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Abstract

This article challenges social work programs to have the critical conversation of
paid/compensated practicum education experiences. The social work profes-
sion isembedded in identified values and ethics. Reviewing the historical prac-
tice of unpaid practicum education placements from a lens of the social work
profession’s fundamental values and ethics is essential for the continued suc-
cess of social work education and its programs. A systematic review was com-
pleted to locate literature that either substantiated the need for paid and/or
compensated practicum education placements or provide guidance to social
work programs on how to engage in critical conversations regarding the imple-
mentation of paid / compensated practicum education experiences. There were
no results found in the literature that substantiated the need or reflects that
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Critical Conversations in Gompensating Social Work Field Education: A Systematic Review

social work education, within the USA, are having conversations on compen-
sated practicum experiences. A call-to-action challenges social work programs
to have these conversations as to support the success of social work students.
Implications of compensated practicum education for social work students, so-
cial work programs, practicum sites, and scholars will be discussed.

Keywords: Social work practicum education, paid practicum placements, compensated practi-
cum education

The Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) has deemed field education, also
referred to as practicum education, the signature pedagogy of the social work
profession (Council on Social Work Education, 2008). As such, it is the responsi-
bility of the institution to provide equitable practicum opportunities to social
work students. Since deeming practicum education as the signature pedagogy,
the responsibility of practicum education, as it relates to the student, has not
been revisited. The practicum education experience is widely recognized as the
most significant component of social work education (Bogo, 2010; Cleak &
Smith, 2012; Wayne et al., 2010) as this experience allows the social work stu-
dent the opportunity to integrate what was learned in the classroom to the de-
velopment of social work practice skills that will be applied in tangible practice
situations. However, in this era of diversity, equity, and inclusion, what has the
academy conceptualized, as a collective, in ensuring that all aspects of our so-
cial work and practicum education programs are equitable for all students so
that practice skill development can be at the forefront of student concern? The
National Association of Social Work (NASW) Code of Ethics (2021) calls social
workers to be mindful of the inequities and injustices within our communities.
Assuredly, social work programs must do the same when analyzing the eco-
nomicinequities that practicum education may cause forourstudents, commu-
nities, practicum instructors, and community agencies.

Practicum education experiences, in social work education, are highly val-
ued as it plays a critical role in preparing emerging social workers for the social
work profession. Social work education researchers have produced substantial
knowledge, over the decades, concerning what students believe are helpful ap-
proaches, as well as concerns, within their practicum education experience. It
has been found that practicum education aims to achieve many goals, with one
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major goal focusing on student practice competency as to obtain their degree,
while concurrently performing well in academic course work. Yet another chal-
lenge is the phenomenon of consumerism within higher education. Students
enrolling in social work education may have a consumer-focused mindset and
make their demands known about what outcomes they expect out of their ed-
ucation (Lager & Robbins, 2004). Some students may approach the practicum
experience with an “entitlement philosophy,” and their success, as it relates to
their practicum placement grade, should be based on effort and not on the
demonstration of skills (Tseng, 2011); all of which may or may notalign with so-
cial work’s educational and professional competencies.

When analyzing the state of social service agencies and its influence on
student practicum outcomes, tacit practice knowledge allows the realization
that changes in public services have forced traditional practicum sites to offer
more services with less resources. Economic downturns make it challenging to
provide student opportunities; thus, social work programs may have difficulty
locating timely practicum placements - a challenge that may cause students an
unfairdelayin practicum houraccrual. Further, the decline in state and federal-
funded services has eliminated many positions, held by social workers. Social
workers who may have potentially held positions as practicum supervisors;
thus, causing an increase in practicum supervision outside of the student’s
placement agency. In addition, enrollment changes within the academy have
placed pressure on the expansion of social work programs. Diminished re-
sources with increasing expectations for faculty to meet the demands of stu-
dents with varied needs thatare affecting theiracademics and practicum expe-
rience, have exhausted the amount of meaningful skill focused faculty-student
engagement within practicum education. The State of Practicum Education
Survey found that 47.9% of respondents reported that teaching and research
faculty members serve varied and concurrent roles: practicum liaisons, assist-
ing in student monitoring, and communicating with both placement agencies
and agency practicum supervisors (Council on Social Work Education, 20153, p.
17), all responsibilities that reduce faculty-student skill focused engagement. In
an already overburdened system, practicum education is being perceived as
“resource-intensive” by the placement practicum sites (Preston et al., 2014).
When combined with limited resources within both agencies and the academy,
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these are all assuredly contributing to the already established inequities within
the strained practicum education process.

There are also competing demands, outside of the classroom, that the so-
cial work student must address if they are to succeed in their practicum educa-
tion experience. Social work students are entering practicum with varied men-
tal health diagnoses, substance use disorders, trauma histories, and other psy-
chosocial histories that may be managed while engaging in the academic com-
ponent of their social work education; but, when merged with the additional
stressors of practicum education, subsequent psychosocial problems may arise
(Bogo etal., 2007; Pooleretal., 2012).

Further, with the rising costs of student loans, unfunded loan forgiveness
programs for social workers, and the stagnant salaries of social work profes-
sionals, the lack of direct and indirect compensation for practicum experiences
may not attract potential social work professionals as in past decades. Social
work programs may need to consider differentaspects of compensation related
to the labor set forth by social work students, so that the profession may attract
students beyond those that can financially support their education. Cultural
factors, while engaging in the practicum education experience, must also be
considered. A study completed by Srikanthan (2019) reviewed the experience
of “Black, minority, and ethnic” students and their accounts of their practicum
education experience. A central finding of the study was that the practices of
the institution and the context of the practicum education process created a ra-
cially stratified experience comparable to the labor market (Srikanthan, 2019).
The social work profession is guided by a shared understanding of culture and
its function within society and among individuals. This same ethical standard
that focuses upon cultural factors, must be considered and applied when con-
ceptualizing and formulating the student’s practicum education experience.

Significance of Social Work Practicum Education

Like other practice-based professions (e.g., education, nursing, and the medical
practicum), social work education has both an academic curriculum and a prac-
tical component known as “field education” or “practicum education” and is
viewed as social work’s “signature pedagogy” (Council on Social Work
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Education, 2008; Holden et al., 2010; Shulman, 2005) and the “gold standard”
(Mullen et al., 2007). Shulman (2005) stated that education for human service
professionals socializes students: “to think, to perform, and to act ethically”
(Shulman, 2005, p. 52) and better prepare students to provide services to cli-
ents. Within the United States of America, practicum education requirements
are put forth foraccredited schools of social work by the Council on Social Work
Education (CSWE) and the Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards
(EPAS). CSWE recognizes the importance of practicum education:

The intent of practicum education is to integrate the theoretical and
conceptual contribution of the classroom with the practical world of
the practice setting. Itisa basic precept of social work education that
the two interrelated components of curriculum--classroom and
practicum--are of equal importance with the curriculum, and each
contributes to the development of the requisite competencies of
professional practice. Practicum education is systematically de-
signed, supervised, coordinated, and evaluated based on the criteria
by which students demonstrate Social Work Competencies (Council
on Social Work Education, 2015b, p.12).

The theory and knowledge learned in the classroom are executed in a micro,
mezzo, and/or macro practice setting, which may be the most critical learning
experience (Jones & Sherr, 2014). Practicum education provides an opportunity
for students to apply evidence-based practices (EBP) and builds their
knowledge and skills (Beiger, 2013; Washburn etal., 2021).

Inaddition to the number of hours that students must complete, multiple
stakeholders are critical to the practicum experience. For a social work student,
ataminimum, they engage with a practicum instructor and a faculty practicum
liaison. However, additional stakeholders, in the practicum experience, may in-
clude preceptors, seminar instructors, and practicum coordinators. Social work
programs may also include practicum directors and/or practicum coordinators
that manage the practicum education program. Practicum instructors direct
the daily activities of the social work practicum experience at the agency for the
social work student, while practicum liaisons are faculty members and repre-
sentthesocial work department and/orschool - performing the roles of advisor,
monitor, consultant, teacher, mediator, and advocate. Hence, the social work
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student must be attentive to these varied roles, adding to the additional use of
the student's time and resources.

Uncompensated Practicum’s Impact on Students and Families

Time is Money

Whileindulgingin equitable considerations regarding compensated practicum
internships, we must consider how the current structure affects the communi-
ties that we serve. Undoubtedly, social work students were considered “com-
munity members” before their interest in the social work profession and con-
tinue to be so upon entry into the academy. According to the NASW Code of
Ethics, “social workers should engage in social and political action that seeks to
ensure that all people have equal access to the resources, employment, ser-
vices, and opportunities they require to meet their basic human needs and to
develop fully” (National Association of Social Workers, 2021, section 6.04a). If
we, as social workers, apply this ethical code to communities and community
members, do we not have the ethical obligation to extend this to social work
students who are also community members? Are we ethically obligated to en-
sure that the time vested in completing social work curriculums do not under-
mine our students’ ability to meet their basic human needs?

While accomplishing a remarkable feat, a graduate degree, this gain
comes at an astronomical cost for many social work students, their immediate
families, and their communities. Within the United States of America, at the
undergraduate level (BSW), social work students complete a minimum of four
hundred supervised practicum hours and at the master’s level (MSW), social
work students complete a minimum of nine hundred supervised hours (Council
on Social Work Education, 2015b). The uncompensated practicum education
hours, at the MSW level, equate to approximately 12-24 hours/week, the equiv-
alent of part-time employment.

It is of note that the hours of supervised practicum do not consider the
time spentin non-practicum education social work courses, the time utilized in
engaging with their practicum education team, the time utilized in studying,
and the engagement of practicum seminar course assignments. Time has
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value; therefore, in conceptualizing the value of time into dollars by utilizing
the federal minimum wage ($7.25/hr.) within the United States of America;
each masters level social work student “invests” an additional $6,525 towards
their education. This “investment” is in addition to the cost of tuition; thus,
transferring wealth/resources from the student’s micro / mezzo construct to
subsequent mezzo / macro entities (i.e., government-based practicums).

First Gen Families & Financial Hardships

When assessing the holistic construct of the student, social work programs
must also consider the intersectionality of first-generation college/graduate
students among communities of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BI-
POC) and among those from disadvantaged socioeconomic communities. Alt-
hough social work is a “calling” for many, the decision to enter social work pro-
grams is the expectation of acquiring an improved socio-economic status post-
graduation by entering a “working” profession. At the same time, social work
programs market the plethora of employment opportunities that the student
will have access to post-graduation; a marketing strategy that is not entirely
forthcoming in divulging the salary of a nuanced social worker within the pro-
fession. Social work programs are less transparent in divulging the debt (total
debt the student will incur post-curriculum completion) to income (the starting
salary acquired post-graduation) ratio for nuanced professionals. The reality is
that for many nuanced social work professionals, it may take many years before
one’s social work income surpasses the incurred educational debt. For others, it
is possible that their educational debt will continue to absorb their social work
salary, leaving the question that when considering the economic status of the
student and their families, “is it more beneficial to have never embarked upon
this professional journey?”

Further, social work programs must be attentive to the evolution of the
family construct. Gone are the days when families offer full financial support to
students entering higher education. Most students entering social work pro-
grams are considered “non-traditional,” including students who are head of
household and students who are also parents of college students. According to
Parker & Patton (2013), the “sandwich” generation carries the burden of caring
forbothelderlyand/ordebilitated parents while also raising their own children.
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This shift in the family causes a financial burden upon the student and their
family, which was not as prominent at the inception of practicum education’s
construction. This financial burden may lead to increased student stress, exac-
erbation in mental health diagnoses, and perhaps the catalyst in the student
being forced to utilize the same services within the agencies they intern. John-
stone et al. found a relationship between unpaid internships and financial
hardship on social work students in human service agencies that created stress
and possibly compromised their learning experience (2016).

Spector & Infante (2020) explored best practices for social work practicum
pedagogy and suggested that practicum supervisors should initiate discussions
about financial hardships to offer resources such as stipends or vouchers
through agency budgets or workshops such as financial literacy. In an explora-
tory study performed by Unrau et al. (2019), an anonymous survey was con-
ducted on students enrolled in BSW or MSW programs and found that approx-
imately one-third of respondents lacked awareness of the degree cost and re-
ceived less financial aid than expected. Therefore, as it relates to the academy,
uncompensated internships may inadvertently cause an increase in student at-
trition rates.

Compensation Defined

Itis probable that historically, administrators within social work programs have
avoided discussions regarding practicum compensation as it is a concept that
generally equates to an increase in budgetary considerations. To the contrary,
compensation for social work practicum students may include many different
features, not just financial. Due to it being understood that “students” are not
synonymous to “employees,” as to be considered as an operational definition,
the U.S. Bureau of Labor and Statistics defines compensation as:

the entire range of wages and benefits, both current and deferred,
that employees receive in return for their work. In the Employment
Cost Index (ECI), compensation includes the employer’s cost of
wages and salaries, plus the employer’s cost of providing employee
benefits (U.S. Bureau of Labor and Statistics, 2021, para 19).

Although financial compensation should become a consideration for students
engaged in their practicum education, social work programs can include
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indirect compensation for social work students under the auspices of “benefits.”
Nonetheless, through the exploration of direct or indirect compensation, con-
siderations should be through an equity-minded perspective as it is imperative
that programs begin to formulate policies and procedures that identifies the in-
dividual needs of the student, determines if the program has access to the re-
sources in meeting the identified needs, and how the student will be linked to
the available resources or linked to subsequent programs that offer the sup-
portive mechanisms needed for the individual student’s success.

Exploring Compensation

Although financially compensated practicum is nota nuanced conceptasitisa
practice implemented across the United States, the general concept of com-
pensating students for their practicum placement is seemingly controversial.
One argument is that practicum placement experiences are part of an educa-
tional process and should not incur financial compensation. Under this opin-
ion, because the student is not an agency “employee,” and functions under the
title of “student,” the “educational experience” itself is to be deemed as the
compensation. In contrast, a more current opinion that is gaining popularity is
that social work practicum time investment is being considered as “unpaid la-
bor.” For many social work students, their productivity level, within their practi-
cum experience, is equal to that of, at the very least, a “part-time employee.”
Therefore, can social work education begin to change the narrative and view
the practicum experience as an educational experience that also prepares stu-
dents with realistic professional opportunities, including paid compensation?
Social work programs must begin having dialogue surrounding themes thatin-
clude: should social work programs consider the financial compensation of stu-
dents when the practicum agency is financially reimbursed for the services pro-
vided by the practicum student? Is it unethical and/or immoral to compensate
students for their practicum placement hours if it is indeed to be viewed solely
asaneducational experience?Ifso, howare students thatare engaged in practi-
cum experiences at more financially prominent agencies / institutions able to
obtain financial compensation for their educational experience? Finally, if a
practicum education program has opportunities for paid practicum place-
ments, how are students informed of these opportunities---are there fair,
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equitable, and transparent policies in place to decide who should be awarded
these opportunities?ls this practice ethical? Was the studentincluded in the de-
cision-making process?

Again, the discussion regarding the financial compensation of social work
students’ practicum experience although seemingly controversial, warrants
critical conversation and exploration. As social work educators, it is not only our
responsibility to prepare future social workers to engage in competent practice,
butitis also our responsibility in assisting our students with the practice of self-
care. As it relates to this topic, self-care includes the awareness of feasible fi-
nancial compensation, exploring if social work provides a livable wage for their
family construct, and linking one to opportunities where the student may sub-
sidize theirincome post-graduation.

Aim of the Review

This systematic review aims to locate a body of literature that may either sub-
stantiate the need for paid and/or compensated practicum placements or pro-
vide guidance to social work programs in formulating critical conversations re-
garding the implementation of paid / compensated practicum education expe-
riences. This review would establish the foundation for social work education
in having the critical conversations regarding the implementation of paid /
compensated practicums that are not contingent upon federal financial aid,
work-study programs and / or agency intern programs. With the high stakes to
perform in practicum education and the noted competing demands on the so-
cial work student, it leaves one to question: is social work education providing
support to the best of their abilities for the success of students during their
practicum education experience, and is social work education supporting the
best pedagogical approach to practicum education? Although institutions may
have differing concepts of “compensation,” the challenges go beyond students
being offered antiquated compensation packages deemed suitable by social
work departments and for schools. Institutions must begin to have critical con-
versations regarding their responsibility in providing tangible compensation to
their social work students, ones that include financial compensation for social
work practicum placement experiences. Itis also of note that within this study,
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the MSW degree will be focused upon as the MSW is the terminal degree for
the Social Work profession within the United States.

Methodology

This systematic review was completed using three distinct Boolean threads us-
ing the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis
(PRISMA) Flow Diagram and PRISMA Statement (Page et al., 2021). The
PRISMA Statement and the PRISMA Flow Diagram allowed for the structured
flow of information through the different phases of the systematic review. The
authors completed a review of the literature that used explicit and systematic
methods to collect the findings of the studies. The use of the PRISMA Flow Dia-
gram allowed a consistent research design to review identified articles. The ar-
ticles and book chapters were reviewed independently by three separate re-
viewers to identify inclusionary and exclusionary literature. Consensus was
reached on the conclusion of inclusionary criteria. The data was organized in a
documentthatincluded the title of the article, keywords, abstract, inclusionary
criteria, and exclusionary criteria. Heterogeneity among Boolean strings were
noted and considered.

The first literature review gathered generalized, operational, and current
literature regarding paid practicum placements in social work education. To lo-
cate this body of literature, a systematic electronic search was performed utiliz-
ing the following databases: EBSCO-Academic Search Complete, APA
PsycINFO, APA PsychArticles, Educational Administration Abstracts, E-Jour-
nals, Professional Development Collection, Psychology & Behavioral Science
Collection, Social Work Abstracts, SocINDEX w/Full Text. A10-year review from
June1,2011toJune1,2021, in the aforementioned databases, screening for: “so-
cial work education” or “social work practicum education” or “social work practi-
cum” or “social work internships” and “paid social work practicum placements”
and “paid social work internships” was completed. In addition, inclusionary cri-
teria entailed articles and book chapters published between the dates of June
1, 2011 to June 1, 2021; the articles, journals, and books must have been peer-
reviewed, published in the United States of America, in the English language,
and with full text available. In contrast, exclusionary criteria included articles,
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book chapters, books and journals that were not peer-reviewed, that were not
published prior to the last10 years, were not published within the United States
of America, and were notin the English language. Further, exclusionary criteria
were articles and book chapters that did not include Boolean search terms of:
“paid practicum placements” and/or “practicums” as well as articles and book
chapters that solely focused on BSW programs while failing to incorporate
MSW programs.

The second systematic review looked for literature on the generalized
concept of “compensated” practicum placements in social work education. To
locate this body of literature, a systematic electronic search and 10-year review;
from June 1, 2011 to June 1, 2021, was performed utilizing the following data-
bases: EBSCO-Academic Search Complete, APA PsycINFO, APA PsychArticles,
Educational Administration Abstracts, E-Journals, Professional Development
Collection, Psychology & Behavioral Science Collection, Social Work Abstracts,
SocINDEX w/Full Text. The Boolean terms used were: “social work education” or
“social work practicum education” or “social work placement” or “social work
practicum” or “social work internships” and “compensated internships.” Inclu-
sionary criteria entailed articles and book chapters that were published be-
tween the dates of June 1, 2011 to June 1, 2021, were peer-reviewed, published
in the United States of America, in the English language, and with full text avail-
able. Exclusionary criteria were articles, book chapters, books, and journals that
were not peer-reviewed, were not published between the dates of June 1, 201
to June 1, 2021, were not published within the United States of America, and
were not in the English language. Further exclusionary criteria were findings
that did not include the Boolean search terms of “compensated practicum
placements” and/or “practicums” and articles and book chapters that solely fo-
cused on BSW programs while failing to incorporate MSW programs.

The third systematic electronic review searched for literature on uncom-
pensated practicum placements in social work education. In an attempt to lo-
cate this body of literature, a systematic electronic search and 10-year review;
from June 1, 2011 to June 1, 2021, was performed utilizing the following data-
bases: EBSCO-Academic Search Complete, APA PsycINFO, APA PsychAtrticles,
Educational Administration Abstracts, E-Journals, Professional Development
Collection, Psychology & Behavioral Science Collection, Social Work Abstracts,
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SocINDEX w/Full Text. The Boolean terms used were: “social work education” or
“social work practicum education” or “social work practicum placements” or “so-
cial work practicum” or “social work internships” and “uncompensated intern-
ship or internships.” Inclusionary criteria entailed articles and book chapters
thatwere published between the dates of June 1, 2011 toJune1, 2021, were peer-
reviewed, published in the United States of America, in the English language,
and with full text available. Exclusionary criteria were articles, book chapters,
books, and journals that were not peer-reviewed, were not published between
the dates of June 1, 2011 to June 1, 2021, were not published within the United
States of America, and were not in the English language. Further exclusionary
criteria were findings that did not include the Boolean search terms of “uncom-
pensated practicum placements” and/or “practicums” and articles and book
chapters that solely focused on BSW programs while failing to incorporate
MSW programs.

Results

In an attempt to capture all aspects of “compensated” practicum internships
and / or practicum placements, three separate systematic reviews were con-
ducted using the PRISMA Flow Diagram (Page et al., 2021). The first systematic
review includes the search string: “social work education” or “social work practi-
cum education” or “social work practicum” or “social work internships” and “paid
social work practicum placements” and “paid social work internships.” The sec-
ond systematic review includes the search string: “social work education” or “so-
cial work practicum education” or “social work placement” or “social work
practicum” or “social work internships” and “compensated internships.” Finally,
the third systematic review includes the search string: “social work education”
or “social work practicum education” or “social work practicum placements” or
“social work practicum” or “social work internships” and “uncompensated in-
ternship or internships.” Each systematic review was cross-referenced against
the remaining two reviews to exclude duplicate studies.

In the first systematic review, the Boolean search string of “social work ed-
ucation” or “social work practicum education” or “social work practicum” or “so-
cial work internships” and “paid social work practicum placements” and “paid
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social work internships,” yielded a total of 148,266 results. Out of this total num-
ber,148,217 were marked as “ineligible” by the EBSCO database automated tool.
Of theinitial total, 50 articles were screened, with one duplicate. Of the remain-
ing 49 articles, all 49 were retrieved and assessed for eligibility. Of the 49 arti-
cles, 2 articles were excluded as the articles were not peer-reviewed. Of the 47
remaining articles, 27 articles had research not conducted in the United States
of America. Of the 20 remaining articles, 19 articles were excluded as the litera-
ture did not mention the Boolean term “paid social work practicum and/or in-
ternships,”and 1article was excluded as it solely focused on BSW practicum ed-
ucation. In conclusion, the first systematic review yielded zero inclusionary
studies (Figure 1).

In the second systematic review, which included the Boolean search string
of “social work education” or “social work practicum education” or “social work
placement” or “social work practicum” or “social work internships” and “com-
pensated internships,” 148,267 results were yielded in total. Out of this total
number, 148,217 were marked as “ineligible” by the EBSCO database automated
tool. Of the initial total, 50 articles were screened; however, when cross-refer-
enced with the first Boolean string, 36 of the articles were duplicates and there-
fore, were excluded. Of the remaining 14 records, all 14 were retrieved and as-
sessed for eligibility. After review of the 14 remaining articles, fourarticles were
excluded as the research was not conducted in the United States of America,
and 10 articles were excluded as the literature made no mention of the Boolean
search term “compensated social work practicum,” “social work practicums,”
and/or “social work internships.” In conclusion, this second systematic review
yielded zero inclusionary studies (Figure 2).

In the final systematic review, the Boolean search string included the
terms “social work education” or “social work practicum education” or “social
work practicum placements” or “social work practicum” or “social work intern-
ships" and “uncompensated internship or internships,” 148,664 results were
yielded in total. Out of this total number, 148,613 were marked as “ineligible” by
the EBSCO database automated tool. Of the initial total, 51 records were
screened; however, when cross-referenced with the first and second Boolean
strings, 27 of the records were duplicates of the first string and one of the rec-
ords was a duplicate of the second string; therefore, 28 articles were excluded
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due to these duplications. Of the remaining 23 records, all were retrieved and
assessed for eligibility. After reviewing the 23 remaining records, 11 records
were excluded as the research was not conducted in the United States of Amer-
ica, 1 record was published outside of the inclusionary time frame; 10 records
were excluded as the literature made no mention of the Boolean terms “uncom-
pensated social work practicum,” “social work practicums,” and/or “social work
internships.” Finally, 1 record focused solely on BSW programs. In conclusion,
this third and final systematic review yielded o inclusionary studies (Figure 3).

Discussion

This systematic review aimed to locate literature that (a) substantiated the
need for providing differing types of compensation, including those that are fi-
nancial, to social work practicum students for their time investmentin addition
to theireducational experience; and (b) explored how social work programs en-
gage in critical conversations regarding the implementation of compensated
practicum experiences. Out of the myriad of reviewed articles, one article re-
searched in Canada discussed practicum compensation. It is unfortunate that
within the period of this systematic review, social work research, within the
United States of America, hasseemingly not produced accessible peer reviewed
literature offering insight on such an important topic.

Ina Canadian study, Srikanthan (2019) compares the process of preparing
social work students for practicum placement as the equivalent to “securing
paid employment” (p. 2175). Srikanthan also refers to the social work practicum
experience as the “unpaid and invisible labour of students” and that for BIPOC
students specifically, these students are often directed to practicum place-
ments that are historically positions that are “devalued, of low status and un-
derpaid within the labour market” (Srikanthan, 2019, pp. 2174-5). With the pres-
sures of a global pandemic and sociopolitical unrest within the United States,
student practicum compensation is needed more than in previous years.
COVID-19, especially, has forced many universities outside of their comfort
zones, allowing for financial relief that may not have previously occurred in the
history of many universities. For example, through the Higher Education Emer-
gency Relief Fund (HEERF), the Historically Black Colleges & Universities
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(HBCUs) of Clark Atlanta University and Spelman College canceled outstanding
account balances for students that COVID-19 impacted. CSWE, through policy
changes, created accommodations for social work students and practicum
agencies impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic; these accommodations were
nuanced, were implemented on a national level expediently, and would have
never been previously considered, but are now considered “cutting edge,” and
are integral parts of social work practicum curricula. The “so what” of this is that
if institutions make the active decision to become mindful of student-centered
practices, ideas that have never been previously considered can be actualized
and implemented. As with the erasure of student debt and the launching of stu-
dentand agency accommodations on a national level, all of which were concep-
tualized and implemented during a global pandemic, is it possible that social
work programs can collectively conceptualize, actualize, and implementa plan
for student compensation for their practicum hours on both a programmatic
and a national level?

Future Implications for Social Work Programs

Social work education, and the profession, collectively agree that developing
best practices for social work’s signature pedagogy is of utmost importance. Be-
cause of this, there has been significant focus on the pedagogical benefits of so-
cial work practicum education. Consequently, there has been no significant fo-
cus on the differing financial burdens, stressors, and barriers that the practicum
education experience potentially imposes upon the social work student. Fur-
ther questions for programs to consider: are the cultural aspects of a social work
student considered when making the practicum placement? Are practicum
placements “driven by” the impact of market demand with the personal, cul-
tural, and structural factors influencing the social work student overlooked or
not taken into consideration? Is the allocation of resources influencing practi-
cum placement decisions fidelitous to the program’s pedagogical intent? Is the
traditional practicum placement process a rigid format built for a particular
group of individuals with privilege and power? Does the practicum placement
process consider systemic discrimination and racial biases? These critical pro-
cessing questions are imperative for social work programs to consider as re-
search indicates that students in social work programs have experienced more
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trauma than their peers that study business and even medicine (Black et al.,
1993).

The practicum education experience, if supported by a structured, well-
defined experience through the learning agreement, is an investmentin the so-
cial work student’s education, the mission of the practicum agency, and the so-
cial work profession. Social work education must protect the practicum experi-
ence and hold this part of the social work educational experience to a high
standard. Challenges in the practicum education process can be at the policy,
university, and the community organizational level, not just at the individual
level with the student. Some of these challenges include finding qualified
practicum placements, supetrvising students during the practicum placement,
and providing quality training for practicum instructors. In addition, best-prac-
tice teaching strategies to integrate classroom theory into the practicum edu-
cation experience whilst supporting the ongoing professional development op-
portunities for social work students may present further challenges.

There has been an accelerated level of discussion in academia, particularly
in social work education, about “unpaid” practicum placements. Are social work
practicum students “working for free,” “volunteering,” or shall we continue con-
ceptualizing students’ invested efforts as an educational experience? A solution
to the financial burdens of practicum placements is to allow practicum place-
ments that will intentionally serve as future places of employment for the
practicum student. Although work-based placements may provide challenges,
with the practicum student balancing expectations of being a student with the
duties of being an employee (Pelech et. al., 2009), exploring and procuring this
genre of practicum may alleviate many of the economic hardships incurred by
practicum students. Although financial compensation is widely discussed, it is
essential to be mindful that the practicum education experience may also be
compensated with the development of social work skills, values, knowledge,
and academic credit hours (i.e., academic hours earned via skills acquired
through personal experiences). We have a responsibility in determining the re-
lationship between unpaid practicum placements, the financial hardships this
may cause, and the compromise these stressors may have on the practicum ed-
ucation learning experience.
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Social work programs may consider alternatives to direct compensation (i.e.,
paid internships, stipends, etc.), such as indirect compensation models (i.e., tu-
ition assistance, access to free licensure prep courses, continuing education as-
sistance, etc.). Further, in the spirit of equity-minded practice, a subsequent al-
ternative is offering choice to the student. Some students may view the act of
providing their personal time to communities as a form of indirect compensa-
tion; thus, choosing “volunteerism” over competing compensation alternatives.
The assessment of the student’s compensation preference can be initially ex-
plored during the practicum orientation.

Study Limitations

Notable limitations to this study are (a) exclusion of gray literature that may
have addressed the topic, (b) exclusion of literature from countries outside of
the United States of America, (c) exclusion of literature that was not encom-
passed within the chosen EBSCO databases; (d) exclusion of literature due to
the date of publication, and (e) exclusion of literature that does not have full-
text availability.

Astoaddress the commonjournal bias of only publishing studies with suc-
cessful outcomes, dissertations are sometimes included in research manu-
scripts (Campbell Collaboration, 2014). Although considered scholarly work,
dissertations were not included in this study as dissertations generally do not
comply with the inclusionary criteria of “peer-reviewed.” One article men-
tioned the compensation of social work students; however, this article was pub-
lished in Canada. This article was not included in the systematic review, as it is
probable that the socio-economic structure of social work and the cultural in-
fluences of social work students are different between students in Canada and
students in the United States of America. Nonetheless, Covid-19 has caused fi-
nancial strain to all world citizens on a global level and because of this, subse-
quent countries may have viable research that may assist the United States’ so-
cial work programs with these critical conversations. As it relates to excluded
articles, itis probable that the articles which address the context of this research
may not have been published in the databases used, may be outside the time
parameters, or may not have full-text article accessibility; all of which are defin-
itively limitations of this study.
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Conclusion

This systematic review of the literature concluded that there has been no peer
reviewed research, that is accessible, regarding either the need or benefits of
compensated practicum education in social work programs within the United
States. The validation of the importance of practicum education is well noted,;
therefore, itis critical for social work research to be conducted and accessible as
to identify how social work students may be holistically supported throughout
their practicum education experience. Conceptualizing research which
acknowledges the need for varied types of compensation for student practicum
participation, as well as research efforts that include equity-minded compen-
sation opportunities for BIPOC social work students, are all needed to sustain
the quality of social work programs and the social work profession.

As indicated by the results, there is a significant gap in the literature on
compensating practicum placements, and this has implications for social work
education and the future of the social work profession. Social work education
aims to prepare competent and ethical social workers with practicum educa-
tion being a critical component of the social work educational experience. It is
clearly stated in the Practicum Education Survey conducted by CSWE in 2018
that “because students become practitioners, the functioning of social systems,
the needs of clientsand consumers, and the fabric of society are at stake” (Coun-
cil on Social Work Education, 2018, p. 6). Practicum education looks different
today, than in past years, due to a consistently changing world. The results of
this systematic review clearly reflect that authentically utilizing compensation
as an option in recruiting prospective students to the profession, retaining stu-
dents, and allowing student success within the practicum education experience
is not documented in the literature and shows that perhaps our understanding
and verbiage is shifting, as it relates to student needs; however, our practices
are not.

In conclusion, now is the time to perform further research and perform
comprehensive reviews on the standards and policies guiding practicum edu-
cation so that we may expediently implement equity-minded supportive solu-
tions as to ensure student success while in practicum. Itis not to be viewed as
difficult for social work programs to facilitate critical conversations in deter-
miningiftheirindividual programsauthentically support the individual success
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of their social work students. Continuing this critical conversation with CSWE,
NASW, and subsequent social work programs, on both national and global lev-
els; ultimately allows us to share ideas as one global social work collective,
which is essential to the ever-changing dynamics and continued success of so-
cial work practicum education.
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Figure 3: PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram Boolean Phrase: “social work education” or
“social work field education” or “social work field placements” or “social work
practicum” or “social work internships” and “uncompensated internship or intern-
ships”

*Consider, if feasible to do so, reporting the number of records identified from
each database or register searched (rather than the total number across all data-
bases/registers).

**1f automation tools were used, indicate how many records were excluded by a
human and how many were excluded by automation tools.

From: Page M], McKenzie JE, Bossuyt PM, Boutron I, Hoffmann TC, Mulrow CD, et
al. The PRISMA 2020 statement: an updated guideline for reporting systematic re-
views. BM] 2021;372:n71. doi: 10.1136/bmj.n71. http://www.prisma-statement.org/

Database: EBSCO-Academic Search Complete, APA Psychinfo, APA PsychArticles,

Educational Administration Abstracts, E-Journals, Professional Development Col-
lection, Psychology & Behavioral Science Collection, Social Work Abstracts, SocIN-
DEX w/Full Text.

Dates: June1, 2011 toJune1, 2021
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Appendix D: Prisma 2020 Checklist

cess

a study met the inclusion criteria of the re-
view, including how many reviewers screened
each record and each report retrieved,
whether they worked independently, and if
applicable, details of automation tools used
in the process.

. Location
Section and Item .. .
. Checklistitem where item
Topic # .
is reported
TITLE Critical Conversations in Compensating Social Work Field Edu-
cation: A Systematic Review
Title 1 | Identify the report as a systematic review. Title Page
ABSTRACT
Abstract 2 | Seethe PRISMA 2020 for Abstracts checklist. Page1
(purpose, method, results, discussion, and
conclusion)
INTRODUCTION
Rationale 3 | Describe the rationale for the review in the Pages 2-11
context of existing knowledge.
Objectives 4 | Provide an explicit statement of the objec- Page 11
tive(s) or question(s) the review addresses.
METHODS
Eligibility cri- 5 | Specify the inclusion and exclusion criteria for Pages12-14
teria the review and how studies were grouped for
the syntheses.
Information 6 | Specifyall databases, registers, websites, or- Page12
sources ganisations, reference lists and other sources
searched or consulted to identify studies.
Specify the date when each source was last
searched or consulted.
Search strat- 7 | Presentthe full search strategies for all data- Page12
egy bases, registers and websites, including any
filters and limits used.
Selection pro- 8 | Specify the methods used to decide whether Pages11-14
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Location
Checklistitem where item
is reported

Section and Item
Topic #

Data collec- 9 | Specify the methods used to collect data from Page12
tion process reports, including how many reviewers col-
lected data from each report, whether they
worked independently, any processes for ob-
taining or confirming data from study investi-
gators, and if applicable, details of automa-
tion tools used in the process.

Dataitems 10a | Listand define all outcomes for which data Pages15-17
were sought. Specify whetherall results that
were compatible with each outcome domain
in each study were sought (e.g. forall
measures, time points, analyses), and if not,
the methods used to decide which results to
collect.

10b | Listand define all othervariables for which Pages 9-11
data were sought (e.g. participantand inter-
vention characteristics, funding sources). De-
scribe any assumptions made about any miss-
ing orunclearinformation.

Study risk of 11 | Specify the methods used to assess risk of Page12
bias assess- bias in the included studies, including details
ment of the tool(s) used, how many reviewers as-
sessed each study and whether they worked
independently, and if applicable, details of
automation tools used in the process.

Effect 12 | Specify for each outcome the effect meas- Pages15-17
measures ure(s) (e.g. risk ratio, mean difference) used in
the synthesis or presentation of results.

Synthesis 13a | Describe the processes used to decide which Pages11-14
methods studies were eligible for each synthesis (e.g.
tabulating the study intervention characteris-
tics and comparing against the planned
groups for each synthesis (item #5)).

13b | Describe any methods required to prepare Pages11-14
the data for presentation or synthesis, such as
handling of missing summary statistics, or
data conversions.
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g Location
Section and Item .. .
. Checklistitem where item
Topic # .
is reported

13¢c | Describe any methods used to tabulate orvis- | Figure1,2,3
ually display results of individual studies and
syntheses.

13d | Describe any methods used to synthesize re- Pages11-14
sults and provide a rationale for the choice(s).
If meta-analysis was performed, describe the
model(s), method(s) to identify the presence
and extent of statistical heterogeneity, and
software package(s) used.

13e | Describe any methods used to explore possi- Pages11-14
ble causes of heterogeneity among study re-
sults (e.g. subgroup analysis, meta-regres-

sion).
13f | Describe any sensitivity analyses conducted Page12

to assess robustness of the synthesized re-

sults.
Reporting bias 14 | Describe any methods used to assess risk of Page 21
assessment bias due to missing results in a synthesis (aris-

ing from reporting biases).
Certainty as- 15 | Describe any methods used to assess cer- Pages11-12
sessment tainty (or confidence) in the body of evidence

foran outcome.
RESULTS
Study selec- 16a | Describe the results of the search and selec- Pages15-17
tion tion process, from the number of records

identified in the search to the number of

studies included in the review, ideally using a

flow diagram.

16b | Cite studies that might appear to meet the in- Pages15-17

clusion criteria, but which were excluded, and

explain why they were excluded.
Study charac- 17 | Cite eachincluded study and presentits char- Pages15-17
teristics acteristics.
Risk of bias in 18 | Presentassessments of risk of bias for each Pages15-17
studies included study.
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Section and
Topic

Item

Checklistitem

Location
where item
is reported

Results of in-
dividual stud-
ies

19

Forall outcomes, present, for each study: (a)
summary statistics for each group (where ap-
propriate) and (b) an effect estimate and its
precision (e.g. confidence/credible interval),
ideally using structured tables or plots.

Pages15-17

Results of syn-
theses

20a

For each synthesis, briefly summarise the
characteristics and risk of bias among contrib-
uting studies.

Pages15-17

20b

Present results of all statistical syntheses con-
ducted. If meta-analysis was done, present
for each the summary estimate and its preci-
sion (e.g. confidence/credible interval) and
measures of statistical heterogeneity. If com-
paring groups, describe the direction of the
effect.

Pages15-17

20C

Present results of all investigations of possi-
ble causes of heterogeneity among study re-
sults.

Pages15-17

20d

Present results of all sensitivity analyses con-
ducted to assess the robustness of the synthe-
sized results.

Pages15-17

Reporting bi-
ases

21

Present assessments of risk of bias due to
missing results (arising from reporting biases)
for each synthesis assessed.

Pages15-17

Certainty of
evidence

22

Present assessments of certainty (or confi-
dence) in the body of evidence for each out-
come assessed.

Pages15-17

DISCUSSION

Discussion

23a

Provide a general interpretation of the results
in the context of other evidence.

Pages17-21

23b

Discuss any limitations of the evidence in-
cluded in the review.

Page 21

23C

Discuss any limitations of the review pro-
cesses used.

Page 21
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. Location
Section and Item .. .
. Checklistitem where item
Topic # .
is reported
23d | Discussimplications of the results for prac- Page 21
tice, policy, and future research.
OTHER INFORMATION
Registration 24a | Provide registration information for the re- None
and protocol view, including register name and registra-
tion number, or state that the review was not
registered.
24b | Indicate where the review protocol can be ac- None
cessed, or state that a protocol was not pre-
pared.
24c¢ | Describe and explain any amendments to in- None
formation provided at registration or in the
protocol.
Support 25 | Describe sources of financial or non-financial Page 23
support for the review, and the role of the
funders or sponsors in the review.
Competingin- 26 | Declare any competing interests of review au- Page 23
terests thors.
Availability of 27 | Reportwhich of the following are publicly Page14
data, code and available and where they can be found: tem-
other materi- plate data collection forms; data extracted
als from included studies; data used forall anal-
yses; analytic code; any other materials used
in the review.

Table1: Prisma 2020 Checklist

From: Page M], McKenzie JE, Bossuyt PM, Boutron |, Hoffmann TC, Mulrow CD, et
al. The PRISMA 2020 statement: an updated guideline for reporting systematic re-
views. BM] 2021;372:n71. doi: 10.1136/bmj.n71

For more information, visit: http://www.prisma-statement.org/
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