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ISSUES AND CHALLENGES IN
SOCIAL WORK FIELD
EDUCATION IN NIGERIA

Abstract. The place of social work in enhancing
societal welfare cannot be separated from the role of
field education, which is a vital part of social work
training. Field practicum offers students with
information and opportunities to tackling and resolving
issues in practice. Given that it is an essential element in
the social work curriculum, field education is crucial in
education outcomes. This paper aimed to explore the
structure of the social work field experience via the lens
of students and the need to seriously look into the
practice methods, in order to promote the worth of field
experience. Using a qualitative research design, one
focus group interview was conducted and transcribed
following the permission of the research participants.
With the aid of the thematic analysis, data was analysed,
by recognizing, exploring, establishing, reporting
themes and capturing imperative ideas in view of the
research questions. Findings show that social work field
education is fraught with irregularities arising from
insufficient field agencies to the engagement of students
in activities not related to their field experience.
Although involving participants from one major
university, this study therefore concludes that core
stakeholders/departmental administrators should liaise
with other social service organizations to create a
platform for training and re-training of key staff to
ensure effective practical experiences for students. This
study might have crucial implications for departmental
administrators to improve the quality of field practice
training.
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INTRODUCTION

Amadasun (2021) asserts that few professions devote adequate time and vigor to
field practice compared to social work. Researches indicate that field education is an
essential element of social work education, as the training of social work professional
requires combined curriculum of theory and field experience prospects (Bogo, 2005,
2015; Omorogiuwa, 2021, 2022). Field practicum, as Gitterman (1989) explains, is
such that “transforms knowledge and understanding into practice, principles, and
behaviors” (p. 78). Although some studies on social work field practicum has far-
reaching evidence on supervision (Reichelt & Skjerve, 2000; Smith, 2000), assessment
of student engagement during placement (Kaye & Fortune, 2001), and practice methods
utilized by field instructors, research on social work field practice experience in Nigeria
is limited (Omorogiuwa, 2016). This situation requires attention, since field practice is
the mark of instruction or the core of the social work training (Homonoff, 2008; Wayne
& Raskin, 2010; Larrison & Korr, 2013; Omorogiuwa, 2016). To Bogo (2015), “the
ability of social work education to graduate ethical, competent, innovative, effective
clinical social workers is highly dependent on the quality of the field experience” (p.
317). Given that institutions of higher education need a way of determining whether
field practicum experience is of standard and as well as the issues confronting students’
during placement (Omorogiuwa, 2016; 2021; Amadasun, 2021), assessing the field
aspects of social work programme offers a thoughtful lens in which the value of
practice could be determined and plans are made for future practice. Thus, this study
explores the issues and challenges of field placement in Nigeria through the lens of
social work students.

LITERATURE REVIEW

According to Aristotle, “for all things we have to learn before we can do them,
we learn by doing them” (as quoted in Birkenmaier & Berg-Weger, 2007, p. 1).
Research indicates that “field practice, is also conterminously referred to as field
practicum, field instruction, field placement, field education, or simply fieldwork in
social work literature, forms an important part of social work education and training”
(Amadasun, 2021, p. 2). To Bogo (2015) and Omorogiuwa and Eweka (2012), field
education is the aspect of social work education, which involves the actual utilization of
knowledge and abilities acquired during classroom learning to the practice setting
where students are taught to reflect on practical issues by social workers. Whilst,
Savaya et al. (2003) point that field practicum, is centered on the value of development.
Therefore, students’ are expected to improve and develop both in theory and field
experiences.

There exist various types of field experience, the traditional method, which is still
employed, involves students’ placement in organizations/agencies in communities
(Savaya et al., 2003; Amadasun, 2021). However, to Liu et al. (2013), the most regular
categories of field education involve block placement, where it is mandatory for
students to complete entire coursework, before proceeding with field placement of four
to five days weekly in agencies. Birkenmaier et al. (2012) contend that the rotational
type of field practicum, which is a substitute to the traditional type, has often been
adopted in the past years. Further, they establish that the rotational method helps to
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expand the variety of trainings students obtain, given the rotation of placement in
different units of agency or at various agencies.

Moreover, the community-center type of practicum has been embraced by a
number of social work institutions, as it requires students’ engagement within the
communities to recognize issues, as well as the need to advance micro, mezzo and
macro intervention strategies (Omorogiuwa, 2016). Research asserts that the
community-center model has developed in collaboration with communities and
organizations/agencies, which centers on developmental values, supporting the
community, while simultaneously aiding as a base for students’ practice oriented
training (Du Plessis, 2011). Amadasun (2021) indicates that there are four groups
engaged in the social work field education, which are the students, agency based
supervisor, the university liaison/supervisor and the field education coordinator.
Garthwait (2008) affirms the need for these parties, recapping that the acknowledgment
and devotion to their tasks are basic to the achievement of the aim of field education.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study is based on epistemological theory. Epistemology is “a way of
understanding and explaining how we know what we know” (Crotty, 2003, p. 3).
Epistemology is also “concerned with providing a philosophical grounding for deciding
what kinds of knowledge are possible and how we can ensure that they are both
adequate and legitimate” (Maynard, 1994, p. 10). Utilizing an epistemological theory in
this current study, enables the understanding of social work students as knowers of the
actualities linked to the challenges faced during their field placements. Through their
field experience and participation in learning, students determine their encounters and
the restrictions in social work education in Nigeria. Understanding of students’
actualities through focus group enabled the recognition of the difficulties students
encountered during social work field education in Nigeria, and not determining the
issues from mere imagination. The purpose of this study is to explore the structure of
and the challenges of social work field education from the lens of students and to
earnestly look into the practice methods, in view of enhancing the value of field
practicum. Hence, the theoretical approach utilized, enables the researcher to produce
concepts to assist in comprehending the opinions of students, given the issues and
difficulties experienced in social work field education.

METHODOLOGY

Given the scarcity of knowledge in this exploratory nature, a qualitative approach
was adopted, as it permits having an in depth understanding of the voice of students in
view of challenges encountered in field education (Clarke, 2005). The qualitative
research approach facilitated the researcher’s effort in recognizing the issues and
challenges of social work field education in Nigeria. The participants in this study
comprise 300 and 400 level undergraduate social work students in the University of
Benin, Benin City, Nigeria. Students in this category were purposively selected because
they had experienced field practice training and therefore were in a better position to
share their actualities. Before the beginning of this study, leaflets were dispatched to
students in classrooms and posted on notice boards in the social work department, and
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the aims of the study were emphasized and students were thus informed that
participation was voluntary. However, eight (8) students, (comprising of 5 females and
3 males) shown interest to be part of the research, their consents were thereafter sought.
Thus, the ethical concerns attended to in this research comprise of informed consent,
voluntary participation, no harm and confidentiality.

Data collection and analysis

A focus group discussion (FGD) was utilised for data collection. A pilot study
was conducted with five (5) 300 level students to determine ambiguity about the
questions. The pilot study interview lasted 30 minutes, with each of the participants.
The students recounted no vagueness, hence no modification was made. Consequently,
Hofstee (2009) affirms that interviews carried out in a comfortable setting helps to
ensure rapport and genuineness. Hence, the focus group with eight participants was
carried out in the departmental library, which lasted 60 minutes.

Given the conclusion reached from the interviews, data were analyzed using the
steps inherent to “Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA)”. Moreover, Data
were transcribed and coded using the Atlas ti., which is software for analyzing
qualitative data with the help of an experienced independent coder, thus themes were
recognized and linked with the data

RESULTS

The result is offered based on the themes that developed from the qualitative
data: inadequate human service agencies and engaging students in non-academic
activities; and they are shown with precise responses from the students for their voices
to be heard.

Theme 1: Insufficient Human Service Agencies

In view of the invitation of students to discuss their opinions regarding field
practice, a number of the participants recounted mixed feelings in that on being
assigned social service agencies, they felt a profound sense of responsibility as they
looked forward to drawing experiences from the field but that such cheerful outlook
became a sordid tale as some of the agencies declined to accept them as interns.
Questioning why agency staffers would agree to receive students for training and then
decline to fulfil their obligations, the participants stressed the need for more cooperation
based on mutually beneficial understanding. As one of the students purports, ‘while we
looked forward to a promising field work training, we had our hopes dashed as we
were rejected by the agency we were assigned to do our internships’ Going further,
another student adds: ‘I still feel a strong sense of dissatisfaction and pain because most
of our colleagues who went to field training at about the same time had already
completed their training while we were still waiting to be assigned other agencies’.
Exonerating the field practicum unit of the department, all the participants felt a sense
of distrust with human service agencies highlighting that agencies’ administrators need
to show a sense of accountability towards students: ‘in all fairness, we cannot blame the
department for shortage of human service agencies or, to put it strictly, for the refusal
of agencies’ officials to receive us for training because they had earlier indicated
interest to train us only for them to suddenly change their mind and refuse us entry’.
Another suggests ‘there should be a very cordial relationship between our
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departmental placement units and of agencies so that when issues like this arise in the
future, they will be able to arrange for alternative means thereby relieving students of
unnecessary distress and humiliation’

Theme 2: Engaging Students in Non-Academic Activities

The participants specifically spoke of how agencies’ supervisors often send them
to do non-professional activities. These activities as they remarked border on issues that
are not within the confines of field practice training such as case handling, report
writing and journaling, and clients’ observation. Instead, they pointed out that too often,
they are send on errand which impinges their capacity to learn and assimilate the ethos
and values of professionalism in social work education. As one of the students puts it,
‘the agency supervisor is fond of religiously sending some of us on errand to the point
that we spend valuable time meeting his needs instead of working on the purpose of why
we were sent to the agency’’. Another student concurs, asserting that, ‘zow can we have
a memorable fieldwork experience when every now and then, the man [agency
supervisor] keeps sending us to buy him things from the market and asking some of our
colleagues to do school run for him. Sometimes, | wonder if we were there to do serve
one supervisor or our clients and community. Left to me, | think we served our
supervisor more because | cannot recall having a one-on-one interaction with clients at
the agency. In conclusion, all the participants pointed out that, ‘our department needs to
seriously consider re-strategizing so that the issues we saw and the challenges we
experienced will not repeat itself again especially for those coming after we might have
graduated’..

Limitations of the study

The main constraint of this study is relative to the small sample size. Even
though unswerving with the guidelines in qualitative research, the sample size restricts
the predictions of the overview of the research outcomes. This nevertheless, this study
has made an ineradicable impact to the narrow and scarce literature on social work field
education in Nigeria.

DISCUSSION

The aim of this paper is to explore the structure of social work field education
through the experience of social work students and the need to earnestly look into the
practice methods, in order to improve the quality of field experience. Findings show
that social work field education is fraught with irregularities arising from insufficient
field agencies to engagement of students in activities not related to their field
experience. The findings from the interview concerning inadequate human service
agencies are disturbing. This is so not because of the shortage of social service
organizations per se but due to the artificial blockade of such agencies that require
advance payments as a precondition to offer training to students. Such exploitative
behavior is capable of rendering the field practicum training component of social work
disempowering and disillusioning to many students who are desirous of learning.
Although social work students’ actualities of anxiety of disheartening responsibilities,
necessitating the use of critical thoughtful skills have been acknowledged in the
prevailing literature (Omorogiuwa & Eweka, 2012; Chui, 2010; Nisivoccia, 1990;
Romph et al., 1993; Sun, 1999), this finding of inadequate human service agencies and
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their exploitative behavior is novel but hardly surprising. This position is highlighted in
light of widespread poverty and poor remuneration which, taken together, culminates in
official corruption (UNDP, as cited in Amadasun, 2021). This tendency to shift the
burden on other groups (in this case, social work students) is a pervasive phenomenon
in Nigerian society. The finding highlighting the involvement of social work students in
irrelevant assignments reflects a cause for serious concern. This is so in that if, students
must live up to their counterparts in other parts of the world, they should be fully
grounded on pertinent job specifications in terms of responding to the needs of our
clients system. Clients’ system as used here includes individuals, families, groups,
organizations, and communities.

In the milieu of the broader Nigerian context, this study has made an ineffaceable
impact to the field social work as professionals would now play better role to re-
appraise their training methods. This will help to ensure that gaps recognized are
adjusted to improve the field experience for students’ while simultaneously ensuring
that social work education in Nigeria live up to its dual standards of quality-driven
classroom instruction and field practicum training.

Implications for schools of social work administrators

Based on the findings of this study, suggestions are made to schools of social
work administrators and field education coordinators in Nigeria to anticipate the
occurrence of such encounters among students during their field practicum.

Q) As core stakeholders in the preparation of the next generation of social
workers, departmental administrators should create an avenue to liaise with other social
service organizations that are desirous of imparting genuine knowledge on students.
Fortunately, virtually all states in Nigeria have an avalanche of statutory and voluntary
organizations who are more than willing to thoroughly share their experience with
students (Amadasun, 2021). These organizations range from being faith-based to social
development oriented and are open to partnership with departments of social work in
the country.

(2 Social work administrators in conjunction with social service
administrators could work together to create a platform for training and re-training of
key staff so that the issue of engaging students in frivolous tasks (which are not helpful
to their professional development) are drastically reduced. As administrators and
educators, we are skillfully answerable for ensuring that student determines proficiency
following their graduation. One way in which such synergy may be concretized is
through pre- and post-placement integrative seminars (Omorogiuwa, 2011). By
facilitating seminars, involving key faculty members and agency staffs, the issue that
associates the discontent of social work students to their field practice experience may
become a thing of the past

SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Although this study has made some significant findings, contributing immensely
to the very limited literature on the field training component of social work education in
Nigeria in particular and Africa in general; further research is needed to authenticate the
findings for urgent educational policy response among schools of social work in
Nigeria.
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MPOBJIEMU TA BUKJIUKHU Y COEPI IPAKTUYHOI
HIATOTOBKU MAUBYTHIX COIIAJIBHUX
IPAIIIBHUKIB B HITEPII

Tpeiici OMOPOI'TYBA, ooxmop Hayk, cmapuuil ukiaday, 3a6ioyeay xageopu
coyianvroi pobomu, Yuieepcumem bBenina, Hicepis,; tracy.omorogiuwa@uniben.edu

Anomauin. Micye coyianvhoi pobomu 6 nidguweHHi CyCniibHo20 000pobymy He
MOJICHA  BIOOKpeMumu 6i0 poii NpakmuyHoi nidcomosxku Mmaudymuix ¢axieyie i3
coyianbHoi pobomu 8 cucmemi uUWOT 0CBIMU, KA € BANHCIUBOIO YACMUHOIO HAGUAHHS 30
cneyianouicmio  «Coyianena  pobomay. Ilpakmuuna  niocomoexka  donomazac
cmydenmam ompumamy  IHPOpMAYilo ma MONCIUBOCMI NPO me, K Gupiulysamu
npobnemu Ha npakmuyi. Bpaxosyiouu me, wo ye eaxciueuil enemenm HAGUANLHOT
npocpamu 3 CoyianbHoi pobomu, NpakxmuyHa nid20moeKa Mac GUPIUATbHE 3HAYEHHS
onst pezynbmamie 3000ymms euwoi oceimu 3i cneyianvrocmi. Ll cmamms mae Ha
Memi Q0Caioumu CMpyKmypy Npaxkmudnoi nio2omoeKku cmyoenmis 3i cneyiaibHoChi
«CoyianvHa pobomay Kpize npusmy HeoOXIOHOCMI Cepluo3HO20 GUEHUEHHS NPAKIMUKO
30PIEHMOBAHUX  Memodie 3 Memoio (opMysanHs ma NiOGUUWEHHS YIHHOCMI
npakmuuno2o 00ceidy. Bukxopucmogyiouu ousaiin SAKICHO20 O0CAI0NCeHHs, 0Y10
nposedeno o00He (hoxyc-epynose inmeps’io, sKe OYI0 MPAHCKPUOOBAHO NICHA
OMPUMAHHSL 003801y 6I0 YYACHUKIE OOCHIOJCEeHHS. 3a 00NOM0O2010 MeMAMU4HO20
ananizy Oawi  OyIU  NPOAHANIZ06AMI  WIAXOM  PO3NIZHABAHHA, — OOCHIONCEHHS,
B8CMAHOBIEHHS, 36IMY8AHHA NPO MeMU Ma QIKCYBAHHS IMNepamueHux ioet 3 02120y Ha
numanHs  oocaioxcenns. Ompumani pe3yromamu ma cQOPMyaIb08aHi BUCHOBKU
NOKA3VI0Mmb, WO NPAKMUSHA Ni020MOKA MAuOymHix cmyoenmie i3 cneyianbHOCmi
«CoyianvHa pobomay cnosHeHa NopyuieHb, No8 A3AHUX i3 HeOOCMAMHbLOI KINbKICIIO
opeanizayitl Ha Micysax OJis 3ay4eHHs CMYyOeHmie 00 OBLIbHOCHI, He N08 SI3aHOI 3 IXHIM
npakmuyHum 0ocsioom. Hezeadwcarouu Ha me, wo 6uUOIpKYy CMAHOBUNU CMYOEHMU
00HO20 8eIUKO020 YHigepcumemy, ye OO0CHIONCeHHs Od€ niocmasu Oas BUCHOBKY, U0
OCHOBHI 3aYiKaeleHi CMOPOHU/aOMIHicmpayisi 6i00iNié NOBUHHI CHIGNPAYIOBAMU 3
coyianvbHuMu Cayxcoamu 3a0as mozo, wob cmeopumu niam@opmy 01s HAGUAHHSA Md
nepeniocomosKu C8020 OCHOBHO20 HNEPCOHALY 3A0NsA 3a0e3neueHHs eeKxmueHo2o
npaKmuyHo2o 00cgioy 0nsi cmyoenmie. Ilposedene Oocniodcenus € yikasum Ons
aominicmpayii 6i00inie, AKi npasHyms NOKpAWUMU AKICMb NPAKMUYHOL RIO20MOGKU
CcmyoeHmisg.

Kntwouosi cnosa: npakxmuuna nioeomoeka; npakmuKym, 6UKIUKU, COYIANbHA
poboma.

Cmamyc cmammi:

Ompumano: ciuens 07, 2023
lwe peyeryeanms. civens 17, 2023
Ipuiinamo: 6epesens 30, 2023
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