “any truth as good as another” (Liu & Matthews, 

2005, p388). In a discussion of relativism, Smith and Hodkinson (2008, p420) note that there 

is no escaping “our finite – or time- and place-constrained – condition of being in the world” 
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and that researchers should therefore be able to defend their judgements. In this thesis, my 

judgements are defended by attention to the quality of the research, especially coherence 

between the research framework and methods, and transparency about the researcher’s 

position including background and values.    

By adopting the perspective of social constructivism, a researcher is able to ask 

questions that broadly probe the participants’ thoughts, emotions, ideas or actions. This 

matched my concern with understanding the concept of persistence which is understood to 

include social, psychological, and behavioural elements. I hypothesised that such elements 

would be revealed by the exploration of participants’ thoughts, emotions, ideas, and actions 

as told to me during the research process. 

 A social-constructivist approach enables the participant-researcher constructions of 

meaning to be considered as ‘valid data’. Meaning and understanding of the participants’ 

experiences of placement and what this meant for being able to persist in field placement was 

understood to be constructed through a dialogue between me and the participant.  It was 

influenced by what we brought to the relationship from our social, cultural, and historical 

backgrounds and contexts and from the process of engaging in the study (Etherington, 2004; 

Squire et al., 2013). The subsequent interpretation and understanding of the narratives were 

similarly filtered through my personal frameworks including assumptions, values and beliefs, 

knowledge and experience. Researcher reflexivity was therefore important to the inquiry 

process (Wiesenfeld, 2000). Researcher reflexivity acknowledges “how their own 

experiences and contexts (which might be fluid and changing) inform the process and 

outcomes of inquiry” (Etherington, 2004, p. 32). My reflexive approach, which included 

reflective communications with the participants and written reflections, played a key role in 

ensuring transparency in my positioning and thinking about the researcher-participant 

relationships and contexts, the research process, and the emerging evidence. The use of a 
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written reflections journal allowed me to test out some ideas and perspectives but did not 

form part of the evidence. 

 By holding to the position that knowledge and meaning are socially constructed, it 

was important for me to be mindful of the environment in which this occurs. I understood, 

from environmental, social work and psychological theories and knowledge, the key 

influence of environment to the experience of human beings. Ecological systems theory 

therefore offered a useful lens through which to view field education and student persistence 

as well as having constancy with social constructivism. 

Ecological systems theory.  

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory has been used by social workers to 

understand individuals, groups and communities in their environments (Payne & Campling, 

2005). The model based on this theory offers a holistic perspective in which each of the 

elements in that environment has an influence on the others and therefore, on the whole. It is 

therefore valuable in being able to conceptualise how the components of systems are related, 

how they are dependent on other parts of the system and the impact of change (Payne & 

Campling, 2005). The theory shows that any change within one element results in changes to 

other elements and the whole.  

Bronfenbrenner’s theory organises external influences into five levels. The closest 

level, micro-systems, represents relationships with the immediate environment that impact on 

the individual’s day-to-day life, including, for example, family and friends. The second level, 

labelled meso-systems, incorporates the interactions between the different micro-systems, for 

example, relationships between the family and the community. At greater distance from the 

individual is the exosystem. This level may still have an impact on the person’s life, but it 

occurs more indirectly, for example, by social services. The largest and most distant level is 

the macro-system which includes culture and politics.  
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The use of ecological systems theory in this thesis has been helpful in two ways. First, 

it allowed an exploration of a phenomenon (student persistence) within the sociocultural 

context (social work field education). The value of this perspective is that it enabled 

examination of the interactions within and across systems (Cash et al., 2017). This was 

important to this thesis because the literature review undertaken for this research (Chapter 2) 

revealed influences amongst the many systems with which students interacted including 

familial, institutional, economic, socio-political, and cultural systems. Previous studies 

focussed attention on one or another of these systems or only on student characteristics and 

were limited in their capacity to explain complexities. However, ecological systems theory 

enables a conceptualisation of student persistence as being influenced by a series of 

interrelated systems, from the micro to the macro. The identification and consideration of 

systems in the students’ wider environment (such as education and human services policies) 

and at each level within the ecological system, permitted examination beyond single levels or 

systems. It enabled evidence of relationships and influences within and between the systems 

and student attributes to emerge. 

Second, ecological systems theory guided the questions used in the student interviews 

and enable issues to be exposed by helping me to focus on the narratives about students’ 

interactions with their environment and the systems within them, and interactions between 

the systems, including to the possibility of unexpected responses (for example, about systems 

and relationships not previously noted in the literature). The participants and I were therefore 

able to consider context which is consistent with the social constructivist perspective.  

 The ecological systems perspective has been criticised because it “does not really 

explain why things happen and why the connections are the way they are” (Chenoweth & 

McAuliffe, 2014, p. 150). However, in this study, the deep analysis of participants’ narratives 

and conceptualisation of persistence in field education as a process involving interacting 
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systems, allowed interrogation of patterns that were revealed in the evidence, suggesting 

some of the answers to “why” questions. These potential answers are discussed further in 

Chapter 7. The following section outlines the aims of this study and the research questions.  

Research Aims 

 The literature review indicates that personal attributes, and situational and 

institutional factors all influence student persistence and that managing multiple roles can 

result in overload, role conflict and stress. However, as outlined in Chapter 2, there are gaps 

in knowledge regarding how social work students persist in field placement and their 

experience of placement when juggling multiple responsibilities. Perceptions of role demands 

are a powerful predictor of role strain (Home, 1997) but some roles may act as a "buffer" to 

potential stress (Fortune, 1987). Despite this understanding, there is little acknowledgment of 

the multifaceted nature of student experience when they occupy multiple roles and 

knowledge about how social work students persist in placement is lacking. This research 

aimed to add to existing knowledge about student persistence and management of roles.   

 This research focussed on questions about what social work students perceive as 

hindering or helping them during placement, how they managed these factors to persist and 

what this experience meant to them. The overall research question for this study was, how do 

students with multiple roles persist in field education? Secondary research questions were 

formulated were as follows:  

1. What factors do students with multiple roles perceive as impediments or 

facilitators to their field education? 

2. How do students with multiple roles experience these factors? 

3. How do students with multiple roles manage these factors in order to persist with 

field education? 
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 The methods of data collection and analysis are described and discussed in the 

following sections. 

Collection of Evidence  

Collection of evidence involves decisions about what kinds to collect, where (and 

when) to obtain it, and the development of appropriate collection strategies. In this study 

narrative inquiry provided a framework for decision-making about the strategies used for 

collecting evidence. 

Narrative research. 

Narrative research has been described as based on a “bricolage” (Creswell, 2013, p. 5) 

of theoretical perspectives to conceptualise and conduct inquiries. These share in common the 

collection of stories for the purpose of making meaning of participants’ experiences (Pepper 

& Wildy, 2009). These stories may be collected through a variety of sources and analysed in 

different ways, and they may include the characteristics of temporality, meaning and social 

encounters (Somekh & Lewin, 2011). Narrative research views the construction of narratives 

and transformation of experience into meaning to be as a result of social interaction. It also 

recognises the influence of the socio-political, historical, and cultural context. This 

perspective of the research process and outcome positions narrative research within a 

constructivist approach and this use of narrative research as a foundation for decisions about 

collecting information is consistent with the research study’s overall theoretical framework. 

First, narrative inquiry was compatible with the social constructivist viewpoint. It recognises 

knowledge as a social construct influenced by the “realities” constructed by the participants 

and researcher (Andrews et al., 2013; Etherington, 2004). Moen (2006) argues that:  
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There is no single, dominant, or static reality but, rather, a number of realities that are 

constructed in the process of interactions and dialogues. Human knowledge of the 

world is thus relative (p. 59).  

Accordingly, the telling and re-telling of stories assists in making sense of and 

constructing knowledge through the creation of new meanings and deepening existing ones 

(Etherington, 2004; Noble, 2001). The significance for this research was in understanding 

that the stories of student persistence were multi-layered as fresh meanings were created and 

existing meaning deepened and secondly, that engaging in the research process offered a 

transformative experience for the participants (and researcher) (Hatch, 2002). By the very act 

of participating in the study, the students’ experience and understanding, decisions and action 

may have been transformed. These perspectives are consistent with the assumptions of social 

constructivism.  

Second, narrative inquiry is consistent with using ecological systems theory as a way 

of placing the participants within their environment. It is consistent with the perspective of 

their stories as being “enabled and constrained by a range of social resources and 

circumstances” (Chase, 2008, p. 65) and in an acceptance that the meanings constructed from 

these narratives are themselves influenced by social and cultural contexts.  

The methodology utilised in this study is based on five main aspects of narrative 

research related to assumptions, acknowledgement of the influence of context, temporality 

and interviewing. Each is described further below. 

First, the research methodology rests on narrative research assumptions. Narrative 

inquiry is grounded on the assumption that the “narrative” is an expression of events, 

thoughts and feelings experienced by an individual. Narratives are representations of 

experience and “meaning-making” rather than straightforward descriptions of events (Squire, 
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2013; Moen, 2006; Noble, 2001), making the approach suitable in research that seeks to 

explore new topics.  

Narrative inquiry, which evolved from humanist, person-centred and holistic 

perspectives (Squire et al., 2013) places the lived experience of the social work students at 

the centre of this research. As the study is concerned with exploring new questions about 

students’ “experience” of placement and seeks to explore not only events related to 

placement, but also the participants’ perceptions, thoughts, emotions, actions and meaning, it 

is important to place their experience centrally, enabling their voices to be heard. Narrative 

methods can encompass “different and sometimes contradictory layers of meaning, [and] 

bring them into useful dialogue with each other” (Squire et al., 2013, p. 2). They enable 

participants to explore the “what” and “how” stories of their persistence with field education 

in a way that helps them to make sense of the experience. 

Second, narrative inquiry acknowledges the impact of context on the stories that are 

told (Squire, 2013; Moen, 2006; Pepper & Wildy, 2009). My hypothesis suggested that these 

narratives are based on the participants’ internal thoughts and feelings as they arose in 

response to the interview context. The participants made ongoing decisions throughout the 

interview dialogue by selecting, organising, articulating, and evaluating the narrative they 

chose to tell. A narrative approach to collection of evidence therefore refers to the collection 

of the participants’ stories as told and co-constructed in the research interviews. This allows 

for different and sometimes contradictory layers of meaning to emerge, adding a richness and 

depth.  

Third, narrative inquiry involves the shaping of narratives into chronology by the 

researcher. In this study, this aspect of narrative inquiry was reflected in the decision to 
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interview participants at two points in their placement allowing real time aspects of their 

experience to be incorporated into their narratives.  

The fourth aspect of information collection was the use of semi-structured interviews. 

Using a narrative framework, interviews are conceptualised as a conversational partnership 

(Miller & Crabtree, 2004; Mills, 2001) in which the research participant is a collaborator 

(Moen, 2006) and the researcher may share their own experiences of the topic (Etherington, 

2004, p. 77) and Etherington discusses this reflexive interviewing as giving the participant 

and researcher opportunities to create new meanings at a particular point in time. This 

method of data collection also allows for adjustments to unanticipated developments that may 

emerge. 

The fifth aspect of narrative research is its emphasis on participant agency and the 

recognition of the potential for new meanings to be created (through telling and re-telling 

stories) (Etherington, 2004; Noble, 2001). This highlighted the possibility for transformation 

to occur as a result of engaging in the research process (Hatch, 2002). This was consistent 

with the intention of this study to offer participants opportunities to reflect on their 

experience of placement and prepare for the future in a way that respected their own expertise 

and agency.  

Decisions about collecting evidence were therefore made with these five elements of 

the narrative approach to research in mind. Sampling and recruitment of participants was 

based on the need to obtain evidence in a way that facilitated the collection of rich layers of 

information within resource constraints. Semi-structured interviews provided contextual 

information and participant narratives at two points in time. The methods of collection used 

in this study are described and discussed in the following sections.  
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Sampling. 

This research used criterion-based, purposeful sampling. This approach was used to 

select individuals who could inform an understanding of the research problem (Creswell, 

2013, p. 156) and maximise the richness of the data (Miller & Crabtree, 2004). In this type of 

sampling, “all of the individuals need to have stories to tell about their lived experiences” 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 155).   

The sample was drawn from the 2015 external qualifying MSW student population in 

Australia. At the time of the study design, six universities offered external MSW degrees in 

Australia, Charles Sturt, Deakin, Flinders, Griffith and Southern Cross University and the 

University of New England. Post-graduate students are generally older than undergraduates 

(Bexley, et al., 2013) and as a consequence are more likely to have accumulated financial 

responsibilities and be employed prior to enrolment (Osborne et al., 2004). In Australia, 

people with relevant undergraduate qualifications may apply for entry into a qualifying 

Master of Social Work. From many years of practice as an academic in social work field 

education, I had anecdotal evidence that a high proportion of the MSW students juggled 

multiple responsibilities with their studies. Although many undergraduate students carry 

responsibilities such as supporting themselves financially through placement (Brough et al., 

2015), I assumed that fewer managed multiple roles such as parenting and employment. The 

second reason for choosing this cohort relates to the nature of the external MSW programs. In 

Australia students must attend campus 20 days each year but otherwise may complete their 

courses online. The external programs therefore, attract students who need flexibility to 

accommodate their other roles and responsibilities (Collins, 2008; Pardasani et al., 2011). 

The first criterion for participation within this potential sample was that the participant 

identified as occupying multiple roles. The nature and number of these roles were not pre-

defined because, although the theory of role strain suggests that the number of roles is 
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important, students’ perceptions of their roles is a more significant influence. However, to 

increase the potential for recruiting participants experiencing challenges, I included an 

expectation that participants should occupy at least two roles in addition to that of being a 

student in the information for students (Appendix A). 

The second criterion was that participants were undertaking or had just completed 

their first placement in 2015. Two volunteers were rejected because they did not fulfil this 

criterion. This standard was chosen because of the likelihood of rich data being obtained at 

this point in the students’ journey. There is evidence that students approaching their first 

placement experience a heightened level of anxiety, somewhat related to juggling 

responsibilities (Gelman & Lloyd, 2008; Maidment & Crisp, 2011). It was also hypothesised 

that participants could gain benefits from their participation that could be transferred to their 

second placement.  

To allow timely collection of evidence, universities offering first placements for 

students during the time period allocated for data collection (Semester 1, 2015) were selected 

as potential sources for recruitment. Participants were recruited from Australian universities 

that fulfilled this criterion. Due to initially attracting a small number of participants, the data 

collection was extended by six months (Semester 2, 2015) and a fourth university was invited 

and agreed to participate. In Australia, students can apply to enrol in universities outside their 

state of residence.  

The sample size was influenced by whether it would allow the phenomena under 

consideration to emerge. Qualitative studies are less concerned about the sample size than 

quantitative research because of the emphasis on describing contexts, and levels of analysis 

(Hatch, 2002, p48). Miles and Huberman (1994, p 30) note that the suitability of sample size 

in qualitative research is influenced by the complexity and richness of the within case 
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sampling. Generally, the fewer participants interviewed, the more detailed their narratives 

would need to be to ensure the research is of sufficient quality to answer the research 

questions (Hatch, 2012, p 48-52). The decision about participant numbers in this study was 

influenced by negotiating a balance between depth and breadth. It was hypothesised that 

conducting two interviews (depth) with a sample of 10-15 participants from a range of 

contexts (breadth) would enable the collection of sufficiently rich narratives for analysis 

(Creswell, 2013; Frankfort-Nachmias et al., 2004).   

A sample of 16 participants from four universities was recruited. Fifteen students 

contributed to two interviews each. One student did not respond to invitations to contribute a 

second interview. It is possible that her availability changed because she was expecting a 

child. However, her narrative was included in the findings because of its richness and 

uniqueness.  

Recruitment. 

 Participant recruitment commenced with telephone or email contact with known or 

recommended social work educators at each of the identified schools of social work, first, to 

ascertain their interest in the topic and second, to engage their help in recruitment. Each of 

the approached schools agreed to participate and were then provided with written information 

about the research and recruitment material (Appendix A). Follow up communication about 

ethical and other research requirements, and the progress of the recruitment occurred via 

email and telephone.  

 Eligible students were invited to participate by the field education academics through 

their chosen communication channels. This was primarily via email and online course 

announcements. Students were invited to express their interest directly to me and I then 

telephoned the student to verify their interest and eligibility. Students were provided with 
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verbal and written details of data collection methods and ethical matters (see Appendix A) 

and given opportunities to have any questions answered. Students were then invited to 

nominate a method of interview (telephone, in person or using Skype). This conversation and 

a mutually agreed appointment time were summarised in a follow-up email to the student. 

Evidence was generated through semi-structured interviews with participants based on 

principles of narrative inquiry and at two points during their placement.  

Collecting information.  

Narrative research forms of evidence typically include interviews, participant 

observation, journals, and archival material (Creswell, 2013). The use of semi-structured 

interviews in this study provided a framework to ensure that the overall focus of the 

interviews remained on the research questions and allowed for the collection of rich layers of 

data. Whilst structured interviews, which focus on a predetermined set of questions, may be 

practical, they can overlook the emotional dimensions (Cachia & Millward, 2011) an 

important aspect to this research. Unstructured interviews may have offered a richer and more 

in-depth understanding of the participant’s experience, but they risk getting caught up in 

issues unrelated to the research questions. 

I used a set of questions as an interview guide that allowed me to exercise judgement 

about introducing further questions to facilitate deeper reflection and exploration. This type 

of interview permitted flexibility as fresh insights came to the participant or me and enhanced 

the opportunities for deeper layers of data to be revealed (Fontana & Frey, 2008). This 

method was compatible with the aim that participation could be a positive experience for the 

participant.  

The questions contained in the interview guide were based on the research questions 

and provided a loose structure to the interviews (Appendix B). The relevance and suitability 
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of these questions were piloted with two MSW students known to me as having an interest in 

the topic. Their feedback was wholly positive, and the guide did not require modification. 

These pilot interviews and discussions were not included in the analysis. The fourth aspect of 

information collection was interviewing participants.  

Interviewing. Interviewing is a common and powerful method for trying to 

understand others, including the everyday activities and internal aspects of their lives 

(Fontana & Frey, 2008). In this study, each participant was invited to two interviews. The first 

interview was held during the first few weeks of the participant’s placement, the second occurred 

near the end or shortly after placement. 

The reasons for conducting two interviews follow: first, eliciting narratives at these times, 

facilitated the collection of “fresh” perspectives, especially those from early in the placement 

which may have been forgotten had only one interview been conducted at the end or after 

placement. Second, this approach provided opportunities to note and examine any differences in 

individual participants’ perspectives that occurred between the interviews. This is in contrast to 

other field education studies in which student perspectives are retrospective (Belfiore, 2015; Curl 

& Carey, 2014; Ketner et al., 2017; Poletti & Anka, 2013). The third reason for multiple 

interviewing as a data collection strategy was its consistency with the constructivist and narrative 

perspectives discussed above, as it acknowledged the multidimensional nature of students’ 

worlds and the possibility of multiple realities. It allowed participants to tell their own stories 

and, in the second interview, to think back or continue the conversation, thus giving them more 

power and opportunities to express thoughts, emotions, and interpretations, and create meaning. 

The format for each interview was semi-structured and in-depth. The use of this type of 

evidence collection was consistent with the constructivist framework as my researcher role was 

to allow participants to tell their story in their own words. In this way, interviews can be adapted 
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to time and place, and feelings are acknowledged as positive aspects of the context, thus creating 

a space where the participant feels comfortable to relate their story (Mills, 2001). In-depth 

interviews are a valuable tool to qualitative research when the focus of the study is narrow and 

the target participants are from a clearly defined group who are comfortable with this form of 

interaction (Miller & Crabtree, 2004). 

It was hypothesised that this would also deepen the opportunity for rich narratives to 

emerge as both researcher and participant contributed to construction of meaning (2013; Miller 

& Crabtree, 2004) and capture the social work student participants’ thoughts, perceptions, 

feelings, and experiences in their own words and encourage exploration of meaning. While it is 

not known how familiar they were with interviewing or being interviewed, it is likely that they 

had been interviewed in preparation for placement and that their social work studies had exposed 

them to communication skills training.  

Semi-structured interviewing entailed the use of an interview guide which allowed the me 

to explore participants’ stories with them in detail through questions based on the research 

purpose and ideas about the phenomenon being studied without losing the focus of the interview 

(Hatch, 2002; Miller & Crabtree, 2004). This guide assisted in maintaining a focus and I asked 

further questions as needed and also allowed the participants to talk at length or deviate 

somewhat to elicit each participant’s story at a deeper level or pursue a theme as the interview 

progressed (Mills, 2001). It was anticipated that this process would provide rich descriptions 

which included enough detail and meaning for the complexity of the participants’ experience to 

be preserved. The interview guide also helped ensure that the interviews occurred within a 

reasonable timeframe (1-1.5 hours). This restriction was relevant to the students because of the 

challenges related to being time-poor during placement.  
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The first interview included questions to draw out several factors including the students’ 

social context and how they experience occupying multiple roles (including facts, emotions, 

values and belief), their experience of planning for placement and managing multiple roles and, 

their thoughts, ideas, expectations, and feelings about persisting for the duration of placement.  

The second interview allowed participants to reflect on their experience and construct 

meaning. Students did not receive a summary of their first interview prior to the second. Instead, 

the verbal introduction to this second interview and open questions facilitated students’ 

reflections on their first interview, their experience of placement since then and as a whole, 

factors that impeded or facilitated their persistence, how they managed and, the meaning they 

made of their experience.  

The interview guide was developed from the research questions and the literature review. 

My technique evolved somewhat, although not significantly, as more interviews occurred, and as 

I reflected on each interview. Except for the purposes of eliciting identifying information, the 

questions were generally open or clarifying. These interviews were also designed to elicit 

contextual data related to the social and cultural background of the participants. 

The context. The social constructivist framework highlights that knowledge is 

specific to the context (Squire et al., 2013) and a collection of demographic factors associated 

with student persistence in higher education was included to further enrich the evidence being 

gathered. These included enrolment status (full-time or part-time), age, gender, marital status, 

employment status, location, and carer responsibilities. Questions to elicit these factors were 

introduced at the beginning of the interviews. This served a number of purposes: to “weave a 

discourse context for the topical research questions” (Miller & Crabtree, 2004, p. 192) by 

introducing elements of the topic of inquiry, to build rapport with the participants and 

establish the interview style, and to provide a context for the data analysis. 



68 

 

Decisions about the interviewing process were influenced by appreciation of the 

participants’ contributions, acknowledging that they were likely to face challenges to 

participating (related to the topic under consideration) and wanting to provide a safe place in 

which to build a researcher-participant relationship. Convenience for participants of interview 

times, locations and format (face-to-face, telephone or Skype) were the priority. Three 

participants elected for face-to-face interviews, one of these chose her university campus as the 

location of this interview and two chose to attend the institution at which I was employed. No 

interviews were conducted via Skype. Where two interviews were conducted, each participant 

chose to use the same method or location for both interviews.  

Interviews were between 45 – 90 minutes duration and digitally recorded. In all but one 

instance, where there were issues with the clarity of the telephone line, these interviews were 

completed in one session. The disrupted interview recommenced the same day. 

Telephone interviews were conducted with thirteen participants. Studies have found that 

people are more inclined to take part in telephone interviews compared to face-to-face because 

they perceive greater control over their privacy (Cachia & Millward, 2011). Cachia and Millward 

(2011) note that emotional and cognitive experience may be more explicitly explored using this 

type of media because of the loss of visual cues. An additional advantage of telephone interviews 

was that my note-taking occurred without distracting the participant. A disadvantage of 

telephone interviews was the loss of non-verbal content but to minimise this loss, attention was 

paid to participants’ language, hesitations, and tone of voice, using active listening techniques to 

encourage expression and clarify meaning.  

My aim for all interviews was to provide a safe and relaxed atmosphere for participants 

and to allow them to use the interview as a space for making sense of their experience and to 

create new meanings. This was done by responding dynamically to participant’s emphasis on 
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topics or expression of emotion (participants were given space to express their feelings) without 

losing sight of the research questions. As the transcripts attest, all participants seemed to engage 

well with the interviewer and express their thoughts, ideas, feelings freely. This was evident in 

the informal tone of the language and disclosure of personal information. 

The interviews commenced with an acknowledgement of the participant’s interest and 

contribution, followed by a “check in”. The check in included reiterating participants’ freedom to 

terminate participation or cease the recording of interviews at any time and gauging their 

readiness to participate at the time. The initial phase of the second interview included a brief 

participant check of my verbal summary of the previous interview, for example:  

I was going through the interview [transcript] the other day and I thought, “Wow, you 

just had so many things on your plate”. I think when we talked, you’d had an anxious 

couple of days as well. (Researcher) 

Yeah, I’d just moved [house] and didn’t have internet. Yeah. But now [I’m] all moved 

in and settled. It’s good. (Participant) 

Excellent. So, you’re okay for me to be recording and to go ahead with our second 

interview? (Researcher) 

 Yeah, no worries (Participant).  

Many of the interviews involved recall of stressful events and emotions by 

participants. Final questions were therefore designed to enable the participants to take 

something positive and empowering from the interview, for example, “Is there anything that 

you did that you’re particularly proud of?” or, “Do you have any recommendations for other 

students?” In addition to thanking the students, these questions also acknowledged the value 

of the participants’ contributions to the research outcomes (Bell, 2013).  
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Researcher reflexivity was also important during the interviews because 

contradictions and issues in participants’ responses in the interviews could be missed without 

it (Palaganas et al., 2017). Through this reflection-in-action, the interview became a 

collaborative process. For example, I made explicit during one interview, my realisation that 

alternative meanings could be attributed to the words, “roles” and “responsibilities”. I said: 

Asking you these kinds of questions is making me realise that my questions 

are around particular values and views of what responsibilities are, and how 

they connect with roles and things like that … It’s making me realise that 

these [interview] questions are suited to a particular life and way of looking 

at responsibilities and this doesn’t necessarily suit the responsibilities that 

you have, even as a white person in an Aboriginal community. (Researcher) 

This resulted in deeper exploration of the use of these words that then contributed to more 

richness. The following section outlines the process used to analyse each of the interview 

transcripts.  

Analysis 

 Consistency between the theoretical framework and methods of data analysis was 

obtained by using a process of inductive, thematic analysis based on Creswell’s data analysis 

spiral. This model illustrates the process of describing, classifying and interpreting data by 

acknowledging how the many phases of data analysis are interrelated and often occur 

simultaneously (Creswell, 2013, p. 183). The steps in this spiral are data collection, managing 

data, reading and reflexive journaling, describing, classifying or interpreting, and 

representing or visualising. This portion of the chapter relates to data management, reading, 

reflexive journaling, describing, classifying, and interpreting. 
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The role of the researcher in narrative inquiry is to facilitate the production of the 

story and promote the voice of the narrator but the researcher’s position and own lived 

experience are also acknowledged as being part of the construction of meaning (Somekh & 

Lewin, 2011). Somekh and Lewin describe the purpose of analysis as an “unfolding” of the 

ways that individuals “make sense of their lived experience” (Somekh & Lewin, 2011, p. 

160) rather than striving for a “truth”. 

Managing data. 

 I transcribed all of the first interviews and six of the second. Due to time restraints, 

the remaining interviews were transcribed by a well-respected professional service. A 

confidentiality and privacy agreement was signed by the agency. There were no discernible 

qualitative differences between the professionally transcribed interviews and mine. All 

transcripts were then imported into NVivo widely for coding and analysis. This program was 

utilised to store, organise, manage, and reconfigure the data to enable analysis.  

 Preparing data for coding is described by Saldaña as “warming up” to analysis 

(Saldaña, 2016, p. 18). Conducting all interviews and transcribing the majority, facilitated my 

familiarity with the raw data. This process enabled the emergence of questions, ideas and 

preliminary codes that were useful in later analysis.  

Reading and journaling. 

 Reading and reflexive journaling were utilised in all phases of the research process. 

Reading included multiple reading of interview transcripts as well as exploration of the 

literature to help answer questions about the data or deepen knowledge about emerging 

themes. To gain a sense of each participant and the meaning for them of their experience, the 

decision was made to read both interviews for each participant before re-reading all first then 
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all second interviews. This process enriched the data analysis by giving different 

perspectives.   

 Entries in the reflexive journal included observations, thoughts, questions and ideas 

that arose during the data collection and analysis. These included problems, ideas for codes, 

apparent exceptions, and potential patterns. This type of journaling therefore supported a 

reflexive approach to data analysis. For example, my thinking about the influence of context 

on the research was illustrated by this passage in my journal: 

The data could be interpreted differently on the basis of values or how I see 

the students, e.g., if I respect students as adults who are able to solve their 

own problems and take responsibility for their own learning, I would 

interpret the results differently to seeing students as victims, “poor students”, 

subject to unreasonable demands. Similarly, I could interpret the data in 

terms of “resilience” and “coping”, but this is a psychological perspective. 

What about the influence of power and neoliberalism on their experience?  

This assisted in identifying the role of any pre-determined values or assumptions and 

acknowledged that the process of inquiry was open to interpretation (Pepper & Wildy, 2009). 

Written reflection enabled me to stay open to all information (i.e., to “see” what the 

participants said) (Creswell, 2013, p. 184) and further question the evidence (Jentoft & Olsen, 

2019). The reflexive journal also helped me to recall and to keep track of research and 

analysis activities.  

Describing, classifying and interpreting. 

 Describing and arranging qualitative data in a systematic way enhances possibilities 

for interpreting data and making meaning (Creswell, 2013; Saldaña, 2016) in a way that adds 

rigour to the research. My approach was to remain open in order to “recognise a codable 
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moment”, as identified by Boyatzis (1998, p. 9) whilst minimising other influences. I also 

reflected on all aspects of the participants’ reality and did not discount any apparently 

conflicting data, instead looked for new explanations.  

 The describing, classifying, and interpreting of data in this study began with 

immersion in the data by reading, re-reading the transcripts and highlighting passages that 

seemed worthy of attention. Saldaña describes this as “pre-coding” (p 20). In the first few 

readings of transcripts, passages were allocated a code with a definition or description which 

included exclusions or qualifications (Boyatzis, 1998). These provisional codes were directly 

observable and some of them were informed by an anticipated list of dimensions identified in 

the literature as being related to student retention and persistence. For example, from the 

initial reading of transcripts in this study, I highlighted factors related to the universities 

attended by the participants and placement agencies, student characteristics and factors that 

seemed to be external to the placement such as other roles and responsibilities. The 

preliminary, general codes allocated from this exercise were “External factors”, “Student 

attributes” and “Institutional attributes” which were also identified in the research literature 

as being important to student persistence. At this early stage, this list was very broad and not 

prescriptive. For example, within the material coded as “External factors” were passages 

coded as “Family”, “Employment” and “Friends” such as ,“I have one good friend I’ve had 

for years and years … she understood I was busy” (Coded: Friends). 

 Re-reading alerted me to differences within each code. Writing definitions and 

exclusions helped me to make decisions about the codes. To illustrate, “Friends” was initially 

used broadly, referring to people with whom the participant had friendly relations. However, 

it became evident that there were differences in the material coded there that related to 

whether the participant was talking about friends, peers (fellow students in placement or 

academic courses) or colleagues (people with whom the students worked). This code was 
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therefore split into the non-exclusive codes of  “Friends”, “Peers” and “Colleagues”. The 

following examples show how passages were coded, firstly with a general code, and then, 

more specific,   

“We have a Facebook page for the masters’ students, so that was good to go on and 

just see where everyone was up to, share ideas”. (Coded: Friends > Peers) 

“Guys that I work with … all know I'm on placement and they've been really supportive 

and encouraging”. (Coded: Friends > Colleagues) 

“I think she kept me sane. It was really good to have somebody who was in the same 

boat [as a student], even though her children are older.” (Coded: Friend and Peers)  

 As re-reading continued, coding became more sophisticated and included codes 

related to process (related to activity and implying dynamics of time) and codes related to 

emotions and values (affective codes). Continuing with the above example of material coded 

as “Peers”, I identified that some passages related to process, for example, how and when 

students connected with peers (keeping in touch), and others to emotions, such as 

appreciating being understood (shared journey). These were allocated sub-codes which, using 

NVivo, appeared as child nodes. Other sub-codes allocated to the “Peers” code included   

“making comparisons” (comparing themselves with other students), “impact of peers” (the 

influence of peers), “making initial connections” (participants noted developing relationships 

early in their studies), “shared journey” (a sense of sharing the study/ placement journey with 

peers) and “peer support” (support given/ received). For example, the following quote was 

coded at Peers > shared journey,  “It’s [ helpful having] … someone who understands exactly 

what you are going through  because they’re going through it too. That’s a huge thing”.  

 Using such codes and sub-codes enabled examination of differences, similarities, 

contradictions, and exceptions across codes, and searching for themes. Parallel to the process 
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of coding within the preliminary and general code of  “External factors”, I also coded the 

other general codes (student attributes and institutional attributes). This resulted in codes that 

were more specific such as “Extended family” and sub-codes, such as “availability”, 

“emotional support”, “attitude to study”, “missing family support or wanting more support”. I 

was then able to explore the similarities and differences across “Friends”, “Peers”, “Family” 

and “Extended family”. 

 By recursive reading and reflection, I worked back and forth between the codes and 

the data, looking for connections across cases, making comparisons, and examining 

exceptions. This was a process of reflective or interpretive analysis (Hatch, 2002) in which 

intuition and judgment played a part, as well as a technical procedure. Keeping in mind the 

research questions and asking questions about the data such as “so what” and “what next” 

was also used to develop further lines of speculation. This process utilised thoughts and ideas 

recorded in memos and annotations made during the reading and rereading of transcripts as 

well as technical procedures using NVivo tools of analysis  (e.g., word frequency, hierarchy, 

word map). This combination of inductive and deductive coding methods adds to the quality 

of data analysis (Saldaña, 2016). 

 The second cycle of coding aimed to develop a sense of categorical, thematic, 

conceptual or theoretical organisation from first cycle. It involved reviewing the initial codes 

for accuracy and meaning; re-defining codes; questioning why a passage had been coded in a 

particular way (by looking at it from different angles); and recoding (splitting or joining 

smaller parts of the transcript into most, least, or not relevant). Checking for accuracy 

included checking the transcripts for material that may have been overlooked using NVivo 

tools (text search, query wizard, synonyms, and antonyms).  

 From the example given of exploring the similarities and differences between 

“Friends”, “Peers”, “Family” and “Extended family”, support emerged as a tentative theme.  I 
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used this idea of support, looking for connections and making comparisons, not only amongst 

the data at these codes, but also in other codes. Material related to student relationships and 

networks and coded as “student-university relationships” and “community”, for example, 

confirmed that seeking and receiving support was an important aspect of student persistence. 

This material was coded as “support”. Further analysis also showed that “support” could be 

further categorised into emotional, instrumental, and educational support. The following 

passages illustrate some of this coding,  

“Just to know that you’re not the only student … that there are other people going 

through exactly the same stuff you're going through [is helpful] … (Charles)” (coded: 

Peers > Shared journey > Emotional support) 

“My husband picks him up on a Thursday and my Mum picks him up on a Monday” 

(coded: Family > Partner > Instrumental support and Extended family > Availability 

> Instrumental support). 

 Viewing of the data from the perspectives of each participant’s narrative, including 

the temporal aspects, and looking at the data overall, resulted in the emergence of other 

patterns and underlying themes (identified at the “latent” level) with different levels of 

generality or specificity. Further analysis included re-examining the data to provide further 

information, looking for contradictions, negative cases, and what might have been left out, 

that is, whether there were any gaps or anomalies. Through this kind of sorting the material 

related to “support”, I observed that not only were these different types of support reported by 

participants as being important, but I also noticed there seemed to be variations in the kinds 

of support offered or utilised in different relationships. For example, instrumental support 

was most often provided to students with caring responsibilities by families, as illustrated by 

the latter passage above, but some participants drew on friends for that kind of support. The 

statement from Elizabeth (whose family was overseas, and partner was working away from 
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home) that “…if the school Mums no longer help me I have to drop out of the course”, was 

unusual in that it was coded as  “Friends” and “Instrumental support”. By examining this 

contradiction and using code mapping to help manage the intricacies of the data, I found a 

pattern of participants with children who lacked family support, drawing on friends for 

instrumental support.  

 The final phase of Creswell’s data analysis spiral involves representing or visualising. 

In this thesis, various methods are used to represent the findings. These include Table 1 

which summarises participants’ basic biographical data and two conceptual frameworks that 

represent conclusions about social work student persistence in placement (see further in 

Chapter 7). These frameworks were regularly checked and modified during analysis of the 

narratives to be able to summarise the essential qualities of the participants’ experience of 

placement and persistence (Paap, 1977).  

Quality of the Research  

 The quality of this research was informed by eight key markers of quality as identified 

by Tracy (2010). The relevance of this framework to determining its quality is based on 

consideration of common concerns expressed by a number of authors about what is “best 

practice” in qualitative research and how it can be evaluated. Whittemore et al., (2001) have 

developed a list of criteria based on a synthesis of the writings of numerous scholars 

concerned with research quality and formulated primary criteria (credibility, authenticity, 

criticality, and integrity) and secondary criteria (explicitness, vividness, creativity, 

thoroughness, congruence, and sensitivity) against which quality in qualitative research could 

be evaluated. Similarly, Cresswell (2013) has also proposed a range of standards of 

evaluation for different types of methodology. Of relevance to this study is the importance 

placed on researcher reflexivity in narrative research and telling a story that reports themes. 
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 Tracy’s conceptualisation of eight key markers of quality were chosen to discuss the 

quality of this research study because of their potential to be used across different contexts, 

theoretical frameworks and research projects. The markers identified by Tracy (2010) are: (a) 

worthy topic, (b) rich rigor, (c) sincerity, (d) credibility, (e) resonance, (f) significant 

contribution, (g) ethics, and (h) meaningful coherence. The following section outlines the 

quality of this research.  

Worthy topic. 

As outlined in the introduction to this thesis, this research topic was of concern to 

social work students and educators. The challenges related to widening participation in higher 

education, the political and economic environment are attracting increased attention (Bexley 

et al., 2013; Hussein et al., 2008; Wilson & McCrystal, 2007). Furthermore, discussion about 

factors associated with field placement is also prominent in the social work literature (Cleak 

& Smith, 2012; Gair & Baglow, 2017; Gelman, 2011; Todd & Schwartz, 2009). Therefore, 

knowing the answers to the research questions was anticipated as having the potential to help 

students and educators. 

Rich rigour. 

The rigour of research is enhanced by two main factors. These are internal consistency 

(Carter & Little, 2007) and accuracy (Whittemore et al., 2001). Carter and Little (2007) suggest 

that good quality qualitative research attends to and demonstrates consistency between the 

elements of epistemology, methodology, and method. According to their framework, the 

epistemology (p.1317) underpinning the research influences methodology which, in turn, 

provides justification and guidance to decisions about research methods.  

 The quality of this research was demonstrated by the internal consistency between and 

within the research design and application. As previously noted, decisions about sources of 
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data, data collection and analysis reflect the theoretical framework and methodology. The 

methodology allowed different facets of the research questions to be explored and multiple 

sources of data (participant interviews and contextual information) and in-depth interviews 

provided thick descriptions of student experience.  

 The resulting data was analysed in an inductive, systematic way in a cyclical process 

that included reference to the literature. Verbatim transcripts were used which allowed me to 

return to the data multiple times during the analysis, considering all possible meanings and 

checking for alternative explanations. Integrity and criticality are represented through 

recursive and repetitive checks of interpretations (Ambert et al., 1995). Additional strategies 

for ensuring rigour based on Whittemore’s techniques for demonstrating validity 

(Whittemore et al., 2001, p. 533) were utilised as discussed in earlier sections of this chapter 

(p 72-73) and the following discussion about accuracy. These were articulating the data 

collection and analysis decisions, checking my interpretations against computer generated 

analysis (NVivo) and reflexive journaling. Quality of this research was achieved by 

incorporation of a number of strategies: inter-rater reliability (Armstrong et al., 1997); 

providing an audit trail and articulating data collection decisions (Whittemore et al., 2001), 

obtaining rich layers of data and giving the reader a sense of the participants’ social reality 

(Cresswell, 2013, Chapter 10). Each are described further below: 

Inter-rater reliability. Accuracy of coding was increased by inter-rater reliability. 

The following process confirmed that the codes were accurate and were not episodic or 

idiosyncratic (Boyatzis, 1998):  

a) Coder A (the researcher) coded the transcripts and developed a list of initial codes. 

b) Coders B (principal research supervisor) and C (research supervisor) coded a 

randomly selected transcript.  
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c) Coder B coded from the list of initial codes. Researcher C was not given this list 

and undertook open coding.  

d) Comparisons of the coding were made. It was determined that there was general 

agreement about the coding and few differences. Discussion occurred about 

differences resulting in refining of some code names and definitions.  

 Accuracy was also facilitated by audio-recordings and transcriptions of the interviews 

and the use of notes made at each stage of the research process. I was able to return to these 

for checking and re-checking during the coding, analysis, and interpretation phases of the 

study. These strategies assisted me to maintain consistency with the planned methodology 

and provided an audit trail which justified the links between the data and emergent themes. 

Data collection decisions. Collection of accurate data from interviewing is influenced 

by the researcher-participant relationship, especially due to the unequal power differential 

(Etherington, 2004; Josselson, 2007). In this study the researcher-participant power dynamics 

were inherently unequal because it was the researcher who decided on the focus, conduct and 

interpretation of the research, and the participants knew I was an academic in field education. 

There was a risk that participants could feel pressured to consent or feel discomfort with 

disclosing personal information about their experience in answer to the research questions 

(Josselson, 2007). However, my awareness of being authentic and openly reflexive during 

contact with the participants contributed to a more equal researcher-participant relationship. I 

ensured that I presented as someone who sincerely cared about the students and the issues 

they faced, and through honesty, reflexivity, and humour, contributed to “power-sharing” as 

described by Etherington (2004). The interviews allowed participants to have a degree of 

control over the process due to my use of open questions, active listening, and ongoing 

participant checks (paraphrasing). The opportunity to voice their experience contributes to 

participants’ empowerment in the research process (Etherington, 2004).  
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Richness of data. A richness of data was obtained by using criterion-based, 

purposeful sampling, semi-structured multiple interviewing, and verbatim transcripts. These 

methods elicited descriptions of the participants’ experiences, thoughts, emotions, and values. 

This thesis includes many excerpts from the transcripts to support accuracy of the data. They 

allow the reader to gain a sense of the participants’ social realities and demonstrate that the 

findings and analysis reflect what was expressed.  

Sincerity. 

According to Tracy (2010) sincerity, which requires self-reflexivity and 

transparency, contributes to the quality of research. In this study, I demonstrated reflexivity 

through decisions made about methodology, data collection and analysis. Annotations and 

journal entries were generated and provided a reference for ongoing reflection as the research 

progressed. Transparency was achieved by writing in a way that made the links between 

findings, analyses, and interpretations clear, and my thinking discernible. 

Credibility. 

Credibility refers to the trustworthiness and plausibility of the findings (Tracy, 2010). 

The constructivist approach to research, which is concerned with constructing and making 

meaning, is less concerned about the reliability measures used in positivist approaches to 

inquiry where subjectivity is perceived to be a contaminant of the research (Etherington, 

2004, p. 34). Constructivism acknowledges the influence of the researcher (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2008, p. 405). Credibility is achieved through strategies that show claims are based 

on credible evidence and when the results can be trusted enough to be used in  decision-

making and action (Tracy, 2010). In this study, credibility was enhanced first by linking the 

evidence to theoretical frameworks. These connections are articulated throughout the findings 

and discussion chapters. Links to knowledge and theory are made explicit by reference to the 

literature. Additional strategies involved making sure that intentions were clear, keeping the 
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research questions in mind and thinking conceptually (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 266). For 

example, during the analysis and writing process, I frequently returned to the research 

questions to check the relevance of the data. This included looking for outliers as a way to 

resist confirmability bias. In addition, conceptual maps were often created, modified or 

discarded to deepen analysis and construct meaning. 

Second, my social context and experiences were made explicit. For example, it could 

be argued that my familiarity with the subject increased the risk of bias. On the other hand, it 

did offer a unique perspective on which to build trust and openness in the researcher-

participant relationship and helped me to recognise nuances in the conversations leading to 

further questioning and eliciting a deeper level of data (Josselson, 2007). Through a process 

of reflection and writing, I “teased out” what was deemed to be a direct observation of the 

participant, what came from my contribution and what was derived from the interaction 

between us. In this way, I identified potential biases and influences that are articulated in the 

discussion in subsequent chapters. 

The third strategy to build credibility was to provide enough detail for readers to 

come to their own conclusions. This has been achieved by in-depth illustrations of the 

findings such as thick descriptions and the use of participant quotes throughout the thesis.  

Resonance. 

Resonance is influenced by social constructs and the perspective of the reader. If the 

reader can find similarities between the research setting and their own experience, then the 

results will have some transferability to their own lives (Tracy, 2010). Therefore, strategies 

used in this research to enhance rigour and accuracy are also valuable in offering resonance:  

these included transparency and inclusion of descriptions of the participant experience. 
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Contribution. 

According to Tracy’s (2010) key markers of quality, another important indicator of 

merit is the contribution of the research to knowledge. As shown in the findings and 

discussion, this study contributes new knowledge about contemporary concerns and 

experience of social work students managing multiple roles which is valuable to field 

educators, students, universities, and placement providers and suggests areas for future 

inquiry. A second contribution was the direct benefit to the participants and to me. The 

opportunity to reflect on and discuss their experience had a positive influence on the students 

and the fresh insights gained into the principal research question during the study, enhanced 

my continuing work in field education.  

Ethics.  

The study was conducted with attention to principles and behaviour recognised as 

important to ethical research (Miles & Huberman, Tracy 2010, Creswell 2013). These related 

to procedural, situational, relational, and exiting factors (Tracy, 2010) that assured the free 

consent of participants, protected the confidentiality of the material, and ensured that 

participants were not harmed by their participation (Josselson, 2007). Power differentials and 

my dual roles of researcher and social work student educator were also considered.  

In this study, participants were given a statement of the research purpose and 

process that included information about participant rights (to confidentiality, privacy and to 

withdraw consent at any time), conduct and recording of interviews, potential time 

commitment, and my qualifications and background. Participants signed a written consent 

form prior to the first interview. At the commencement of both first and second interviews, 

participants were verbally provided with this information and given an opportunity to renew 

or withdraw consent. This contributed to ensuring that participation was voluntary, consent 

was freely given, and privacy was assured. 
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To further protect privacy, participants were invited to choose a pseudonym to be 

used in dissemination of research findings or discussion. Furthermore, names of other people 

or organisations mentioned during the interviews were redacted from transcripts. Audio data, 

transcripts and researcher notes were stored securely to restrict access to me and the 

supervisors.  

Central to the safety of participants was the researcher-participant relationship. To 

this end, I employed a number of methods to build relationships to ensure that the interviews 

were jointly conducted experiences in which risks of harm were reduced. First, as an 

academic in field education, I brought certain knowledge and “power” to the relationships and 

for this reason, I did not take any academic responsibility for external Griffith University 

MSW students on placement during the study, thus avoiding the potential for dual 

relationships and minimising the potential for having “power over” participants. I did not 

have any academic relationships with participants from other universities.  

Second, the potential for the process of engaging in this research to trigger painful 

emotions for participants was considered in the design and conduct of the interviews. The 

procedures and my use of interpersonal skills facilitated the development of relationships in 

which participants were able to control what they shared (Hydén, 2013). To help them feel 

confident that they would be supported, and disclosures would be sensitively managed, 

participants were provided written and verbal information about my qualifications, 

experience, and employment at the University during the recruitment and introduction phases. 

In addition, I managed a range of disclosures by continuing to listen, allowing periods of 

silence, maintaining equilibrium, and containing the emotional experiences being recounted. 

Third, an understanding of social and cultural contexts contributed to building 

relationships with the participants that acknowledged cultural, gender or other differences. For 
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example, evidence of this ability was seen in the interview with Paris (an Indigenous 

participant) where I asked questions to identify any potential for differences about the 

meaning of family and community to be held.  

Further strategies used to heighten ethical considerations and behaviour were my use 

of reflection-in-action during the interviews, written notes (reflexive diary) and discussions 

with supervisors.  

Approval for this research project was granted by Griffith University Human 

Research Ethics Committee and all aspects of the research were conducted in accordance 

with the requirements. 

Meaningful coherence.   

 According to Tracy (2010), it is important to have logic and consistency between each 

part of the research project including research design, data collection and analysis with the 

theoretical framework and research goals to give it meaningful coherence. In this study, 

coherence was obtained by ensuring that the research goals related to the questions and by 

consistency in the research framework, methodology, and methods. The findings that address 

these questions are presented logically in Chapters 4, 5 and 6, providing additional coherency.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an outline of the values and theoretical framework that 

underpinned the research design and conduct. It highlights consistency between the aims of 

the study, the research questions and methodology, and summarises methods used for data 

collection and analysis.  The chapter also contains illustrations of the influence of my 

reflections during the inquiry process and discussion of the methodological strengths and 

limitations.  
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The following chapter outlines and briefly discusses the findings about how social 

roles influence students’ experience of field education including the interaction between their 

social environment, roles and responsibilities, and placement. 
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Chapter 4: Findings and Discussion – Social Roles 

This chapter addresses the first two secondary research questions:  

1. What factors do students with multiple roles perceive as impediments or facilitators 

to their field education? and  

2. How do students with multiple roles experience these factors?  

It begins with a brief profile of the participants and a summary of their roles and 

follows with findings about the social roles influencing placement, particularly as it relates to 

family, other social networks, finance, and employment. The chapter concludes with a 

discussion as to how these findings relate and add to existing research literature.  

Participants in this study lived in Queensland, New South Wales, and the Northern 

Territory. Their average age 39.75 years which is older than part-time undergraduate students 

(average 33.5 years) and full-time undergraduates (24.3 years) in Australia (Bexley et al., 

2013). The three men and thirteen women ranged in age from 28 to 52 years. Each identified 

as occupying between two and four roles in addition to that of being student (see Table 1). 

These included: a spouse or partner, a parent of dependent child(ren), a caregiver (for a 

family member other than a dependent), an active community member, a friend, a work 

colleague, and an employee. In summary, eleven of the participants were living with a partner 

or spouse, nine were caring for dependent children (eight of them as parents), five noted 

caregiving responsibilities for extended family including adult children and parents, seven 

identified as being active members of their community, and all of the participants identified 

as being a friend. Ten of the participants were employed prior to placement and nine of these 

remained employed for the duration of placement. Of these, two participants had chosen 
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employment-based placements. One previously unemployed participant became employed by 

the host organisation during their placement.  

Table 1 

Participant Social Roles 

 
Pseudonym Gen

der 

Age Partner 

Y/N 

Dependent 

children 

Other caring  

roles 

Employment 

before 

placement 

Employment 

during 

placement 

Community 

roles 

Alyssia F 39 Y 2    Y 

Amber F 28 Y 0  Y   

Charles M 31 N 0 Y Y Y Y 

Charlotte F 40 Y 2     

Danielle F 42 N 3 Y   Y 

David M 51 Y 0  Y Y  

Elizabeth F 43 Y 2     

Georgie F 40 Y 1  Y Y  

Jane F 52 N 0  Y Y Y 

Josie F 39 Y 2  Y Y  

Paris F 30 Y 1   Y Y 

Patty F 49 Y 1 Y Y Y  

Ripley F 29 N 0  Y Y Y 

Sasha F 33 N 0 Y Y Y Y 

Steve M 43 Y 4     

Willow F 45 Y 0 Y Y Y  

 

As discussed in the review of literature in Chapter 2, these participants all agreed that 

each of their social roles held associated obligations and benefits which perceived as helping 

or hindering placement and that undertaking placement had a significant impact on their 

roles. In particular, family, including roles in families and family relationships were 

prominent in the findings.  
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Influence of Family 

The participants’ families emerged as influential in the student experience of 

placement. Most had family responsibilities that demanded their time and attention in 

competition or conflict with that required for placement while at the same time, they were 

dependent on their families to allow them to undertake and persist in placement. This resulted 

in multiple adjustments being made in preparation for and during placement.  

This study has found that placement not only impacted and involved individual 

students, but also many other people, especially family members. Almost all of the 

participants talked about the importance of family support to help them persist. The 

participants’ families provided instrumental and emotional support that the students perceived 

as contributing to their success. David, a 51-year-old single man without children, did not 

have family support, but instead drew on the support and encouragement of friends and work 

colleagues during his placement.  

“Instrumental” or practical help, such as caregiving and financial support was 

especially important. In common with other parents, Georgie and Josie counted on their 

immediate and extended families being available help with the children, “If [child’s name] 

was sick or something, instead of taking a day off placement I know that Mum would look 

after him” (Georgie). Similarly, Josie described the help of her mother, “Yeah, it kind of 

comes down to my Mum. My sister can help a little bit, but she’s got two little ones as well. 

So, [my mother] is my linchpin for sure”. 

Half of the participants also drew on the family's financial resources to support them 

during placement and were reliant on their partners.  As Willow, Amber and Josie indicate in 

the following comments, this was central to their capacity to undertake placement. 
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This is probably the first time in many years that I’ve had to rely on [my 

partner] for money … I also have financial obligations to my mother. ... I’ve 

had to pass that on to my husband which he’s fine with. I think if it wasn’t 

for him, I don’t know if I’d do it [placement] solo. I’m not sure if I would. 

It’s a big thing. (Willow) 

Amber said,  

He’s brilliant. If I didn’t have [my husband], I would never have been able to do this.  

Similarly, Josie reported,  

My husband is amazingly supportive; ‘Whatever you need. I’ll help you get through’. 

If I didn’t have that day in, day out there is no way you could do it. 

The role of emotional support and encouragement was less critical to being able to 

commence placement but played a significant part in maintaining student wellbeing and 

enhancing their motivation. Almost half of the students disclosed experiencing a physical and 

emotional toll that was partly attributed to managing their other roles, rather than to aspects 

of the placement itself. They reported feeling exhausted and overwhelmed. For example, 

Danielle said,  

I’ve been in bed at 7.30 or 8 o’clock every night this week, partly because I’m sick, 

I’m exhausted.  

Similarly, Amber described,  

I didn’t think it was going to take such a tasking physical toll on me. I was exhausted 

every weekend. If I wasn’t studying, I was sleeping. 
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A few students expressed a sense of loss and guilt because of the negative impact the 

adjustments had on their family and of being less available to give them time and attention 

while on placement. For example, Georgie said,  

I used to go and visit them [parents] with [child]. … I used to fit in two visits a week. 

Now [I’m] even struggling with study to get over there once a week. That [is the] 

guilt factor.  

Elizabeth reported, 

I actually miss not spending time with [my son]. He was my little side kick. 

Almost all participants stated that family members were able to provide emotional 

support. For example, Ripley said, 

It’s not like at the end of the day I can go home and vent to people which is why the 

phone calls to Mum are always helpful. 

Willow stated that,   

My other half is really supportive, and he always says, ‘If this makes you happy, then 

that’s cool. I’ll support you’.  

Family as a motivator was an important finding. Thinking of the long-term benefits of 

succeeding on placement for their family and being a role model for their children motivated 

half of the participants. In this way, they were able to reassure themselves that the costs 

associated with placement, including those for their families would be ‘worth it’ in the end. 

To illustrate, Steve reminded himself that there would be a positive outcome for his son,  
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If I do this well, that’ll impact him in other ways. That’ll impact him by me being 

successful with my study, successful in obtaining a good job. Then that’ll impact his 

future. 

The sacrifices already made by their family helped others like Danielle and Sasha to keep 

going. For example, Sasha said,  

I’m not giving up now after all of the sacrifices I’ve made and all of the sacrifices I’ve 

made my family make for me.  

Similarly, Danielle described, 

Quitting is not an option and it' just not because I'm not doing it just for me, 

I'm doing it for them. We had these big family discussions about “I know 

how hard it is for you guys, too, it's hard for us as a family, but we need to 

work together as a family”. 

Challenges associated with family.  

The participants’ family roles entailed multidimensional demands which often 

conflicted with being a student on placement. The competition for time to fulfil their 

responsibilities, negotiating adjustments to relationships and responsibilities, and the impact 

on family wellbeing were found to be significant factors relating to student persistence. 

The sense of having less time to fulfil their roles in the family was a significant theme 

to emerge from almost all of the narratives. It was evident in the complicated measures taken 

by the participants to manage roles and responsibilities, as will be further outlined in Chapter 

6. Predominantly these included making adjustments and drawing on support. For some 

participants with caring responsibilities, these measures also involved decision-making about 

enrolment and the timing of placement. Five participants delayed enrolment or placement 
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until care of family members could be assured. Alyssia deferred placement for a year until 

her son was older and caregiving options became available:  

My youngest son was turning three in September. I couldn’t get him into pre-school 

until this year. It was just too hard.  

Similarly, Charles described wanting to be sure of his mother’s wellbeing before committing 

to placement:  

I have to make sure that she is going to be looked after, that she is well, and 

making sure her social life was still alright. I did have a long chat with her. If 

it [placement] wasn't going right and it wasn't going to be in our best 

interests, I probably wouldn't have done it ... (Charles). 

Concern about lack of time was momentous for Charles in another way. He cited anticipation 

of insufficient time to invest in the relationship with his girlfriend during placement as 

influencing his decision to break up. He said,  

I was in a relationship for six months and unfortunately called it off with her, because 

I knew that doing all this time on prac[ticum] was going to be unfair on both of us”.  

Ensuring dependent children were cared for during placement was a high priority for 

the nine students who were also parents, whatever their arrangements were prior to 

placement, and they prioritised the children’s needs above their own. This position was 

exemplified by Elizabeth: 

My children are my priority. That’s why I identified early on that this [placement] just 

wasn’t working ....  

Similarly, Josie commented,  
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My son’s school turned 150 this year and they had a very big celebration in 

September. I actually arranged to take some time off then because I wanted 

to be part of that. I thought it was more important than notching up another 

day [on placement]. 

In another example, Danielle, who recalled that it “… was my biggest concern, the kids to be 

honest”, and took time away from placement for her son’s appointments but cancelled visits 

to her psychiatrist. 

Sometimes childcare decisions resulted in complicated and finely balanced 

arrangements. For example, Steve’s extended family were involved in the care for his four 

children. 

I meet my father in-law across the road from my placement and then swap 

over with [youngest child], hand [youngest child] over to him. I then go to 

placement and then he takes little [youngest child] back to their house for the 

day. Then because I can’t pick up my kids because I’m on placement, the in-

laws then take little [youngest child] and go to school and pick up our other 

three kids and then take them to our house and wait until my wife or I get 

home.  

In another example, Danielle said, 

Right in the middle [of placement], that was when the wheels fell off and my 

mum wasn't coping, [and] the two friends pulled out. It was at that point I 

thought we might not make this yet, we might not.  

There was evidence of continued negotiations about childcare throughout the placement. For 

example, Steve said,   
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Some days I was buzzing off to training in different locations. I had to 

negotiate with my in-laws to do handover at all sorts of different places. 

They were on their toes all the time and sometimes it was week by week as 

to where I’d be. 

This quote also illustrates the kinds of negotiations required to continue the business of 

family life whilst the student was on placement. For the most part, gaining the support of 

others was necessary. 

I tried to work it so if my husband had the Monday [and] Thursday off, if he 

worked all weekend, I knew that once he got the kids to school and pre-

school he could sleep in that day and the same with Thursday. (Alyssia) 

For six participants who provided care for extended family, maintaining their wellbeing was 

also important as evidenced by Sasha’s comment: 

I also have a grandma who I do all the grocery shopping for one day a week, 

making sure she is getting to medical appointments and things … I had to 

rely on my younger sister the other week … to take Nan to the doctors. I felt 

really bad about having to ask that of her because normally that’s my 

responsibility.  

However, despite the efforts made by participants, the changes had an impact on 

family wellbeing. Young children found the change to their parents’ availability to be 

particularly difficult as is evident from the following comments. 

My two kids are missing me. [For] the last two nights, both of them have crawled into 

bed beside me. That’s affecting my sleep and I’m going to have to be really firm with 
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them.  [My son] comes looking for me during the day when I’m at home just to make 

sure I’m there, and at the weekend he just won’t let me out of his sight. (Elizabeth) 

It’s only last week I picked him up [from childcare] and he said to me 

‘Mummy, I didn’t cry today’... If I was still in my old life I would probably be 

able to negotiate to pick him up a bit more. (Georgie) 

He really misses me. He’s … pining away, he’s only two and a half and he 

wants me to be really close to him but he’s like, ‘Daddy, you come’. He’s 

happy as Larry with his grandparents but he gets to a certain point in the day 

and he’s ‘Where’s Daddy?’ (Steve) 

Being less available also had an impact on a few of the adult relationships. For 

example, Amber saw her partner little during the placement and Georgie and Elizabeth 

experienced conflict with their partners.  

[My partner and I] were like ships crossing in the night often. He would come 

back, because he works [in a remote area of Australia], and sometimes I would 

just be leaving and then we might get a weekend together and I’d be studying 

that whole time anyway. (Amber) 

We did have a few arguments that first couple of weeks .... He was basically saying 

that I wasn’t really working full-time, and that caused arguments because I was [on 

placement] four days a week plus study, and he was kind of like, ‘You’re not really 

working five days’. (Georgie) 

Emotionally he was very supportive but there's not an awful lot he could do when he's 

an hour’s flight outside of [town]. We spoke several times a day. He did make one 
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comment, ‘I feel my children are not getting the care that they deserve’, and that was 

like waving a red rag to a bull. (Elizabeth) 

For a few participants, minimising potential adverse effects on family members 

involved not only ensuring they were cared for, but also limiting their exposure to aspects of 

their placement experience. For example, Danielle, whose children attended placement with 

her during the holidays, regretted exposing her daughter to clients. She said,  

My daughter, she's 12 and she befriended a little girl who was showing all 

her self-harm scars and talking to her about that and, you know, I feel like 

I've let her down in that way because as a 12-year-old, she shouldn't know 

about that yet.  

Steve was keen for his children to learn about the importance of helping others through 

sharing his experience, but he gave very limited details.    

[My family] were involved to the degree that was healthy and appropriate for 

them.  In terms of boundaries, I'm just very aware of boundaries and keeping 

specifics and details to myself … sharing with them generally was very 

healthy and very positive. (Steve) 

Amber tried to prevent her family from worrying about her when she experienced 

significant challenges during placement and chose to limit contact with her family overseas 

rather than alert them to her distress.   

I just didn’t ever want to say anything that was going to make [my mother] 

upset … I didn’t want to burden her with feeling worried for me over there 

when there’s nothing she can do. Yeah, same sort of thing with my mum.  
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The study found that participants engaged in certain strategies to manage their 

competing family responsibilities and roles with placement. The first of these strategies 

involved engaging support from and for their families, has already been described. The next 

section outlines findings about additional strategies students used for prioritising family 

responsibilities. 

Managing family roles and responsibilities – Coping. 

  One significant strategy was found to involve negotiating placements that had the 

least potential for undesirable influences on families. For half of the ten participants who 

talked about choosing a placement, location and flexibility were of greater importance to 

them than learning or practice opportunities. Participants wanted to be placed close to home 

or go to an agency that could accommodate their family responsibilities. For example, 

Georgie said, 

[Being close to home] was my number one priority when they asked us where to go. I 

think I just said, ‘I don’t really care as long as it’s close to home’.  

Elizabeth wanted flexible days of attendance and Danielle requested a “family 

friendly” placement organisation that allowed her to take her children to medical 

appointments or other appointments.  

A third strategy involved “letting go” of other responsibilities, for example, giving 

less (or no) attention to friendships, selfcare, and housework. Sasha said, 

Some weeks I have to socially isolate myself from my friends.  

Similarly, Charlotte stated,  

Well, there were some things you had to let slide a little bit, like the housework.  
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While a significant portion of the narratives in this study emphasised the problematic 

effects of combining family roles with placement, a few participants noted some positive 

outcomes.  

Positive outcomes.  

  Positive outcomes, when they were disclosed, were perceived by the participants as a 

somewhat unexpected, but welcome. Patty and Danielle felt that the adjustments made by 

their families during placement would have longer-term benefits.  Danielle’s children gained 

greater independence by taking more responsibility: 

It was good for the kids. As far as their independence and stuff [is concerned], it's 

been really good, and they want to keep catching the bus. They've enjoyed it.  

Patty felt that her husband’s contribution to the family, while she was on placement, 

benefitted their relationship:  

He’s been very supportive in managing a range of things that we’ve got going on 

from day to day. He’s taken the lead. It’s been really enjoyable to see that he’s 

stepped up so I’m really quite pleased with that. Obviously, it’s had a benefit in our 

relationship.   

Two other students mentioned transferring new skills and knowledge gained from placement 

into the family setting. Steve felt he became more “present” with his family:  

Whilst placement reduced the amount of time I was physically there with the 

kids and my wife, it increased my sense of availability to them while I was 

there … I started asking myself the question about my family ‘How present 

am I with them at any given time?’ (Steve) 
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Patty’s observations on placement and improved knowledge gave her greater insight into her 

own family dynamics:   

I could really see how I was enabling the behaviour, yet I didn’t realise that 

[before] … They talked about ‘this person had a very entitled behaviour’ and 

I’m thinking ‘Hmm [laughing]. I know that behaviour.” It was a big eye-

opener. 

In summary, these findings show that family can be helpful (and may be essential) to students 

on placement juggling multiple roles. Students are significantly influenced by the desire and 

efforts to minimise any negative impact on their families.  

Discussion. 

Family is critical to persistence on placement. While being on placement presented 

significant challenges associated with roles and family responsibilities the results also 

showed the benefits of family support and relationships. Compared to the literature discussed 

in Chapter 2, these findings suggest that the importance of these factors has been 

underestimated.  

First, family support was crucial to most of these participants being able to undertake 

and persist in placement. This supports previous studies of a number of different student 

cohorts showing the importance of family support and how the ability to draw on this support 

reflects resiliency and coping (Collins et al., 2010; Fehr, 2015; Grant & Kinman, 2012; 

Kalliath & Kalliath, 2014). In particular, women find support from their partners and children 

as essential to being able to undertake study (Cragg et al., 2005) and social work students 

who struggle financially, commonly rely on family financial support when undertaking 

placement (Brough et al., 2015).  
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Second, findings emerged that from the perspective of the students, placement could 

potentially have adverse consequences for their family, primarily because of the competition 

for their time. They reported the families making significant adjustments to roles, 

responsibilities, and relationships with even the most vulnerable members making changes 

such as handling their parent’s absence or accepting more responsibility. For example, 

according to their narratives, some dependent children found it difficult to cope with 

disrupted routines and their parent being less available, partners took on more 

responsibilities, and extended family were asked to contribute emotionally and practically. 

The research literature has reported that studying whilst managing other roles can lead 

to concerns about having less time with family (Fehr, 2015; Markle, 2015; Thompson, 2013) 

and strained relationships (Bingham et al., 2014; Stone & O'Shea, 2013). Researchers (Crisp 

& Maidment, 2009; Kalliath & Kalliath, 2014; Thompson, 2013) have described the types of 

factors involved in managing competing or conflicting roles. Most participants in this study 

reported that as a consequence of their concerns, they tried to protect their families from 

negative influences. In a minor finding, a few participants viewed positively the impact of 

being less available on their family members. The matters of how placement effects family 

members and individuals thereby protecting their families from the potentially negative 

impact of placements have obvious implications for placement persistence, but they do not 

seem to have been explored to any extent in previous research. This will be discussed in 

Chapter 7 in the implications for students.  

Influence of other Social Networks 

This section focusses on the interaction between the participants and their social 

networks, including friends, colleagues, peers, and the community. It looks specifically at 

how these interactions affect placement and the students’ experiences. 
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In this study, the term ‘friend’ was used as a general term for a relationship in which 

there was mutual affection (Moore, 2004), ‘peer’ or ‘student-peer’ referred to a fellow 

student (in the contexts of placement or academic courses) and ‘colleague’ was a person with 

whom the student worked. Findings about ‘colleagues’ in the placement organisation are 

incorporated into Chapter 5. ‘Community’ is used to describe a student being a member of a 

group based on race, culture, ethnicity, locale, or their wider extended family. Community is 

also used to refer to formal community-based supports. Although these roles are not mutually 

exclusive, for example a peer or colleague can also be a friend, the analysis here is based on 

the language of each participant.  

The findings revealed that participants perceived their roles and relationships with 

friends, colleagues, peers, and communities as having the potential to be helpful, a hindrance 

or a mixture of both. Helpful factors were the emotional, instrumental, and educational 

support offered by these other networks. Potential hindrances were generally related to 

changes required to their roles and relationships, such as having less time available for social 

events.  

The most strongly influential roles (after those relating to family) were friends, 

colleagues and peers and the influence of these networks is outlined in the sections on 

support and challenges associated with social networks. Although only a few participants 

described community roles, the influence of community was significant for two participants 

who identified as being members of Indigenous communities. The remainder who identified 

club membership or voluntary work as their community roles, paused or ceased them during 

placement. However, for Paris and Ripley, community was of greater importance to them 

than other social networks at the time of placement. As an Indigenous woman, Paris’s role in 

her community was central to her identity and was a non-negotiable priority. Paris lived a 
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considerable distance from her family of origin and accepted the obligations associated with 

her (Indigenous) husband’s community as well has her own:  

You’ve got to do it because it’s just ‘respect’ and is part of cultural practices. You go 

and attend things. You have sorry business as well when someone passes away, 

bereavement, things like that. 

Ripley, a non-Indigenous woman living in a remote Aboriginal community, had a 

similar perspective. Ripley did not have blood kinship with the community but had lived 

there for many years and accepted community responsibilities. She relied almost exclusively 

on friends who were either members of the community in which she lived or were familiar 

with life in a remote location for support during placement. 

Support from social networks. 

The support offered by social networks was emotional, instrumental, and educational. 

Emotional support. It was clear from the narratives of all the participants that 

emotional support was important to their wellbeing and capacity to persist in placement. 

Emotionally supportive elements included feeling understood, being able to share their 

worries and receiving encouragement. Recreation and socialising were also helpful but to a 

lesser extent. The significance of each source of support (that is, friends, peers, colleagues, or 

community) varied between the participants. 

Friendships were valued by most of the participants as a significant source of 

emotional support, but they seemed to be of greater significance for students who were either 

single or geographically isolated from family, as evidenced by Sasha’s comment: 

I don’t have partner or anything so they [friends] are my family if that makes sense. 

Similarly, Ripley said,  
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So having more friends, just communicating …was also a good way to get me 

through prac[ticum]... we often chat and debrief.  

Charles’ experience demonstrated how critical friendships were. Despite initially 

anticipating that friends would not influence his placement, Charles, a single man without 

children, found that friends’ support helped him to persist after his first placement was 

disrupted. Although he began the second placement in an emotionally fragile state, the rapid 

establishment of new friendships and a sense of belonging quickly made a significant 

contribution to his recovery and eventual persistence:  

Within about a week of being [on this placement] the guys were just like, ‘You’ve 

been here forever'  … I’ve enjoyed that social networking and hanging out with 

people after hours and things.  

Similarly, David enjoyed the emotional support of colleagues who were also studying social 

work:  

I have had and do have ongoing contact with two people in my workplace. 

… we do provide support to each other and have provided support to each 

other in the run up to placement … It’s not like I’m doing it alone. 

The importance of feeling understood was a strong feature of emotional support. An 

analysis of the participant narratives found that when others shared an understanding of the 

challenges and acknowledged their feelings, they felt emotionally supported. The comments 

below are reflective of appreciation of peer relationships in this way:  

… we all just talk about our placement and we’ll talk about learning plans 

and we’ll talk about our experiences … Just to know that you’re not the only 
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student … that there are other people going through exactly the same stuff 

you're going through … (Charles) 

Similarly, Alyssia said, “We constantly talked about how we could get placement done”. 

Charlotte clarified, 

We are all going through the same thing, so it’ll be beneficial for all of us, I think.  

David illustrated the importance to him of this peer network:  

I do maintain a small network of other social work students studying distance 

education in the course that I’m studying. We do have fairly regular phone 

contact … It is very important to me and I’m sure it is very important to 

them as well ... There’s no replacement I believe, or in my experience, with 

being able to debrief and network with other social workers who are studying 

social work and … who are doing a placement.  

Almost half of the participants found it helpful that their friends understood the 

complexities of social work and placement or had similar interests and values. For example, 

Josie said, 

I have a friend, she’s a psychologist who used to work for foster care agencies, so I 

might talk to her without the details.  

Similarly, others said:  

I actually reached out to my best friend … who’s a social worker, just for a 

chat ... I have some really good relationships up here with people who are 

really supportive … friends [who are] usually in some sort of social service 

role, so I have a good support network of other people that I can call on. 

(Amber) 
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We just started having a very broad conversation and something about 

adoption. I said [to my friend], we had an adoption case in the agency and 

she said ‘Oh, wow.’ Plus, we have something important or in common to talk 

about. (Josie) 

For more than half of the participants, friendships offered an opportunity to share their 

worries and experiences, including about the placement. Amber, for example, said, 

You can just tell [friends] anything. You can just bitch in a more natural way than you 

would do with the field educator or the supervisor.  

Describing another occasion, she added,  

I was just so upset that I needed to talk to somebody, so I had a moment with my 

friend.  

These sentiments were confirmed by Elizabeth who stated,  

When you have one of those days and you think ‘I need to have a whinge’, I need to 

talk to one of my friends because that’ll make me feel better.  

Similarly emphasising the importance of connecting with friends and sharing concerns, 

Charlotte said [laughing],  

I’m sure that if things get tough in the placement and I needed to have a few drinks or 

a good chat or a cry or whatever, I know [friends would] do that for me or be there for 

me.Peers at the same placement could also offer opportunities to share worries as 

experienced by Charles: 
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I remember going in for the mid-prac and I was really anxious. One of the other 

students at [placement] picked up on it and just took me out for a cuppa and we had a 

good chat about it. 

A few students noted that sharing stories with peers gave them different perspectives 

on their struggles that they found to be helpful. For example, Josie said, 

I did talk to one of the girls about being a student and how at times you can 

feel a bit invisible in the placement … I talked to her about that and she’s 

like ‘Yeah, that happened to me to. It normalised it a bit.  

Five participants compared their own stories to those of other students and consequently felt 

‘lucky’. For example, Steve reported,  

We’ve got a single mum at the moment going through placement and her story is just 

amazing really. It really puts it into perspective how lucky you really are. Although 

it’s still tough, she’s doing it a lot tougher.   

In a similar manner, Willow reflected,  

Wow, I take my hat off to them. To do this and have little kids, and not earn a wage, I 

think that would be really hard. I just have a dog, so that’s an easy one [laughing]. 

Seven students shared stories about the positive influence of receiving encouragement 

from friends, peers or colleagues. These participants appreciated that others were interested in 

their progress and expressed confidence in their ability to succeed. Patty, for example, said, 

I’ve got friends from work. They contact me … My friends and my colleagues at 

work are very supportive of this placement … I think it will be the support that gets 

me through.  
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Charles commented,  

Guys that I work with in the boarding houses and teachers at school [where I work] all 

know I'm on placement and they've been really supportive and encouraging.  

Similarly, Jane said,  

I have quite a few friends from working in aged care in the past who are very 

interested in what I’m doing … they love to know what I’m doing. 

Although socialising with friends was restricted because of reduced time, five 

participants mentioned the importance to their wellbeing of being able to meet with friends 

during the placement, even if this was briefly or indirectly. For example, David stated,  

The social contact [is important]. I know from experience that even study itself can be 

very isolating and I don’t travel that well when I’m isolated for too long.  

The value for some participants was that activities with friends diverted their attention from 

placement and social work. For example, Charles said,  

I still play cricket on the weekends, so most of my friends are mates from footy or 

cricket so I still get to see them.  

For Amber, this came at a critical time:   

I did socialise a couple of times, because it got to the point where I needed to feel like 

a human again.  

In addition, four participants mentioned their gratitude for friends who accepted their 

reduced availability, as exemplified by Willow’s comment: 
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I’m not a great socialiser, I do have friends that live nearby. We keep in 

touch via SMS and that. They are very understanding. I probably didn’t see 

them as much of them in the height of it all, when the main things were due, 

and the assignments and that were due. But they are very understanding, so I 

probably didn’t do as much socialising, even though I’m not a great 

socialiser.  

Alyssia also said,  

My friends, at the time, they were quite good about that. They knew that I was busy.  

Sasha also described how understanding her friends were:  

Some weeks I have to socially isolate myself from my friends which is hard, because I 

don’t have partner or anything, so they are my family. Most of them are quite 

understanding. 

Instrumental support. As discussed earlier in this chapter, instrumental support, 

which contributes to solving practical problems, was a key factor in most participants being 

able to undertake placement. Families were the primary sources of this kind of help, but the 

findings about exceptions were significant and therefore briefly outlined in this section.  

Two participants were unable to access family help for childcare and relied heavily on 

other social networks, their friends, for instrumental support. Elizabeth had prime 

responsibility for childcare while her husband was absent from the home for long periods of 

time and Danielle was a single parent. Neither had extended family available to assist. 

Elizabeth explained,  
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Basically, if the school Mums no longer help me I have to drop out of the course 

because I wouldn’t be able to afford to do placement. It’s the school Mums who are 

keeping everything above water.  

Danielle agreed,  

I wrote a list of every friend I had who could possibly at any point help me 

out with the kids … I had a couple of friends commit to helping me out, so 

one of them actually had my middle child two afternoons a week.  She 

picked him up from school, took him to football training, fed him and 

dropped him at my Mum’s.  

The findings did not reveal any instrumental support for juggling multiple roles provided by 

peers, work colleagues or community. However, educational support was influential when 

available. 

Educational support. Educational support here is considered as support that 

increases knowledge about available resources or courses of action (Powell & Greenhaus, 

2006) and in this context refers to academic or professional support including information 

and advice about social work practice and placement. This kind of support was obtained by 

the participants primarily through the placement and relationships with their university (see 

further in Chapter 5). However, there was some evidence that educational support was 

provided by peers, knowledgeable friends, and work colleagues, although as evident from the 

findings outlined below, this was to a much lesser extent and was influenced by a number of 

factors. 

The majority of participants established peer relationships early in the student journey 

and they shared information about academic courses, placement preparation and assignments. 

As external students, they were required to attend campus for periods of time (Australian 
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Association of Social Workers, 2012b) and a few mentioned attending “residential” or 

“intensive” on-campus workshops prior to placement. During this they met peers face-to-face 

and built strong ties, as evidenced in the following comments: 

The experience of going away and renting a house with other students and 

stuff like that has been really great bonding experience as well as learning 

experience. There are several of us who have formed some particularly close 

social bonds as a result of those experiences. (David) 

I met one of the girls who is actually attending uni. I met her when we split 

into groups to do the skills workshops … She’s an older [name of country] 

mum. She and I, every so often, will just swap a phone call and texts, and 

natter about placement and how it’s going. (Elizabeth) 

Analysis also highlighted that a few participants were successful in initiating connections 

through online subjects, for example: 

You do a thing called ‘the forum’ where we post questions and things like 

that. Way back when we started in 2013, one of the girls said, ‘I’m in [name 

of city], is anyone else in the area? Do you want to have a study group?’ 

Then she just got flooded with people. We just met up in the Art Gallery in 

town for the first time and then it dwindled and changed composition over 

time. We had an exam with the first subject and everyone was anxious about 

doing an exam and then after that it [the group] changed. There was probably 

half a dozen of us that every time we’ve had to go to [town] for the 

[university] residential schools, there’s that support network there. (Josie) 

However, two participants expressed ambivalence about the value of a peer network. 

For example, while attending on-campus lectures during placement, Paris found discussions 
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with peers about the challenges they were experiencing to be unhelpful. In contrast to others, 

her approach was to ‘just do it [placement]’. However, she did acknowledge that peers 

offered different perspectives that could be helpful:   

It’s good the way that some of the class members contribute their 

experiences, their way of thinking in regards to topics in the class. That helps 

for assignment writing, for building on my knowledge. It’s good to get that 

other perspective of students who are on my level. (Paris) 

Patty, who initially said peer relationships were not important to her, noted that connecting 

with other students was ‘helpful to the learning experience’:  

It was good to create opportunities to go and visit them in the workplace, and just to 

debrief about the whole process, how they were going. Even that was just helpful. 

For three participants who were employed in related fields, work colleagues offered an 

additional source of educational support. These students drew on their colleagues’ knowledge 

of organisations, social work and placement:  

Prior to going [on placement] a couple of them spoke to me about what it 

would be like going to the hospital, based on what it was like when they 

were at the hospital. One lady, she’s a psychologist and had done her 

placement at the hospital ten years ago. She spoke to me about her 

experience and what to do and what not to do. (Patty) 

I’m very blessed to have fantastic professional supervision through my 

workplace, with someone who is a social worker of many years’ experience 

and also drug and alcohol worker and also completing her … PhD. She has 



113 

 

been a fantastic support for me not just in my workplace but also in framing 

and relating my studies in relation to my work. (David) 

None of the participants drew on friends for educational support unless they were also 

peers or work colleagues. The community, similarly, did not figure in the evidence about 

educational support. The comments from participants not only highlighted the value of these 

social networks for support but also associated challenges.  

Challenges associated with social networks. 

 The challenges for participants managing social roles with placement were mostly 

related to having reduced time and energy to enjoy the benefits of such networks. In addition, 

some participants identified certain aspects of their relationships that negatively influenced 

their placement and potentially, their capacity to persist.  

Analysis of the narratives highlighted that most participants had less time and energy 

for their social networks while they were studying which contributed to half of them 

experiencing a sense of isolation, especially during placement. Seven participants commented 

on feeling very disconnected. For example, Charlotte stated,  

You feel like you are totally on your own. That’s the isolating feeling with distance 

ed. It’s really a tough one. Even with modern technology it can be isolating.  

Sasha also said, 

You feel quite isolated … I don’t know anyone in my area who’s doing a master’s 

degree who’s on prac[ticum] at the moment. 

The lack of time had an impact on the participants’ capacity to maintain their social 

networks to the levels possible prior to placement. Although ten participants described being 

able to have at least a minimal level of contact with student peers during placement, most 
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were unable to spend much time with friends. Amber’s description is representative of their 

experience:   

I really didn’t have much time for relationships. Basically, I resurfaced after the 

placement was done and all my friends were like ‘Oh, you’re back’.  

Similarly, Danielle, Paris and Jane described having minimal contact with their friends for 

the duration of placement. Danielle said,  

[Social life] completely died. Social what?  

Paris said,  

I say ‘Uni equals no life’. You just don’t see anyone really.  

Jane confirmed this:  

I felt that I was out of touch with the world when I was doing placement. 

Your mind is so busy sifting through all of the information that you’ve got to 

learn at the beginning and what you have to produce at the end, that I went 

underground for a while. I had minimal contact with people. (Jane) 

Half of the participants expressed regret at missing important social events and milestones 

such as birthdays and social invitations. Steve reported, 

[My friend] texted me back and said: ‘I didn’t think you started placement 

until next week. I was really keen to catch up for a coffee’.  I’m like ‘Dude, 

I’m strapped in. It’s eighteen weeks of full throttle.’  I won’t be able to meet 

him probably now for four months.  

Paris described how, 
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[I am] missing out on community programs and that [means] missing out on 

the social aspect and catching up with people so I don’t see anyone anymore. 

It’s quite hard because I’m busy doing my own things. 

While Ripley said, 

I am quite a sociable person in having lots of friends and being single [but] I 

need to start to say, ‘No. Actually, No, I can’t do that’ and ‘I can’t go to 

town this week. I actually need to stop’. It’s those things that I need to 

sacrifice, while I’m on placement.  

For one student, this loss of connection had a significant negative influence on her 

psychological wellbeing and contributed to the near premature ending of her placement. 

Danielle was reliant on friendships to manage her mental illness and disclosed that she had an 

‘unhelpful tendency to isolate’ herself when stressed. This manifested during placement as 

she had less time to engage with others socially. She said, 

I couldn't go and talk to people, so I ended up went and sat on the beach and watched 

the kids. Just couldn't interact. 

Engaging in placement created significant pressures and the sense of isolation 

contributed to two participants contemplating a withdrawal from placement. Amber, who 

travelled to several remote locations as part of her placement and frequently did not have 

internet access, was separated from her family, felt very removed from her peers and had 

little time available with friends. At the beginning of her placement, she questioned her 

ability to continue: 
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Yeah. It was sort of like what am I going to do? … I was just being not myself for 

that whole time. I was just so stressed out and just really short-tempered and quite 

emotional.  

Similarly, Charlotte, a rural student said, 

There were times when I thought, ‘Oh, what do I do here? Do I keep going, or what?’ 

Because I did feel very isolated. Yeah, it was lonely out there sometimes because 

sometimes I would be the only person in the office.  

One participant, Alyssia, was approved by her university to undertake a placement two days 

each week and was the only student to express confidence about being able to maintain her  

social networks.  

Most of the participants were hopeful that these friendship relationships would 

survive the period of being less available due to placement. Although meeting face-to-face 

was preferred by the majority, opportunities to do so during placement were severely 

reduced. This challenge resulted in students utilising a range of less-time consuming methods 

including text messaging, telephoning and social media. For example, David said,  

So even if I don’t catch up with friends face-to-face, I do use the phone.  

Charlotte also said, 

I talk to them, text them and all that sort of thing, so contact is still there, but yeah, not 

so much face-to-face catch-ups.  

Georgie commented,  
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We’ve got a Facebook page, some of the girls who were in my group who all started 

together. One girl started a Facebook page. I was on it last night and posted ‘Oh my 

God. How do you guys cope?’ 

The findings showed certain negative influences associated with a few participants’ 

relationships. Value conflicts and a lack of regard for social work had a small negative impact 

on the participants who experienced this. For example, Amber perceived some of her friends 

to be judgemental of social work that she said was detrimental to her wellbeing. As she 

recalled, it contributed to her decision to move out of her share-house:  

To have to socialise just wouldn’t have worked for me. The people we were living 

with didn’t have social work values, not that they ever really needed them, but just … 

knowing you are not supported and not appreciated.  

During placement Amber also avoided other social situations in which there was the potential 

for conversations to expose values conflict: 

Because my friends are all professionals…, like teachers and doctors and 

other professionals, it would often get into discussions about what’s going on 

in the [Northern Territory]. I never wanted it to always be [my friends 

saying] ‘Oh well, you just know how terrible [placement agency] is’. It was 

hard to keep my mouth shut. (Amber) 

In examples described by a few participants, friends and work colleagues who 

questioned the value of becoming a social worker were perceived as slightly unhelpful. 

Charlotte reported that, 

I said, ‘I’m doing my Master’s in social work’ and she screwed up her face.  

Patty said her colleagues asked,  
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Why would you take paid leave to go and do this [placement]? You should go 

overseas and have a holiday. Why are you wasting your paid leave for this?  

A placement with other students had a somewhat negative impact on three 

participants. Danielle described how dysfunctional group dynamics within the student group 

in which she was placed increased her stress and caused her to distance herself from them. 

She said,  

It’s the worst group that they’ve had there [in the placement agency] apparently. Just 

lack of cohesion, poor communication, a lot of them really may as well not have been 

there for all the input they had.  

Two participants lost confidence by comparing themselves to peers. Amber felt pressure to 

‘catch up’ with another student early in her placement: 

I think in the first week there was another student there and I was trying to prove 

myself … I just was feeling kind of incompetent compared to her. So in the 

beginning, I was like, ‘Oh crap’.  

Charlotte was aware of her potential to panic if she perceived herself as not progressing as 

well as her peers. She said, 

I try and block out what others are doing because it panics me if I think, ‘Oh 

my god, they are so far ahead. They’ve got such a grip on this’. It panics me 

so I try to pull myself back and block that out ...  

These findings showed that social networks are influential in students’ experience and 

potentially influence their persistence of placement.  
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Discussion. 

The analysis undertaken in this chapter has found that having supportive friends, 

peers and colleagues can be an important foundation to undertaking and persisting in 

placement. In addition, community was a significant social network for two of the 

participants. 

Previous research has shown that the support of social networks contributes positively 

to the resilience and commitment of social work practitioners and students (Adamson et al., 

2012; Clements et al., 2012; Collins et al., 2010). Seeking social support is also known to 

contribute to student wellbeing (Moses et al., 2016). However, it was clear that participants in 

this study had less time and energy to devote to social relationships during placement and, for 

a few of them, tensions arose due to values conflict.  

Differences in shared experiences and values may also arise as social work students 

develop their professional identity (Clements et al., 2012). These findings suggest that 

students may be unable to benefit from the usual positive aspects of their social networks 

during placement and there is the potential to impact negatively on their capacity to persist 

with placement, especially if students need to choose between maintaining positive 

relationships and continuing with placement.  

These findings demonstrated that social networks are the source of different kinds of 

support (and tensions), for example, friends generally supported the students emotionally, but 

they were also asked to provide instrumental support when family support was insufficient. 

Peers were the source of educational support for those students who were placed in groups 

but could also create tension. Although studies have explored the kinds of benefits for 

students associated with social networks (Hafford-Letchfield, 2007), there is little else to 

suggest how one network might offer different kinds of support (or problems) to another, or 
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how students’ juggle the benefits or disadvantages associated with each. As discussed further 

in Chapter 6, this research suggests that coping with the demands of placement results in 

students making changes in light of significant relationships and potentially positive or 

negative effects on significant others. This has implications which are further discussed in 

Chapter 7.  

Community emerged as a key social network for two students who were members of 

Indigenous communities (one, by invitation). This supports the findings from one of the few 

research studies conducted in Australia that have explored the experience of Indigenous 

students in field education. Gair (et al., 2014) and Zuchowski (et al., 2013) conducted 

collaborative research with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social work and welfare 

students and highlighted the importance to students of support from other Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people during their studies and field education. The study found that in 

addition to the challenges associated with the students’ lived experience of many of the social 

issues experienced by their clients, they also experienced personal, cultural and institutional 

racism during placement. The importance of support from other Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islanders and the need for a personally and culturally safe placement were highlighted, and 

recommendations included increasing cultural safety within universities and placement 

agencies and providing support and guidance (Zuchowski, et al, 2013). 

Similarly, a community based participatory action research project in British 

Columbia (Clark et al., 2010), which considered issues faced by Aboriginal social work 

students and best practices in field education, highlighted the importance of Elders, 

relationships and community. Elders were found to be important sources of care, support, 

advocacy and protection during placement and the authors recommended that time and space 

to honour these relationships be included in best practice for social work.  
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These studies and the findings in this research reflect what is known about the 

centrality of kinship networks and community to Indigenous Australians (Waterworth et al., 

2014) and highlight their influence on student experience in field education. However, there 

is a dearth of evidence about the experience of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social 

work students in placement. Further research into the influence of community on social work 

education and student placement is needed. 

These findings about social support add to knowledge about the influence of social 

networks on students, but the research also showed that social work students on placement 

experience challenges related to utilising the benefits of these networks, not only because of 

their need to prioritise study and placement. Findings indicated that social networks have the 

potential to detract from students’ experience when there are perceived differences in values 

and perceptions of social work, as experienced by some of these participants. Previous 

research has identified that negative attitudes towards studying and views about social work 

amongst students’ social networks can be challenging (Waller et al., 2011). Furthermore, 

Indigenous students may find a lack of acceptance towards their own values and beliefs by 

the university, student peers or in the placement agency that has a similarly adverse impact on 

them (Cross et al., 2013; Gair et al., 2014).  

Roles occupied by the participants included not only those related to family and other 

social networks, but also those related to income and financial management. The third major 

theme in the findings was the relationship between the need for students to support 

themselves and their families financially while undertaking placement. 

Influence of Financial Vulnerability 

This research has confirmed that being responsible for generating income and 

managing finances had a significant impact on social work students’ experience of 
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placement. Most participants in this study lost income during placement, had additional 

expenses, and were concerned about financial security. This section outlines these findings 

and the impact the experience had on the participants and their families.  

Financial vulnerability.  

Without exception, the participants disclosed feeling financially vulnerable due to 

placement. This related to being unable to maintain the same income while on placement and 

having placement-related expenses. Three quarters of the participants had been employed 

immediately prior to enrolment in the degree but most made significant changes to 

accommodate study. Nine remained employed during placement.   

For half of the participants, the changes to their employment resulted in a significantly 

reduced income. This was predominantly linked to working fewer hours, using a combination 

of paid and unpaid leave or being out of paid employment. The incomes of Sasha and Ripley 

were also reduced as part of their negotiated employment-based placements. Sasha resigned 

from one job to complete a partially unpaid placement at her second place of part-time 

employment and Ripley negotiated twelve months at half-pay to undertake her (four month) 

placement. Ripley said,  

My major concern … is financially being able to survive. I was just lucky 

that I was able to get a placement here and to have flexibility. My boss has 

been able to halve my income so that I am getting paid over my placement, 

but it means that I am getting paid for the rest of the year at half pay as well.  

The amount of income lost was perceived as significant by most of the participants. Charles 

explained that prior to placement,  

I was working anywhere between 36 and 52 hours a week. To put that in economic 

terms of lost income I would say I’ve lost tens of thousands of dollars.  
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For a few students, the sense of economic vulnerability was also related to job security. 

David was worried about having a job to return to after placement: 

I felt the need to give ample notification that I would be going on placement, 

and I gave that notification probably two to three months prior to placement 

… to create the possibility that I might have a job to go back to.  

Only two participants had not been recently employed, instead having primary 

caregiving responsibilities for young children, but both were, nevertheless, concerned about 

the change to their financial situation due to the costs associated with undertaking placement. 

Danielle was reliant on a government allowance while studying, had no savings or source of 

additional financial support, and had accumulated unpaid bills. She sometimes used food 

relief organisations to feed the family and had few options for childcare. Danielle described 

her financial circumstances and expressed concern about the costs associated with placement 

as follows:  

I no longer answer phone calls that come up as private number because there 

are too many people looking for money, credit card companies …  I had to 

start flicking the electricity company $5 here and there just to make sure I 

still had electricity. So yeah, it was tough, it was tough. 

The majority of participants in this study were troubled by the additional expenses and 

financial risks associated with placement. The cost of greatest concern to participants with 

dependent children, and the most expensive, was that of childcare. Childcare fees were a 

significant factor in their decisions to utilise informal support (family, friends, or the 

placement itself) as much as possible. Although Elizabeth’s partner was employed, she did 

not have extended family support and was concerned about the high cost of formal childcare 
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and instead utilised a mix of formal and informal childcare. She reported paying up to $472 

per week for this care. 

Travel was another expense. For example, Steve estimated spending three times his 

family’s average weekly transport costs during placement. Risks associated with driving to 

placement were noted by two participants apprehensive they would not be able to pay for any 

breakdown of their vehicles and Danielle reported being worried about the potential for 

damage to her vehicle after vehicles parked at the agency were vandalised by clients. 

Some other placement related expenses were also mentioned. Three participants 

bought new clothes for placement (Dani, Charlotte, Josie), a few felt obliged to buy lunch or 

coffee with placement staff (Steve, Josie, Charlotte); Danielle bought materials for client 

group activities and Josie used her own mobile telephone for business. However, text books 

were not mentioned as an expense for placement. All participants indicated that this financial 

vulnerability significantly influenced their decisions about undertaking and persisting in 

placement, and they engaged various strategies to manage this.  

Financial management. Analysis has found that managing financially comprised of 

preparation for placement, maintaining an income, reducing normal expenditure, and seeking 

help. All participants expected a significant financial impost associated with studying. The 

majority described undertaking a decision-making process of gauging the potential costs 

against anticipated gains, such as the prospects for a higher income and increased career 

satisfaction. For example, Steve said, 

There’s that trade off in terms of, what position could I gain now over what 

position I could potentially gain when I’ve got my Masters. You’re thinking 

along the lines of short-term income [loss] and then a qualification … What 

doors would that open in the long term?  
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Decisions about when to enrol or begin placement were influenced by financial 

imperatives. Five participants prepared for having reduced income by saving money, 

undertaking additional work prior to placement or pre-paying bills and two participants 

deferred placement until they had “saved” leave from their job. Securing a placement that 

allowed them to accommodate their financial responsibilities was a priority for most 

participants. More than half negotiated part-time or employment-based placements or one 

that required little travel. Charlotte said, 

The distance was a factor I had to consider. That’s why I ended up choosing a 

placement in [town] itself because the distance wasn’t so great to travel. It meant less 

expense with petrol.  

Similarly, Sasha said,  

They put me on a full-time workload as of January when I dropped the other jobs and 

now I’ve dropped back to three days a week while I’m doing this [two-day paid 

placement]. 

One participant noted that placement preparation courses and advice from peers 

helped her to understand and prepare to manage financially. Patty said,  

I’m lucky that I’ve got a really good friend who talked to me about what she 

did when she went on a psychology placement mid-way through her career 

as an older woman. She talked to me about how she planned her finances. 

[She] prepaid a lot of things, you know like rates, loans, mortgages, that kind 

of thing. That got me thinking about how I can do it.  

She suggested that the University include this kind of information in a placement planning 

course:   
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I think that you can’t underestimate the value of planning for it because it 

won’t just happen. You can’t just go ‘Oh, next Semester, I’m on placement’ 

and then off you go. You really need to put things in place … a voluntary 

course that people could do. There could be some sort of seminar on ‘So 

you’re going on placement. Have you thought about how you’re going to 

deal with it?’  

The second strategy used by most participants to manage financially during placement 

was to maintain their employment during placement. This resulted in most of them 

negotiating with their employers for different working arrangements. For the most part, they 

found employers to be supportive and felt lucky to have secure jobs. David said, 

My boss herself is a social worker ... She has been very supportive … not only in 

being [helping us to be] able to complete our studies but also in meeting the 

placement needs.  

However, for a few participants, these negotiations were multifaceted and fraught with 

complexity as David explained:  

With my permanent part-time job, I negotiated with my manager that I 

would have two weeks as a mix of study leave and annual leave ... Then with 

my casual job … [I gave] notification that I would be going on placement … 

probably two to three months prior to placement beginning . for them to be 

able to find someone to replace me … [and] to create the possibility that I 

might have a job to go back to. (David)  

Ripley and Sasha’s arrangements were similarly complicated: 
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My workplace has seconded me into a different section ... Work wasn’t too 

happy about me taking that time off so I’m trying … to work a five-day 

week into a three-day. I’m working extra hours trying to keep on top of 

everything. (Sasha) 

Instead of half a year not getting paid [while on placement] and then half a 

year getting paid … my boss has put me on point five for the whole year. … 

It means that I’ll have a small income through the whole year. (Ripley)  

Patty’s employer was not supportive and her withdrawal from the social work degree 

two years previously had been influenced by her employer’s denial of leave to undertake 

placement. Despite her success in negotiating leave this time, she was anxious about job 

security during this placement and concerned about how to undertake her second placement. 

She said, 

My workplace is quite competitive. For me being out of the workplace for ten weeks, 

there would be plenty of other people who would jump in and push me to the bottom 

of the queue.  

Except for those few participants who were supported by their partners, the burden of 

maintaining income was an ongoing concern during placement. For example, Jane noted, 

To have those four days [on placement] and not be paid or anything, it’s a long chunk, 

it’s a big chunk.  

Georgie tried to ensure that when her husband took time off to collect their child from day 

care, he did not lose income.  

The participants also tried to reduce regular and placement associated expenses during 

placement. Half of the participants described foregoing purchases and activities during 
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placement and being more disciplined to “balance” their budget. Most of the actions they 

described related to what could be viewed as cutting back on “non-essentials” such as family 

recreation and self-care. However, it was often experienced as a sacrifice. For example, Josie 

said, 

I love going [to the gym] on a Wednesday night to do step but my husband’s been 

offered overtime … We need the money, so I have to sacrifice as money comes first 

when you’ve only got one wage.  

For students like Danielle and Jane who were already on reduced incomes and had existing 

debts, further “belt tightening” was difficult. Danielle delayed buying essentials such as 

children’s clothing. She said,  

The kids really need some new school socks and stuff they've got holes in them and 

I'm just [saying] “Next year guys. I'm not buying anything else this year”. 

Jane noted that “I was running a bit close to the wind a couple of times”. In addition, Jane 

and Amber moved to cheaper accommodation to cut costs.  

For the majority, seeking help was an integral part of managing financially. Most of 

the participants in this research sought help in some form or another to manage financially 

and it is clear from the evidence that they felt unable to undertake placement without the 

support of others to do so. The assistance they sought was a direct contribution, such as 

unpaid childcare, or indirect support, such as an employer granting leave. All the participants 

with dependent children used at least some level of direct in-kind help with childcare that 

reduced their expenditure. This was seen as essential to undertaking placement, for example, 

by Elizabeth and Danielle. Elizabeth said, 
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The only thing that’s keeping me in this placement is that I have got some school 

Mums willing to collect [daughter] and look after her because financially I cannot 

afford to pay for afterschool care.  

Danielle also commented, 

I’m only on a sole parent pension so I can’t afford to all of a sudden slot them into 

after-school care, so I [say to my friends], ‘Do you want this child on this day? Do 

you want this child on this one? 

Other sources of direct assistance were utilised, for example, four participants were 

supported financially by their partner for the placement period and two mentioned their 

reliance on government allowances.  

Very few disclosed their employment or financial circumstances to field supervisors. 

For example, David, who continued to work full time during placement, was reluctant to 

disclose this to his supervisor as he was aware the university discouraged working so much.  

None of this group mentioned seeking direct financial help from the university.  

The influence of financial vulnerability on the placement experience. These 

findings indicate that most of the participants were in a precarious financial position about 

which they were concerned. Furthermore, it was evident from the participants’ narratives, 

that managing their financial stress while on placement had a significant impact on their 

wellbeing, relationships and ultimately, on their learning. One participant was not confident, 

even after commencing the degree, that the expense would be value for money. Elizabeth, 

who had previously been a senior manager in health services, expressed annoyance about the 

financial hardship she was experiencing, noting that she would finish the degree with “… a 

piece of paper in my hand and a bucket load of debt”. 
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Almost all participants described a negative impact on their wellbeing as a result of 

the financial burdens of placement. During initial interviews 11 participants disclosed feeling 

a great deal of uncertainty, insecurity, and even fear (Sasha) about how they might manage 

financially during placement. Jane, Sasha, and Danielle expressed concern about their lack of 

financial reserves if anything went wrong during the placement. Josie, Elizabeth, and 

Charlotte were apprehensive about not being able to afford childcare if their informal 

arrangements failed and David and Patty had concerns about their employment security.   

The efforts to keep working and reduce expenses whilst coping with the demands of 

placement contributed to participants’ fatigue, stress, and ill health. For example, David 

maintained two part-time jobs during placement and was either at work or on placement for 

6-7 days each week. He described the experience as “really gruelling” and revealed taking 

time off for illness and “because I was exhausted”. David also admitted that, 

… ongoing, day to day, fairly relentless grind at times, has affected my mood. I can 

get pretty shitty and I’m not so happy at times and sometimes for days on end.  

Most students had tried to prepare for a period of reduced income by accumulating money 

prior to placement through saving or undertaking additional work or pre-paying bills. 

Most of the participants in this study described taking action to manage their financial 

challenges in ways that had the potential to compromise their learning. This was especially 

true for those who maintained their employment during placement. For four students working 

in fields somewhat related to social work (education, youth work and health), there were 

difficulties with what they called “swapping hats”. David, who had two part-time jobs, was 

particularly affected by moving between one role and another:  
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Part of the issue has been [that] on any given week being dragged, so to 

speak, from one occupation or task in my life to another. I often just do two 

days of placement in one week and then I’m off to be a drug and alcohol 

worker and then I’m off to be a wardsman in the hospital.  

Sasha tried to manage a full workload in three days alongside two days each week on 

placement in the same organisation and found that, 

Swapping hats all of the time and trying to have clear boundaries … I feel like I’m 

running around like a mad woman [laughing], an absolute mad woman.  

Ripley found it difficult to separate work and home life from placement. She said,  

I only live fifty metres [away]. I can see my house from the [placement]. It’s easy just 

to duck over and do this one little thing … then you end up being consumed. 

These situations led to a degree of ‘leakage’ between roles, and difficulties in 

focussing their attention on the placement learning. David admitted that when on placement 

he sometimes thought about issues at work, heard about clients they had in common and read 

work related emails:  

Sometimes I’ve, probably stupidly, opened up emails from a work colleague 

and its obviously about a work-related issue, and I’m feeling that it needs 

attention before I’m next at work, so the way I’ve been managing that [is] 

I’ve been choosing to respond while I’m on prac[ticum]. 

The most extreme experience of this ‘leakage’ was described by Charles, who unable 

to continue with placement because events in his workplace took such a large toll on his 

wellbeing. He said: 
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In the end the placement broke down … Everything up to that point was going 

wonderfully well … Unfortunately, just due to this [work] stuff I wasn't in the right 

frame of mind to complete it.   

As already noted, juggling employment and placement led to a level of fatigue which 

had a negative impact on some participants’ ability to expend energy on their learning as 

David’s comment exemplifies:  

On occasion fatigue has impacted on my ability to concentrate 100%, maintain focus 

on actually being on prac, particularly if it’s such a day where I'm needing to be more 

self-directed. 

Four participants who worked fewer hours noted little impact on their wellbeing due 

to continued employment.  

One of the students offered a unique perspective on the impact of employment on 

placement as he had an opportunity to compare employment/part-time placement with no 

employment/full-time placement. After Charles’ first and part-time placement ended 

prematurely, he made the decision to leave his employment and focus on placement full-time. 

Charles felt strongly that he benefitted from being fully immersed in the organisation and 

focussing solely on his learning despite the change in his financial circumstances: 

My advice to a lot of new students is that I’d be very much saying ‘Do it 

full-time rather than part-time’. Just to get that whole learning experience 

down pat and get to think like a social worker all the time.  

Despite the financial concerns of these participants and the influence on the learning of a few, 

all those who completed their placements during the period of this study reported overall 

success in achieving their learning goals.  



133 

 

It was noteworthy that the concerns about balancing financial responsibilities with 

placement were not restricted to their immediate situation. The majority expressed 

uncertainty about how they might afford to undertake the second placement in the future. 

Georgie said, 

 My next placement, I’ve no idea what we are going to do. I definitely won’t have the 

leave accrued for the next placement.  

Similarly, Ripley said, 

My major concern, and it still is financially being able to survive. I was just 

lucky that I was able to get a placement here and to have flexibility … If I 

had to do my placement [anywhere else], which will have to happen next 

year, I’m going to have to look at a job, a night job or something like that to 

be able to complete it.  

In summary, these findings indicate that the participants faced significant financial 

strain while undertaking placement, they highlighted the strategies used to manage, and 

emphasised the potential costs to student wellbeing and learning of juggling financing, 

employment, and placement.  

Discussion. 

These findings are consistent with research literature on the financial circumstances of 

social work students and serve to illustrate the extent of challenges for students who are 

financially vulnerable. They support recent studies in Australia that indicate social work 

students experience a higher level of financial disadvantage than other students and that the 

compulsory time-intensive and lengthy placements result in significant financial burdens 

(Baglow & Gair, 2016; Gair & Baglow, 2017; Wray & McCall, 2007). The results also 

confirm findings from studies showing that continued employment is an economic necessity 
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for most students (Brooks, 2012; Brough et al., 2015; Devlin et al., 2008; Hemy et al., 2016) 

and that financial strain is a cited reason for considering withdrawal from study (Agllias et 

al., 2015). 

 The findings highlighted that to undertake placement, most of the participants were 

reliant on financial support of some kind, including in-kind assistance from family and 

friends. This reliance led to changes in their relationships and feeling what has been 

described as an “emotional debt” (Brough et al., 2015, p. 27). Despite this, the participants 

did not request assistance from the university. Previous research has shown that students may 

be unaware of resources that are available or reluctant to disclose their financial stress to the 

university (Brough et al., 2015; Grant-Smith & de Zwaan, 2019; Tones et al., 2009). These 

factors are likely to compound the challenges to persistence in placement.  

The findings also indicated how employment and finance influence students’ 

decisions about undertaking field placement. First, there is an emerging body of literature that 

indicates a proportion of social work students are unable to undertake full-time placements 

due to work (Hemy et al., 2016) but the results here suggest that the percentage needing part-

time placements may be greater than previously found. Second, there was evidence that some 

of the participants, including those in employment-based placements, were concerned about 

their jobs. In the Australian study of the financial circumstances of social work students 

Brough et al. (2015) found more than a third of the 214 participants had been in trouble with 

their employer due to their unavailability because of study and it is likely that undertaking 

placement could increase challenges associated with employers. Little is known about how 

many students defer placement until they are able to manage the associated financial burden 

or risks to employment, or indeed, how many choose not to proceed with studying social 

work because of these issues, but these findings confirm that financial constraints related to 

placements are an important consideration to social work students.  
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These findings also highlight how managing the financial burdens associated with 

placement may impact adversely on students. It was evident that the participants’ wellbeing 

was significantly lowered and this, for some, had an impact on their learning. These results 

are consistent with the research literature about the impact of juggling work and study 

(Benner & Curl, 2018; Brough et al., 2015; Grant-Smith & de Zwaan, 2019; Knight et al., 

2012; Markle, 2015; Richardson et al., 2013; Ryan et al., 2011).  

An Australia-wide study into university student finances in 2007 found that 43.1% of 

employed undergraduates and almost half (47.7%) of employed postgraduates reported that 

their study was adversely affected by paid work (Devlin et al., 2008, p119). Three studies that 

explored the impact of work on student learning concluded that employed students may have 

achieved more if they had not worked or worked fewer hours (Benner & Curl, 2018; Hawkins 

et al., 2005; Richardson et al., 2013). Additionally, studies have found that students who 

report not having enough money or who are employed whilst studying, experience high levels 

of psychological distress and stress (Addonizio, 2011; Ting et al., 2006; Wray & McCall, 

2007) and employed students frequently feel tired and emotionally exhausted (Collins et al., 

2010; Gair & Baglow, 2017). These effects can be magnified during placement. Brough 

(2015, p25) found that 79% of the social work students in their study felt either very or 

extremely stressed by the financial aspects of placement.  

Discussion Social Roles 

Analysis undertaken for this study has identified a range of factors related to students’ 

social roles that they perceived as helping or hindering placement or having the potential to 

do so. Although previous research has noted external factors such as family, employment and 

caring responsibilities as having an influence on educational persistence, this study has been 

able to provide a more in-depth understanding of students’ experiences. These illuminate the 
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considerable extent to which roles and relationships influence persistence in placement, how 

this occurs and the meaning of these factors to students. 

This analysis has found that students are under enormous pressure before and during 

placement as they juggle competing demands. It was evident that the meaning given by the 

participants to their roles, responsibilities and desire to succeed in placement were influential 

in how they managed. Instrumental needs were perceived as a high priority but so were the 

wellbeing of family members and their relationships. Although persisting was a priority 

during the placement, it seems that any one of these other priorities could take precedence if 

the demands were not satisfied. For example, for a student financially unable to support 

themselves and their family during placement, no amount of planning or emotional and 

educational support would enable them to undertake it. The findings showed that continuing 

to work or in-kind financial support by family during placement was necessary for most. 

Similarly, students with dependent children gave their caring responsibilities a high priority 

that had the potential to delay or disrupt their engagement with placement. 

This study supports previous research that concluded that finance, employment and 

family responsibilities contribute significantly to levels of stress amongst the social work 

student population (Kemp, 2002; Richardson et al., 2013). Although emotional support was 

also important here, self-care received less attention during placement because, for the most 

part, other demands were given a higher priority. All of these factors combined resulted in 

significant cost to students’ wellbeing and the findings point to the potential for the kind of 

negative educational outcomes and student disengagement noted in other research (Agllias et 

al., 2015; Devlin et al., 2008; Markle, 2015).  

These findings about what social roles influence social work students on placement 

are not new, but in combination with those described further in Chapters 5 and 6 on student 
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attributes and institutional and placement contexts, they contribute to new understanding of 

how social work students persist in placement. They demonstrate how external factors, the 

nature and qualities of student relationships, and their negotiation of their roles and 

responsibilities, were all influential. It was evident that persistence required not only 

management of instrumental, educational and emotional needs but also consideration of 

available resources and sources of support and, the potential ‘costs’ involved in drawing on 

this support, including potential risks to relationships. Students made decisions with the aim 

of minimising the costs and enhancing helpful factors. The role of relationships and their 

importance in decision-making have received little attention in the research literature and are 

worthy areas for future research. 

It was apparent that with regard to roles and responsibilities related to employment, 

family, friends and peers, students made decisions based on their perception and assessment 

of what might enhance their chances of success while minimising the potential for negative 

impact on their relationships and placement performance. Such a cost–benefit approach to 

decision-making is reflected in some studies of ‘non-traditional’ students (Markle, 2015; 

Osborne et al., 2004) in which students also considered short- and long-term factors. Further 

evidence supporting this observation is discussed further in Chapters 6 and 7.  

The importance to students of their relationships was evident, not only in prioritising 

certain roles such as parenting, but also in their decisions about drawing on people for help. 

This study suggests that students might draw on different relationships for different types of 

help. Who students asked for assistance from and the degree to which they relied on their 

support, was influenced by what kind of help was available, the type of assistance required, 

and the nature and qualities of the relationships involved in giving and receiving support. 

Students were concerned about the potential for the emotional debt in being reliant on the 

support of others to undertake placement. This is consistent with a study of student financial 



138 

 

stress (Brough et al., 2015) in concerns about somehow transferring stress to people who had 

helped them and a sense of accruing a debt were evident. The importance to students of 

relationships for different reasons has received scant attention in the research literature, 

although it has been suggested that students’ levels of stress and wellbeing is influenced by 

the type of support being given, its source and acceptability influence (Coffey et al., 2014). 

The following discussion centres on the differences found in this study between important 

relationship types. 

The findings about the benefits to students of support from family and friends is 

consistent with the research literature (Brough et al., 2015; Cragg et al., 2005; McKendry et 

al., 2014; Strom & Savage, 2014; Yum et al., 2005). Students saw their family as the prime 

source of support and, for those whose family were less available or unable to provide the 

relevant type of support, friends filled the gaps. In contrast to the findings of Flanagan & 

Wilson (2018), these participants were less reliant on peers unless they were placed in the 

same agency. This raises questions about the effectiveness of strategies such as peer 

mentoring to enhance persistence in placement because of students’ preference to call on 

family and friends for support. 

In this study, for the two participants who identified as being part of a community of 

First Australians, community responsibilities and relationships were high priorities. This 

finding is consistent with the research literature about the influence of community for 

students from minority groups (Bingham et al., 2014; Gair et al., 2014; Markle, 2015; Warde, 

2009). However, this remains a significantly under-researched area of student experience in 

education, especially field education (Gair et al., 2014). Similarly, the role of volunteering in 

the community and formal community supports which were mentioned by participants in this 

study as lesser priorities, have received little attention in research about social work students 

and field education. 
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Relationships and support from colleagues in the placement and workplace were also 

found to be significant for some students. Except for a growing body of research about 

employment-based placements and the influence of workers in placement agencies (discussed 

further in Chapter 5), there is a paucity of evidence about the influence of work colleagues on 

students’ experience. This research suggests that for those students who are or have been 

employed in similar fields of practice to social work, work colleagues can offer significant 

educational and, to a lesser degree, emotional support. With a proportion of social work 

students bringing prior experience in the welfare field and more opting to continue 

employment during placement, this presents an area for further research and understanding. 

In summary, these findings suggest that student decisions about how to manage their 

roles and responsibilities are influenced by their needs and perceptions of helpful or 

unhelpful aspects of their social networks and relationships. The degree to which students 

rely on the support of others and how this support is utilised, is likely to be influenced by 

which people in their networks can provide support, whether the support available matches 

the student’s needs and the nature and qualities of the relationships involved in giving and 

receiving support. The implications of this new perspective on persistence in field education 

are discussed further in Chapter 7. 

Conclusion 

Findings about external factors and the roles of students showed that family, other 

social networks and finance influence students on placement. Each student has 

responsibilities associated with their social roles that combined, can potentially hinder 

persistence. However, social networks are at the same time, sources of valuable support. This 

chapter concludes that students consider what is needed for them to persist in placement, 

where they can obtain support and the impact on relationships. 
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The analysis of the participant narratives also revealed two other major influences on 

persistence in placement. These are student attributes and the placement context. The next 

chapter outlines how the university and placement context influence student experiences and 

persistence on placement.  
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Chapter 5: Findings and Discussion - Institutional and Placement Contexts 

This chapter presents results related to the participants’ experience of the 

institutional and placement contexts and how this influenced their persistence. The 

institutional context relates to the university, placement requirements and the student’s 

relationship with their university.  

The placement context refers to the placement agency and the student’s 

relationships with elements of that agency including supervision. The evidence also 

includes factors related to employment-based placement. This chapter primarily 

addresses the research questions: ‘What do students perceive as helping or hindering 

their placement?’ and ‘How do students with multiple roles experience these factors?’.  

The chapter begins with specific evidence about placement attendance and 

supervision and is followed by presentation of the findings and brief discussion in two 

sections, institutional factors, and placement agency related factors. 

The placements in which participants in this study were engaged were between 

280 and 500 hours long and continued for between 10 to 35 weeks. The reasons for 

these variations are discussed in the section on placement requirements (pp 136-142). 

Ten students were supervised by agency-based social workers. Six were allocated 

qualified social work field educators from outside the organisation (known as external 

field educators or external supervisors). External field educators are allocated in a co-

supervision arrangement with an agency supervisor when an organisation is unable to 

provide supervision by a qualified social worker. In this study, one student employed 

external supervision for overseas social work registration purposes. Table 2 is a 

summary:.



142 

 

Table 2. Placement Attendance and Supervision Types 

 
Pseudonym Placement 

length 

(hours) 

Number of 

days 

attended 

per week 

External 

supervision 

Alyssia 500 2b No 

Ambera 500 5 Yes 

Charles 190 3.5 No 

500 5 No 

Charlotte 400 2 – 4c Yes 

Danielle 400 4 Yes 

David 500 3b No 

Elizabeth 476 4 Yes 

Georgie 476 4 No 

Jane 476 4 No 

Josie 500 3b No 

Paris 400 4d No 

Patty 280 4 No 

Ripley 476 5 Yes 

Sasha 500 2 Yes 

Steve 476 4 No 

Willow 476 4 No 
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Note. The number of placement hours was based on anticipated or completed times 

noted by the participants. 

aAmber did not provide details of placement length. The number of placement 

hours was calculated by using the advertised standard for the university attended. 

bPlacement included two weeks of five days. 

cAttendance varied each week. 

dEach day was shorter than a standard day.  

 

This research has identified new findings about institutional and placement 

related factors that influenced social work student persistence. Analysis has found that 

students’ experiences of professional standards, university requirements, relationships 

with the university, the placement agency, supervision, and learning were all influential.  

These factors affected the students’ capacity to manage their roles, satisfaction with 

placement and motivation to persist.  

Institutional Context 

 The first group of findings relate to institutional context including placement 

requirements and student-university relationships. 

Placement requirements. 

 At the time of writing, in Australia, social work education standards, including 

field education requirements, are determined by the AASW and set out in the ASWEAS 

(Australian Association of Social Workers, 2012a). These standards include guidelines 

about the structure and length of field placements and roles and responsibilities for 

social work field education academics and coordinators, field liaison staff and external 

field educators. They also contain the requirements for placements in a student’s place 

of employment. 
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 As presented in Table 2, arrangements for placement attendance varied 

significantly. Excluding Charles’ first placement that was not completed, placements 

were between 280 to 500 hours long. Patty received recognition of prior learning which 

reduced her hours to 280. Calculations based on the participants’ comments suggest that 

they attended between 10 weeks (Patty) and 34 weeks (Sasha) with the majority 

attending between 14 and 18 weeks. The majority of students thought that such long 

placements and the parameters of attendance, added to the challenges of managing their 

other roles (see Chapter 4 regarding external roles and responsibilities). Charles, who 

was a student representative at his university, said,  

I’d really like to write something to AASW around the hours of placement and 

how they review that because … for some students it’s a real struggle and the 

profession is going to lose some really, really good people simply because they 

can’t afford to do [placement] …We don't want it to be a burden to them. We 

don't want students to experience poverty to get a qualification … For an 

organisation [that is] about promoting human flourishing, I think we probably 

need to look at that with our students a lot more and especially our older 

students and students from adversity. There are a lot of stories out there. Some a 

hell of a lot worse than mine and people get through, but I wonder whether or 

not they get through broken, and I wonder whether or not they get through with 

a real sense of resentment towards the profession. 

Although a few students noted the educational value of having plenty of time to 

immerse themselves in placement, all of them wanted a placement structure that 

accommodated their individual circumstances. This was of particular concern to the 

students who were parents.  
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 Charlotte’s concerns illustrate these difficulties. She could not complete 

placement on consecutive days because of childcare availability and was worried about 

how she would manage during the school holidays. She said, 

The school holidays for instance. I was worried because I thought, does that 

mean I’ll have to pay for childcare? …When I was in the process of sorting out 

[placement], the Uni said ‘you’ve got to do the two days together’ ... I said, 

‘That’s going to be impossible’... [I] could list all of these things like shift-

working husband, lack of childcare, travel, that kind of stuff. 

For most, it was also important to have flexible attendance to manage unexpected events 

or external responsibilities and, when flexibility was available, it was much appreciated. 

For example, Elizabeth was able to negotiate changes in placement arrangements. She 

said, 

I reduced my days down, I got permission to go to three days a week, but then I 

thought no, because if I worked three days a week I wouldn't be finishing 

placement until something like the 20th of August. So, I worked three-and-a-half 

days and I kept track of my hours and days just to make sure that I did the 68 

days. 

Danielle and Josie enjoyed similar flexibility. Daniel said that, 

If anything happens with the kids, I can take a day off. My kids are coming with 

me to the holiday program, so that really makes huge a difference.  

Josie noted that, 

When my daughter had orientation for kindergarten yesterday and I said, ‘I can’t 

come in’, they were like, ‘Don’t worry about it.’ They were completely fine 
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about that and not doing any weekend work. They’re just like, ‘You just pick if 

you want to come to a training on a weekend because you’ve got your family 

commitments.’ 

The matter of taking a short break from placement was also raised by a few participants. 

Elizabeth expressed the view her university’s sanction against taking a break during 

placement was unreasonable. She felt that being allowed to take a holidays or sick leave 

would have enabled her to better manage fatigue and family responsibilities. It would 

also be congruent with workplace practices. Elizabeth said,  

The placement has to go for 68 days which is across five months and apart from 

the Easter break, I’m just amazed that there’s no holiday time build in … [At 

work] I had accrued six and a half weeks holiday entitlement in a year. There is 

no way that I would go through five months of work without taking time off to 

recharge the batteries … By the end of placement, you are going to have a lot of 

tired students. 

Josie did take a short holiday and said,  

I took some time out of placement which was really nice to do … It was a good 

break ... really nice to take a break in the middle of the placement because I went 

back feeling a lot refreshed and ready to go again.  

Flexibility on placement also included being able to “make up” time to 

compensate for time off or working short days. Most participants used this. For 

example, Paris took advantage of this to manage her health and carry out family 

responsibilities. She said, 
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I can take tasks home and add hours up that way or be involved in this or that. 

There’s a lot of ways I can get my hours up.  

Elizabeth initially attended reduced weekly hours and then made changes to 

hasten the end of placement. She noted,  

The last few weeks I worked full-time on a Friday and then one week I worked 

five days in a row just to get my days up, so as I could do the required amount. 

These findings show that placement length and structure present challenges to 

students with multiple roles, but flexibility of attendance enhance participants’ capacity 

to persist in placement. Additional findings, which are outlined in the following section, 

indicated that additional study and field education requirements amplified the 

challenges for persistence.   

The majority of participants were required to complete additional courses and 

placement assignments. This therefore presented them with challenges related to having 

less time and energy available for other things. The following comments reflected their 

difficulties: 

I’ve had two weeks or what was planned to be two weeks in the placement, and 

I’ve still been working at [my job] and on the back of that, walking straight into 

trying to plan for and compete a 3000-word essay for next Monday. (David) 

I’m doing social work and human rights from July. I’m quite concerned about 

how I’m going to manage that when the days I’m at prac are days I would 

normally do my study. (Josie) 
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I’m doing social policy. I was actually enrolled in the law as well, but I had to 

drop that one because I know I couldn’t put into it what it deserved which I was 

really disappointed about. (Sasha) 

At the beginning of placement, only three students felt confident about being able to 

manage their academic work. Notably, these students had minimal employment or 

family responsibilities. For example, Patty said,  

I was coming from working full time, study[ing and] not having any time at all, 

to a placement of four days a week that was seven and a half hours a day [with] 

no real responsibilities. [I had] plenty of time to get my assignments done. They 

actually gave me time [on placement] to do a lot of the work when things 

weren’t particularly busy. 

 The eight participants who mentioned placement assignments and other courses 

valued them when they aligned with their experience on placement. For example, three 

participants noted the benefit of studying social work theory and ethics during 

placement. These positions were evident in the following comments:  

The other subject that I’m doing … was useful because it drove my reflections 

every week as we stepped through the various theories and frameworks … [It] 

drove a lot of my supervision reflections [and] … guided me through 

[placement]. (Patty) 

I think doing the ethics while I’ve been doing this placement, has aligned very, 

very nicely … I’ve had lots of ethical dilemmas [on placement] … around this 

child protection stuff. (Sasha) 
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Each week we were looking at a different theory or practice perspective … it 

was good to do that …The night before, you’re looking at it in your text book 

and you’re reading, you’re looking at videos online, all that sort of stuff, and 

then the next day, I found, I could take it in and actually practice it with the 

clients straight away. So, for me, it was good to do that. I think, right on target 

… right on time. (Steve) 

 Learning tasks were seen as unhelpful when they did not advance the 

participants’ field education goals. To illustrate, Amber did not enjoy the compulsory 

online discussions because she felt they were not well linked to her experience during 

placement. She said,  

I didn’t expect the coursework to be such a hindrance … There’s a lot of reading 

and there’s a lot of assignments that I just felt were not assisting me in my 

placement at all. They were more just something that had to get done, to get out 

of the way to finish the course. 

In addition to the findings about other courses and placement-based 

assignments, analysis highlighted that participants’ relationships with the also education 

institutions were influential.  

Student-university relationships. 

Analysis has found that student-university relationships were important to the 

participants’ capacity to manage multiple roles and responsibilities because they were 

key to negotiating placements that could accommodate their needs. Although it was not 

always possible to identify from the narratives the particular roles at the university to 

which participants were referring when discussing student-university relationships, it 

was clear that relationships with variously named field education coordinators, field 



150 

 

liaison staff and others involved in field education were significant to the students. The 

contribution of these university staff and taking personal responsibility were key aspects 

of preparation and during placement.   

Most students accepted personal responsibility that for their university to be able 

to arrange a placement that accommodated their other roles and responsibilities, a 

certain amount of self-disclosure during the preparation phase was necessary. However, 

they felt ambivalent about doing so. For example, Josie alluded to ‘being judged’ when 

she asked for consideration of her family responsibilities. She said, 

I said, ‘I can do three days a week’. [The placement coordinator] said, ‘That’s 

fine’. When I said, ‘There are three specific days because that’s the days I can 

get childcare’ she said, ‘There’s actually been quite a lot of people in that 

situation this year who can only work [on] day X, Y and Z because of childcare’. 

It was just a comment … and I’m sure she meant nothing by it, but I went, ‘Oh, 

OK. I wonder what she means by that?. It wasn’t a negative, it was just 

something that I noted … I could sense that they like it much better if you … do 

[placement] full time.  

Josie’s discomfort was compounded when the coordinator resigned, and she had to re-

tell her story. Jane and Sasha’s disquiet was related to being uncertain who to talk to 

and concern about staff availability. Jane said, 

It was hard to know whether … to say ‘Hey, I’m going to a mental health 

placement. I’m also having an issue with my partner. I’m moving [to a new] 

house [crying].’ I knew that this was going to affect me [on placement] but I felt 

that there was no no-one [at the university to talk to] … It’s hard to say these 
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things to people who don’t know you … I was going to let someone know but 

who was I going to let know?  

Sasha, who was negotiating an employment-based placement commented, 

There were lots of different people I had to talk to, and I’d get someone different 

all of the time so that was a bit frustrating.  

David and Charles chose not to discuss their circumstances with staff at the university. 

Both intended to continue working full-time during placement despite knowing it was 

not condoned. David said, 

To be perfectly honest I have been a little bit guarded … about exactly how 

much I have been working. I did read through all of the policy stuff and I’m 

pretty sure it says you are only allowed to undertake work and prac for no more 

than five days per week in any given week … I just thought, well, I’m just going 

to make it work for me and if I don’t disclose something then that’s of my 

making. I will accept responsibility for that. So that’s pretty much what I did. 

Similarly, Charles said, 

I think that universities are happy to see people graduate and they are happy to 

have people enrolled. They'll tick all the boxes and say, ‘Maybe it's not a good 

idea that you still work while you do your placement’ and I was told that … I 

said to them ‘Well, if you want to pay my bills then go ahead. I'm more than 

happy for you to do it.’ In the end, its reality that you have to do it. I think [that] 

universities, in the end, what they don't know can't hurt them, and they want to 

be seen to be doing the right thing with students on placement.  



152 

 

Despite their apprehensions, most participants were satisfied with the support 

from individual staff of their university during placement preparation. They made 

comments such as: “[The field education coordinator] found me a great place so I’m 

very grateful for that” (Josie) and “The [field education coordinators] were wonderful in 

organising all of that. If I’d had to organise my own placement it would have been a 

very different outcome” (Patty).  

The contribution of university academics or field education coordinators and liaisons 

was important to the student experience. It was apparent that very few participants had more 

than minimal contact with the university during placement. However, most of them identified 

availability of support as important and felt confident that help would be obtainable if 

needed. Patty’s comments reflect their views. She said,  

I don’t need much, just the emails, the discussion board, the regular contact, 

other discussion with other people going through placement …. That’s enough 

to keep me going … I think that if the juggling got too much and I had the 

insight to realise that that’s what was happening, as opposed to me thinking ‘Oh 

I hate this placement’, I think there would be [help available]. I think through the 

lecturers at Uni there’d be people I could talk to … 

Similarly, Charles said, 

I have to take ownership … I am an adult. I've chosen to do it. I don't need my 

hand held … 

Although Elizabeth did not have a positive experience with her university early in the 

placement process, she expressed confidence in its capacity to support her. She said,  
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There’s something like 100 students … on placement … I knew I’d get [a field 

educator] at some point. I think if I’d got to week four and didn’t have one, I’d 

be phoning [placement officer] and saying, saying, ‘I need supervision’.  

Despite their limited contact, most participants viewed the role of university 

liaison staff positively and as potential sources of support if problems were to arise as 

evidenced in the following comments:  

My academic person, I’d sent her a few emails, and then we had our mid-

placement review, and then at the end. So, it was minimal involvement really.  I 

never had any issues come up that I needed to speak to someone. So, it was quite 

positive for me. (Alyssia) 

I think that both the visits that I had from Uni liaison person were extremely 

positive and I really appreciated the fact that someone from Uni was there sitting 

with me and my supervisor. (Steve) 

I just had one phone call and she visited us at work. But from my perspective it 

was fine … I didn’t have any issues, so for me, it was fine, no problem at all.  

(Willow) 

For Charles, the student-university relationship became critical during placement. He 

said that when he ended the placement prematurely due to events at his workplace, 

positive relationships with the field education academic and liaison became essential 

sources of support and key to beginning and persisting in a new placement. He said, 

[The student-university relationship was] pivotal. The fact that [the liaison officer] 

was totally across her brief, really understood the circumstance of what was going on, 

took the time to really listen to my point of view around it [and] gave me options. I 
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think the most important thing was she was always going to be there. She’s not going 

away. Her role is to help support me through placement … and honestly, I couldn't 

have asked for anyone better in that role. 

A few participants identified that having someone from the university who cared 

about them was important to persistence. Charles, Patty, Josie,and Amber appreciated 

the care revealed by their university liaison. Charles said, 

I think having an academic liaison that actually genuinely gives a shit about you 

is something that is really, really positive …  

Patty noted, 

 I’m sure that if I had any problems or concerns I probably could have quickly 

rung [university liaison] and she would have quickly sorted it out or talked to me 

about a way around it. … She was very supportive and confidence building. 

Nothing was a problem. 

Josie said of her university liaison, 

He sent me a couple of emails that were very warm. He was like, ‘How are you 

going?’ and ‘Wow, you’ve got back to me, you are really conscientious’, that 

kind of thing. ‘How the heck is placement going?’, that kind of thing which is 

very familiar’.  

Amber valued the in-person visit to her remote placement location made by the liaison:  

I had a really good field education coordinator and he even came up mid-

placement … So, I had good support from that aspect.  
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However, a few participants found aspects of the student-university relationships 

to be unhelpful. These were primarily related to the challenges of establishing and 

maintaining distance relationships. For example, Sasha’s dissatisfaction with the 

student-university relationship related to its contribution to her sense of isolation. She 

wanted opportunities to meet other social work students on placement but because she 

was enrolled as an external student, this was not available, despite the presence of the 

university in her town:  

We do have [an on-campus] Bachelor of Social Work here …I think it would 

have been really nice, even though I’m a DE student here, to have actually had a 

morning tea or something with everyone who was going to be doing placement 

this year, just to create those connections for us … because being a DE student, 

we are quite excluded.  

Sasha also remarked on the difficulties associated with delayed responses and 

coordinating discussions:  

I have an academic liaison. She is absolutely beautiful, but I don’t hear from her. 

The only time I heard from her was to get organised for the mid-prac 

presentation. I’ll send her emails and it might be something [for which] I need a 

response back quickly, but it might be two weeks before I get an email from her. 

… It’s so frustrating. It’s frustrating because I am time poor at the moment and I 

know that she is probably busy … She is meant to be available for me and I 

haven’t found her to be that available. [I would] try to negotiate times between 

the coordinator … my Executive Officer and my supervisor. We’re not even in 

… the same building to do a conference call. So that made it a little bit more 

challenging.  
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Charlotte’s experience was comparable. She was allocated two liaison staff by the 

university during placement, each in different and distant locations, and neither of 

whom she met with face to face:  

I had two [University liaison officers] because the original one I had left for 

personal reasons. I have a different liaison now. C’s based at G [location] and J, 

who I had before, she was actually a lot closer, she was at D [location], an hour 

and a half from me, which isn’t so bad. When you live on the [NSW] coast, that 

sort of distance is do-able, not that extreme. Yeah, J had to leave and so, I got C, 

who’s further away, at G [location] … they didn’t come to me to me on 

placement at all. 

Ripley also did not meet her liaison face to face and was remote from her field educator 

due to the distances involved (over 500 km). She found their virtual meetings to be 

problematic despite the skills of the liaison person: 

Obviously, it’s hard being a phone, seeing as my supervisor was in K and then 

my other supervisor … was extremely busy. The conversation [in the] 

conference call was a little bit static. It was good, but it just was difficult. 

These findings showed the value of positive student-university relationships 

prior to and during placement, participants’ acknowledgement of their personal 

contribution to these relationships and that what are perceived as unhelpful aspects of 

these relationships may contribute to risks.  

The second theme in this chapter relates to findings about the participants’ perceptions 

of how the placement agency influenced their experience and persistence.  
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Placement Context 

Analysis has shown that factors related to the placement agency were very 

influential on the participants’ experiences and capacity to persist. On the whole, 

students were reasonably satisfied with their experience of placement, but their 

comments suggest that certain inter-related factors led to varying levels of satisfaction 

with their placement and this, in turn, influenced persistence. These factors were 

relationships, opportunities for learning and the agency’s capacity to accommodate their 

needs.  

The findings about the importance to students of practical aspects of the latter, 

including placement location and flexibility in pattern of attendance, are outlined and 

discussed further in Chapter 6. Findings related to student-supervisor relationships and 

placement learning are now included in the following section. The influential 

characteristics of the two employment-based placements are addressed separately 

because of their uniqueness. 

Student-supervisor relationships. 

All participants identified that field educators were powerful influencers of their 

placement experience, with half noting their crucial role in completing placement. Most 

spoke about the positive impact of the student-supervisor relationship on their 

placement and two participants said that if had not been for the support of their field 

educator, they would not have persisted with the placement. 

The value of a positive student-supervisor relationship was evident in the 

comments by Charles and Paris who said:   

If you have a really good [field educator] … it makes you get out of bed and turn 

up for nothing … If you didn't enjoy the experience or you weren't learning 



158 

 

anything or being stimulated or challenged appropriately … then you wouldn't 

go. (Charles) 

Having a good rapport and feeling supported in the supervision is essential 

because it just makes life easier if you have someone you can talk to about your 

barriers or what’s concerning you, and what’s stopping you from moving 

forward easily. (Paris) 

These findings highlight three particular aspects of these relationships deemed 

by participants to be important to persistence, first, the level of field educator support 

for students managing responsibilities outside placement, second, the student 

responsibility to the relationship and, finally, the quality of their supervision.  

Field educator support. Ten participants remarked on the helpfulness of field 

educator support, especially in acknowledging the students’ efforts at managing their outside 

roles and responsibilities. It was evident that the participants appreciated field educators 

showing concern for their wellbeing, whether it was related to managing external 

responsibilities or related to placement experiences. For example, two students valued their 

field educators’ “family first” approach. Sasha appreciated her external supervisor offering to 

meet prior to placement and the ongoing efforts of both supervisors to check on her 

wellbeing. She said,  

My external supervisor, before I even went on prac, invited me out for coffee to 

have a catch up, an informal, ‘How are you going?’ type of thing.   

Josie, Georgie and Jane liked the inclusion of personal wellbeing as a topic for 

discussion in supervision. They said: 
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[My supervisor] was saying that one of the things she is really big on is self-

care, so when we had our supervision the other day, she’s like, ‘I’m going to talk 

to you about [self-care] at every supervision and ask you if you are doing your 

self-care stuff’. She asked me had I done it that week and I said, ‘No. I haven’t 

but, I came into week one thinking that it would be a really hectic week and I’d 

start making sure I care of myself the next week’. She said, ‘Fair enough, as long 

as you are going to, and I’ll keep asking you’. (Josie) 

My supervisor … has given me my self-care plan that I have to write up as well 

as some other plan, a safety plan. [A] safety plan for work and self-care plan for 

home. (Georgie)  

My supervisor is very understanding of all [the emotional challenges]. She’s 

very relaxed about that so that’s nice. (Jane) 

However, a few participants felt somewhat unsupported by their field educators. 

For example, two participants remarked that lacking understanding about managing 

multiple roles and responsibilities was unhelpful. Josie felt that it was difficult for her 

field educator to “get her head around” the challenges of combining parenting with 

placement because the agency did not have much experience of workers with children. 

Danielle said that although her placement agency was, on the whole, supportive, for 

example, allowing her children to attend during the school holidays, she did not feel 

well supported by her supervisors when she had to take time off for a number of 

appointments. She said, 

I had a whole heap of appointments I needed to make with [my son’s] 

paediatrician … [and] I was still seeing my psychologist at that stage, so there 

were quite a few appointments and that did start to cause some problems. My 
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[work] supervisor was not very happy at that point and she said something off 

the cuff about, ‘I hope you can be more reliable when the holiday program is 

on’.   

Student responsibility to the relationship. The second influential aspect noted by 

eight participants was acknowledgement of their own obligations to the student-supervisor 

relationship. They recognized the importance of disclosing personal information to field 

educators as part of the supervision process or to gain support, especially if aspects of their 

lives had the potential to negatively impact on placement. For example, Jane felt that she had 

to disclose her diagnosis of depression early in the placement because she wasn't “in a good 

place emotionally” and Paris, wanted to discuss her struggles in coping with her 

responsibilities and late stage of pregnancy with her field-educator. 

However, a few participants were apprehensive about sharing personal 

information. To illustrate, Danielle said that although she accepted responsibility to alert 

the field educator to her struggles in managing things outside placement, she felt unable 

to say, “I'm not coping, and I really need whatever” until she was asked by her 

supervisor to explain. Danielle said, 

They just watched me get slowly worse and called me into the office and went 

‘Okay, I need to have a chat with you, what's going on’. But it would have been 

better if I could have been more open to communication and just say ‘Look, I'm 

really struggling, what can I do?’  

Similarly, Charles admitted that in commencing his second placement, he was 

extremely reluctant to disclose much about himself until he felt safe. He said about this 

realisation, 
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I realised it was a really friendly environment to be in and I let my walls down. 

The third influential aspect of the student-supervisor relationship was found to 

be the quality of supervision.  

Quality of supervision. Participants’ experience of placement was significantly 

affected by the quality of supervision, because, as will be discussed in the findings on student 

attributes in Chapter 6, participants were strongly motivated to gain as much learning as 

possible from the placement and field educators were perceived to be key to this. Field 

educator availability, knowledge and skills, and reciprocity in the student-supervisor 

relationship were found to be important contributors.  

 Half of participants remarked on the influence on placement of supervisor 

availability. Three revealed that difficulties accessing field educators had a negative 

impact on their learning and placement satisfaction. David said that his supervisors’ 

high workload and limited availability to observe his practice led to a restriction of 

learning opportunities. He commented, 

The practicalities and the constraints and the nature of the work, and the 

demands on my supervisor in terms of doing her day-to-day work means that she 

hasn’t been available to [supervise] me to enable me to perform those tasks.  

Elizabeth did not get the access and support she hoped for from her supervisor and 

learned more about practice from an external supervisor. The lack of support that 

Amber experienced almost led to her withdrawing from placement and was serious 

enough for her to lodge a complaint to the agency’s coordinator of student placements. 

On the other hand, although Georgie also had limited access to the field educator who 
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operated from a different location, she was happy to make more use of support from a 

social worker on site instead. She said, 

She’s not always on site so she works away … When I’m at the house 

[residential facility], it’s always with one lady who is a social worker … so it’s 

good to get different people’s perspectives as well if the supervisor is not there.  

In contrast, four participants noted having ready access to field educators and 

benefitted from this. They valued regular supervision and additional opportunities to 

discuss issues with them. For example, Sasha who was a sole practitioner in her 

placement and was being supervised at a distance, appreciated her field educators being 

easily available by phone and text. She remarked, 

My external field educator, I’ve sent him a text message at 6 o’clock at night 

after walking out of a client’s house and he answers the phone. He’s really 

pushed himself to be available to make sure I’m going OK …  

Charles observed that after a client meeting, being able to debrief with his field educator 

contributed to his motivation. He said, 

… having a field educator who'll debrief you at the end of it and actually talk, 

really in-depth, about what she was talking [to the client] about, how she 

approached the person, asking me how I would go about it, what I got out of it, 

and what did I learn from that experience. If that's what it's going to be like for 

the rest of the 400 or so hours I've got to do, well why wouldn't you get out of 

bed, why wouldn't you want to go? 

 Most participants commented on the helpfulness to them of reciprocity in the 

student-supervisor relationship, especially acknowledgement of the student’s 
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knowledge, skills and experience (This is discussed further in Chapter 6, Student 

Attributes). For example, David said, 

I’m getting more understanding that the placement experience is not simply a 

one way negotiated arrangement. It is, so far as I can make out, actually a two-

way relationship or experience.  

In addition, five participants commented on their appreciation for field educators being 

open to learning and admitting their own vulnerabilities. This was evident in Josie’s 

comment:  

This morning [my supervisor] said, ‘How did you feel last night about that 

[client interaction]?’ I said, ‘A bit this and a bit that. What about you?’ She said, 

‘I felt this’. That was nice, it was a sharing situation where it wasn’t all one-

sided. She was wanting to share with me what she felt and what it did for her. 

That’s been good. 

Analysis has also highlighted how feedback is an important element of the student-

supervisor relationship as it influenced motivation for several students. They noted 

feeling encouraged by positive feedback about their achievements, skills, and 

knowledge and this helped them to keep going despite experiencing challenges. 

Charles’ testimony exemplified these findings. Following the premature ending of his 

first placement, Charles lost confidence in his abilities, felt angry and planned to 

approach learning in the second placement in a ‘tick the box’ fashion. However, he said 

that feedback, positive affirmation and encouragement from the field educator and 

university liaison, helped him to “embrace the challenge” and his confidence grew: 
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Some of feedback [was] like I’ve always been here, I’ve fitted into the 

organisational culture really well, I get on with people really well and I’m part 

of the team. I think that’s really important from a learning perspective that if 

your workmates see you as part of the team and you're here all the time, I think 

you're going to do well … the academic liaison really said, ‘Charles, we can’t 

believe the progress really.’ It’s just been phenomenal for me to start from a 

position of angry, resentful student that didn't want to be here …The feedback 

was that I’ve embraced the challenge and I got mostly sixes and sevens from the 

field education, so it was an exceptional performance. So, the feedback [I was 

given] was really, that what had started as a really negative experience for me, I 

had embraced and made it into a positive. 

 

For a few participants, having a field educator who was knowledgeable and skilled was 

a valued aspect of the relationship. Jane said, 

The fact that she is really experienced is good because I feel confident that if 

something does crop up, because I have fairly high expectations of myself 

evidently, she’s quite aware of that and keeping me grounded.  

Patty observed that, 

 Each supervisor I have brings different skills to the table and it makes me 

reflect on things in a different light. That’s really helpful.  

 The role of an external field educator was also found to be influential in 

placement satisfaction and persistence. The findings demonstrated that the six 

participants who were allocated an external supervisor, found this to be helpful to their 

persistence and learning. Amber and Elizabeth attributed their persistence in placement 
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mainly to the external supervisor. The benefits of this kind of relationship were 

described as having access to different perspectives, being free to discuss challenging 

aspects of the agency and more ready availability. Charlotte and Ripley highlighted the 

importance of an external supervisor being able to offer a social work perspective due to 

being unable to witness social work practice in their placement context. Similarly, 

Elizabeth found that external supervision contributed to her learning. She said, 

I learnt more in our [external] supervision sessions than I did the whole time on 

placement. She was absolutely fabulous because she constantly challenged my 

thinking and got me to dig deeper. We had some fabulous conversations around 

systems and processes and policy, and she was getting me to really think about 

my values and beliefs and how they tied in. What was my emerging practice 

framework, what theories sat well with me and what ones I could see myself 

taking forward?  

Feeling able to discuss challenges related to the placement helped Sasha and Amber to 

cope with them. Sasha, who had both an external supervisor (social worker) and a task 

supervisor in the placement agency reflected that,  

[The clients] are quite religious and it’s not the same religion I have so I’m quite 

challenged a lot in regards to that. I find it easier to be talking to my external 

supervisor about that kind of stuff than to be talking about it in-house ... I’m 

doing an hours’ supervision with both [supervisors] separately … Every six 

weeks I’m doing supervision with both of them together. They have different 

frameworks.  

Amber, who was placed in a large government department and had chosen to source 

additional supervision external to the agency for her overseas accreditation said, 
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I think it will be good to have a space outside of the placement to discuss what’s 

going on because in that whole department they don’t even have time to sit 

down and do reflective supervision. (Amber) 

The third theme related to the placement agency was the importance of learning. 

Placement learning. 

 For all participants, learning was found to be a significant aspect of the 

placement experience and influenced their persistence. The most noteworthy aspects in 

this finding were the influence of enjoyment, support and congruent expectations and 

learning tasks.  

 From analysis it appeared that most of these participants enjoyed placement. 

Workplace relationships and learning contributed to their enjoyment as evident in 

Alyssia and Josie’s comments:  

Well, it was a pleasure to go to work.  I was happy to go there … they were all 

lovely people, and all did their jobs exceptionally well, and I was happy to learn 

[from] them, so it kind of made it easier. (Alyssia) 

I’ve really enjoyed the placement and even though things have been sketchy at 

times, I’ve really liked the work and the people I work with. (Josie) 

The contribution of enjoyment to persistence resonated with most participants. Josie 

went on to explain that “…the fact that I enjoy going [to placement] helps me get me 

through …” and Willow said, 

I think going to work on the placement and actually really enjoying what you are 

doing [helped] … and obviously the team helped. The people you work with, 

[they] make a difference too. But enjoying the work you are doing is like ‘Wow 

this is so nice’. 
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This contribution was amplified by comments noting the risks that not enjoying 

placement presented to persistence. For example, Steve said, 

If I wasn’t [enjoying placement], if someone didn’t like the placement, I’ve got 

no idea how you’d get through eighteen weeks. I think that would be really 

tough … 

 Charles concluded “If you didn't enjoy the experience … then you wouldn't go, you 

wouldn't turn up”. As Josie explained, 

If I didn’t like it, it would be really hard. When I was having those couple of 

weeks where I wasn’t enjoying it so much it was hard to push through the day.  

In addition, it was found that congruence between the participants’ expectations 

and experience of placement enhanced satisfaction and helped them to persist whilst 

incongruence elevated dissatisfaction and the risk of discontinuing. The satisfaction of 

six participants was enhanced by learning tasks that validated their decisions to study 

social work. This continued to motivate them during placement (findings related to 

motivation are further outlined in Chapter 6). Steve’s experience typifies this finding. 

He reflected,  

In the first week when I got to go out and connect with people and experience 

this is what social workers do in a mental health setting … it was like ‘This is 

good, I can do this’. Not just I can, but I want to.  

Similarly, Ripley said that as she progressed in placement, “Everything that I did still 

made me want to be a social worker and that’s what pushed me through” and Sasha held 

it was recognition that “It’s who I want to be” that continued to motivate her during the 

placement. Willow, who began placement with some reservations about  her career path 

said when she had finished placement: 
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I think social work, definitely, it’s something I’m going to pursue … it has been 

an incentive to keep going with the study in that respect …Yeah, I’ll keep going 

definitely. 

It was apparent that the process of practising to be a social worker and 

successfully overcoming the challenges associated with placement was also motivating 

and bred greater confidence for a few participants. For example, Elizabeth was 

determined to do a good job during placement and said that her success gave her a 

“deep sense of satisfaction and accomplishment” which helped her to keep going.    

In addition, completing learning tasks that resulted in positive client outcomes 

was important to two students. Ripley found that being able to contribute to community 

wellbeing programs during placement boosted her motivation and Sasha was pleased to 

leave a valuable legacy to the agency as a result of her work-based placement. She said, 

I’m really proud that I’ve been able to push my organisation to recognise that 

[implementing this agency change] is important, and the time is now … At the end of 

the day, that will be my legacy of placement. I’ve used my skills and my best ability 

on placement to be able to create this.  

Whilst most were satisfied with placement, the experiences of five students showed 

that incongruence between what they wanted on placement and the learning tasks offered had 

the potential to hinder persistence. David and Elizabeth felt their placements did not offer the 

right learning opportunities because of limitations placed on the learning tasks and their 

levels of autonomy. Both had qualifications and previous experience in the human services 

sector. David explained how these restrictions contributed to his lack of momentum: 

As a student I’ve been quite restricted … in terms of exactly what tasks I can 

perform and whether supervised or not, and therefore when I can perform them. 

For example, I’ve only had a few opportunities to actually do supervised phone 
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triage work. Those opportunities have been great, and it’s been really great to 

have feedback, but it would have been great if I could have been tested and 

stimulated in that way more often. 

Elizabeth was frustrated at being unable to extend her learning and described her 

experience as “disheartening”. She said, 

You weren't allowed to do a lot and you didn't get the opportunities that you 

needed. I was capable of doing a lot more. I don't know whether it was [the 

agency’s] internal processes. The placement was okay, I could've got a lot more 

out of it and enjoyed it a lot more, but just because you're not a member of staff, 

because you're deemed a student, it's almost as if your opinions don't matter … 

It was just soul destroying because it's not what I signed up for. 

Despite their dissatisfaction, Elizabeth and David were however, able to draw on other 

factors to persist in the placement. Elizabeth noted that she drew on her high level of 

motivation and personal attributes saying that, 

… because I think I could be really effective in that area [of practice] and 

because the Master’s means so much to me, I will complete this come hell or 

high water.  

Similarly, David found enough in the placement to fulfil his learning objectives and stay 

motivated.  

 In contrast, three participants who were less confident felt apprehensive about 

their capacity to succeed with allocated learning tasks without the right support. Amber 

initially felt overwhelmed by the difficulty and emotional aspects of the work she was 

asked to undertake. This was exacerbated by isolation and lack of support, and she 

contemplated withdrawing from placement. However, with revised learning tasks and 
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the support of a different supervisor, Amber persisted. Charlotte felt isolated and 

overwhelmed, triggering apprehension about being able to achieve all of the learning 

requirements. She said, 

There were times when I thought, ‘Oh, what do I do here? Do I keep going, or 

what?’ because I did feel very isolated. It was lonely out there sometimes 

because sometimes I would be the only person in the office.  

Sasha too, said that she had felt like giving up because of challenges associated with the 

client work.  

 To summarise, placement agency related factors influenced the experience of all 

participants. Positive relationships, quality supervision and congruent learning 

opportunities contributed to their persistence. In contrast, unhelpful relationships and 

incongruence between expectations and learning opportunities posed risks to their 

persistence. 

Employment-based placements. 

Employment-based placements are those in which a student undertakes a 

placement situated in their place of employment in accord with specific guidelines for 

supervision and learning. In Australia, these guidelines stipulate that the placement will 

be undertaken in a different context and that ‘ … wherever practicable, the supervisor is 

not the student’s line manager or usual supervisor …’(Australian Association of Social 

Workers, 2012b, p. 8). The findings about two such placements have been included in 

this chapter because of their unique nature and contribution to findings about student 

experience and persistence. The first participant, Ripley, was a teacher in a remote 

Aboriginal community more than 100 km from the closest town and over 1000km from 

the nearest capital city. For the duration of her placement, she stepped aside from her 

teaching role and undertook tasks related to school student and community wellbeing. 
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The second participant, Sasha, was a youth worker whose employment involved visiting 

rural schools and communities. During her placement, Sasha continued this role part-

time and undertook a project in the same agency as her placement.  

The unique aspects of these placements revealed some common challenges faced 

by the participants and strategies to manage them. Both students stated that undertaking 

an employment-based placement was necessary for continued income and because they 

lacked any alternative sources of financial support as was discussed in the previous 

chapter. However, it was also apparent that they both had a strong sense of commitment 

to the organisation for which they worked. Ripley's main motivation for studying social 

work was based on wanting to make a contribution to the Aboriginal community in 

which she lived and worked. Although at the time of interviewing, Ripley was, strictly 

speaking, an employee of the community, she was immersed in community life. She 

said, “I chose to do social work because I saw a need for social work stuff in this school 

and in this community”. Sasha also talked about her passion for the work she was able 

to do in the organisation. She said, “[It is] something I am quite passionate about. I love 

working for a charity. I love the work that [this organisation] does”.  

Both participants expressed hope that the work they undertook on placement 

would lead to ongoing benefits for the organisation or community. From the second 

interviews with them both, it was apparent that they had succeeded. Sasha had designed 

and implemented staff and volunteer training during placement. She said, 

I have designed the child protection training … I’m going to be rolling out the 

training even when my placement’s finished … Everything I’ve created is going 

to be around even when my placement finishes.  

Ripley was able to initiate an art project and write policies for the school. She said, 
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I had an International Women’s Day morning tea on Monday, and we had a 

women’s group come in and we’re going to do this art project …We’ve got re-

registration at the school at the moment and I’m … creating a wellbeing policy 

and safety policy and things like that. 

These findings also highlighted that the challenges associated with these kinds of 

placement experienced by the two participants were similar. These related to being both 

employee and student in the organisation and the difficulties of setting boundaries in 

that situation. Ripley and Sasha found allocating sufficient time and attention to 

placement learning to be problematic. Furthermore, the findings suggest that this 

problem was amplified because Ripley and Sasha were both operating as sole 

practitioners during placement. Although each undertook new tasks for placement, both 

continued to operate from the same locations with similar “clients” and carried some of 

their regular responsibilities. Ripley undertook the occasional teaching duty during the 

placement and drove the school bus. Sasha combined most of her regular youth worker 

role with an additional two days for placement.  

As sole practitioners, Ripley and Sasha received supervision and support 

remotely. Although Ripley was supervised onsite by the school principal, social work 

supervision occurred by telephone with a social worker who lived in a town some 

500km away. Similarly, Sasha who was based in a regional city and regularly drove 

more than 3 hours to visit clients in rural towns, was overseen by a task supervisor 350 

km away and a social worker five hour’s drive away. 

Sasha found it difficult to shed sufficient of her regular role to allow time for 

placement because there was not anyone else with whom she could share the tasks. She 

explained,  
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I work remotely from my head office. I’m five hours away [by car] from my 

head office. There are no other paid staff in the area that I work in … I have a 

co-worker based in [another town] so a lot of my workload, I couldn’t pass over 

to her. 

Sasha had allocated set days each week for placement, but the boundaries were often 

breached. She reflected, 

I’ve got very clear days but, the people I work with in the industry, it doesn’t 

matter to them. They just know that I’ve got the phone and I’ll answer the phone 

… It makes it hard to stay on task.  

Similarly, Ripley found it difficult to quarantine time for placement. She remained in 

the same community and lived fifty metres from the school. Ripley explained, 

It’s easy just to duck over [to the school] and do this one little thing … then you 

end up being consumed.  

When completing tasks for placement in the office, she was readily accessible to 

community members and felt unable to resist requests to undertake non-placement 

related tasks. She reflected that, 

Community members will come in [as] my office is in the reception area, so it’s 

like ‘Can you photocopy this?’ and ‘Can you do this? Can you call these 

people?’ and things like that. It’s all these little things.  

On reflection, at the end of placement, Ripley concluded that,  

I think that my role just got bigger and bigger and bigger and, to the point where 

the principal of the school is calling me his ‘second voice’. You know, like I’m 
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second in charge ... I enjoy that but the guideline [for] placement and … my 

learning plan probably could have been a bit tighter … I personally think looking 

at the end and, reflecting on the prac, I took on too much.  

A further and related challenge found in these employment-based placements 

was associated with the psychological adjustment required to immerse themselves in the 

student role. The boundaries were unclear and, as Sasha described, wearing a number of 

“hats” and adjusting to the student role was stressful:  

It’s swapping hats all of the time and trying to have clear boundaries, but 

sometimes those clear boundaries are actually making it harder to chase stuff up 

and keep on top of things … I feel like I’m running around like a mad woman 

[laughing], an absolute mad woman. 

Sasha’s clients as a student were volunteers in the organisation in contrast to her regular 

position. When one of the volunteers yelled at Sasha during placement, she felt 

constrained in how she could respond by being a student and could not use the same 

strategies that she might as a worker. Instead, Sasha felt that she had to “be very 

careful”. She explained, 

I had to have a different response because [youth worker and student] are two 

separate roles and they come with two different sets of responsibilities. She felt 

that she had to constantly remind herself, ‘I’m here to learn. I’m a student and 

I’m here to learn. I’m going to make mistakes; I’m not going to be perfect’.  

Similarly, Ripley revealed that difficulties in assuming the student role in her 

workplace, influenced placement. For example, the school principal with oversite of the 

placement was also her manager and a friend, which, she understood and accepted had the 
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potential to compromise her learning. In addition, she thought that her prior relationships 

with school students’ parents (as a teacher), influenced how she could respond to school 

truancy as a student social worker on placement. 

Ripley and Sasha engaged a number of strategies to cope with these challenges. These 

included efforts to define and maintain boundaries and, personal reminders about focussing 

on learning. Adjusting to this new role of student social worker, for Ripley, involved 

changing the focus of her work from educating children to supporting their education by 

working with parents, families, and community. Ripley was initially anxious about the 

change but quickly identified opportunities offered by the placement. A few weeks into the 

placement, Ripley described her intention to use the learning plan to help structure placement 

learning. She remarked, 

What I plan to do this weekend is nut out my learning plan and set a few main 

focusses [sic], one, being community engagement [and] one being policy [and] 

procedures for the school.  

However, the findings revealed that she was only partially successful. Analysis of Ripley’s 

transcript suggested that she was predominantly focused on providing services that, she 

admitted, may have been at the expense of  her learning.  

Sasha noted the importance of being able to “stay on task” in the student role 

and separate from being an employee. For example, she described a number of ways 

enabled her to maintain focus when faced with ethical dilemmas during the placement. 

These were her existing commitment to professional integrity, drawing on the support 

of her field educator and revising information from the university about expectations. 

Sasha felt that without her success in staying in the student role, the placement would 

not have lasted, and she could have ‘burnt out’ during the placement. In addition, Sasha 
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was assertive in maintaining boundaries and trusted her supervisor to advocate for her. 

For example, she said, 

Being strong every time my executive officer tries to put more stuff onto me. 

Like we’ll have a conversation and [he’ll say], ‘Oh cool, can you do that?’ I 

need to keep being reflective and going ‘Hang on, that’s not in my work plan.’ 

and [say], ‘No I can’t. You need to speak to my supervisor’. 

Discussion: Institutional and Placement Contexts 

 Each of the universities delivering social work degrees are able to conduct their 

field education programs as they see fit within standards determined by the AASW.   

These findings highlighted the significance of such institutional factors to the student 

experience and persistence. Although based on the participants’ perceptions and not on 

data from the universities, the findings showed that flexibility in placement attendance, 

additional courses, placement assignments and student-university relationships were key 

factors.  

 Most participants were concerned about negotiating a pattern of placement 

attendance that assisted them to manage their roles and responsibilities. This is 

consistent with evidence from earlier studies examining the challenges of juggling 

multiple roles with studying (Hemy et al., 2016). As outlined in Chapter 4, research  

which analyses student finances has led to a call for interrogating the rationale behind 

field education standards (Brough et al., 2015; Gair & Baglow, 2017; Hafford-

Letchfield, 2007; Ting et al., 2006) and recommendations for further research into the 

effectiveness of particular field education arrangements in facilitating learning 

outcomes (Gair, 2013; Raskin et al., 2008; Wayne et al., 2006). The results of this study 

add weight to these imperatives. However, in points of difference that highlight the 

complexity of these matters, the findings here showed that the influences are multi-
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dimensional. For example, participants in this study acknowledged their own 

responsibilities with regard to disclosing their needs, contributing to the student-

university relationship and they valued the potential for long placements to offer 

“transformative learning” (Todd & Schwartz, 2009) despite the challenges of 

undertaking them. 

The findings also demonstrated that additional curriculum obligations, including 

written work and co-requisite courses, placed extra pressure on participants. Adult 

learners have different expectations about the need to study and although there is 

extensive evidence that such learning opportunities assist with the integration of 

classroom learning and practice (Bogo et al., 2017; Miller, 2013; Testa & Egan, 2015), 

these participants valued them only when their relevance was clear. Practice in the field 

was given priority and completion of these other activities was approached strategically.  

The third important institutional related factor was found to be the student-university 

relationship.  Extensive research has highlighted the centrality of on-campus environments 

and student-university relationships as key to student persistence (Andrews et al., 2012; 

Benson et al., 2009; Bergman et al., 2014; Cragg et al., 2005; Thomas, 2012; Yorke, 2004) 

these findings have revealed the multidimensionality of such relationships for social work 

students in field education. These findings concur with the results of Zuchowski’s study 

(2015) that highlighted the intricacies of relationships when multiple stakeholders are 

involved, as occurs during placement. Social work students are required to engage with a 

range of university academics including placement coordinators, liaison and external 

supervisors, as well as their agency supervisors and colleagues. Each of these relationships 

have the potential to enhance the student experience and help or hinder student persistence 

but establishing and maintaining relationships takes time and energy that students may feel 
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they do not have. In addition, these can be unequal power relationships and therefore students 

may feel they have limited capacity to gain the support needed.   

Research reviewed for this thesis has shown that social work students are divided on 

the importance of support from the university during their placement (Bernard et al., 2011; 

Flanagan & Wilson, 2018). In preparing for placement, social work students expect their 

university to facilitate a placement that will accommodate their commitments (Maidment & 

Crisp, 2011) but they may feel reluctant to disclose details of their private lives or ask for 

help because of stigma or worry that this may negatively affect their ability to successfully 

complete the program (Bogo et al., 2010; Brough et al., 2015; McAuliffe et al, 2012). In this 

research, the participants who disclosed details of their personal roles and responsibilities or 

revealed personal health issues did so to garner support for an accommodating placement.  

This analysis has highlighted that the university liaison role can be a vital source of 

support for social work students when needed but, in common with Bogo’s study (2010), few 

of the participants in this study, described having meaningful relationships with the university 

liaison. Most participants accepted that there would be minimal contact during placement. 

They were, however, hopeful that someone from the university would be available to assist if 

needed. The relationship with the liaison officer became critical to persistence when 

problems were experienced during placement. This reflects research literature that shows the 

significance of institutional relationships when things go wrong (Flanagan & Wilson, 2018; 

Parker, 2010).  

 These findings also highlighted the complexity of placement related factors that 

influence student persistence on placement. While previous research has focussed on 

placement types and supervision (Bogo, 2006), this study supports what is known about the 

influence of field educators and learning opportunities but additional factors in the placement 
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context emerged as being influential. Students were more satisfied and able to persist when 

they felt supported to manage their external roles and responsibilities, had a positive 

relationship with their field educator(s) and received good quality supervision. Furthermore, 

enjoyment and congruence between learning expectations and opportunities were also 

important. In contrast, agencies or supervisors with limited tolerance for external roles and 

responsibilities, minimal accessibility and support from their field educators, and 

incongruence between expectations and opportunities were perceived to hinder persistence.  

The placement context remains constrained by requirements that may limit capacity to 

be responsive including field education standards, university placement requirements, 

resources (Kay & Curington, 2018) and students’ ambivalence about disclosing their 

circumstances and seeking help (Markle, 2015; Osborne et al., 2004). Findings about help-

seeking outlined in Chapter 4 showed that relationships and the kind of support available are 

important to students in making decisions about who to ask for help and how much to rely on 

their support and in Chapter 6, it will be seen that this influences how they cope with multiple 

roles and responsibilities. 

These findings are consistent with the research literature in that they show the quality 

of supervision and the student-supervisor relationship is key to student satisfaction and 

learning on placement (Beddoe et al., 2011; Bogo, 2015; Fortune & Abramson, 1993; Kanno 

& Koeske, 2010; Power & Bogo, 2003). Accessibility, regular supervision, feedback, 

emotional support, collaboration and assisting students to link theory and practice were all 

identified by participants as being helpful. Similarly, the findings about insufficient support 

and field educators’ lack of availability support reflect existing knowledge of factors that 

contribute to student dissatisfaction with placement (Coohey et al., 2017).  

Further consistency was found with regard to the findings about the significance of 

learning opportunities to student satisfaction (Coohey et al., 2017; Crisp & Maidment, 2009; 
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Flanagan & Wilson, 2018; Fortune et al., 2001; Maidment & Crisp, 2011). However, in new 

evidence, analysis here suggests that it was the level of congruence between these 

opportunities and their expectations that influenced their satisfaction. Students bring to 

placement life experiences they hope will be acknowledged as foundations for their learning 

(Bogo, 2010) and expectations about being given opportunities to learn skills and knowledge 

that can be applied in practice (Bogo, 2015; Todd & Schwartz, 2009). This study has 

confirmed that mismatched expectations can lead to dissatisfaction which became an 

additional barrier to persisting and suggests there is a need for further research in this area.  

The final placement agency related feature of significance was found to be 

employment-based placement. Findings related to the unique aspects of these placements 

follow, and while they relate to only two participants, they in fact expose unique factors that 

add to knowledge about social work field education. 

 First, in common with research about employment-based placements, these 

placements were chosen for pragmatic reasons (Crisp & Maidment, 2009) and the 

students were reasonably satisfied with their experience (Hopkins et al., 2005). Hopkins 

et al suggest that such satisfaction results from students being successful in negotiating 

learning opportunities and relationships. As detailed above, Sasha and Ripley were 

certainly able coordinate many of their own learning opportunities as they were, to a 

large extent, operating independently and negotiating their own relationships with 

clients, colleagues, and supervisors.  

 Second, the findings reflected concerns expressed in the literature about these 

types of placement and illustrated how difficult it can be for students to juggle the 

different roles of employee vis-à-vis student. Earlier studies have shown that 

employment-based placements have the potential for role confusion and a “blurring” of 

the student’s purpose (Dominey, 2010; Hamilton, 2018; Pelech et al., 2009), partially 
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because it is common for social work students to continue to carry some of their regular 

workload (Crisp & Maidment, 2009; Dominey, 2010). This was the case for both Sasha 

and Ripley who continued to perform many of their duties because of their commitment 

to their agency, their relative isolation, and the lack of alternative options for their 

clients.  

 Another reason for the blurring of the boundaries may be related to ambivalence 

about adopting the identity of “student” in that mature, experienced students can 

perhaps view placement or study more as a formality (Crisp & Maidment, 2009). 

However, there was no evidence to support this interpretation in the testimonies of 

Sasha and Ripley. Barriers they experienced in accessing supervision due to their 

isolation, may have contributed to the challenges of managing role confusion. Although 

there has been acknowledgement of the difficulties experienced by rural and distance 

students on placement (Bowles & Duncombe, 2005; Dominey, 2010; McLeod & 

Barbara, 2005) it seems that the challenges these students experience were compounded 

by their placements being employment-based.  

 This study has found that its results were largely consistent with what is known 

about what helps students on placement, but new findings did emerge about how 

program structures, relationships, accommodation of student needs and student 

placement expectations influence satisfaction and how this may impact on persistence in 

placement. They also illustrate the unique challenges and benefits of employment-based 

placements that have not previously been explored.   

Conclusion 

In summary, the findings show that institutional and placement related factors have a 

significant influence on social work students’ experience of placement and their persistence. 
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This is consistent with contemporary research literature and adds to the discussion in social 

work education about the pedagogy of field education and student persistence.  

The findings illustrated the complexities involved in enhancing placement persistence 

and minimising potential hindrances. Due to the demands of their multiple roles, students 

interviewed for this research needed placements that allowed them not only to achieve the 

learning outcomes but also to manage their other responsibilities.  

Some field education requirements determined by universities and professional 

bodies added to the challenges of persistence, but difficulties were moderated to some extent 

by institutional and agency flexibility and positive relationships. The findings show that 

positive student-supervisor relationships, good quality supervision, enjoyment and learning 

opportunities congruent with student expectations were helpful. Negative experiences 

contributed to dissatisfaction and risked participants’ persistence in placement. Additional 

findings illustrated the challenges of rural employment-based placements. Chapter 6 contains 

findings and discussion about the influence of student attributes including their skills, 

experience, motivation, and identity. 
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Chapter 6: Findings and Discussion - Student Attributes 

 This chapter outlines the findings regarding student attributes and briefly discusses 

the literature related to these findings. It reports the individual attributes found to have been 

influential in student persistence and how the participants managed those factors that they 

perceived as affecting their persistence with field education. These findings address the 

following research questions:  

1. What factors do students with multiple roles perceive as impediments or facilitators to 

their field education? 

2. How do students with multiple roles experience these factors? 

3. How do students with multiple roles manage these factors in order to persist with field 

education? 

The chapter then closes with discussion on these findings. 

In this thesis, attributes have been understood to be qualities ascribed to an individual 

or object (Vanden Bos, 2018.) such as a personal characteristic or a value held. In the context 

of this thesis the term “attributes” has been used more broadly to also include an individual’s 

motivation, skills, knowledge, experience, identity, and the process used to cope. The 

research has identified these as personal factors that influenced how students with multiple 

roles persisted in field education. These findings contribute to answering the research 

questions in that they highlighted how these attributes had the potential to be helpful or 

impede placement. In addition, the analysis has demonstrated that they were experienced and 

managed differently by each of the participants. Evidence emerged that coping, motivation, 

knowledge, experience, identity, and learning were significant attributes influencing 

persistence. Evidence of coping particularly emerged as a very prominent theme. 
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Coping 

Coping is defined as the use of strategies to manage the demands of a situation 

(Vanden Bos, 2018).  The research findings revealed the behaviour and skills and a common 

process used by students to manage multiple roles and persist in placement. This coping 

process comprised thinking, decision-making, and then acting. This section describes this 

evidence and discusses the coping process, behaviour and skills involved.   

Thinking. 

The previous chapters have highlighted how placement competes with other roles and 

responsibilities for time and attention. Analysis of the narratives revealed common patterns of 

thinking about how to cope with these conflicting and competing demands. Thinking 

comprised identifying and assessing needs, challenges, risks, and resources prior to and 

during placement. Following their identification of these factors, participants then set 

priorities, acted on them, and continually evaluated potential and actual opportunities, costs, 

and benefits.  

All participants identified a range of needs and challenges associated with managing 

their social roles and placement. Findings related to all of these issues are contained in 

Chapter 4 and are briefly outlined here. Of prime concern to all of them were financial needs. 

Foremost amongst their considerations were the need to maintain an adequate income and 

how to pay the costs associated with undertaking placement. The second most prominent 

need evident from the data, and assessed as the highest priority by parenting students, was 

that of safeguarding the care and wellbeing of dependent children. Coping, for these 

participants, involved identifying and assessing potential risks to the care and wellbeing of 

their children, including the security of alternative childcare arrangements. Most participants 

also identified challenges related to having less time to devote to relationships and the most 
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common concern was that their involvement in placement would have a detrimental impact 

on family health, wellbeing, and relationships.  

Two thirds of the participants acknowledged that juggling roles and placement had a 

negative impact on their wellbeing, but this was assessed by most of them as just one of the 

sacrifices to be made. Only two students noted that they were able to maintain their personal 

wellbeing. Evidence includes comments such as:, “[I] cop it on the chin” (Paris), “I just have 

to do what I have to do” (Steve), and “…toughen up princess” (Willow).  

It was evident from all of the narratives that participants were reliant on resources to 

undertake and persist in placement. Their coping behaviour included identifying external and 

internal resources and opportunities that had the potential to address these needs or mitigate 

risks. This occurred prior to and during placement. As outlined in the previous two chapters, 

the contributions of other people were frequently cited as critical resources. These included 

instrumental or emotional support from partners, employers, extended family, friends, 

placement agencies, colleagues, and academics.  

This chapter further describes how personal resources (internal) including knowledge, 

experience and motivation were also identified as influential. 

The second stage in the coping process identified in the findings was that of making 

decisions including setting priorities.  

Decision-making.  

Decision-making was primarily related to determining priorities. Other decisions 

included those related to their approach to learning and to the future (for example, their 

second placement). In making decisions about how to enhance their prospects of persisting in 

placement and managing the associated needs, challenges and risks, most described making 
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decisions throughout the pre-placement and placement periods. Analysis has highlighted that 

because undertaking placement obliges students to release time and attention from other 

demands, making decisions about priorities involved deciding which roles and 

responsibilities needed close attention (high priorities) and which could be ignored or given 

less attention (lower or non-priorities). As discussed in detail in Chapter 4, maintaining an 

income and caring for children were given the highest priority. Lower priorities included time 

with friends, peers, and colleagues.  

It was evident that this ongoing decision-making process sometimes resulted in 

changed priorities. Here, Amber exemplifies the experience of most participants. She said, 

Every day I had to compromise how I organised things and how much effort I was 

willing to put into things.  

Similarly, Paris frequently made decisions about which placement or academic course-related 

tasks to complete, based on her anticipated energy levels, the effort required, placement 

flexibility and marks assigned to the task. Only one narrative revealed a student feeling 

comfortable about being able to accommodate most of the time pressures and maintain her 

priorities. Patty perceived that managing multiple roles while on placement was less 

demanding than her previous full-time employment saying, “Because I had so much time up 

my sleeve I was really able to manage things well”. 

Two factors were commonly given a low priority, at least for a period of time. These 

were personal wellbeing and learning. All of the participants shared information about their 

wellbeing and the impact of placement. Most acknowledged the importance of self-care and 

attempted to maintain their wellbeing but during placement, this frequently received less 

attention than other factors. For example, five participants talked about wanting to eat well 

and seven noted the importance of exercise, but only two of them felt they were successful 
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with these during placement. Two participants took a short break from placement with their 

family. Danielle used an app to help her monitor and manage her mental health; Jane joined 

her team for lunch each day and stopped for coffee on the way home from placement once a 

week; Paris, who was pregnant, adjusted placement activity according to her energy levels.  

However, only David and Patty reported being successful in maintaining satisfactory levels 

of personal wellbeing. Further findings and discussion about personal wellbeing were 

provided in Chapter 4. 

The analysis also demonstrated that making decisions entailed changing the priority 

given to learning. The majority of participants were highly motivated to succeed in their 

degree program and aspired to do well in placement. However, most of them admitted 

compromising some aspects of learning because of the challenges of juggling placement and 

their other roles.  

The majority were required to complete written tasks or participate in class 

discussions for placement and additional academic course(s). The narratives showed that in 

general the level of priority assigned to these tasks was influenced by the compulsory nature 

of activities, flexibility in requirements, effort already been expended, and whether “just a 

pass” was acceptable to them. To illustrate this, Georgie was motivated to keep going in 

placement because of the effort already made; Jane admitted completing an additional 

academic course only because it was compulsory, and Steve noted that contributing to online 

learning activities was a low priority because there were no marks allocated for participation. 

Only two students (Charles and Patty) seemed unconcerned about completing other subjects. 

These findings are elaborated further in the section below: “Motivation and persistence on 

placement”. 
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Acting. 

All participants described taking action to reduce overload, conflict or competition 

between their roles, responsibilities, and placement. Many of them provided generous 

accounts of what they did and, as some of the actions involved were complicated, the 

findings about acting are provided in more detail than other aspects of the coping process. 

Acting involved drawing on their personal attributes, using instrumental strategies, 

monitoring, evaluating and then responding. The initial interviews revealed the actions taken 

in preparation for and in the early phase of placement. In the second interviews, participants 

disclosed how they had responded to challenges as they arose during placement. They drew 

on personal attributes and engaged practical (instrumental) coping strategies.  

Drawing on personal attributes. Participants were invited to identify personal 

attributes that influenced their persistence and revealed optimism, an ability to manage 

personal wellbeing, broad perspectives, being pragmatic and adaptability as contributing. 

Some reframing, which entailed adopting different ways of seeing, thinking, and feeling, was 

also perceived as helpful but very few participants disclosed personal attributes they thought 

were unhelpful.  

A sense of cautious optimism emerged during most of the first interviews. Students 

were positive about their capacity to persist in placement, feeling confident that they 

possessed skills, knowledge and experience that would contribute to success. The majority 

noted they had prepared as much as possible. For example, Charles said, 

Honestly, if things go the way they're going now, no issues, no dramas, I'll get 

through [placement].  

However, this optimism was tempered by an acknowledgement that “unforeseen life events” 

(David) could easily derail the placement.  
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In their second interviews, all of the participants revealed that their success in coping 

was due in part to being able to draw on personal qualities including maturity, resilience and 

motivation. For example, Charles felt that overcoming personal trauma and mental illness 

contributed to his resilience and capacity to persist. Sasha’s narrative illustrates a similar 

resilience. She said, 

I quit school when I was fifteen, so I was a school dropout and now I’m nearly 

finished a master’s degree. I’m proud of myself … I’m pretty resilient, nothing shocks 

me too much.  

Patty was confident that her knowledge and skills would contribute to being able to succeed 

in the placement: 

What I’m saying is that to do this is not a giant academic climb for me. This is [a] role 

that I’m enjoying and through that enjoyment I can do the work quite easily and feel 

quite confident. 

Although, as noted in the findings about decision-making above, personal wellbeing 

became low priority for most participants, half the narratives also revealed students’ employing 

a range of self-care strategies to manage their sense of wellbeing. These included emotional 

regulation, recreation, and relaxation. For example, Charlotte and Sasha chose a range of 

emotional regulation tactics that they found to be helpful: 

You have to talk yourself through things and try not to instantly hit the panic button ... 

I’ve learnt to pull back from that and reason it out and just try and keep focussed on 

the goal ahead - monitoring myself I guess, and [to] keep propping myself up … It’s 

[about] constantly being kind to yourself. (Charlotte) 
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I’ve had a bit of burnout before, so I know what that’s like. I know how to recognise it 

… I try and use mindfulness - I let the thought come, I acknowledge it and move it on. 

(Sasha) 

Amber said she knew that to manage her feelings about the negative aspects of the 

placement, she avoided certain social situations in which she would be reminded of placement. 

She said, 

I just sometimes want to be quiet and process things ... I needed to continue to focus on 

the good things instead of being so upset about the bad things that were happening on 

[placement].  

Danielle, who had a pre-existing mental health issue, monitored her mood during placement:  

I downloaded an app … I’ve used it like a diary, and it’s helped me to keep track of 

my mood … It’s helped me to give myself a bit of slack if I was a bit depressed.  It’s 

like, ‘Okay, I need to get to bed earlier, I need to make sure I’m eating healthier’, or 

whatever it was. So, that helped. 

Most participants acknowledged that relaxation and recreation contributed to their 

wellbeing but for the majority, the usual strategies were unavailable or severely curtailed due 

to lack of time or money. For example, Georgie said, 

I’m still doing Pilates [but] I haven’t actually been exercising as much as I should…”.  

In Chapter 4 discussion included how social contact with friends and community was 

reduced. Relaxation and recreation comprised focussing on enjoyable activities fitted around 

placement, study and other responsibilities as the following examples illustrate:  
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I like to read trash magazines and watch a bit of TV. That comes after my Uni work. 

If I’ve done a fair bit [of work] that day, I’ll relax that night or do that on weekends, 

just tape things so I can watch them on TV later. (Alyssia) 

We had gymnastics and then we came home, and it was a beautiful day, so we lay on 

the rug and had lunch. [My daughter] wanted to kick a soccer ball, so we did that … [I 

was] trying to remember to have fun and be in the moment. (Josie)  

Four participants were able to take a short time away during placement that they found to be 

refreshing. For example, Josie recalled that, 

It was actually really nice to take a break in the middle of the placement because I 

went back feeling a lot refreshed and ready to go again. 

Despite these successes, most of the participants acknowledged they were unable to 

maintain their desired level of personal wellbeing during placement. Almost all of them 

experienced high levels of stress and fatigue as evidenced:  

I’ve had to take a day off here and there partly because I was sick but also because I 

was exhausted. (David) 

I didn’t think [placement] was going to take such a tasking physical toll on me. I was 

exhausted every weekend. (Amber) 

I got sick a couple of times with flu. [I was] probably run down. (Danielle) 

Self-care plans, recreation, healthy eating, sleeping, and, as discussed in Chapter 4, 

friendships and community participation, were given less attention due to lack of time and 

financial restraints. Ripley’s story is illustrative of what happened. At the first interview she 

highlighted the importance of diet and time away from the community and placement:  
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I’ve just signed up to [a diet and exercise plan] ... Hopefully that will give me a bit 

more structure because you’ve just got to buy the food and make it … having that 

structure and being told what to do will eliminate the stress of thinking about what to 

eat and when to eat … (Ripley) 

However, the second interview revealed that these aspects had actually received little attention 

during placement. Ripley explained,  

I understand the idea of eating good food and energy and all that … [but] I switched 

that [idea] off [during placement] and I didn’t worry about it. And yes, it hasn’t 

helped me now because now I’ve put on weight … (Ripley) 

Other students sacrificed sleep during placement, for example Jane recalled that, 

There were some days when I had to get assessments in and I was sitting up to one, 

two, three o’clock in the morning.  

and Danielle joked that, “I learnt that I can survive on a lot less sleep than I thought”.  

The evidence showed that certain attitudes and perspectives influenced persistence. A 

broad perspective in which immediate challenges were judged against other matters (such as 

family wellbeing or becoming a social worker), coupled with pragmatism were evident 

amongst most participants. Three participants responded to challenges of managing 

placement with their other roles and responsibilities by comparing them against important 

factors in their lives. For example, Alyssia reflected that,  

I like to be in control of everything [in my life] and because of my time management 

and needing to be across everything and, being an organised person, I just had to let 

that go instead of worrying about things. Oh well, that’s [my husband’s] responsibility 
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and if that’s not done today, well, so be it. I had too much other stuff on my mind to 

worry about little things like that. 

Georgie reminded herself that the challenges of studying paled in comparison to the 

importance of having a happy and healthy son. She said, 

At the end of the day I’ve got a lovely little boy who doesn’t cause us any trouble in 

the scheme of things.  

She and Josie compared their experience with being a working parent to obtain a 

different perspective on their struggles. Georgie reflected about juggling all of her 

responsibilities: “You just think, ‘All mothers do this’…That’s just a working mum’s life, 

isn’t it?”.  

Josie compared the emotional aspects of placement to being employed:  

There’s going to be times when you are happy and times when you are not. That’s just 

like any job. It’s not going to always be rosy. I’ve been through that [on placement]. 

I’ve had times where I wasn’t too happy …  I ‘checked out’ a little bit for a while 

when I was having that bleaker time ... That’s reality, every job has bits we don’t like. 

Thinking about their long-term goals proved helpful to most participants. The 

importance of this perspective is outlined in the section to follow on motivation. However, 

for a few participants, this perspective was potentially overwhelming. They chose to adopt a 

task-oriented approach, focussing on smaller, achievable goals and tasks. For example, David 

and Jane said they “kept things really simple” and approached “one day at a time”. Ripley, 

who acknowledged that she tended to “over think” things and “take on too much”, persisted 

by taking “little steps” towards her short-term goals. Steve said that he focussed on “staying 

in the moment” and that,  
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[I was ] planning as far ahead as I had to, without planning too far and, at the same 

time, just getting through the day-to-day stuff.  

Two students noted that celebrating small achievements helped them to persist. 

Alyssia, who was daunted by the high number of hours required to complete placement, 

“ticked off” each day until she reached halfway. She said that at this point she felt, “Wow, 

I’ve done this.  Now, gosh, I can almost taste it”. Likewise, Steve identified each small 

achievement as “one step closer” to his goal, which, he said, helped him to feel that the 

sacrifice and effort was worth it.  

Being “realistic”, which comprised a degree of pragmatism about what was 

achievable and “letting go” what was not, was evident in almost all of the narratives. This 

approach is exemplified by comments in the narratives such as “suck it up”, “just get on with 

it” and, as Charles said, “[You] soldier on and persist and persist and persist”.  

For a few students, being realistic included lowering their expectations of their 

performance. For example, Amber and Josie reflected:    

I made a decision to lower my standards. I was [telling myself] you’ve just got to do 

this and get [the assignment] in. (Amber) 

I had to change. I knew that I hadn’t done enough and when I brought out the mark 

that the lecturer had written I was like, ‘Yes. That’s all fair’ because I just didn’t have 

the capacity to do it. (Josie) 

In addition to drawing on personal attributes and perspectives, the participants 

engaged a range of practical strategies to manage placement with their other roles and 

responsibilities. 
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Instrumental strategies. The range of instrumental strategies participants found to be 

helpful to persistence included: recruiting and drawing on support, “managing” time, and 

adjusting roles and responsibilities. The findings showed categorically that recruiting and 

drawing on the support of others was critical to placement persistence. All of the participants 

utilised instrumental, informational, or affective assistance from others. Findings related to 

the support drawn from families, friends, colleagues, institutions, and supervisors were 

discussed in detail in Chapters 4 and 5. The second most important strategy that emerged 

from the data was “managing” time.   

Analysis highlighted how time became one of the most pressing participant concerns. 

Persistence in placement required successful management of the time available for placement 

and other roles and responsibilities. Patterns of preparation, “saving” time, and creating 

structure or routine were revealed by most participants, but as outlined in Chapter 4, the 

“lack” of time was most critical to the participants who were parents of dependent children 

and it was also a significant challenge for the those participants who were in paid 

employment.  

Preparation, as previously noted, included freeing time for placement by arranging 

alternative childcare and making changes to employment. It was evident from this research 

that the students who were also parents, engaged in additional coping behaviour that involved 

smaller scale or daily preparation related to childcare and household tasks. This strategy was 

less evident amongst non-parenting participants, including those employed in paid work. The 

following quotations exemplify some of the parents’ preparation efforts:  

I cooked for the month before placement … I basically have had enough meals in the 

freezer for every night while I’m on placement. I’ve prepared all of the meals so that I 

don’t have to worry about cooking. (Georgie) 
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I go through and make meal plans and work out what meals we’ll have, write down 

what ingredients I need and go and buy them all. I pre-cut all of the vegies and put 

them in a container. The ones that are later in the week I freeze. The ones that are 

earlier, I just keep in the fridge. I have a slow cooker so in the morning, meat goes in, 

vegies go in, I turn it on, it’s done when I get home. (Danielle) 

I try to organise to take a lunch with me so that I don’t have to stop anywhere … I did 

a big cook up on the weekend, so I could have that when I got home … ironing my 

clothes the night before. (Alyssia) 

Strategic efforts to contain or reduce time spent in one domain (or role) to “give” time 

to another as a way of “saving” time was evident in most narratives. This included combining 

tasks (multi-tasking) and reducing immediate demands. For example, Charlotte and Sasha 

described how they were able to multi-task:  

I have to be able study on the hop. That’s one of the reasons I’ve got a little MacBook 

Air because I can download some of the readings on that and if I’m waiting for kids at 

dancing I can read a bit. (Charlotte) 

I’m pretty busy. Hence the reason that I’m doing this interview while I’ve got a five-

hour drive home in the car. I just have to make things fit. (Sasha) 

Many participants such as Steve and Willow, revealed how they reduced immediate demands 

by avoiding or delaying some tasks and responsibilities. Steve noted if there were activities or 

learning opportunities outside of placement, participation was less likely if no marks were 

attached. Willow remarked that, 

The thing that did fall back is stuff around home … things like mowing and cleaning. 

All that slipped a little bit.  
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As revealed in Chapter 4, most students largely disengaged from their social lives in order to 

devote more time to placement and other roles. For a few, adjustments could be made to 

placement to allow for time to devote to other activities. For example, Alyssia was able to 

avoid arriving home late after afternoon home visits for placement by taking her own car. She 

said,  

I just felt [that] if interviews went a bit later, because some of them were later in the 

day, instead of driving back out to the [placement organisation], which is on the other 

side [of town], I could have just gone straight home. (Alyssia) 

The third time management behaviour that emerged was using structure and routines. 

All but one of the participants with dependent children revealed the importance of these 

strategies. For example, Danielle said, “I’m going to have to absolutely make sure I don’t let 

go of the structure … It means knowing when I have to do what.” These daily arrangements 

were often complicated, as the following narratives of Elizabeth and Danielle explain:  

I have to get up at quarter to six each morning to get everybody organised, dressed, 

washed and fed. Packed up and ready for the day. Then I will drop [my daughter], 

then I will drop [my son] to kindy and then I will go to [placement town for] … my 

[placement] working day [which] starts at 8.30. (Elizabeth)  

At night is when I do my study. Friday is when I pay bills. I’ll probably pick a night 

when I do laundry like Wednesdays. I’ve dedicated Fridays for the next two weeks to 

the kids. That’s our family days so they don’t get totally left out. (Danielle) 

It was evident that to develop a helpful routine took discipline and time to adjust, as Alyssia 

and Georgie make clear: 
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The first two weeks were probably the hardest, but then once I went back to the two 

days [on placement], things started to settle down a bit. I was cooking tea, and I kind 

of got that routine happening … If I cooked this day, then I could take leftovers to work. 

(Alyssia) 

The first month I had my whiteboard up with all our routine of who does what in the 

mornings and what needs to be done … all that sort of stuff. Again, it had meals 

written out, what we’re going to eat, but I only did that for the first month … once I 

got in that routine I haven’t actually touched that whiteboard since. (Georgie) 

However, for a few participants, the routines could not always be successfully implemented 

as illustrated by Steve and Charlotte: 

We … have these three trays and we do the kids lunches the night before and pop 

them in the fridge and in the morning. It’s just a matter of pulling them out and doing 

the final thing whatever it might be like a wrap or a salad or whatever. Before 

[beginning] placement I’m doing all that, no problem at all. Now, [my wife] is having 

to take some of that [responsibility] back and when she’s exhausted and not able to do 

it, she’ll crash into bed and so then that doesn’t happen. Then … the next day you are 

rallying to try to get stuff done in the morning. If it doesn’t get done the night before 

… you’re rallying to try to get all of the things done to get out the door on time. 

(Steve) 

Well, the exercise went out the window [laughs].  There wasn’t enough time for that. 

You just get so tired when you come back home ... (Charlotte) 

A few participants employed well-known time management devices such as calendars, folders, 

lists and notes to add structure to their time management:  
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Knowing when I’m going to do what. I’ve got lists all over the house ... that’s the 

morning list and the night list … I’ve got three diaries on the go, one’s a normal one, 

one is ‘This is what I need to do today’ and one’s for placement. (Danielle) 

Charlotte explained how she used a series of files in hard copy for placement and study 

because she found having multiple screens and other sources of information to be 

“disorienting”. She felt that being organised would help her on placement: 

I’ve got myself a big thick folder, a notepad and I’ve just been jotting everything 

down on that. I’ve tried to divide it up into sections for Uni side of things and for 

placement side of things. I’ve tried to divide it up that way because I do forget things 

and I need that constant reference to things. I need to flick back and look at to things. 

I need hard copies. (Charlotte) 

Another strategy that emerged in this research as important to managing time 

demanded by fulfilling multiple roles and used by some participants, was negotiating 

boundaries. Boundaries between placement and other roles, as previously discussed in 

Chapter 4, were found to be especially useful to persistence in placement to help students 

manage their time and focus on the immediate demands. For example, avoiding interruptions 

related to family while at placement assisted Patty to focus on her work:  

I tried to not to deal with anything other than the placement between 7.00 and 3.30 … 

I didn’t want [my daughter] to be ringing me all the time with the latest drama and 

having to leave … for her. I was able to block that out pretty much most of the time. 

(Patty) 

Sasha was able to separate the roles and tasks of student and employee in her employment-

based placement with the support of her manager. She commented, 
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He’s [employer] been really good about helping me with those boundaries and words 

to use and how to push back … he’s been really good with helping me say ‘No, I 

don’t have capacity for that. It’s not that I don’t want to do it but it just that I don’t 

have capacity’. 

For a few participants boundaries allowed them to preserve time for themselves or their 

families. For example, Ripley talked about “shutting off” from placement by leaving the 

community at the weekend and Alyssia declined social invitations, saying, 

I actually said no to a few things … I had to be good with my time, but my friends 

were pretty good [at understanding].  

However, as noted in the section on financial vulnerability, Chapter 4, for one student, 

placement could not be quarantined from work life because of the seriousness of issues 

related to his employment. This led to a premature end for Charles’ placement.  

In summary, the evidence showed that all participants acted to manage their multiple 

roles throughout the placement by using techniques such as seeking help, “managing” time, 

and making changes to their roles and responsibilities. Further findings indicated that they 

were alert to the impact of these strategies and, to variations or potential changes in their 

situation. 

Monitoring, evaluating, and responding. Analysis undertaken of the second 

interviews showed that as the placement progressed, participants continued to think about and 

act on needs, challenges, risks, and resources. They monitored and evaluated these aspects of 

their lives and responded to changes that had occurred. Family continued to be of utmost 

importance and a few students revealed the importance to them of communication with 

family members to monitor the family’s wellbeing:  
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 If I’m proactive and communicate with [my wife] about what’s happening, then she’s 

okay. If I leave it until the last minute and go, ‘Oh by the way…’ then that just 

compounds the pressure for her. (Steve) 

I said [my mother] ‘Yeah, I’ll check in with you and make sure that that’s still going 

to be OK’ because I know she’ll still keep saying it’s OK doing it even if it’s not. 

After a few weeks I’m going to see if it’s still working for her. I know it’s only until 

November but still, she’s 68 now, not that she’s elderly, but I don’t want to exhaust 

her. (Josie)  

Parents changed childcare arrangements as necessary. For example, as placement progressed, 

Danielle evaluated the capacity for her children to become more independent and allowed 

them more freedom and as a result, needed less childcare. In other examples, Charles’ 

evaluation of his changing circumstances led to his decision to discontinue placement, whilst 

David found greater personal resources than initially expected and he continued to work full 

time during placement.  

Discussion. 

This research has highlighted how these social work students used certain patterns of 

behaviour to manage multiple roles with placement. These patterns comprised thinking, 

decision-making and acting. The field education literature contains many helpful resources on 

how to succeed in placement (Cleak & Wilson, 2013; Gardner et al., 2019), and this research 

adds value to this by considering, in detail, how students think and what they do to manage 

the demands of placement and multiple roles. These patterns of behaviour have much in 

common with “coping” as understood by psychologists as an adaptive and reactive response 

to stressful experiences. For example, Folkman and Lazarus (1988, p. 310) describe coping as 

“cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands that are 
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appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person”.  However, more recently, 

positive psychology has introduced an alternative way of considering coping, rather as a 

multi-dimensional and future-oriented strategy (Greenglass & Fiksenbaum, 2009). This 

research has found that the process used by students does, to some extent, mirror Greenglass 

and Fiksenbaum’s frameworks of  “preventive” and “proactive” approaches to potential 

stressors. Students anticipated potential threats (identified needs and risks) and acted on goals 

and opportunities for achievement.  

This thesis argues that these results enable a deeper appreciation, in that they show that 

adopting certain strategies or acting in a particular way is only one element in a multifaceted 

coping process of thinking, decision-making and acting. First, in the thinking and decision- 

making part of the process, there are parallels with a study into how students manage multiple 

social “worlds” (Kazmer & Haythornthwaite, 2001). In this US study, online students 

juggling social roles made decisions about which of their life domains were more important 

and which of the needs within those worlds needed attention.  

Second, studies into student behaviour showed similar results. For example, planning,  

help-seeking, time management and setting boundaries have been shown to be useful 

behaviours for students with other responsibilities (Stone, 2008). As the literature highlights, 

the capacity to seek help contributes to resilience (Adamson et al., 2012; Collins et al., 2010; 

Grant & Kinman, 2012; Morrison, 2006; Moses et al., 2016). Time management has been 

well researched and recommended for teaching to students (Edwards et al., 2014; Fehr, 2015; 

Mansfield et al., 2016) with skills in planning and maintaining routines being particularly 

helpful in managing the kind of role conflict experienced by these participants (Graham & 

Shier, 2010). Managing boundaries was also found to contribute to resilience amongst social 

work students (Adamson et al., 2012). Other strategies used by some ‘time-poor’ students to 

cope that were found in this research were those of modifying expectations and adopting a 
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strategic learning approach (Brough et al., 2015; Ryan et al., 2011; Zosky et al., 2004) as a 

way to cope with study. The notion of accepting of short-term sacrifice for long-term benefit 

as necessary to managing time pressures that emerged as influential for the participants in this 

study confirms findings in other research (Markle, 2015; Yum et al., 2005).  

These findings are evidence of the complexities of managing roles with placement. The 

thesis argues that they show the existence of patterns of thinking and behaving as a coping 

process critical to persistence, a process that is further discussed in Chapter 7. Motivation was 

also apparent as a key attribute in persistence.  

Motivation 

The motivation for becoming a social worker played a significant role in 

placement persistence because maintaining a focus on this long-term goal aided the 

participants when dealing with their challenges. A high level of motivation was 

exposed. The participants’ passion for social work was evident in the tone of the 

interviews and all of the participants expressed a drive to succeed in the social work 

degree and in their placement. Motives related to personal and professional fulfillment, 

pragmatic or “instrumental” reasons and for a few, external factors.  

The following section outlines findings about these overall motivating factors. 

Evidence of relationships between motivation and persistence on placement was 

discussed in detail in Chapter 5.  

Motivating factors. 

All the participants were invited to share their motivations for studying social 

work. Each revealed having given careful thought to enrolling in the MSW. Their 

decisions were based on viewing social work as a career and more practical matters 

including deliberations about the potential benefits of undertaking the MSW versus 



204 

 

potential costs of this or alternative fields of study (financial and otherwise) and timing 

(when to undertake the degree).  

The majority entered the MSW following personal reflection prompted by 

changes that had occurred in their life circumstances or discontent. Two-thirds of the 

participants expressed a degree of dissatisfaction related to their current employment 

that they linked to the perceived limitations of their existing qualifications or 

employment, or to incongruity between their values and work. Elizabeth, who had 

ceased work some years prior to raise her children, reflected on the difficulties of 

gaining employment with her existing qualifications and experience:  

I was looking around for jobs and applying for jobs and with my previous 

experience I couldn’t even get an interview. I thought OK, I’ve obviously 

been out of the workforce for too long, my experience is a bit out of date … 

(Elizabeth) 

Others, such as Georgie and Patty, were prompted by the lack of satisfaction with their 

work: 

I can’t possibly work my current government department for [the next] twenty-

five years. I realised I’ve got to get out. (Georgie)  

[My motivation is] dissatisfaction in my current role and career prospects and 

wanting to get into some work that is more interesting, and meaty, and hands on 

... I’m just motivated by this need to study and wanting to get into something 

that I really find interesting. I find my job’s pretty boring. … It’s something that 

I don’t really enjoy doing. (Patty) 

Willow was working in an industry where there was a high potential for burnout and 

physical injury and noted the signs that she needed to change career:  
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When I started getting all of the symptoms [of burnout], I knew which way I was 

going because there quite a lot of people who are injured in [this] industry. 

That’s when I thought ‘Well, I’ve got to do something. I’ve got to get out’. 

(Willow)  

Some participants said that changes in their family resulted in reappraisal of the future, 

for example, when Steve’s wife went back to work after having their fourth child and he 

became the primary carer, he took the opportunity to review his career:  

I’d been working in the human services for a number of years and I came to a bit 

of a crossroads and thought, I can either go back into that area or I can pursue 

another area. (Steve)  

Paris said that she chose to undertake further study after becoming a mother and finding 

that she wanted to help people in a way that was different to her previous work. 

  For most participants, enrolling in the degree and undertaking placement 

was influenced by the availability of opportunities. The most significant considerations 

were practical matters including financial and the freedom and time to study. As 

discussed previously in Chapter 4, most participants were able to undertake further 

study only when their financial circumstances would allow. For seven of the 

participants who were parents, this related to the ages and levels of independence of 

their children, for example, the prospect of children beginning or finishing school. 

Alyssia reflected,  

By the time that I finish [studying the degree], my youngest will be at school, so 

then I can look for work.  

For three of the participants, the timing of enrolment was related to an awareness of 

maturity and needing to make a change sooner rather than later:  
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I think what motivates me is thinking that if I’m probably going to be 

working for another twenty years I need to do something I enjoy. That’s a 

significant period of time and I want to do something for the rest of my 

career that means something to me. (Patty) 

Now I’ve totally taken it on being 52ish I’ve decided it’s now or never. (Jane) 

I think it was that turning forty, I realised that I’ve got twenty-five years of 

working life yet. (Georgie) 

Whatever the practical considerations, all of the participants were motivated by a passion 

for social work. 

Becoming a social worker. Each of the participants’ displayed a strong motivation to 

become a social worker. This was evident in their narratives. For example, Charles and Sasha 

explained as follows: 

I genuinely, genuinely, genuinely just want to make a difference especially for 

children from adversity, young people in general and kids in boarding schools 

and residential care. It’s a real passion of mine and I think having that passion 

and that really good reason for wanting to do social work is vitally important. 

(Charles) 

I want to be the best possible social worker that I can be. (Sasha)  

The strength of their motivation was revealed in the length of time some had 

been working towards becoming a social worker (up to 10 years) and the, in some cases, 

extraordinary arrangements involved in preparing for placement. For example, Sasha, 

who left high school at age 15 re-located to her hometown and re-commenced her 

education as an adult, spending eight years working towards the social work degree. She 

said that the closer she got to becoming a social worker, the more motivated she felt. 

Danielle and Alyssia also talked about their long-held ambitions to be social workers. 
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Studying for the MSW reflected the anticipation by most participants that being a social 

worker would satisfy their career aspirations and their need for a program that could 

accommodate their roles and responsibilities. 

As discussed in detail in Chapter 5 in the section on learning, analysis has found 

that this motivation to become a social worker was also used stimulate persistence 

during placement. Findings about the types of motives are now described in the 

following section. 

Types of motivation. All of the participants viewed the MSW as an investment in 

their future and this, for most, continued to serve as a motivator during placement. There 

were no gender differences apparent in the types of motivations. Motivation related to career, 

personal or professional goals, and a desire for work that was consistent with their personal 

and professional values. Many were also motivated by pragmatic perspectives. The majority 

of participants were strongly motivated by personal or professional fulfilment. Almost all 

were confident that social work was consistent with their personal values and identity. 

Steve’s description reflects those expressed by many other participants. He clearly hoped to 

unite his attributes, values, knowledge, and experience with “making a difference”: 

I thought ‘Heck, … what [work] am I now going to do [in which] I’m able to 

offer who I am as a person, my values, knowledge, experience and so forth, [and 

is] something that has a similar capacity to make a difference in people’s lives in 

the community and society? (Steve) 

This congruence between social work and personal values was also described by other 

students, for example, Willow chose social work in preference to psychology because of 

the importance she placed on perspectives that matched her own: 
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I like the holistic approach [of SW]. Now that it’s two weeks [into placement], 

I’m feeling really happy that I’ve chosen this. 

 Half of the participants viewed social work as a vocation. For example:  

I feel that it’s part of my calling. I am very passionate about issues such as social 

and cultural and socio-economic disadvantage … I am passionate about social 

change … it does motivate me in my studies. (David) 

[Social work is] what I want to do. It’s who I want to be. That motivates me. 

(Sasha) 

I really feel like I want to be a social worker. That sounds really corny [but] I 

feel like this is what I’m meant to do. (Ripley) 

Altruism or a sense of wanting to “help” emerged as a strong motivator for 

almost half of the participants as exemplified some of the following comments: 

I chose to do social work because I saw a need for social work stuff in this 

school and in this community. (Ripley) 

I love people and I love interacting with people in an authentic way. I love 

helping. (Amber) 

I genuinely so want to do the degree not because I want to get a good job but 

because I genuinely want to make a difference. (Charles) 

I felt that social work was probably where I really needed to be as far as doing 

more for people that I could see needed more things, more supports. (Jane) 

 For most participants, these motivations were strengthened by exposure to social 

work practice through previous study, work, or personal experience (n=7) or an interest 

in social justice (n=4). For example, Elizabeth said, 
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When I worked in complaints and litigation I came across truly devastating life 

situations that people were faced with and I think that [my interest] stemmed 

from there … That got me interested in child protection and studying social 

work because they are the most vulnerable group in our society, children. We 

have to do better by them.  

David’s studies in social science led to his interest in social work: 

I became a lot more aware, a lot more conscious of the dynamics of 

disadvantage ... My previous degree was a social science degree. In a way I feel 

that it paved the way.  

Danielle felt that her family background and personal experience exposed her to social 

injustice and “helping” professions:  

My brother is a social worker, my mother is a psych. nurse and ran drug 

rehab, … around school holidays I always had to hang out at those sort of 

places. I’ve always had a real interest in it. I loved talking to the people. I’m 

also a recovering alcoholic so I sponsor people and I love helping people, 

helping them get their lives a little bit together. I’ve been sober 18 years. It’s 

always been an interest. I love people. (Danielle) 

Amber revealed that her family was assisted by a social worker during her childhood. 

She said, 

When I was a child my family had dealings with a social worker. He was a 

professional … and he just really made everything so much better.  

Georgie, Sasha and Patty were motivated by the contact with social workers that 

occurred in the context of their employment:  

It was really other social workers in the field who pushed me to further my 

education and supported me. (Georgie) 
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 I met a really lovely lady who inspired me to keep going [in the degree]. So 

that’s when I reapplied to [study] social work at midway through last year. 

(Patty)  

Analysis also identified motivation by practical aspects including career opportunities 

and professional development offered by studying social work and, the length of the degree. 

Most saw social work as a logical and desired opportunity to build on their qualifications and 

experience and half were motivated by anticipation of increased job and career opportunities, 

all of which helped them stay motivated during placement. Three participants indicated they 

were teachers, three had a psychology or counselling qualification, five were social science or 

social welfare graduates, two were youth workers, one was an allied health worker, and one 

had a background in management. These aspirations were reflected in the comments made by 

Elizabeth:  

What appealed to me about social work was the diverse range of career pathways. 

You’re not exactly pigeon-holed. You can dip your toe in lots of different pools until 

you find your niche. 

Amber revealed that, 

I really wanted the practical part of the [social work] education … Just knowing that 

when I’m done, I will be more able to assist people, [I’ll be] more prepared.  

The importance of the placement component to these ambitions can be demonstrated in the 

following comment from Charlotte:  

One of the reasons I’m doing this course [is] because I want to re-enter the 

workforce. With the 1000-hour work placement, I thought that would suit me 

down to the ground … it gives me a lot of that hands-on experience which I’m 
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lacking. It’s alright to have a Uni degree but without that [experience] to put on 

your resume, it doesn’t mean a lot.  [The MSW] really does fill that gap for me. 

In addition to these reasons, three participants saw the MSW as a stepping-stone to 

further study or promotion, such as, for example Paris, an Indigenous participant, who 

reflected that, 

After this [program] I want to do Indigenous Studies with a major in law and 

justice. After that I want to do a doctorate in Indigenous Philosophy.  

For a few participants, the quest for skills and knowledge was related to wanting to help 

specific groups of people. Ripley was motivated by the needs she observed in the 

community where she worked as a teacher. She felt that “there was stuff [about helping] 

I didn’t know about that I wanted to know”. Jane felt restricted by how much she could 

assist older people and their families in her employment and wanted to provide more 

help. Charles was prompted by a desire to apply improved skills and knowledge in his 

current employment. 

 Although the participants considered further study as an investment, future 

income was not found to be a significant motivator and only two students mentioned the 

potential for increased earnings. However, all of them were found to be concerned about 

the potential for adverse effects that the period of study might have on their family, 

finances, employment, and other responsibilities. The length of the degree, its 

accessibility and capacity to accommodate their roles and responsibilities, and the 

timing of commencement were found to be important considerations in minimising any 

negative impact. The findings showed that half of the students had compared social 

work with post-graduate psychology qualifications and chosen the MSW, primarily 

because it could be completed in less time. Their concerns are illustrated in the 

following comments:  
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My undergrad. is in psychology and I was heading more along that path, but 

with psychology, it’s such a long path … there’s lots of units I would have to re-

do and it just felt like I wasn’t really getting anywhere. Then I found the social 

work one and I thought ‘This looks really good. It ticks all of the boxes’. 

(Charlotte) 

In summary, the evidence shows that the students were highly motivated by a 

combination of personal, professional, and pragmatic motives. The findings also 

illustrated how and why students made decisions about enrolling in the MSW. 

Consideration was given to the potential costs and benefits, with the placement 

requirements a significant factor in the decision-making.  

Discussion. 

The findings in this research about motivation are reflective of the literature but they 

also illustrate connections between the initial motivation to study the MSW, the placement 

experience and persistence. Motivation was important to the participants in so far as it was 

the force behind students’ decision to enrol in social work and had meaning for each 

individual during the placement. It is important because of the links between motivation and 

learning in field education (Wang et al., 2018). 

The research literature indicates that intrinsic motivators such as altruism and desire 

for personal fulfillment have motivated many people who choose to study social work, but 

career advancement also features strongly (Bozek et al., 2017; Butler-Warke & Bolger, 2020; 

Furness, 2007; Stevens et al., 2012; Warde, 2009). Although there is divergence in the 

research literature (Furness, 2007), gender differences appear to exist, with men more likely 

to be influenced by extrinsic factors such as career advancement and women intrinsically 

motivated (Stevens et al., 2012; Wilson & McCrystal, 2007). This is in contrast to this study 

in which no gender differences were apparent and although personal and professional 
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fulfillment emerged as motivating, career advancement seemed to influence strongly both the 

men and women in the study. 

In another contrast to the research literature, where pragmatic motives such as higher 

salary and the expectations of family are highlighted as motivators (Osteen, 2011; Stevens et 

al., 2012), there was no evidence in this study of participants being motivated by potential 

income or the encouragement of family or friends. These inconsistencies may reflect the 

participants’ maturity, their occupations as post-graduates with existing potential to earn 

reasonable incomes plus the prominence for them of more immediate demands related to 

their roles and responsibilities. Career advancement for these participants seemed to be about 

opening up opportunities rather than progressing in a more linear and upwards sense. This 

possibly reflects that they already have an undergraduate degree that presumably offered 

advancement, and an understanding of the breadth of positions available to social workers.  

However, the participants also weighed the potential benefits against the practicalities 

of completing this specific degree, for example the length of time it would take to complete 

the MSW, placement requirements and other demands on their time. It is likely that, as 

experienced practitioners, the participants viewed their time as extremely valuable. Crisp and 

Maidment (2009) found that a majority of experienced practitioners in their study held this  

perspective but in contrast to many of their participants who believed they should be 

exempted from field placements, no students in this research expressed such a view.  

A further departure from existing evidence about the origins of wanting to become a 

social worker was the apparent absence of life events as motivators (Hackett et al., 2003; 

Wilson & McCrystal, 2007). Only one student commented that prior contact with a social 

worker contributed to her motivation. This result is not surprising, given that the focus of the 
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study was on placement, not motivation and revealing prior life experiences would be less 

likely to arise in this context.   

In addition to revealing the type and extent of the participants’ motivations, this 

study exposed field placement as a point at which these motivations could be tested.  

Analysis of the research literature shows that questions as to whether social work is the 

correct choice are often answered when students are faced with the reality of practice 

(Crisp & Maidment, 2009; Fortune et al., 2005). The findings described in this chapter 

and previously in Chapter 5, indicate that there is a strong and reciprocal relationship 

between motivation and participants’ experience on placement. In an extension of what 

is known about this critical time period, this study argues that not only did the students 

judge placement in terms of their motivation for studying social work, but satisfaction 

or dissatisfaction with placement influenced their motivation to continue. This is 

consistent with research showing that motivation contributes to persistence. As stated by 

Lizzio and Wilson (2010, p1), 

Students with a stronger sense of purpose for being at university are more likely 

to persist in the face of difficulty or even failure. In a real sense purpose is the 

fundamental fuel for both student’s routine academic self-regulation (task 

engagement) and self-management when “things get tough”.  

This study has also found that motivation acts as a protective factor in activating persistence 

and helps students to keep going in the face of adversity. This thesis argues that a student 

measures what they are learning and experiencing on placement against their hopes and 

expectations and, when satisfied, look ahead to the achievement of their goals as a way to 

persist. Knowledge, skills, and experience were also found to be significant to the 

participants’ placement and their persistence.  
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Knowledge and Experience 

A significant theme in the findings was the influence that knowledge and experience 

had, first, on participants’ resilience and confidence, and second, on their expectations and 

satisfaction with placement. The following factors were concluded to have influenced their 

persistence. 

Resilience and confidence. 

Almost all of the participants revealed feeling apprehensive or anxious prior to 

placement, primarily about managing their other roles and responsibilities. The 

comments of David and Danielle characterise these concerns:  

Feelings of anxiety, feeling very daunted, a lot of fear … fear that maybe I was 

going to have to let go of my casual job for the duration of the placement and the 

not knowing whether I would have a job to go back to ... (David) 

I had a huge amount of anxiety about that. I thought ‘Oh my God’ … [arranging 

childcare] was a nightmare ... That stressed me and placement stressed me, and 

that’s why I took so long to get it all together. There was a part of me going, ‘I 

can’t do it. I’m not going to pull it off’. (Danielle) 

However, most were relatively confident about their capacity to address the required 

placement learning outcomes, but a few participants had felt unsure about their 

competence early in the placement: 

 Obviously [I was] anxious too. [It was] something new and I had a knotted 

stomach for the first few days. (Josie) 

The first two weeks, I didn’t sleep that much.  I was anxious and a little bit nervous 

about how everything would work. (Alyssia)  
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All the participants had completed tertiary education, had prior experience in the 

workforce and more than half identified significant life events or overcoming hardship as 

contributing positively to their resilience and consequent capacity to juggle placement 

with their other roles. The following section illustrates the evidence about these findings.  

This study revealed the presence of a sense of determination and resilience 

amongst almost all of the participants, with most of them identifying these attributes as 

contributing positively to their persistence. Comments that exemplified this finding 

include: “[I will] get there in the end” (Jane); “Sheer grit and determination” 

(Elizabeth); “I don’t like giving up or failing or quitting” (Josie); “I’m not one to give 

up so I just keep at it and get through it.” (Paris); “[I] keep on going. Keep on going” 

(Josie); “Just being able to get through and soldier on and persist and persist and 

persist” (Charles). 

 Half of the participants thought that these attributes were related to prior success 

in overcoming difficult life experiences. References to maturity and having life 

experience were common. Nine of the narratives contained mention of dealing with 

personal adversity including mental illness, serious health issues, separation or divorce, 

caring for dying relative, or family suicide. Elizabeth and Jane’s words characterize the 

sense that success was achievable:  

[Being older], you are more accepting that sometimes life can be tough. You’ve 

just got to do what you’ve got to do. (Elizabeth) 

I’m older and that I’ve got life happening around me, I know what my limits are. 

(Jane) 

In another example, Paris described how her experience of “tough love” as a child had 

helped her to become resilient and independent, which, she thought, would assist her 

placement.   
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 Nevertheless, prior experience did not always result in participants feeling 

confident. Danielle was less confident than the others despite overcoming significant 

adversity in the past. At the end of placement, she revealed, “I really was surprised that 

I held it together. Really [surprised],” suggesting that to some extent, she had not 

expected to succeed in the placement. 

All of the participants had experience of higher education. Most identified this 

experience as intensifying their awareness of the potential challenges and this helped 

them to feel prepared for placement. For example, Sasha and David, who had taken 

non-traditional and lengthy paths to university, were mindful of potential struggles and 

felt this made them more prepared and determined to succeed. David delayed 

undertaking the MSW until he felt ready to commit to it and Sasha, who left school at 

aged 15 and had been studying for eight years, said, “At the age of 26 I thought ‘I’m 

ready now’”. 

Seven participants had previously undertaken placements (six for other 

qualifications) that helped their preparation and motivation. To illustrate, Patty reported: 

I’ve done other placements. I know what to expect, I know what will happen 

being out of the workforce for that period of time and how that affects me.  

Negative experiences in previous placements were also motivating for a few, for 

example, Ripley and Jane both reported being conscious of not taking on “too much” 

this time. 

Expectations and satisfaction with placement. 

Research evidence analysis has found that prior work experience was also influential 

in expectations and satisfaction of placement. Most participants felt confident that they could 

manage workplace challenges or make a contribution to the clients and placement 

organisation because of their experience. In addition, expectations that their knowledge and 
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experience would be acknowledged on placement also influenced their level of satisfaction 

with the placement.  

Only Patty, was approved for recognition of prior learning (RPL) resulting in an 

abbreviated placement but Charles, Elizabeth, and Georgie felt that their work 

experience should have resulted in being able to complete a shorter placement. 

Georgie’s comment exemplifies this perspective:  

… There should at least be some consideration of everything that I’ve done in 

my life. I know it’s not necessarily social work related but writing reports and 

running an office and all of those sorts of skills that are transferrable skills … 

[They] should be considered in terms of weeks in social work placement. I get it 

if you are a nineteen-year-old, how you’ve never worked before in your life, 

you’ve never worked with or seen people or talked to different people, that sort 

of thing. When you’re forty and you’ve had three career changes in that time, 

and done so many different things, a little bit of acknowledgment, that matters. 

(Georgie) 

Most of the participants wanted their existing knowledge and experience to be 

acknowledged in a way that allowed them to extend their practice learning on 

placement. Lack of autonomy or being asked to carry out tasks they perceived as 

unhelpful to achieving learning goals, led to frustration for four participants. Elizabeth 

and Georgie’s comments illustrate this: 

I’ve managed a team of five managers, and I spent a lot of time doing leadership 

programs and team building and conflict resolution ad nauseum. I’m having to 

sit [in placement] and bite my tongue and go ‘Right, I’m here for a learning 

experience … what can I learn from this?’ (Elizabeth) 
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One of the jobs they’ve got me to do is printing out the policies and procedures 

because they need a new folder written up. I’m fine with that sort of stuff but at 

the same time I’m thinking, in my old job that’s something I’d give to the 

[junior officer] to do [laughing]. I’m a [government senior executive service] 

manager and I can follow procedures. (Georgie) 

Discussion. 

This thesis argues that persistence and satisfaction amongst social work students 

on placement highlights how prior experience and existing knowledge influence 

resilience, levels of confidence and satisfaction with placement.  

Most participants were, at the beginning of placement, reasonably confident 

about their capacity to succeed except for concerns about managing their multiple roles. 

In contrast to research indicating that students worry about the adequacy of their skills 

and knowledge for placement (Bogo et al., 2013; Gelman & Lloyd, 2008; Kamali et al., 

2017), these participants had skills and experience that promoted their sense of self-

efficacy and consequently, persistence (Kemp, 2002; Kevern & Webb, 2004; Markle, 

2015). While this assisted students to be aware of challenges associated with their 

environment nevertheless, analysis found that many were anxious about environmental 

factors (Bonifas & Napoli, 2013; Kamali et al., 2017). 

Some of the attributes that assist student persistence also have the potential to 

influence in negative ways, as this research has found. The participants’ longer life and 

work experience heightened their expectation of being given opportunities to build on 

their specific knowledge and experience and the significance to them of driving their 

own learning (Hopkins et al., 2005). Josie’s comment highlighted the question on their 

minds: 

 Am I going to learn stuff and [is] it going to be [a] worthwhile [placement]?  
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When these expectations were not met by the placement experience, dissatisfaction 

ensued. These findings support Bogo’s (2010) contention that the prior experience of 

social work students can sometimes act as a barrier to learning and highlight the need 

for further research in this area. When students undertake placement, they come with a 

range of personal attributes, ways of seeing the world and feelings about themselves 

(Bogo, 2010, p79) which impact on their approach to learning. Some social work 

students with prior experience are ambivalent about moving into the student role 

(Maidment, 2011), and it may be that this has an impact on the value they place on the 

learning opportunities offered by the placement. Findings that further explore the 

influence of experience are described and discussed in the following section about 

identity and learning.  

Identity 

Identity refers to an individual’s sense of self as defined by factors that include 

their personal attributes and social roles (Vanden Bos, 2018.). This research has found 

that professional identity influenced placement, and, for a few participants, placement 

resulted in changes to personal aspects of identity.   

Professional identity. 

The majority of participants possessed well-established professional identities 

linked to their previous education, employment, and their emerging social work 

identities. Analysis of these narratives revealed tensions between being a “professional” 

and the role of “learner”. All the participants wanted to make the most of learning 

opportunities, including accepting their role as student practitioner as characterised by 

Steve’s comments: 
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I don’t want to just get through. I want to be really involved in what I’m doing. I want 

to take my values and my philosophy on life. I want to bring that [into placement] in 

the most positive way that will influence my practice … It’s about bringing me as a 

person with those values into contact with people.  

The research also found that not all participants were comfortable with all 

aspects of being a student on placement. Some questioned the need to complete a full 

placement or were dissatisfied with tasks which they felt did not extend their learning. 

Five participants disclosed feeling confused and conflicted between being a “student” 

and a “professional”. Their responses to this sense of confusion involved creating some 

distance between their existing professional identities and the student role. This 

included not sharing their knowledge, skills or opinions on placement as evidenced in 

the following: 

I would not say anything because it’s not my place, I’m a student … there were 

a few things that I didn’t like [about] the management styles which I came 

across …  [but] as a student you … need to shut up in my opinion. (Willow)  

I knew more about how to run the project than the person who was telling me 

how to deal with it … Having been a manager in the past, I’ve managed a team 

of five managers, and I spent a lot of time doing leadership programs and team 

building and conflict resolution ad nauseum. I’m [now] having to sit there and 

bite my tongue and go “Right, I’m here for a learning experience”. I’m having to 

think, “Right, what can I learn from this?”. (Elizabeth) 

I was really open to every experience and at times I’d just say to myself, ‘You’re here 

as a student, you just keep your mouth shut and observe’. (Alyssia) 
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 However, setting boundaries was difficult for a few students. As experienced 

workers, Amber and Alyssia were both asked to take on placement tasks they felt were 

not appropriate to their roles as students. Alyssia was successful in setting boundaries 

around the student role. She explained that,  

One of the workers had actually put me down to speak as a “social worker” and I 

thought, ‘Gosh, this is a bit odd, why have they put me there?’.  After I spoke to 

her I said, ‘[Although] I would feel confident doing that … it wasn’t  right … 

because I’m still a student. 

However, Amber, who regretted accepting an inappropriately high level of 

responsibility during placement because it hindered her learning offered the following 

advice for other students: 

I would say not to let other people put a lot of responsibility on you during your 

placement so that … you can really just focus on what you’re learning instead of 

achieving tasks and getting things done for people all the time. Yeah, just 

knowing when your role ends [is important].  

Competence. 

Related to professional identity was a desire to be seen as a competent 

professional. Analysis found that there were tensions between the desire to do well on 

placement and to be seen as a competent professional, especially with regard to 

enhancing job prospects, and acceptance of what it meant to be a student. For example, 

Steve spoke eloquently about his desire to perform well:  

I think there’s a lot of pressure with placement, pressure to perform. It’s almost 

like an 18-week interview in one sense. If you do well, you have a good chance 
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of being remembered and considered for a position, which is exactly what you 

want (Steve) 

Sasha explained that although as a student, she could make mistakes she also wanted to 

maintain her professional integrity:   

[I’m] constantly reminding myself that I’m here to learn … I’m going to make 

mistakes, I’m not going to be perfect. I know I’m confident, but at the end of the 

day, it’s meant to be a learning environment … I just make sure that I [am] 

getting the most out of it … I think I have quite solid professional integrity. I 

want to be someone who gets referrals from industry because they say, ‘She’s 

fantastic…’. I am really mindful that anything I do here could jeopardise all of 

that. (Sasha) 

Josie completed tasks associated with the placement after hours to make a good 

impression but was aware that she should focus on learning. She explained,  

I like to do the right thing … I forget what time it was but I’m like ‘I’ll just 

finish these minutes first, so they’re done.’  I don’t want people to think I’m not 

doing things ... [but] I realise I’ve got to keep being a student and not be a 

worker. (Josie) 

Personal identity. 

The analysis of the evidence suggested that not only was there evidence of the 

participants’ professional identity influencing their placement experience, but also that 

changes to identity occurred on a more personal level. This was found to be because of an 

interaction between other roles and the role of student learner. The second set of interviews 

allowed students to reflect on what had happened during the placement and a few indicated 
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that adjustments made to manage their other social roles resulted in changes to their sense of 

self.  

 In most cases, these were perceived as positive. For example, Patty felt that 

being less available to her family and delegating responsibility for tasks to others had 

led her to become more assertive. Charlotte’s growth in confidence was evident in her 

narrative in which she initially described herself as a “stay at home mum” and then as 

an ‘emerging social worker’.  Charles described the dramatic and positive personal 

transformation that occurred after the break down of his first placement and in his 

second. He said, 

Now I look at myself and I think I don’t recognise that kid. I don’t recognise that 

guy from that time ago. (Charles) 

The impact of having less time for their children or being dependant on others for 

money did result in a changed view of themselves which was uncomfortable for some 

participants. The concerns of those participants who were parents during placement 

were exemplified by Elizabeth’s comment: “I felt that I wasn’t being the best possible 

mum that I could be”. Amber and Willow were both uncomfortable about loss of 

financial independence. Amber said, “I guess it’s re-defining my whole relationship 

with my partner because I’m financially dependent on him …” and Willow noted 

similarly, “I’m a very independent person. I’ve never relied on anyone for money. This 

is probably the first time in many years that I’ve had to rely on [my partner] for money”. 

Discussion. 

This thesis argues that social work students’ personal and professional identities 

are factors that influence their experience of field placement and how they manage other 

influential factors. It offers an illustration of how the participants’ identities were 
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challenged by adjustments to responsibilities and roles that were made to accommodate 

placement.  

Formation of a professional identity is a key component of social work 

education (Miller, 2010, 2013). It comprises learning experiences that are negotiated 

“through the lens of [students’] needs, experiences, lives and self-concepts” (Barretti, 

2004, p. 278). The participants in this research, in common with other mature students, 

had to first adjust to a new identity as “student” (Hamilton, 2018) and the research 

confirmed that this kind of transformation could be challenging (Taylor & House, 

2010).  

The students were highly motivated to become social workers and identified 

strongly with what they perceived to be social work values. Field placement is 

acknowledged as a critical time of professional socialisation that contributes to the 

development of the students’ social work identity; however, this research has found that 

it may also challenge their values and beliefs. Barlow and Hall (2007) suggest that this 

may occur when being exposed to the realities of social work practice and client 

circumstances. This study found that some of these participants faced different kinds of 

challenges that related to the existence of personal and professional identities 

established prior to placement. These students first, had to incorporate their existing 

professional identities with being a “student” and all that entailed (for example, being 

seen as having lesser knowledge). Second, as discussed previously in Chapter 4, 

changes in their social roles also led to personal identities being challenged, for 

example, being a “good parent”. This reflects Bogo, Mishna, and Litvak’s conclusion 

that “It is in the practicum where students experience and explore how personal and 

professional aspects of self come together” (2010, p. 228). 
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Two examples from the literature illustrate the kind of contested identities 

evident in this study. Crisp and Maidment (2009) found that many Australian social 

work students who were experienced practitioners were ambivalent about being learners 

and some resented being required to complete a placement. Studies of women students 

in Australia who are mothers have also shown that they may experience changes in 

ways they define themselves as a result of attending university (O' Shea & Stone, 2014; 

O'Shea & Stone, 2011; Stone & O'Shea, 2013).  

Discussion Student Attributes 

 Drawing on these findings, this thesis argues that students bring attributes to the field 

education learning context which influence their persistence. Students engage in a process of 

coping that draws on their motivation, knowledge and experience, and identities to manage 

their roles and responsibilities during placement. It was apparent that the interaction between 

these factors directly influenced these students’ experience of field education.  

 These results reflect the existing understanding of adults’ approaches to learning. 

Educational theorists and researchers agree that these approaches can be, 

… expressed through an interaction between factors that students bring with them to 

the learning context (e.g., motivation, ability, prior knowledge, interest, time), the 

learning context itself (e.g., the way material is presented to students by teachers and 

text), and, importantly, how students interpret the way that material is presented” 

(Platow et al., 2013, p. 272).  

In a similar way, as described in this findings chapter and in Chapters 4 and 5, an interaction 

occurred between external factors including social roles and financial circumstances, the field 

education context of placement requirements, student-university relationships and 
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placements, and student attributes. Students’ perceptions and management of these factors 

influenced their persistence. How that occurs is discussed in Chapter 7. 

Conclusion 

 This thesis has argued that students’ ways of coping and their motivation, knowledge, 

experience, and identity are attributes that influence placement and how students’ experience 

them. The evidence has shown that students draw on these attributes to manage their roles 

and responsibilities in efforts to persist in placement. These findings facilitate in answering 

the research questions posed at the beginning of this chapter, in that they reveal student 

attributes as factors with the potential to facilitate or impede placement, thereby providing a 

deeper understanding of how social work students persist in placement. 

 The analysis of evidence as presented in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 have identified the 

factors that influence how students with multiple roles persist in field education. This analysis 

concludes that there are external and institutional factors as well as personal attributes 

influence the students’ experience of placement. Of significance is new understanding of the 

contribution of a coping process in managing multiple roles. This process is further 

conceptualised in a framework discussed in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 7: Discussion, Implications and Conclusion  

This thesis has analysed evidence drawn from the experience of placement and 

persistence amongst a group of social work students undertaking a Master of Social Work 

who have multiple roles in their lives.  

The complexity of students’ circumstances and how they manage the challenges 

involved in undertaking and persisting with placement have been discussed in Chapters 4,5 

and 6. This final chapter considers what these findings can mean for social work students, 

field educators, education providers, regulators, and accreditors. It summarises the 

methodology, methods and conduct of the study, plus reflections on limitations, and draws 

together the findings and discussion to present implications and recommendations, including 

for future research. 

The thesis was inspired not only by the stories of students who overcame significant 

hurdles to reach their goal of becoming a social worker but also by concerns for those who 

did not attain this goal because of seemingly insurmountable barriers related to their 

circumstances. The literature and experience highlight that a significant barrier is the 

placement itself because of the challenges that it presents for students. 

This thesis argues that being a student on placement competes with other roles and 

responsibilities for students’ time and attention, with potential financial, personal, relational 

and educational costs. Previous chapters have described how students manage competing and 

conflicting demands. Given the multiplicity of roles occupied by social work students and the 

increasing diversity of the social work student population, as discussed in Chapter 4, these 

results can have significant implications for potential future students, their education, and the 

social work profession as whole. The patterns of coping with competing demands that 

emerged from the evidence in this study offer some direction, however I argue that there is 
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need for significant reforms to ensure that students are able to successfully undertake 

placement and make the most of the learning opportunities offered. Given that the MSW will 

not be without a field education component and some of the barriers for students are 

systemic, one of the challenges will be to address issues within students’ environments that 

hinder persistence.  

Study Methodology, Methods and Conduct 

 The aim of this research was to explore the factors that influence persistence in field 

education. The primary research question was, “How do students with multiple roles persist 

in field education?”. Secondary questions were, “What factors do students with multiple roles 

perceive as impediments or facilitators to their field education?”, “How do students with 

multiple roles experience these factors?” and “How do students with multiple roles manage 

these factors in order to persist with field education?”.  

The elements of the methodological framework for this study were chosen because of 

their capacity to reveal and reflect the importance of influences that may be socially 

constructed when studying an individual and their experiences in their environment. A social 

constructivist approach enabled the co-construction of knowledge by letting the researcher 

ask the participants about their thoughts, emotions, ideas, and actions, and enabling their 

voices to be heard. Utilising ecological systems theory to inform the research provided a lens 

through which to view the narratives of the participants’ experience within their environment 

and it facilitated the analysis of and reflection on evidence about systemic influences on 

persistence. Qualitative methods were adopted because they offered an approach suited to 

such exploratory studies of lived experience. Also informed by narrative inquiry, the use of 

semi-structured interviews encouraged the participants to describe and reflect on their 

experience and make meaning. Creswell’s spiral of data analysis (2013, p. 183) was 



230 

 

successful because it offered a process that allowed for visiting and revisiting the evidence to 

facilitate its interpretation and presentation.   

 In contrast to the common research method of collecting participant narratives 

retrospectively, selecting two different phases of placement enabled exploration of time-

related variations in the evidence. Master of Social Work (qualifying) students were invited 

to participate in two semi-structured interviews, the initial one near the beginning of their 

first placement and the second, towards the end or after this placement was competed. 

As a result, comparisons could be made between evidence from the first and second 

interviews. Evidence from first interviews was largely about preparation for placement and 

early experiences on placement. Second interviews facilitated participant reflections on their 

experience overall and discussion of any differences from their earlier perspectives.  

 There was no intention to generalise the results of this study, however, it is 

understood that collection of evidence from a small sample of participants from only one type 

of degree remains a limitation. When the findings related to very small numbers of 

participants, this was made clear in the thesis. Decisions about their significance and 

inclusion were made by reference to the research questions and comparisons with the 

research literature. For example, findings about employment-based placements related to only 

two participants but were included because of their relevance to managing multiple roles and 

responsibilities and the unique challenges revealed by the participants. 

 Recruiting a diversity of participants was successful, with students from different 

universities and located in widely different Australian locations participating and the findings 

can be confidently applied to MSW students and programs in Australia. However, 

comparisons with the experience of social work students in other countries would be valuable 

as it is likely that what is a challenge to persistence or a solution in one place, may not be 
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applicable in another. Similarly, the differences in field education requirements for other 

disciplines limits the applicability of these findings. These are areas for further research.   

 The evidence collected in this study was based on student perceptions and 

recollections rather than events able to be verified. The study was conducted in accord with 

the stated methodological framework and methods that recognise the socially constructed 

nature of knowledge. However, future research with a focus on obtaining empirical evidence 

from a wider base will help to further narrow gaps in the research literature about student 

persistence and field education. For example, the tensions that arise between providing 

placements for students with specific preferences or needs and university, agency and other 

institutional constraints deserve examination from a number of perspectives. Research into 

the experience of other stakeholders such as field educators and academics in social work and 

other disciplines will allow comparisons with the students’ perspectives gained from this 

study.  

 An additional limitation relates to the specifics of the social work field education 

policies and processes within the universities attended by participants. Whilst the ASWEAS 

set guidelines for field education in Australia, a variety of university placement systems were 

discernible from the participant narratives. Having information about how universities 

interpret and implement the guidelines would have strengthened understanding of the 

placement context. However, due to time constraints, this was not collected. 

 Although the research methodology was informed by an understanding of ecological 

systems theory, the study design focussed only on the perspectives of students. This was a 

necessary limitation to enable a manageable research process. However, the outcome was an 

incomplete view of possible influences on persistence at a macro-systemic level. Although 

the research interviews were designed to give participants opportunities to identify any 

matters they perceived as influencing placement, due to the immediacy of their placement 
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experience, their focus was on factors that influenced them more directly. Notwithstanding 

this limitation, my reflection on the results through the lens of ecological systems theory has 

resulted in the inclusion of exosystems and macrosystems in the closing discussion of 

implications and recommendations in the following section.  

Summary of Findings and Discussions  

This study gave voice to a group of MSW students’ experiences, concerns, decisions, 

actions and achievements over the course of their first placement, and in doing so was able to 

analyse what helped and what hindered their persistence. This analysis revealed that 

persistence on placement is a complicated multi-dimensional process that can be understood 

as being influenced by three groups of factors: social roles, field education context and 

individual attributes and responses.  

In drawing on this evidence, this thesis concludes that that persistence in field 

education is more than just completing placements in practice settings. It includes a time-

related dimension that extends beyond the period on placement and involves students 

anticipating challenges and engaging coping strategies from the earliest stage of their student 

career and throughout their placement. This process requires students to make significant 

personal adjustments, manage social roles and relationships, and adapt to institutional and 

placement contexts throughout this period. As has been discussed in preceding chapters, this 

is a more complicated process than previously reported on in the research literature and this 

study now contributes to this, by offering a richer understanding of student persistence in 

field education. This process is conceptualised in the framework for understanding 

persistence in Figure 1 below. 

For the participants, considerations about field education were fundamental to making 

decisions about enrolment in a social work degree and these considerations assumed 
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increasing importance as the students prepared for placement. It was imperative, from the 

student perspective, that their studies did not take “too long” and allowed them to maintain 

their other roles, responsibilities and relationships whilst leading to fulfilment of their career 

objectives. Preparing for and managing placement occurred at a number of levels in addition 

to formal field education requirements. All participants accepted that undertaking placement 

could involve costs for themselves, their families, and social networks. To minimise these 

costs and to give themselves the best chance of success, each individual engaged in a similar 

multi-faceted and ongoing process. This took the form of a personal cost-benefit analysis by 

first: identifying which social roles and relationships had meaning for them and then second: 

identifying and evaluating needs, risks, and resources within their personal and social 

systems. This process involved determining priorities, re-setting them if necessary and 

enlisting resources and support from within their environment. Successfully negotiating this 

process allowed them to undertake and persist on placement. 

The social roles that had the most meaning for the students were: maintaining family 

relationships and wellbeing, and managing financially, including having an adequate income. 

Friendships and relationships with student peers and colleagues were also meaningful. 

Community was highly meaningful for two students who were members of Indigenous 

communities. 

There were four needs identified: instrumental, such as having adequate money and 

ensuring children and other family members were cared for; relational, for example, 

maintaining important social relationships and the wellbeing of significant others; 

educational, related to placement and additional courses; and personal wellbeing. Fulfilling 

these needs required the participants to draw on resources from within themselves (personal 

attributes) and from their environment.  
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Analysis highlighted how there were risks associated with having less time and energy 

available to fulfil needs during placement. To reduce these risks and manage demands, the 

students made decisions about priorities, choosing which of these needs should have their 

attention at which time. Placement persistence was a high priority, and they drew on 

motivation, knowledge, experience, skills (especially coping skills), and identity to help. This 

did not mean that they wanted to succeed at all costs, however. The thesis has argued that 

compromises were made because some social roles and responsibilities could not or would 

not be put aside to complete placement. 

This study adds to an understanding of students’ experience of the placement and 

university contexts and their influence on persistence. It has described how students hope to 

be allocated placements that allow them to manage their other responsibilities but, once 

placed, they are resigned to minimal engagement with the university, trusting that support 

would be available when needed. The analysis has shown that all students took their 

responsibilities to make the most of placement learning opportunities and success in their 

studies remained a high priority. This analysis has also confirmed that they drew on assistance 

from supportive agencies and supervisors who acknowledged, not only their skills and 

experience, but also their other roles and responsibilities.  

The thesis suggests however, that on the whole, while participants were pleased with 

their success in juggling placement with multiple roles and that they persisted in placement, 

they felt the experience had a negative impact on their wellbeing and, to a smaller extent, that 

of their significant others. The new meanings revealed by these findings and implications are 

now discussed further in the following sections. 
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Discussion: Social Work Student Persistence in Field Education 

This research project commenced with concerns about how social work students with 

multiple roles and responsibilities persist in placement and the literature suggested that 

personal, situational, and institutional factors are influential. Although the findings support 

this view, they differ in two main respects.  

First, earlier studies seriously underestimated the complexity and impact of factors 

influencing students. The picture that emerged from the results of collating narratives from 

two points in the participants’ placement experience in this research is that persistence is a 

lengthy, multifaceted, and ongoing process of managing the tensions between all influential 

factors, including relationships. This is distinct from earlier research about student 

persistence and student roles. Research such as Bergman et al’s (2014) US study of adult 

learner persistence focusses primarily on individual attributes. Their theory of adult learner 

persistence is based on findings about the influence of student entry characteristics, extra-

institutional environments, and campus environments but it defines persistence narrowly (as 

failing to complete the degree) and offers only a simple account of how students are 

influenced by these factors. Other perspectives on student persistence derived from this 

research identified the influence of factors related to the higher education institution however, 

these also focus primarily on the student-institution relationships and are not able to give a 

fuller picture of how students persist. Similarly, models of role strain (Fortune, 1987; Goode, 

1960; Greenhaus & Powell, 2006) developed from research into individuals’ experiences of 

juggling multiple roles and responsibilities do not provide adequate explanation of how 

students manage or resolve competition and conflict between their roles within an 

environment that contains a myriad of influential factors. 

The second and striking difference is that the findings from this study point to an 

overall and significant influence of the broader socio-political environment on student 
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persistence in field education. This aspect has been given scant attention in the research 

literature. Discourse about student persistence has included some reference to risk factors 

within their environment that impact on students’ individual capacity to succeed, but these 

factors have generally been relegated to the margins of discussion. 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory provides a framework for understanding 

that individuals, groups, and communities are influenced by their environment, and it was 

anticipated in this research, that systems within the students’ environment would influence 

their persistence. The use of Bronfenbrenner’s model as a methodological foundation enabled 

findings about factors from the micro to macro systems to emerge, adding to understanding 

of how students with multiple roles persist in field education.  

This study showed that systems at each level have a strong impact for students on 

placement. Influences are micro-systemic, for example friendships, meso-systemic, such as 

placement influences on student family members, especially children, and meso-systemic, 

such as university field education processes. The impact of macro-systems including socio-

political systems and culture could also be discerned from analysis and reflection on the 

narratives. Although these broad social systems have been mentioned in other research about 

student persistence or social work field education, this thesis concludes that they in fact, 

wield a powerful influence. The impact of government policies about tertiary education, 

childcare, student financial support and so on, and social and cultural expectations have not 

been widely recognised or addressed but were evident from reflection on these study results, 

particularly from the perspective of ecological systems theory. This led to the development of 

the Framework for understanding persistence. 

The Framework and the knowledge and new perspectives gained from this study are 

discussed in the following two sections.  
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Persistence as a process. 

The evidence in this study showed that to persist and succeed in field education, 

students engage in a process that is lengthy, multifaceted, and ongoing. Throughout this 

process students actively engage with a number of factors and relationships. The following 

framework (Figure 1) conceptualises these findings in a way that assists the understanding of 

persistence in field education and can be utilised to address the challenges  related to 

supporting student persistence.     

Figure 1. A Framework for Understanding Persistence in Field Education 

 

 

Framework for understanding persistence. 

This framework represents the interactions between factors that influence persistence 

and the student experience of field education over time. Individual students engage with a 

number of social systems in order to persist. This is illustrated in Figure 1 by positioning the 

student and their attributes at the centre of the framework, holding and negotiating social 

roles and relationships, and engaging with social systems in the context of field education and 

macrosystems. The arrow along the horizontal axis, represents the ongoing persistence 
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process which can commence at any point prior to or during placement. Each of the boxes 

contain influential factors (social roles, student attributes and institutional context) linked by 

arrows showing the direction of influence. Further explanation of the framework and 

validation from the findings are provided in the following paragraphs. 

Placing student attributes in the centre of the framework illustrates the connections 

between them and social systems. Each student occupies a number of roles and relationships 

and engages with the environment in ways that influence and are influenced by their 

experience of field education. The analysis, as presented in this thesis, showed that students 

harnessed helpful factors within this environment and moderated potentially negative aspects 

through drawing on their attributes in a process that can be conceptualised as “coping” as 

discussed in Chapter 6. Coping is illustrated as a sub-process within persistence in Figure1. 

The conceptualisation of “coping” in this framework was based on the finding that students 

engage in a common process. They identified, evaluated, and monitored risks and their needs 

and resources; they made decisions including determining and re-setting priorities, and they 

then acted on these decisions. This conceptualisation of the coping process (Figure 2) further 

explains how students act to prevent or manage challenges associated with any conflict or 

competition between their roles, the social environment and placement.  
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Figure 2. The Coping Process 

 

The interaction between students and their social roles is illustrated by directional 

arrows. Analysis concluded that to persist, students juggled their multiple roles and 

responsibilities, and worked to resolve any conflict or competition that occurred between 

them. Decisions made and actions taken with regard to one role impacted on others, for 

example, maintaining employment during placement enhanced students’ capacity to manage 

financially, but the result for some was that other social relationships were negatively 

affected because students could not devote the time or attention required by them. The arrows 

also illustrate that students are able to draw on social roles and relationships for support. In 

this framework the institutional context includes professional education standards (including 

field education standards), university and placement contexts.  

The university context includes Schools of Social Work, academics and other staff, 

curriculum, resources, and constraints. Placement context includes the relevant agency and its 

services, field educators and other workers. The relationships between students and 

institutional factors are similarly drawn in the framework with directional arrows. The thesis 

concluded that two-way relationships with academics and university staff were important to 

the students’ capacity to negotiate placements that allowed them to manage their other roles. 

Thinking: identifying, 
evaluating & 

monitoring risks, 
needs & resources

Decision-making: 
determining priorities

Acting: acting on 
decisions
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Support from the university and placement agency was therefore crucial to placement 

persistence. 

This framework also situates student field placement persistence within the wider 

environment. As noted in the introductory paragraphs to this chapter and discussed in Chapter 

2, in ecological systems theory this environment comprises of a hierarchy of systems 

(microsystems, mesosystems, exosystems and macrosystems) that interact with each other 

(Payne & Campling, 2005). In this study, socio-political, economic, and cultural systems 

provide the context for and influence social roles, institutional factors, and the individual 

student. Students in this research acknowledged economic factors as significant constraints 

but the influence of socio-political and cultural factors appeared to be less important to them. 

They were concerned with the impact of more immediate systems (microsystem and 

mesosystem) which they also had more potential to influence. The elements of concern to 

them in these systems were family, student peers, friends, work colleagues, placement 

supervisors and, to a lesser degree, university liaison visitors, academics, and employers. 

They did acknowledge the importance of schools of social work and AASW, important 

systems withing the exosystem, in defining field education standards and policies that 

determined their placement requirements. The influence of macrosystems and the 

implications for field education are discussed in a later section.  

This framework also emphasises time as an important dimension of persistence which 

is illustrated by the strong arrow along the horizontal axis in Figure 2. The analysis of the 

narratives made it clear that time was an extremely valuable commodity to students. First, the 

length of time it will take to complete the MSW is a consideration in students’ decisions to 

enrol. Second, choosing when to undertake the placement is influenced by how much time 

will be required to devote to it and finally, and most significantly, persistence as continuing a 

course of action despite obstacles (Moore, 2004) is a time related construct. It remains at the 
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forefront of students’ minds and demands their attention throughout the placement period. 

This thesis concluded that student thoughts about persistence extended to thinking about 

when and how they could undertake second placement in the future.  

The research literature offers significant analysis about student attributes as discussed 

in Chapter 6; on influential roles and discussed in Chapter 4 and on the field education 

context and discussed in Chapter 5. This thesis concludes that this study’s findings as 

illustrated by this framework, demonstrate that it is how students manage each of the 

influential factors that affect social work student persistence on placement. These interactions 

are discussed in the following section.   

Interaction between student attributes, influential roles, and the institutional 

contexts. The findings about student attributes (discussed in Chapter 6) highlight how 

students utilise their personal attributes to manage the influences of social systems including 

tensions that occurred between their social roles, the placement context, learning and 

persistence. This strategy has been conceptualised here as a “coping process” (Figure 2). This 

comprised identifying, evaluating, and monitoring risks, needs and resources (Thinking), 

making decisions based on their thinking, including determining priorities (Decision-making) 

and acting on those decisions (Acting). 

Analysis has found that each role occupied by the participants presented demands, 

opportunities, and resources. When conflict or competition threatened to arise or actually 

occurred between a social role and being on placement, students evaluated needs, risks, and 

resources. This involved looking to their own attributes and environment for ways to avoid or 

reduce factors that hindered their capacity to persist and enhance what was helpful. This also 

included trying to minimise negative outcomes for social relationships. The contribution of 

these social roles to placement persistence can be understood as related to the student’s 
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decisions about priorities and their power to act on them. For example, the care of dependent 

children placed significant demands on parenting students’ time and energy. The wellbeing of 

their child(ren) was a high priority and to safeguard it, students drew on other social 

relationships and resources for help, for example, recruiting family and friends to assist and 

requesting a placement that could accommodate the parenting role. When the parents felt 

confident their children were well cared for, they could address other priorities including 

focussing time and attention to placement.   

This thesis also concludes that persistence can be understood as being influenced by 

other aspects of the environment, in particular, institutional attributes including the placement 

context. Here, students prefer placements that allow them to manage their roles and 

responsibilities, but they are also strongly motivated to achieve success in placement. Part of 

the coping process was changing priorities; sometimes this involved temporarily lowering the 

priority of some needs (such as personal wellbeing) if they were satisfied that placement was 

helping them to achieve their learning goals. The opposite is likely if they were dissatisfied 

with the placement. Students can be understood as being realistic in that they acknowledge 

the restraints under which the university and organisation operate but as time-poor adult 

learners they want to achieve their individual learning goals in the shortest possible time. 

They want acknowledgement of their experience, skills, knowledge and roles, and 

opportunities to attain certain practice knowledge and skills within the placement period.  

Persistence can be understood as being influenced by student’s evaluation of what 

they need, the identification of resources and the risks inherent in certain action. Making 

decisions about what is most important to them at the time and the best course of action was 

based on this evaluation. Priorities were decided and acted on but could change, sometimes 

quickly, as in responding to the unexpected loss of childcare. These changes were the result 

of reappraisal of needs, risks, and resources. 
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The advantages of this perspective of coping are first, in an understanding that it is 

cyclical and ongoing, and second, that it occurs within a social context. Students think about 

their personal attributes, roles and relationships and consider external resources to make and 

act upon decisions. This perspective has similarities to Greenglass and Fiksenbaum’s (2009) 

model of proactive coping and Adamson’s views of resilience (Adamson et al., 2012). 

Greenglass and Fiksenbaum view proactive coping as being multi-dimensional and future-

oriented, requiring anticipation of potential threats and acting on goals and opportunities for 

achievement. Adamson’s map of resilience (Adamson et al., 2012) is specific to social 

workers and posits that factors such as coping behaviours and relational skills mediate the 

impact of practice setting on self and result in resilience for social workers. This study 

concludes that by embedding coping within a framework for understanding persistence, 

demonstrates the complexity of what is involved in persisting in placement. This perspective 

has implications for schools of social work and students which are discussed further below.  

Reflection on the results of this study through an ecological systems theory lens 

highlights that persistence occurs within an environment that includes influential exosystems 

and macrosystems as well as those at the micro and meso levels described so far. These 

broader influences are therefore included in the framework and discussed in the next section.  

The influence of exosystems and macrosystems. 

This thesis argues that student persistence is significantly influenced by exosystems 

and macrosystems. The results of this study and its use of ecological systems theory as a 

foundational methodology, has highlighted that many of the field education challenges faced 

by social work students and their capacity to overcome them are shaped by economics, 

government policies and cultural values (for example, values assigned to the roles of 

caregiver and student).  
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First, economic and political factors influence student circumstances. In Australia, 

accessibility to higher education and specific qualifications, financial and other forms of 

support available to students and their families whilst studying, and the funding of human 

services are all influenced by government policies. For example, governments may set 

educational priorities to boost skills in some sections of the workforce or make other changes 

to deal with a perceived over-supply in others (Neden et al., 2018) and target funding 

accordingly. Health Workforce Australia, which funds universities and organisations to 

increase the numbers of health graduates is one example that included support for field 

education (Australian Health Ministers’ Conference, 2004).  

These macrosystemic factors also impact on students through organisations that 

provide services at an exosystemic level. For example, governments set the parameters for 

student payments, taxation, and other financial support such as determining the eligibility of 

part-time students for financial assistance which impacts on student income during 

placement.  

Second, economic and political factors influence the field education context through 

funding human services and organisations. To some extent, the capacity of human services 

organisations to host student placements and accommodate their needs is reliant on levels and 

conditions of funding (Hill et al., 2019). Organisations that struggle to have enough resources 

to support student placements are less likely to be able to fulfil the needs of students who 

have multiple responsibilities. 

Third, influences at the macrosystems level include cultural norms and, norms 

influenced the experience of the participants in this study in a number of ways. Despite recent 

changes, many social roles are still predominantly gender related. Caring and household 

duties, which were shown to influence student persistence, are seen as primarily women’s 
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work (Stone & O'Shea, 2013) and the narratives of the women with children in this study 

who perceived themselves as primary caregivers, showed how the role competed directly 

with being a student on placement and influenced their persistence. While the experience of 

the one man in the sample who identified as a primary caregiver should not be negated, the 

problems of juggling caring responsibilities with placement impact disproportionally on 

women (Hodge et al., 2020). Similarly, community membership brings with it particular 

cultural norms including how much or what type of contribution adults are expected to make 

to the group. As evidenced in this study, some demands, such as community volunteering, 

were more easily able to be put aside than others, such as those experienced by an Indigenous 

student. 

While few participants referred to these influential macrosystemic issues directly, this 

is not surprising as the introductory comments and nature of the research questions may have 

invited them to think about factors that were in their more immediate environment. The 

information (Appendix A) provided to students about why the research was being conducted 

stated that,  

It is common for university students to juggle multiple and sometimes conflicting 

demands as they attempt to succeed in their chosen field.  Managing the responsibilities 

of being a student, partner, parent, employee, carer and more can result in, at best, a 

period of intense stimulation and at worst, tremendous stress. 

The timing of the interviews also helped to focus the participants’ attention on what was 

happening for them in the present or recent past and, although there were opportunities for 

introspection and reflection during and between interviews, the participants remained more 

interested in elements within their immediate sphere of influence. Even use of the term 

“persistence” is problematic for eliciting information about the influence of broader systems 
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as it generally refers to an individualised capacity to overcome and keep going (or not). This 

perspective is reflected in the research literature and in the discussion in Chapter 2, I noted 

that there has been little attention directed to structural or systemic issues that influence  

social work field education or persistence in placement. Efforts to address persistence tend to 

focus on ways that universities can support particular student cohorts or individuals. This 

approach seems to view the challenges of managing multiple roles and responsibilities on 

placement as primarily, personal problems to be overcome by the individual with support 

from their immediate social circle and the institution.  

Reflection on the evidence in this study suggests that there are exosystemic and 

macrosystemic factors that hinder (or enhance) social work students’ field education. There is 

some recent reference to the political and regulatory landscape for social work education in 

the literature, for example, discussion of the influences of neo-liberal government agendas on 

higher education, such as the pressures resulting from changes to funding and student intakes 

(Craik, 2019; Neden et al., 2018) and how changes to funding and accountabilities have led to 

a reduction in the capacity for human services organisations to provide learning opportunities 

in the field (Beddoe et al., 2011; Healy, 2004; Neden et al., 2018). It has also been noted that 

“the deregulation, marketisation, and internationalisation of higher education and service 

systems” (Vassos, 2019, p. 245) has resulted in reduced field education opportunities and less 

capacity for social workers to supervise students (Ross et al., 2019; Zuchowski et al., 2018). 

However, there is a need for research into the impact of such broad systemic factors on social 

work students, especially their placement experience. It is important that solutions to the 

challenges they experience also address the political, economic, and cultural factors that 

impede persistence. The implications of this new knowledge gained from the research study 

and recommendations are discussed in the following section.  
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Implications and Recommendations 

The value of the results of this study and of the framework presented above (Figure 1) 

is in increasing knowledge and understanding of the issues that influence social work student 

persistence, how students experience placement and what strategies they adopt in order to 

persist. There are aspects of the students’ social environments that influence them, many of 

which add to the challenges of managing their multiple roles and responsibilities and field 

placement. The evidence suggests that, without support and other ways of coping, these 

difficulties may impact negatively on students’ wellbeing, compromise placement learning 

and risk persistence. To date, there have been few efforts to help students juggle their field 

placement with other responsibilities, perhaps because they are seen as matters for the student 

to deal with alone. Universities may offer some flexibility with regard to placement 

arrangements, but these are limited by social work education standards and resources. Other 

supports that may assist have tended to focus on the student’s educational or social needs, for 

example building student-peer or student-university relationships. However, as argued in this 

study, there are many more influential factors in the wider environment that can impede or 

enhance student persistence and experience of field education. This has serious implications 

for social work field education, for practitioners and the social work profession, schools of 

social work and prospective students.  

In order to address the issues, action needs to be taken at a number of levels. First,  

the need to effect social change more broadly than has previously been considered to assist 

students, and second, institutional change needs to be better informed by empirical evidence. 

This thesis concludes that universities, professional bodies, heads of social work schools, 

field educators and social work practitioners remain obligated to find ways to foster student 

persistence and to enhance their field education experience and learning. This requires an 

approach which supports innovation and collaboration within and across disciplines. 
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The implications for field education, social workers and the profession, schools of 

social work and students are discussed below. 

Schools of social work. 

This research has important implications for schools of social work that relate to their 

policies, curricula, and preparation of students for placement. Discussed in this section is the 

need for a change in approach. 

It has been argued by many authors (Bogo, 2015; Egan, 2018; Gushwa, 2018; Wayne, 

2006) that schools of social work face a crisis in their capacity to provide field education 

given the increased demand for placements, shrinking prospects in the field and more 

complex client situations, tighter budgets, and students’ expectations for individually tailored 

placement opportunities. Following an analysis of recent articles in a journal focussed on 

field education, Gushwa (2018) concluded that “Increased enrollments, increased 

competition, sometimes impossibly high expectations, and scarce resources can all combine 

to create a seeming powder keg of worry and concern among [social work] programs” (p 21). 

However, these tensions have also resulted in collaboration, creativity, and new opportunities 

(Cleak, 2018; Neden et al., 2018; Waugh, 2018. It is with this context in mind that the 

following implications and recommendations are discussed. 

First, from the students’ perspectives, aspects of policies, procedures and curriculum 

set by the school influence their experience of placement and have the potential to enhance or 

hinder persistence because of their impact on their capacity to manage their roles and 

responsibilities. It is therefore important that schools consider these factors without treating 

all students’ difficulties as personal problems that they must personally resolve.  

Earlier research papers about students juggling other roles and responsibilities with 

study included recommendations for ways that institutions could facilitate the development of 
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student attributes such as resilience. The results of this study support such recommendations. 

This thesis offers evidence of students using a coping process to manage their roles and 

responsibilities and of certain student attributes being helpful to them in preparing for and 

during placement. It suggests that these factors may influence students’ approaches to 

learning, although further research is needed. The findings have implications for schools of 

social work, suggesting that opportunities to build “coping” and relationship building skills 

would be helpful aspects of the pre-placement curriculum. However, schools of social work 

also need to consider how their policies, procedures and curricula influence student 

persistence in field education. 

A Framework for Understanding the Process of Persistence in Field Education as 

presented in this thesis demonstrates that student attributes are only one of a number of 

factors that have an impact. Institutional attributes are strongly influential. It is therefore 

important for schools to examine and conduct research into how their program structure, 

policies and procedures facilitate or hinder student field education persistence and learning. 

For example, given that this study showed that field education is something people think 

about before they enrol and during the degree, social work schools should evaluate the 

information and advice available to prospective and preparing students to assist them to make 

decisions about the degree and manage other roles and responsibilities. Universities should 

also provide opportunities for students to discuss their motivation and individual 

circumstances with an informed staff member throughout the degree. 

Similarly, reviews by schools of their social work programme structure, and policies 

and procedures using the Framework for Understanding would highlight problematic aspects 

for persisting in field education. For example, it could identify co-requisite courses, timing of 

assessments and placement related curricula that contribute to the challenges for students on 

placement and inform changes by the school. 
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In addition, schools of social work could also consider how to better address the needs 

of students who are preparing for placement. The students in this study said they felt better 

able to prepare when they had information about placement requirements at a time that 

allowed them to plan, and many acknowledged this was provided. Given that students think 

about placement even before they enrol in the degree and managing their other roles and 

responsibilities is at the forefront of their concerns at each phase in their preparation, accurate 

and timely information is important. Although there are resource implications for schools, 

information delivered in a variety of ways and times, including prior to enrolment and 

throughout the program will help students to make  adjustments in their lives. Furthermore, if 

they have information and opportunities to discuss placement with field education staff 

including administration staff and other academics, they will be more able to formulate 

realistic expectations and learning goals, reducing the risk of dissatisfaction and its’ potential 

influence on persistence.  

 These implications and recommendations as noted so far in this chapter, have 

implications for students. These are outlined in the following section. 

The direction of field education. 

As discussed in Chapter 2 it is generally accepted that field placements are defining 

features of social work education. Fundamentally field education involves “real life” 

immersion in social work practice during which the students are supervised by experienced 

practitioners and they can learn to practice, integrating theoretical frameworks and 

knowledge. This thesis concludes that many of the factors that students experience as 

impediments to persistence are within the purview of those institutions providing social work 

education. Attention therefore needs to be directed to removing or minimising the negative 

impact of these factors and strengthening what enhances persistence. This will require further 
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research and change to field education. Foremost amongst the areas for research and change 

are field education standards and requirements.  

Field education standards and requirements. Field education standards and 

requirements impact significantly on students’ capacity to manage their roles and 

responsibilities. The challenges they present to students have the potential to negatively 

influence their persistence on placement. Stakeholders in field education need to 

acknowledge and address these challenges by finding ways to better support placement 

persistence and learning. This may involve a transformation of field education based on 

modification of standards and requirements.  

This call for change has been echoed elsewhere (Cleak, 2018; Neden et al., 2018; 

Purnima et al., 2013; Vassos, 2019; Waugh, 2018; Williamson, 2020; Zuchowski et al., 

2018). However, despite this plethora of research into field education, little empirical 

evidence to inform such change currently exists. As discussed above, a student’s capacity to 

cope with the challenges related to their roles and responsibilities has been viewed as an 

individual problem which students need to solve. There seems to be little evidence to help 

educators to decide on the kinds of placements that offer optimal opportunities for learning 

whilst allowing students to manage their other roles and responsibilities. 

Although social work has developed a rich body of knowledge about the pedagogy of 

field education (Bogo, 2015), the standards applied to placement are not based on empirical 

evidence (Cleak, 2018; Cooper, 2007). For example, as noted in Chapter 2, Raskin et al 

(2008) who examined the literature related to four of the key standards developed by the 

Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) which is recognized in the United States as the 

accrediting body for  programs in social work education, concluded that field education 

standards were largely founded on compromises, assumptions, and opinions. Further support 
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for this contention comes from Colby (2014), who suggested that social work education relies 

on “urban legends”. With regard to education standards in America, [He] asked,  

…what evidence demonstrates 900 hours is the tipping point in field learning? What 

is the relationship between the specified required field hours with the core 

competencies and practice skills? (p. 214).  

Similar questions about standards of field education have been asked in Australia. For 

example, Cleak (2018) noted that some decisions about placement structures, liaison visits 

and supervision arrangements seem to have been influenced by economic constraints 

experienced by universities rather than principles of best practice. Authors have questioned 

the “input” model of the ASWEAS and assert that field education standards should 

emphasise learning and graduate outcomes rather than focussing on curriculum and hours of 

instruction (Cintio, 2017; Cooper, 2007; Hodge et al., 2020; Vassos, 2019; Zuchowski et al., 

2018).  

The findings from this study conclude that such questioning remains important. While 

Field education policies and practices are determined by universities in compliance with 

standards set by professional bodies, nevertheless, more evidence is needed about what 

placement arrangements offer optimal learning opportunities. During their studies, social 

work students may undertake one or more placements of various lengths with different 

attendance patterns, depending on the degree and subject requirements, but it is not at all 

clear how these different configurations impact on their learning. Furthermore, students’ 

learning can sometimes be compromised because other factors assume higher priority when 

they are juggling other roles and responsibilities during placement. Understanding how 

different placement arrangements and lengths influence learning will better inform changes to 

field education policies and practices that facilitate students’ capacity to manage their lives 
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outside placement without compromising the development of skills and knowledge and the 

integration of theory and practice. 

The need for field education standards to be examined is more urgent now because of 

the growing diversity of the social work student population and complexity of their worlds 

(Purnima et al., 2013). Although it is twelve years since Raskin et al.’s  (2008) critique, 

completing a certain number of hours practising in the field remains a feature of social work 

education requirements despite the lack of evidence guiding what can be determined as 

optimal placement structures (Boitel & Fromm, 2014). Factors such as positive learning 

environments in organizations, collaborative relationships with field educators, multiple 

opportunities to practice and active involvement in their own learning are all known to 

support development of practice skills and knowledge in the field (Bogo, 2015), despite there 

being little evidence about how numbers of hours completed and patterns of placement 

attendance contribute.  

There are many challenges involved in determining the influences of placement hours 

and patterns of attendance on students’ achievements. Foremost is the diversity of placement 

environments and learning opportunities. Boitel and Fromm noted that, 

The variety and complexity of skills applied in the field setting create difficulty in 

specifying clear and measurable learning objectives (2014, p. 611).  

In addition to what occurs on placement, learning may also be influenced by university 

workshops and courses undertaken at the same time as placement. One of the challenges 

associated with the MSW in Australia, where students may complete the degree within 

eighteen months or two years, is how to ensure that not only are students exposed to core 

foundational knowledge, but they also have time to “notice and refine their ways of thinking, 

doing and being” (Egan et al., p41). 
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A small study to address the question of how many hours placement is enough was 

recently conducted at a university in the United States which was offering BSW and MSW 

programs (Petra et al., 2020). In this quasi-experimental study, multiple data sources were 

used to determine whether making changes to the required number of placement hours 

resulted in different levels of preparedness for social work practice. The final placement 

hours of BSW and advanced MSW students were reduced 32 hours and approximately 150 

hours respectively over the two placement semesters. Foundation level MSW students had 

their placement hours increased by approximately 20 hours each semester. The results 

showed that reduced hours did not harm the practice preparedness of BSW and advanced 

MSW students. The authors concluded that although the additional hours could have 

broadened the students’ experience, they were not necessary for preparing the students for 

practice. In conclusion, they said, “Students’ professional development should be balanced 

with their many obligations when setting field practicum requirements” (2020, p. 17).   

It is difficult to compare results of different placement configurations when 

universities are constrained by field education standards that dictate such matters. For 

example, Petra, Tripepi and Guardiola’s (2020) study into placement hours introduced above 

was only possible because the university had originally required students to complete more 

than the CSWE’s minimum. Exploring shorter placements is not possible when universities 

uphold minimum lengths of placement. However, as proposed by Petra et.al. (2020), it could 

be conceivable to test students’ levels of achievement at various points during the placement, 

thus simulating the completion of fewer hours. The authors also suggest measuring how 

many hours it takes to achieve of each of the required competencies, with the expectation that 

this may occur at different points in the placement. This kind of research will expand the 

evidence base on which to base solutions to the challenges to student field education 

persistence.  
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There are also some existing field education arrangements that show promise in 

allowing students to manage their roles and responsibilities. These are recognition of prior 

learning (RPL), part-time placements and employment-based placements. The AASW 

acknowledges prior learning and experience by allowing universities to credit up to the total 

number of hours from the first placement if the student is assessed as possessing the required 

learning outcomes. Being awarded RPL could benefit students who have multiple roles and 

responsibilities by reducing the number of hours in the field, but it has limited application in 

being available only to those who can demonstrate their prior achievement of required 

learning outcomes, including possession of a certain level of skills and knowledge, through 

work experience. Part-time placements of 1-3 days may also allow students to accommodate 

their other needs if they are not also undertaking concurrent academic courses, but it is not 

known how part-time placements compare with full-time. A limited study comparing the 

placement satisfaction of part-time students with full-time employment-based placements 

(Hopkins et al., 2005) found a higher level of satisfaction amongst part-time students. This 

was related to placement setting and supervision and it was suggested that satisfaction may 

have been related to the more gradual pace of learning that part-time placements allowed. 

It is acknowledged that there are significant tensions associated with determining 

placement standards and requirements. A recent survey in Australia (Zuchowski, 2018) 

revealed differing opinions amongst coordinators of social work field education about the 

level of prescription provided by the AASW field education standards (Australian 

Association of Social Workers, 2012a), with some responses stating that current standards 

were too prescriptive and others noting that clear guidelines were helpful in supporting 

arguments for better resources. The difficulty of developing standards that address the 

perspectives and experiences of field education coordinators, students and other stakeholders 
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is reflected in the AASW’s acknowledgement that the Field Education Standards require 

further review (Australian Association of Social Workers, 2020).  

Furthermore, upholding field education standards and satisfying pedagogical 

principles are frequently tested by the realities of the arranging placements. These situations 

can be complicated when trying to accommodate students’ needs for flexibility. Many of the 

difficulties in arranging suitable placements relate to the limited resources of field education 

programs and agencies (Waugh, 2018; Zuchowski et al., 2014). Field education coordinators 

and academics face increasing demands related to placements as the number and diversity of 

students grows. This is coupled with an environment in which resources are stretched and 

agencies’ capacities to provide placements is shrinking due to issues such as high workloads 

and inadequate resourcing, leading to insufficient numbers of qualified supervisors 

(Zuchowski, 2018). 

Approaches to field education learning. Some solutions can be found in approaches 

to field education and preparation to innovate. Change is already happening because of the 

scarcity of suitable social work student placements, and this has resulted in boundaries being 

pushed and experimentation with “non-traditional” placements occurring. Some of these 

emerging placement types may be more likely to facilitate the persistence of students with 

multiple roles and responsibilities than the traditional unpaid block placements. If persistence 

of students with multiple roles is to be supported, trialling and evaluating new field education 

models and placements that accommodate students’ needs and provide more quality learning 

opportunities is necessary.  

One solution to be tested lies in viewing field education differently. By focusing more 

on the quality of the experience and learning, rather than measuring “inputs” such as number 

of hours and frequency of attendance, a better understanding of how students learn could be 
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gained and potentially, the restraints that have a negative impact on persistence minimized. 

This reflects the difference between “teaching” and “learning” paradigms (Cooper, 2007). 

Todd and Schwartz (2009) recommended this approach as a result of their research with 

social work students in Canada. They concluded that more attention should be paid to the 

“transformative notion of [field-based learning] quality” (p. 380) rather than “assessing 

quality in terms of standards and specifications” (p. 380). This would also allow 

reconsideration of the skills, knowledge and experience with which students begin their field 

education, the extent to which the systems involved in field education enhance their learning 

and how long they take to learn, all factors identified by this research study as having an 

impact on persistence.  

The learning outcome and competency-based measures included in educational and 

accreditation standards which are used to determine students’ readiness to practise such as 

those used in the UK and USA reflect this perspective (British Association of Social Workers 

(BASW), 2018; Council on Social Work Education, 2015). Criticisms of these models are 

that they lead to reducing qualities such as professional judgement into separate behaviours 

and consequently, losing unique characteristics that are required of social workers (Raskin et 

al., 2008). An approach that concentrates on how students learn and what it takes to develop 

their social work skills, knowledge, and identity, would allow for greater flexibility and 

creativity in field education and consequently, support placement persistence.  

Reducing the exposure to risks to persistence. Additional solutions involve 

reducing students’ exposure to the risks associated with a lengthy period of placement by 

decreasing the number of hours required on placement and by minimising the economic 

impact of placement. There are a number of possibilities that could be explored further in this 

regard. 
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First, a reduction of hours may be facilitated by ensuring that students have a higher 

level of competence when they commence placement thereby enabling integration of skills 

and knowledge more quickly. Acknowledgement of prior knowledge and skills gained from 

previous social work-related employment in the form of allowing shorter placements (RPL) is 

already available to some students. Only one participant in this study was granted RPL 

although three others felt their experience should have been acknowledged in this way. It is 

acknowledged that any reduction in the length of field placement may limit students’ 

exposure to social work practice which, given the increasing complexity of practice (Gushwa 

& Harriman, 2019; Van Robaeys, et al., 2019), can result in extra challenges for educators 

and students alike, but bringing more advanced level of skills and knowledge to placement, 

whether gained through employment or in other ways, should allow students to attend to 

more advanced practice learning and thus, reduce the time necessary to achieve the required 

learning outcomes. Ensuring that students achieve core practice knowledge and skills is 

assisted by using strategies such as integrated learning contracts (Boitel) and competence and 

outcomes assessment (Bogo, 2010, p207) which can be applied to shorter placements. 

Simulated learning offers potentially one avenue for advancing skills and knowledge 

that could be combined with novel placement arrangements to reduce time in the practice 

setting and in that way, reduce risks to placement persistence. Research has shown that 

simulated learning environments offer students a place to develop practice competence. 

Sophisticated methods of teaching and assessing practice skills in such environments are 

being employed in a range of disciplines including social work (Bogo et al., 2013; Bogo et 

al., 2017; Bradley et al., 2013; Hansen & Bratt, 2015; Neuderth et al., 2018; Robbins et al., 

2016; Rubin & Francis, 2019). Although these authors are not necessarily advocating that 

simulated learning could replace time in the field, its use to teach and assess competence 

could result in some students requiring less time to achieve the required placement learning 
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outcomes. The transmission of learning (such as that gained in simulated learning 

environments) to another context is not automatic (Bogo et al., 2017) but a transfer of 

knowledge, values and skills from other settings and experiences to social work practice is 

already acknowledged by field education standards that expect students to undertake 

placements in at least two different settings, and recognise prior learning (Gair, 2013).  

Preliminary evidence from Phillips et al. (2018) offers support to the argument that 

students could use skills gained in simulated environment to gain competency in a shorter 

period of time on placement. MSW students in their study who undertook a virtual field 

placement that involved achieving basic competencies prior to an internship, performed as 

well as their counterparts undertaking standard internships, despite having fewer hours in the 

field. They surmised that this would allow for more creative placement structures as it 

reduced the agency resources required. 

A second approach for reducing exposure to risks to persistence is to minimise the 

financial impact of undertaking placement by providing paid placements. In Australia, 

undertaking one employment-based placement is an opportunity utilised by some social work 

students but there are few internships, bursaries, or other options available to aid students 

financially. Social work students in other countries and students of other disciplines appear to 

have access to a number of alternatives for paid placement. These include employee 

sponsored education and post-graduate internships. A post-graduate internship generally 

involves new graduates being employed at a lower level of pay for a year or two while they 

continue to learn in the field. Internships are commonly used in law, medicine, and 

psychology. Whilst this study did not involve comparisons with other disciplines, the benefits 

and pitfalls of post-graduate internships for social work students would be of future interest. 

If paid internships were to replace one placement, students’ costs would be reduced, as would 
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the need for them to draw on support to manage their other roles and responsibilities during 

the degree. Not only would this cut risks to persistence, but potentially, it could widen access 

to the social work degree to those who cannot manage two long placements due to having 

multiple roles and responsibilities. 

The option of employing interns could also be attractive to organisations because of 

the potential contribution they can make to the agency whilst they are training and the lower 

cost of employing interns in contrast to fully qualified social workers. In jurisdictions where 

social worker registration is mandated, successful completion of the internship could be tied 

to registration. 

An alternative way of reducing students’ exposure to financial difficulties is to use an 

apprenticeship model such as that developed in the UK for social work (Hamilton, 2018) and 

nursing and midwifery students (Nursing and Midwifery Council, 2020). As an alternative to 

the traditional degree programme, students will be able to choose to take the degree as an 

apprentice. These are employer-led programmes in which students are paid employees 

released from their work to study, thus removing the financial imperative for students to work 

elsewhere while studying. For example, the Think Ahead organisation 

(https://thinkahead.org/) in the UK offers non-social work graduates an opportunity to qualify 

with a Master of Social Work whilst being employed in the field of mental health. This 

government funded scheme provides training bursaries in the first year of study, and paid 

placements in the second year. As with post-graduate internships, evaluation of the 

effectiveness of these apprenticeship models and their pedagogical impact would be 

necessary. There has been some criticism that “fast track” programs such as these have 

qualitatively different learning experiences with the potential for students to miss out on key 

foundational learning (Thoburn, 2017).  
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These models are reliant on strong links between registered training authorities, 

accreditation and, in the UK, the health and social care system. A few large government 

departments in Australia are reported to offer full or partial scholarships to their employees, 

but information about these is not readily available. Anecdotally, a few social work students 

employed by one state government department who have been successful in obtaining a field 

education scholarship and others who have applied for similar schemes run by a 

Commonwealth government department are known. However, it appears these options for 

paid placements are not widely available.  

The importance of collaboration is also key to resolving issues and adopting different 

models of social work education to reduce students’ exposure to placement persistence risks 

requires sincerity by the AASW, human services providers and universities to explore new 

approaches and a willingness to consider changes to social work education standards and 

degrees, curriculum, and funding. Despite the complications involved, there are a number of 

factors offered here that give hope for more creative and flexible field education strategies 

becoming available. 

Foundations for change.  Researching different approaches to and alternative models 

for field education and advocating for change is not a matter only for field education 

academics and teams. It will require strong partnerships between social work professional 

bodies, education institutions and the field and a willingness to explore and share ideas 

including with other disciplines. Listening to students’ voices and learning from their 

experience of field education is vital. Collaboration in research and sharing solutions will 

facilitate determination of the most effective ways that students learn to practise. 

Social work education has a solid foundation on which to base change and history of 

innovation, adaptation, and collaborative effort. Collaborations between institutions and 
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human services organisations have resulted in a variety of field education innovations and in 

Australia there is a history of strong partnerships between field education programs, 

including the recent establishment the National Field Education Network as a sub-committee 

of the Australian & New Zealand Social Work and Welfare Education and Research (Rollins 

et al., 2017). This group aims to provide a  

1. Forum for identifying and responding to social work field education programs, 

issues, and common Network goals 

2. Community of learning for social work field education programs 

3. Space where information pertaining to social work field education is collated and 

accessible (https://www.anzswwer.org/nfen/) 

Extending collaborative relationships to professional and accrediting bodies, other disciplines 

and institutions and students has the potential to broaden the opportunities for innovation. 

Second, in response to the pressures experienced by field education programs, new  

fields of practice, placement structures and ways of providing supervision are being utilised 

and evaluated by universities and other stakeholders (Rollins et al., 2017). This demonstrates 

a level of creativity and innovation that bodes well for the future of field education.  

Third, professional and accrediting bodies have the capacity to adapt to a changing 

environment. Although change is most often incremental, a recent temporary relaxation of 

some placement requirements by the AASW to the difficulties associated with managing field 

placements during the global pandemic, illustrates that it can occur quickly. Hopefully, 

evaluation of these changes will follow and open up the potential for change that could be 

helpful to students struggling with multiple responsibilities without pedagogical 

compromises. 
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The implications of the findings from this research also extend to social workers and 

the profession. 

Social workers and the social work profession. 

The changes required to support student persistence and learning in field education 

raise implications for social workers and the profession regarding commitment to the 

education and professional development of social workers and students, the diversity of the 

profession and advocating for systemic and cultural change. 

Commitment to the education and professional development. Much has been 

written about the central role that social work field educators play in student learning on 

placement and a core element of being a social worker is a responsibility to “Contribute to 

education and professional development of others where appropriate” (Australian Association 

of Social Workers, 2013, p. 17). This study suggests that field educators are also important to 

how students cope on placement. As the research has found and reported on, students feel 

supported and better able to manage when field educators acknowledge their other roles and 

responsibilities and, where possible, make accommodations for them. The profession 

therefore has a responsibility to ensure that field educators understand the kinds of issues that 

social work students face in managing their other roles and responsibilities and process they 

use to cope, and that they are supported in their efforts to assist students.  

Field educators may face organisational and structural challenges such as limited 

resources and workload (Hill et al., 2019; Zuchowski et al., 2018) and such limitations may 

not only impact on their capacity to support a student but also in contributing to a productive 

teaching and learning environment. It is important then that field educators have easy access 

to the educational institution for information, training, mentoring and advocacy. The 

relationship between the university and agency management is key, for example, the school 
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of social work may contribute to management’s understanding of field education and partner 

them in providing training. Educators and social workers in the field must also work together 

on developing and sustaining organisational cultures that support field education and find 

ways to sustain students who struggle to persist on placement. This requires strong 

partnerships and an understanding of how to undertake organisational change from within 

and outside organisations (Dominelli, 2007).  

Diversity and advocating for change. Another implication of these findings for 

social workers and the profession relates to the diversity of the profession. This study shows 

that students with multiple roles and responsibilities face many challenges in field placement. 

Anecdotally, social work academics also report many examples of people in these situations 

who are unable to commence or continue with the degree. Therefore, to maintain a diversity 

of social workers, we have an obligation to support such students. 

Addressing any barriers will require social workers and social work educators to 

challenge systems that create and perpetuate inequality, including advocating for changes that 

improve circumstances for students, especially for those who must undertake field 

placements. This research concludes that financial support, childcare and perspectives of 

caring are priorities to be targeted. All of the participants here had a level of concern about 

their financial circumstances. This supports research showing that student poverty remains a 

major problem (Agllias et al., 2015; Gair & Baglow, 2017). Despite their financial concerns, 

none of the participants mentioned utilising benefits such as subsidies, bursaries, and 

scholarships. It is therefore not known what benefits may have been accessible or how 

adequate they may have been. Social workers, as social justice advocates, however, have a 

responsibility to advocate for adequate financial support to be readily available to students. 



265 

 

Another barrier to placement is affordable childcare. Many participants noted the high 

cost of formal childcare, and it is possible they chose informal arrangements because of 

unaffordability of formal care. The unreliability of some informal arrangements added to the 

stresses of juggling multiple responsibilities. Another obligation for the profession, therefore, 

is to advocate for more affordable childcare for students. 

The third target for change is cultural views and beliefs that create barriers and hinder 

the capacity of students with multiple roles to engage with placement. The research literature 

highlights that community and cultural expectations can add to the challenges faced by 

women and students from marginalised populations. For example, women often retain 

responsibility for childcare and household tasks and studying must be tailored to fit around 

these roles. Men’s study time may be given privileged status, freeing them to devote time to 

study (Stone & O’Shea, 2013). In contrast, cultures with greater gender equality present 

fewer barriers for students. This is evident from research in Denmark where government 

labour policies and generous childcare provisions have led to women and men parenting 

students experiencing fewer constraints than students at universities in the United Kingdom 

(Brooks, 2012). Social workers therefore have an obligation to work towards cultural change 

that involves more liberal attitudes to sharing care responsibilities.  

In addition to the implications for social workers and the profession for social worker 

and student education and professional development, diversity and systemic and cultural 

change, the consequences of this study also extend to schools of social work.  

Students. 

Listening to the stories of the participants in this study and analysing the results has 

renewed my respect for the contemporary social work student. Despite (and sometimes 

because of) the challenges associated with juggling their roles and responsibilities, students 
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acknowledged an obligation to make the most of field education learning opportunities and 

persisted with placement and they overcame many hurdles including sometimes detrimental 

effects on their economic, personal, and social wellbeing and that of their families. 

Throughout the field education process, they actively evaluated their individual 

circumstances, made decisions, and acted on a range of influential factors within themselves 

and in their environment to manage their roles and responsibilities, persist in placement and 

learn as much as they could.  

Despite this, it needs to be recognised that there are factors over which they had little 

control. As illustrated by the Framework (Figure 1), student persistence progress is 

influenced by a multitude of environmental factors. Cultural expectations, government 

policies, university and schools of social work policies, processes and curriculum, 

professional and education standards, and the field education context are all influential. 

Understanding these systems and being able to conceptualise their own experience through 

the lens of this Framework could help students to identify components over which they have 

influence, potential sources of tension and support, and to help them make decision 

accordingly. Not all students will have a good sense of their own limits and their 

understanding of the purpose of placement will be incomplete which could lead to unrealistic 

expectations but offering this Framework at the beginning of the social work students’ studies 

and again during the formal placement preparation phase, and assisting them to reflect on 

their position, could give focus to their preparations. For example, by identifying who can 

help them and what kind of support might be available, students will be better able to plan for 

placement. Similarly, examining the university and placement contexts will help them to find 

assistance within those systems. The Framework could also remind students of the personal 

attributes they draw on or any areas of risk. Attributes suggested by the study’s results as 

being influential include motivation, skills, and experience. Thinking about personal 
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strengths and vulnerabilities will allow them to identify how to act in ways that boost their 

chances of success. For example, reflecting on their motivation and evaluating their 

resilience, coping strategies, time-management and relationship building skills may offer 

direction when faced with challenges to their persistence. 

The Framework also highlights the multidirectional influence of factors. This is 

important for students to be aware of because, as noted in Chapter 4, their experience in 

placement has the potential to impact on their relationships, families, and friends. This aspect 

of the field placement experience has not been explored and is worthy of research because of 

its potential influence on student decisions and actions.   

This thesis also concludes that questions remain about the influence of student 

approaches to field education learning. Although participants generally reported a focus on 

learning during placement, it was evident that many approached this strategically. When 

faced with external pressures, students’ placement preferences and attention to learning 

activities were impacted by decisions about priorities. However, because of the limitations of 

this study, further research is needed to test these assumptions in more detail. 

A related finding was the reported significance to students of matching the placement 

learning opportunities to their goals, especially their motivation for studying and desire for 

acknowledgement of existing skills and experience. In viewing their time as limited and 

adopting this strategic approach, they valued placement tasks which were perceived as most 

likely to help them achieve what they wanted to learn from the social work degree. In 

addition, when feeling under pressure because of their multiple roles and responsibilities, the 

reasons for wanting to become a social worker seemed to serve as ongoing stimulus. This 

suggests that if students think learning tasks suit their aspirations, satisfaction will be 

heightened, learning will be facilitated, and persistence will be enhanced.   
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Previous research has identified a range of motivations for studying social work 

(Stevens et al., 2012) and explored the involvement of mature and experienced students in 

placement but there is a gap in our understanding about associations between motivation, 

skills, experience and learning on placement. Similarly, the use of long to medium term 

motivation (that of becoming a social worker) as a short-term stimulus for learning and 

persistence has not been explored. It is important therefore, to know how this kind of 

behaviour effects achievement of placement learning outcomes.  

Few participant comments as drawn on in this study indicated they had a sense of 

agency with regard to broader systemic influences on placement. Whilst some expressed 

frustrations with government policies or AASW and university requirements, only one noted 

an intention to take action. This student related his experience of being actively involved in 

the social work student body and advocating for change to AASW field education standards.  

In conclusion, the research and changes to field education suggested earlier in this 

chapter will be enriched by greater understanding of the student experience. Students are a 

source of ideas, knowledge and evidence that will guide the future of field education. They 

should therefore be encouraged and supported to be active participants in social work bodies 

such as the AASW, to provide advice to schools of social work and to advocate for social 

change (for example, for changes to student allowances).  

The preceding sections have included some suggestions for further research and 

additional recommendations are highlighted below. 

Future Research  

The challenges faced in contemporary social work education have resulted in calls for 

further research in aspects of field education (Hill, 2017). This has been impelled primarily 

by difficulties in locating suitable placements and the changes to the profile of student 
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populations, including, for example, increased student diversity and student poverty. 

Although the research literature has acknowledged some of the challenges faced by students 

with multiple roles and responsibilities, this thesis supports a call for further inquiry and 

action relating to factors that influence placement persistence, including those at a systemic 

level. Such future research could include examination of field education standards, policies 

and approaches to learning, evaluations of social work education programs for their impact 

on placement persistence, and research and intervention on the impediments and facilitators 

to persistence that are part of macrosystems. The  role of relationships, particularly in coping, 

and the influence of student attributes on approach to placement learning also deserve 

examination. In addition, it is important to examine the application of this study’s findings 

and the resulting frameworks to other student cohorts to capture additional perspectives. For 

example, although many undergraduate social work students may face challenges associated 

with multiple roles and responsibilities while on placement, having the perspectives of 

students who are generally younger and whose degree is longer than the MSW, will provide 

further knowledge helpful to schools of social work, field education coordinators and 

educators.  

This thesis argues that there is strong influence in current field education standards, 

policies, and approaches to learning on student persistence, with some placement 

requirements acting as impediments to students with multiple roles and responsibilities. There 

is, therefore, a need for exploration of current and new placement structures and 

arrangements, and the development of policies based on evidence. 

Second, these findings and the resulting frameworks developed above to assist in 

understanding persistence, point to the impact that the social work curricula, and university 

policies and procedures can have on the student placement experience and students’ capacity 

to persist. Evaluation of these institutional factors in the future will offer further evidence on 
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which social work education programs can be developed and modified so that they enhance 

student persistence in field education without compromising learning. 

Third, this thesis suggests that there is a need for macro-systemic change. Although 

this would be a more long-term strategy, research into the social and cultural factors 

impacting on students of higher education can provide evidence on which to base advocacy 

and other strategies for changes that would enhance social work student persistence in field 

education.  

Fourth, the frameworks presented in the discussion provide foundations for 

understanding field education persistence and student coping. However, although this study 

provided insights into social work placement persistence, it was not intended that the results 

would be generalised. Therefore, testing the frameworks’ application to other student 

populations and exploring different ways of using them would add to knowledge about field 

education. This research would assist students, field educators and schools of social work to 

address the challenges of persisting on placement.  

In conclusion, given the breadth of these future research targets and, as this thesis 

demonstrates, the significance of social systems on social work student persistence in field 

education, it is vital that a collaborative approach is taken in the future. Contributions from 

students, educators in the field, social workers, professional bodies, social work academics 

and other professions are essential to ensure that influential aspects of the social environment 

are considered when collating evidence on which to base reform and innovation. For 

example, Waugh (2018) has argued for the establishment of an Australian Field Education 

Academy which could, “promote and support innovations in practice and education” (Waugh, 

2018, p. 122). Such a body could also foster collaboration and evidence drawn on in this 

study would support such an opportunity. 
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The methodology used in this study which involved collection of evidence at two 

points enabled participants to provide multiple perspectives on their experience. Given that 

narratives are a means of making sense of experience (Squire, 2013, p50) it is argued that this 

process facilitated the co-construction of participants’ narratives to include reflection on 

recent and older experiences in placement and making sense of them, thus enriching the 

evidence. The inclusion of a time dimension would be important to consider in future 

research about student persistence.       

Conclusion 

This research has revealed the experiences of a group of MSW students juggling 

multiple roles and responsibilities while undertaking field education. It has concluded that 

there are many factors that have a significant influence on student persistence in placement 

including social roles, institutional and placement contexts, and student attributes. 

Each of the participants perceived certain aspects as helpful or hindering their 

persistence on placement. They experienced conflicting and competing demands associated 

with their social roles but were also aided by elements of these roles and relationships. 

Features of the placement organisation and the students’ universities were likewise influential 

in ways that could be helpful and unhelpful. The majority of participants found this to be 

stressful and reported a negative impact on their wellbeing.  

The thesis has argued that to manage these factors and persist in placement, students 

engage in a lengthy and complicated method of “coping” which involves a process of 

thinking, decision-making and acting (as conceptualised in Figure 2) on influential elements. 

This has identified that students perceive certain personal attributes as influencing their 

experience of placement and persistence. These are motivation, knowledge and experience, 



272 

 

and identity. This thesis also concludes that student persistence is influenced by systems 

operating at a macro level.  

A framework for understanding persistence (Figure 1), developed as a result of these 

findings illustrates how these factors interact and influence the student experience of field 

education and persistence on placement over time. It is proposed that such a framework could 

be helpful to future students, educators, social workers, and policy makers in understanding 

and enhancing persistence. 

These findings have implications for the direction of field education, for social 

workers and the social work profession, for schools of social work and for students and 

prospective students. Change is essential to address the aspects of policies, procedures and 

curricula in social work education and field education that hinder student persistence and 

support students in managing the challenges associated with juggling multiple roles and 

responsivities with placement. This requires action that is informed by research and targeted 

at a number of levels, from supporting individual students to advocating for systemic and 

cultural change. The aim of such changes could be to create an environment in which 

students can manage their roles and responsibilities without compromising their learning. 

Recommendations could include reform of social work education standards and curriculum, 

exploration of new approaches to field education and placements, supporting partnerships 

between placement host organisations and schools of social work, and building social work 

students’ capacity to manage placement with multiple roles and responsibilities. To be 

successful, change could be founded on research evidence and collaboration between 

stakeholders, including those who have the most to gain, the students themselves.   
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PERSISTING IN FIELD EDUCATION: SOCIAL WORK STUDENT 

EXPERIENCES 

 

INFORMATION SHEET 

 

Who is conducting the 

research?  

Dr Jennifer Boddy (Primary supervisor) 

T: 07 5552 7396 

j.boddy@griffith.edu.au 

                

Dr Phyllis Chee (Primary supervisor) 

T: (07) 3382 1484 

p.chee@griffith.edu.au 

 

Dr Deborah Sauvage (Assoc. Supervisor) 

T: 07 3882 1201 

d.sauvage@griffith.edu.au 

 

Melanie Hemy (PhD candidate) 

T: 907) 33821195 

m.hemy@griffith.edu.au 

 

Why is the research being conducted?  

It is common for university students to juggle multiple and sometimes conflicting 

demands as they attempt to succeed in their chosen field.  Managing the responsibilities 

of being a student, partner, parent, employee, carer and more can result in, at best, a 

period of intense stimulation and at worst, tremendous stress. Field placement is a 

critical pressure point for many social work students, whether they hold multiple roles 

or not, and may result in delaying placement or even abandoning plans to become a 

social worker. 

 

This research aims to find out about the experience of field education amongst social 

work students with multiple roles. I’m interested in exploring what it is like for these 

students and how they persist in field placement. The research will offer understanding 

of what influences student persistence in field education, and may provide data that 

suggests curriculum improvements, strategies for enhanced student engagement, 

program delivery and student support services. It will also inform discussion about 

professional field education requirements and standards. Furthermore, the outcomes 
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have the potential to offer support and inspiration to other students.   

 

This study is being conducted by Melanie Hemy under the supervision of Drs Boddy, 

Chee and Sauvage as part of her Doctor of Philosophy program at Griffith University.  

 

What you will be asked to do 

As a participant in this study, you will be invited to attend two interviews with me. You 

will have the choice of attending face-to-face, by telephone or online (e.g. skype). It is 

anticipated that each interview will be between 1 to 2 hours long.  

 

The first interview will be during the first few weeks of your placement. You will be 

asked to talk about your social and cultural background, and responsibilities (including 

enrolment status, age, gender, marital status, employment status, location, ethnicity/ 

cultural background, responsibilities associated with family, employment, culture and 

community). You will also be invited to share how you prepared for placement and 

what your experience is so far. The second interview will be near the end or after 

placement. During this interview you will be invited to reflect on your experience, and 

share your thoughts and feelings about placement and managing your responsibilities, 

including what was helpful and not helpful. Each of these interviews will be recorded.  

 

The basis by which participants will be selected or screened  

Participants are drawn from the off-campus qualifying Master of Social Work courses 

at three Australian universities. The external MSW programs at these universities have 

been chosen because firstly, MSW students will be most likely to occupy multiple roles 

and be able to provide rich information about the experience of persisting in field 

education, and secondly, the universities are in different locations but have field 

placements occurring in similar timeframes. 

 

You have been invited to participate by the field education staff at your university on 

my behalf. The eligibility criteria for participation are: 

• you are planning to complete your first placement in 2015 

• in addition to being a student, you occupy at least two other roles, for example, you are 

engaged in employment, caring for children or adults, have a partner, or have cultural 

or community obligations 

• you are willing to be  interviewed by telephone, face-to-face or synchronous online 

chat programs (e.g. Skype). 

 

The expected benefits of the research 

It is hoped that this research will add to the understanding of what influences student 

persistence in field education and therefore point to strategies that may assist students 

with field placement in the future. You may find that participating in this research helps 

you reflect on your experience of field placement and how to manage the 

responsibilities associated with your multiple roles. This may be of benefit to the 

remainder of your studies, in particular the final placement. Elements of your story (de-

identified) may also offer support and inspiration to other students when the results of 

the study are published or otherwise shared. 

 

Risks to you  

During the interviews you will be asked to share with me your thoughts and feelings 

about persisting in field education as well as information about your social and cultural 
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background and circumstances. As a qualified social worker and member of the 

AASW with many years of experience working with a range of people, I am confident 

that I will be able to create a safe environment within the interview context. The 

interview process is a jointly conducted experience in which you control what you 

share, but there is a small risk that discussion about your experience could raise 

unwanted or negative thoughts or emotions, particularly if you have experienced some 

difficulties with regard to your other roles or the placement. You will have the 

opportunity during the final stage of the interview to debrief with me but if the 

interviews raise issues that cannot be managed in that context, you may wish to contact 

the relevant student support services. I wil provide you with details. 

 

Your confidentiality 

I will be collecting data about your enrolment status, age, gender, marital status, 

employment status, location, ethnicity/ cultural background, and responsibilities 

associated with family, employment, culture and community. Except for the research 

team, this information will not be available to other people. It will not be available to 

staff at your university.  When the taped interview is transcribed by myself and a 

professional transcriber (who is bound by a confidentiality agreement), the data will be 

de-identified by assigning a pseudonym of your choice e.g. Mary, John etc. Your name, 

location, and university will not be included in the transcript or in any publication of 

the results of the research.  

 

The de-identified results of this research will be available through Griffith University's 

institutional repository for published research  material and circulated through articles 

for publication, for example in scholarly journals and conference presentations and 

proceedings. Published material may include de-identified brief relevant quotes from 

the transcripts of interviews. There is a very small risk that people who are aware you 

participated in the research, and who know you well, could make a guess that you are 

being quoted. If you prefer, you may request to check any quotes from your interview 

before they are published in the Thesis, and you may withdraw consent for any 

particular quotes you do not wish to be published. The audio tapes and de-identified 

interview transcripts will be saved on a USB stick and locked in a secure university 

filing cabinet, and stored for five years (unless required by publishers of refereed 

articles based on this research). 

 

Your participation is voluntary 

Your decision to participate will in no way impact upon your relationship with the 

placement agency, your placement supervisor or the field education staff at your 

university (including me if you are a student at Griffith University). Your participation 

will have no influence on your marks, assessments or arrangements for future 

placement. You will be invited to sign written consent form prior to each interview and 

you are free to withdraw from the study at any time prior to the de-identification of 

data. 

 

Questions / further information 

If you have any questions or require additional information about the project, please 

contact any of the researchers named above. 

 

The ethical conduct of this research 
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Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Human Research.  If you have any concerns or complaints about 

the ethical conduct of the research project you should contact the Manager, Research 

Ethics on 07 3735 54375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

 

Feedback to you 

A brief summary of the overall findings will be emailed to all participants. The research 

will be published as a Thesis which will be available through Griffith University's 

institutional repository for published research material. As part of the requirements for 

the degree I am also required to disseminate results through publication of articles and 

conference presentations.  

 

Privacy Statement – non disclosure 

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your 

identified personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not 

be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or 

other regulatory authority requirements.   A de-identified copy of this data may be used 

for other research purposes.   However, your anonymity will at all times be 

safeguarded.   For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at   

http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-

privacy-plan or telephone (07) 3735 4375. 

 

 

Melanie Hemy 

PhD candidate  
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Appendix B. Interview questions 

 

PERSISTING IN FIELD EDUCATION: SOCIAL WORK STUDENT EXPERIENCES 

 

Interview 1 Questions 

 

• Please tell me a little bit about yourself and your roles and responsibilities 

Prompts: 

o What is your gender and age? 

o Where do you live (urban, regional, remote?) 

o Are you caring for children (how many, what ages) or anyone else? 

o Do you have a partner?  

o Are you employed? How many hours each week? What kind of work do you 

do? 

o Do you have any other responsibilities (e.g. related to your community or 

culture)? 

 

•  What is experience in the social work course so far? 

Prompts: 

o  How long have you been in the program?  

o What brought you to studying social work? (attributes) 

 

• I’m interested in what was going on for you when you were planning for placement. 

Could you please tell me about this experience?  

Prompts: 

o What did you think about? 

o What were you feeling? Were there any things that you worried about? If so, 

what were they? 

o Did you make any plans or arrangements (actions)? What were they? 
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o What was this experience like for you (emotions)? 

 

• What do you think will influence your persistence in field placement?  

o Do you think there is anything that could get in the way of you finishing 

placement (Impediment)? 

o What are you hoping/ do you think will help you get through field placement 

(facilitator)?  

 

Prompts: 

o Such things might be related to who you are (attributes), your background 

(attributes, situation), your situation (situation – finance, family, friends, 

peers etc), the university (institution), the social work program (institution), 

the placement itself or wider community (situation, institution). Or there 

might be something else.  

 

• With regard to the things that might influence how you persist in placement: 

o How do you feel about these? 

o Have you done anything to manage the things that might get in the way or 

enhance the things that might help?  

o What have you done?  

o What else do you hope for or plan to do? 

 

• What has been your experience (of these influences) on placement so far?  

Prompts: 

o How many days have you been on placement? 

o What is going well, or not so well?  

o Has there been anything that was unexpected? 
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PERSISTING IN FIELD EDUCATION: SOCIAL WORK STUDENT 

EXPERIENCES 

Interview 2 Questions 

• Has anything changed about: 

o Where you live (urban, regional, remote) 

o Caring responsibilities  

o Family and friends 

o Employment   

o Other responsibilities (community or culture)? 

 

• How have things been going for you since we last talked? 

o How many days of placement did you complete? 

o What happened? How did placement go? 

o How did things go with your other responsibilities? 

 

• What influenced your persistence in the placement? 

o Did anything make it harder to persist or get in the way of you finishing 

placement? (Impediment) 

o What do you think helped you?  

 

Prompts: 

o Such things might be related to who you are (attributes), your background 

(attributes, situation), your situation (situation – finance, family, friends, 

peers etc), the university (institution), the social work program (institution), 

the placement itself or wider community (situation, institution). Or there 

might be something else.  

 

• Overall what was the experience like for you?  

o Was anything better than you expected? What are your thoughts and feelings 

about this? What do you think was the reason for that? 

o Was there anything that wasn’t so good or didn’t go so well? What are your 

thoughts and feelings about this? What do you think was the reason for that? 

o Was there anything unexpected? That surprised you? What are your thoughts 

and feelings about this? 
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• Is there anything you might do differently next time?  

o What advice would you give to other students? 

 

• Is there anything you are particularly proud of or pleased with that you will take forward 

with you into the next field placement? 
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Persisting in Field Education: Social Work Student Experiences 

CONSENT FORM 

 

Research 

Team 

Dr Jennifer Boddy (Primary supervisor) 

Human Services and Social Work 

T: 07 5552 7396 

j.boddy@griffith.edu.au 

                

Dr Phyllis Chee (Primary supervisor) 

Human Services and Social Work 

T: (07) 3382 1484 

p.chee@griffith.edu.au 

 

Dr Deborah Sauvage (Assoc. Supervisor) 

Human Services and Social Work 

T: 07 3882 1201 

d.sauvage@griffith.edu.au 

 

Melanie Hemy (PhD candidate) 

Human Services and Social Work 

T: 907) 33821195 

m.hemy@griffith.edu.au 

 

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information 

package and in particular have noted that: 

 

• I understand that my involvement in this research will include two interviews; 

 

• I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction; 

 

• I understand the risks involved; 

 

• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this 

research; 

 

• I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary and in no way 

impacts upon my grades; 

 

• I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team; 
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• I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without explanation or penalty; 

 

• I understand that I may request to check any quotes from my interview before they 

are published in the Thesis by contacting the researcher  

 

• I understand that I may withdraw consent for any particular quotes I do not wish to 

be published by contacting the researcher 

 

• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 

Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 4375 (or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the 

project; and 

 

• I agree to participate in the project. 

 

 

Name 

 

 

Signature 

 

 

Date 

 

 

 
 

 

 




