
COMMENTARY

BETWEEN THE AGENCY AND THE UNIVERSITY

An interdependent relationship must exist between the university and the agency in providing field education. The
behaviors and interactions of each partner are inexplicably related; one individual's disregard for the partnership may result in
unsuccessful learning experiences and disruption of service and education.
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As I read the narrative re-
counting Ms Houston's experi-
ence as a student in a corrections
field work placement, along with
the strategy she chose to deal
with her concerns, I became
more and more uncomfortable
and concerned. By the end of the
article, I was distressed and
alarmed about what had oc-
curred. Questions began coming
forward faster than I could write
them down: Where was the field
instructor(agency staff) during
this period? Was adequate super-
vision being provided to the stu-
dent? Where was the university
faculty field Uaison(employed by
the university as Uaison between
the agency and the university)
during this period? Was adequate
consultation and support being
provided to both the student and
the agency field instructor? What
might be the consequences of the
student's actions on the agency,
on the individual field instructor,
on the university, on the student,
on the director of field education?
Can the previously crafted uni-
versity/agency agreement with-
stand the potential negative con-
sequences of such an experience?

As a Director of Field Edu-
cation at a large, public university,
placing approximately 600 BASW
and MSW students each year, I am
intimately aware of the interde-
pendent relationship that must
exist between the university and
its participating field work agen-
cies. The behaviors and interac-

tions of each partner are inexpli-
cably related to each other; any
one individual's disregard for the
whole partnership system will
result in unsatisfying and unsuc-
cessful teaching and learning ex-
periences, or worse, in disruption
of partnerships that were devel-
oped to provide service and edu-
cation to both parties.

I can't help but wonder if
the field instructor was aware of
the student's observations and
concerns, or aware of the poten-
tial consequences of the actions
Ms Houston took. What guidance
might have been provided to en-
able a planful intervention that
included all levels of the agency
system. The field instructor's role
as a supervisor and teacher re-
quires assisting students with di-
lemmas such as this one, and
maintaining communication with
the student and urüversity part-
ners. The vmiversity field depart-
ment's responsibility to provide
consultation and support to both
student and field instructor is
most critical. I am concerned that
these opportunities were over-
looked or ignored by all partners.

I believe that our role in
field education is to educate both
our students and our agency field
instructors to a range of interven-
tion strategies, and be "open to
learning new systems" ourselves,
to become aware of current needs
and issues, and incorporate that
knowledge in our teaching and
curriculum materials.
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Avenues for new learning
for field directors present them-
selves in this article. When plac-
ing students in the corrections
system, what issues should we
anticipate will confront the stu-
dent early in their experience;
how can we help the student pre-
pare to meet these issues with
thoughtful inquiry and respon-
sive interventions that reflect an
understanding of the systems per-
spective and professional respon-
sibilities? An important step in
negotiating an affiliation agree-
ment with a potential field agency
is my (Director of Field Educa-
tion) visit to the agency, to talk
with the agency executive and
prospecfive field instructor, and to
idenfify the potenfial learning ex-
periences, and the potenfial diffi-
culfies or challenges that each set-
ting poses. This allows for mutual
expectations and needs to be
clearly stated; and an agreement
to work together that is con-
sciously designed to achieve the
goals and objectives we have set
out.

How might a university
field liaison have been involved
in this student's situation? My
experience (and my expectation)
has been that field liaisons pay
careful attention to concerns
about agency policy and service
delivery issues raised by students.
How exciting to have the oppor-
tunity to provide a framework for
looking at these issues with the
student, and assist them in learn-
ing the skills of assessing and
planning an intervenfion to re-
spond to the issues, perhaps gain-
ing a new perspecfive or vantage
point ourselves.

A final series of quesfions.
How might this agency and the

university revisit their agreement
to work together for future edu-
cafional acfivities? What can they
learn from this experience to en-
able both partners to be more con-
scious of potential issue areas, to
jointly prepare students for the
experience, to prepare the agency
for the experience of having stu-
dents (some of whom will have
strong conflicts with the system's
perspective of service delivery),
and to assure that communication
channels are open and available.
How can universities and agen-
cies extend their mutual partici-
pation in social work education
and service delivery to identify
system delivery policies that must
become a part of the educational
experience?

I am hopeful that these is-
sues, critical to the field work cur-
riculum, continue to be addressed
to provide students with a chal-
lenging learning experience with
educafional integrity, and to pro-
vide clients with the most appro-
priate intervenfions and services.
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