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Abstract
COVID-19 had an immediate impact on students undertaking professional placements.  From this crisis came opportunities and challenges forcing the creation of new scenarios to enable students to achieve competencies and complete placements.  Social work professional bodies responded flexibly supporting field education innovations. Using examples from four universities, located in Australia, New Zealand and the United States, this chapter discusses the impact on students and new practices arising from crisis. A key issue remains in how the profession can take lessons learned from this pandemic to preparedness planning with governments, educational institutions and agencies in readiness for the next health emergency.

Introduction 
By March 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic had precipitated the greatest crisis in higher education since the Great Depression of the 1930s (Tija et al., 2020). Efforts to contain the virus, especially during lockdown or shelter in place orders, significantly impacted on higher education especially for students undertaking field education. A QS Quacquarelli Symonds (2020) survey of universities globally found that 50% of 400 university respondents moved courses online in response to COVID-19, 19% reported delayed starts, 17% changed application dates, 16% changed acceptance dates, 13% deferred 2020 offers, and 8% conducted their own English language tests. In the United States, for example, most universities had moved to online delivery by March 2020. Enrolments declined at community colleges by 9.4% but rose by 3% at for-profit colleges in 2020 suggesting that students’ access to material and social resources as well as access to alternative modes of delivery could play a role in students’ capacity to pursue their education in pandemic conditions (National Student Clearinghouse Research Centre, 2020).  
 COVID-19 is not the first health emergency universities and students have faced. During the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) pandemic in 2003 and the H1N1 (swine flu) pandemic in 2009, universities in affected regions learned the importance of leadership, communication with students, and keeping students safe.  In Hong Kong, seventeen medical students placed at the Prince of Wales Teaching Hospital were infected in the first two weeks of the outbreak. Wong et al. (2007) examined student anxiety and found high levels among the medical students, whereas anxiety was comparatively lower for students from other disciplines, especially for those not placed in hospital settings. These researchers suggested that while knowledge about the disease reduced anxiety and fear of discrimination, an inadequate understanding of SARS may have heightened it. In China, during the HINI pandemic, female students were more fearful and at higher risk of posttraumatic stress if they had HINI symptoms or someone in their family had the disease (Xu, 2011).  As the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded around the world in 2020, concerns emerged about student mental health, mainly related to health risks, online study, social isolation, and changed financial conditions (de Oliveira Araújo, et al., 2020).
This chapter focuses on field education, an essential and compulsory aspect of social work education where students integrate their theoretical learnings with practice in agency settings. The impact of the pandemic on students undertaking field education was considerable, and the response varied. Issues in field education and the impact of COVID-19 on universities and students are examined, and how field education academics responded using examples from Australia, New Zealand and the United States.
Issues in field education
Before COVID-19, field education had changed little in terms of how it was delivered.  A key issue for universities is that social work programs are required to follow the accrediting bodies' standards in each country. Failure to comply with recommended guidelines would jeopardise the accreditation of programs as well as compromising students. 
Field education academics in social work programs report increasing competition and the subsequent difficulties they face when attempting to locate suitable placements, find social work supervisors, manage the logistics of placing large numbers of students, and resourcing those placements appropriately (Craik, 2019). Placements rely on the voluntary contributions of social workers in agencies to supervise students while in placement, professional functions that are undertaken without sufficient recognition of the significant impact this has on practitioners’ usual workloads (Egan, 2005). The increasing pressure on practitioners to host students has resulted in a lack of alignment between the expectations of accrediting bodies and the capacity of agencies to deliver quality placements. Subsequently, this sometimes leads to diminished learning experiences for students (Bogo et al. 2017; Domakin, 2019). 
A further issue is the increasing number of students who, through necessity, are employed and request part-time placements to avoid compromising their employment and undermining their capacity to meet placement requirements (McInnis et al., 2000; Morley & Dunstan, 2013). These constraints have made it increasingly difficult for field education teams to place these students as agencies tend to prefer students to start and end placements around the same time. Although an increased number of schools are developing flexible placement arrangements such as part-time or after-hours placements in some settings and novel placements in new contexts. For example, in New Zealand, students are undertaking placement in cyber support assisting people affected by identity theft and other cybercrimes. In the United States, public libraries have become placement agencies providing innovative ways to serve the homeless (Wahler et al., 219).
Through field education, social work students learn professional skills by practising them in real-life settings in health and welfare agencies. Experiential learning in the field enables students to apply the knowledge taught in the classroom in real terms and provides opportunities to demonstrate their achievement of core competencies in professional skills. As Dewey (1933, 1938) and Smith (2001) noted, the idea that students learn from both classroom teaching and through practice experience is not new. While classroom education shapes the learning, reflection on practical experiences is an essential part of that learning. Fortune et al. (2007) also argue that experience is a well-established social work education principle. Most accrediting bodies state that field placements must be in-person for a specified number of hours or days of supervised practice before the degree can be awarded. For these reasons, offering virtual field practice opportunities was not necessarily an option prior to COVID-19.  
Several authors have noted that many social work programs have been particularly slow to adopt online delivery, perhaps resistant due to the interpersonal and in-person nature of social work practice alongside scepticism about whether the necessary skills can be taught in a virtual classroom, a concern particularly relevant to field placement and other skill-based courses (Lee, 2019; McAllister, 2013; Smoyer et al., 2020). It has been reported that social work students studying course work remotely were more anxious about their readiness for placement than on-campus students (Afrouz & Crisp, 2020, Cummings et al., 2015). It is fair to say that students generally experience anxiety and excitement pre-placement particularly before their first placements, yet little difference in skill outcomes have been found and sometimes online students actually performed better (Afrouz & Crisp, 2020; Ballantyne et al., 2017; Cummings et al., 2015). Taking all these issues into consideration, Covid-19 brought opportunities and challenges in relation to providing field education experiences that enabled students to meet and demonstrate core competencies when they were unable to engage in in-person practice.
Prior to the pandemic and as a result of it, many agencies and universities had experienced shrinking resources that limited their capacity to host placements and made the provision of rich learning environments for students increasingly difficult. In academia, field education programs are already marginalized and seen as cost-intensive activities, a situation further exacerbated by the economic fallout of the COVID-19 pandemic (Craik, 2019). In many countries, the point had been reached where universities as providers of higher education needed to press governments to properly finance social work education as producers of a key and essential workforce, and to ensure meaningful dialogue with professional bodies to review accreditation guidelines and standards to consider different ways in which field education could be offered in the 21st century without compromising quality, skill development or student livelihoods.  As Ayala et al. (2018, p. 59) suggested, the development of new sustainable field education models and partnerships require responsiveness to current contextual realities at the micro, mezzo, and macro levels.
By the time a student is eligible for field placement, both the student and the university will have made a significant investment in their education. However, field placements are a pivotal juncture for social work students as they often face personal and institutional challenges prior to, during, and after field placement. Studies have found that social work students juggle mandatory field placements with work, family responsibilities, and other study requirements (McInnis et al., 2000; Maidment, 2003; Morley & Dunstan,2013). Johnstone et al. (2016) and Baglow and Gair (2018) found that unpaid social work placements, in particular, create considerable financial stress for students. Many students in these studies expressed how the limited flexibility in requirements imposed by professional bodies and universities on field placements was a key contributor to financial hardship, often resulting in a need to sacrifice their employment, which in turn, leads to either considerable financial stress or working extensive hours, all while undergoing a full-time field placement (Williamson, 2020).  For many students, the stress of managing personal responsibilities with mandated placement hours is challenging (Petra et al., 2020).  COVID-19 related stressors were superimposed on these pre-existing trepidations and challenges in very uncertain and extended situations.
The impact of COVID-19 on field education 
In many countries, universities stayed open until measures to control COVID-19 meant campuses had to close (Harper, 2020). On re-opening, some universities introduced COVID-19 testing, encouraged physical distancing and other measures, and some found themselves in a cycle of opening and closing, particularly where clusters erupted in the student populations and lecturers fell ill (Andersen et al., 2020; Cheng, et al., 2020; Malosh & Masters, 2020). In other countries students experienced disruption to their education while others, for example California State University System's 23 campuses, ultimately moved to remote teaching for the foreseeable future. 
In countries where lockdowns or shelter-in-place conditions were imposed, closures of universities and the majority of agencies occurred with little warning (Blackwell, 2020). Given field education has been mainly achieved during practice-based learning opportunities, immediate concerns were about how to respond to the extended COVID-19 situation where placements were not available or were seriously disrupted.  Social work schools, field placement academics and students were confronted by uncertainty about when agencies would re-open and had to plan accordingly. Some students who were placed in hospitals, prisons, and child welfare agencies were expected to continue in-person while adhering to strict COVID-19 safety protocols. During this period, students were anxious about their health in high risk environments and the health of their families. Students in agencies that closed were also concerned about their progress through their program and the well-being of their clients in lockdown conditions. Agencies had to adapt and introduce different ways of connecting and practising with clients, all of which reduced their capacity to support students. Likewise, students who were able to continue their placements had to grasp tele-social work and connecting virtually in supervision and with the university.
 The closure of placements exacerbated existing tensions for students around their studies and created new concerns about their ability to progress through their programs and graduate.  COVID-19 impacted student employment, often insecure, rendering some students homeless as they had no income to pay rent or buy food. International students, for example in Australia, were the most affected and disadvantaged students. Many were already struggling with new environments and cultures and were among the most financially and materially disadvantaged in countries like Australia where the government did not provide support packages (Fronek & Briggs, 2020; Gallagher, 2020).  While many domestic students could return to their parental homes, it was a very different situation for international students who were unable to return to their countries of origin due to international flight cancellations and closed borders (Bilecen, 2020; Fronek et al Frontiers insert; Harper, 2020). As a result, many international students were left on empty campuses and in locked-down cities without a home base, jobs or financial means of support. Many had no way of paying for reliable internet services, and therefore could not connect with online courses which effectively disrupted their studies further. Anxious for themselves and concerned for fellow students, students also worried about their families living in countries where the pandemic was raging. In addition to being forced to navigate disruption to course work and field placements, the closures of childcare and schools meant that students with school-age children were also tasked with teaching them at home (Bacher-Hicks et al., 2020). Financial and other hardships negatively affected the mental health of many students.
During the pandemic, social work schools were faced with tremendous challenges in supporting students and organizing ongoing and effective field education opportunities that allowed students to graduate with social work degrees that met professional requirements. It is well recognized that the need to review and revise how field education is offered is long overdue. The pandemic gave higher education providers and professional bodies a push towards moving more quickly than previously envisaged to different models that allowed students to engage in practice and meet the requirements of their degree. 
Innovative social work responses
Lessons learned from previous pandemics and other natural and human disasters provided clues to how social work would respond to this worldwide health emergency. As a discipline, social work has demonstrated its capacity to adapt quickly in significantly changed environmental and social conditions (Maher & Maidment, 2013). The ability of social workers to work effectively within ill-defined changing contexts, such as that presented by the global spread of the COVID-19, while at the same time sitting comfortably with uncertainty, are key attributes needed for contemporary practice environment  (Hickson & Lehmann, 2014; Mason, 2011).
How professional social work bodies responded in Australia, the U.S. and New Zealand
In response to the uncertainties caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, most professional social work bodies were flexible in how education standards could be met and made recommendations as to how accredited programs could exercise this flexibility to enable completion of social work placements. Some accrediting bodies, for example the Australian Association of Social Workers (AASW) and the Council of Social Work Education (CSWE) in the United States, also allowed for flexibility in the minimum number of placement hours required to complete a social work degree. These concessions, although temporary, relieved pressure on students under duress and enabled many to fulfill placement requirements in difficult circumstances.
Another major adjustment was conditions required for work-based placements.  Pre-COVID-19 conditions in Australia and the United States meant a student's placement and field education supervisor had to be different to their usual role and students were required to demonstrate that they were carrying out a social work student role that was different to their usual duties. This change allowed students to complete work-based placements with the same supervisor or to conduct both placements in their workplace. In New Zealand, students had been able to complete a placement in their usual role provided new learning could be demonstrated pre-pandemic. As a concession during the pandemic, students were able to complete both placements in their workplace.
Worldwide, the social work profession had not prepared for pandemic conditions, but the profession responded nimbly and swiftly to the changed environment. Social work programs across the United States, Australia and New Zealand shared resources and ideas on how to provide creative learning tasks while at the same time ensuring the integrity and rigour of programs. For example, National organizations such as the Council on Social Work education (CSWE) and the North American Network of Field Educators and Directors (NANFED) created repositories specific to field education during COVID-19 accessible to members.
Innovation in field education
The uncertain context created by the necessary efforts to control the pandemic - lockdowns and physical distancing- alongside diminished resources and risks to health affected practice while at the same time provided opportunities for transformative thinking and creativity to meet these challenges, especially in the field education space. Chappell Deckert and Koenig (2019) describe engaging with uncertainty as the in-between space between a perplexed state and transformation. In that space they insist that uncertainty must be recognised and honoured. Drawing on the core elements of the process described by Chappell Deckert and Koenig (2019, p. 164-165), the following table show how these elements of perplexity linked to experiences in social work field education during the COVID-19 pandemic and provides a framework to understand the transformational process for students and social work schools.

Table XX: Perplexity and uncertainty and social work field education in the COVID-19 pandemic
	5 essential elements of perplexity
(Chappell Deckert & Koenig, 2019, p. 164-165)
	Social work field education in the COVID-19 Pandemic

	Exposure and immersion into an unfamiliar context
	COVID-19 and public health measures – uncertainty linked to health and safety, lockdowns, campus closures, virtual learning – a different world

	A critical perspective that examines privilege and power in collaborative relationships
	Reflections on working in new ways with self and others; and on macro influences and the macro impact on the micro 

	An experience of dissonance or discomfort
	Anxiety and stress about life, health, work, study, and the future, plus new modes of learning

	Patience and persistence in not knowing 
	Acknowledging and honouring uncertainty – developing emotional self-regulation and developing purpose

	Transformation of prior understandings by which growth and change occur
	Innovation – new ways of thinking, adaptation, professional growth and new approaches



These were the exact conditions that field education academics, agency practitioners and students found themselves in as they grappled with new challenges and opportunities. In field education, responses were needed to support students and address their concerns, to ensure placements could progress albeit in modified and flexible forms, and to prepare educational solutions that would ensure student learning and skill development in different modes of practice and changed conditions.
Within the radically changed educational landscape of the pandemic, agencies and students still offering services, either in the office or from home, turned to tele-social work to assist clients (Reamer, 2020). Although not a new means of service delivery, the profession has been reluctant to fully engage with technological tools. Social workers and clients may lack the necessary skills and some clients may have limited access to technology. Social workers have also been concerned about ethical issues such as privacy and confidentiality (Banks et al., 2020; Reamer, 2020). For example, having a family member within earshot is of particular concern in family violence or child abuse situations.
The announcement of shelter-in-place and the subsequent suspension of placements and changes to service delivery in California meant all in-person placements were suspended. Alongside the flexibility shown by the CSWE, field education academics at California State University Monterey Bay worked with agencies to provide alternative learning opportunities and assessment items that would enable students to meet competencies. Special attention was given to critically reflective learning that focused on the impact of the pandemic on social work and its practice, structural inequality and the skills and insights needed to manage uncertainty at personal and professional levels (Fronek et al., if we get our paper published – am chasing it up).
 After the implementation of lockdown in New Zealand, placement experiences varied. Maintaining student safety was a key concern, as well as the safety in organisations, and of practitioners and other staff and clients. While some students were able to continue placement by working from home, other placements were immediately suspended. These different arrangements led to inequity across student cohorts which education providers and regulatory bodies sought to mitigate by instigating flexible arrangements (Zachary et al., 2020). Examples from Massey University and the University of Canterbury included developing virtual placements or projects, reducing the number of placement hours required each week or for the entire placement, and allowing students to be situated in more than one learning environment across the placement duration. Despite these measures, a level of inequity was unavoidable, further exacerbating uncertainty for some students. 
The rapid development of an alternative placement course at Griffith University allowed students to practice and demonstrate the achievement of core competencies by participating in social work practice using simulated activities and other technological tools in a virtual learning environment. Experiential and simulated learning modules were developed to provide a safe and effective learning environment for those students unable to attend placement or work from home. Course content consisted of a series of modules that contained specific topics related to social work practice in the real world. Based on situations encountered in practice situations, experiential situations for teaching and learning purposes were created for students to work through in tutor facilitated discussion groups. To address the diversity of placement closures and non-closure placements, four placement combinations were developed ranging from full attendance at an agency, to mixed virtual learning and agency work to full project placements on topics directly related to the agency. Each were designed around the competency standards required (Fronek et al., to insert if accepted). Two days of weekly placement time were allocated to the coursework over ten weeks. This allowed time for students to undertake the activities in preparation for their virtual tutorial and to complete the simulated and experiential work, research, reading, and reflection. Following each virtual tutorial, the students' submitted their written material to their practice supervisors for discussion in supervision. On the other two days, the students either undertook projects related to their placement agencies or remote client work.  
Emergent observations
The COVID-19 pandemic shone a spotlight on key issues such as developing student capacities for managing uncertainty, emotional self-regulation, ethical considerations and bringing fresh emphases on structural disadvantage. Adaptability and creativity in field education escalated issues already under professional scrutiny including what actually constitutes in-person practice in an age of virtual connectivity, the place of alternative placement models in contemporary higher education, and how virtual learning and tele-social work can be viable inclusions in higher education and practice. 
Simulated learning in virtual environments has certain advantages over opportunistic learning as events can be scheduled, observed, and repeated to consolidate learning. A simulated learning environment also facilitates deliberate practice, enhances transfer of theoretical knowledge to the practice context, and does assist in making the transition from study into the workforce by achieving the required competencies. Social work education has always emphasised in-person learning. However, COVID-19 has changed many aspects of how the world functions and has fast-tracked innovation and the adaptation of technology on many levels. Given the stressors experienced by students in placement semesters and the fiscal position of corporate universities and many agencies, perhaps it is time to revisit the concept of ‘in-person’ in environments increasingly dependent on technologies and to properly evaluate the effectiveness of alternative models.
Examples from Australia, the United States and New Zealand show how educating and supporting students to manage and respond appropriately to uncertainty and adapt quickly to new conditions in crisis situations are components of professional literacy and, indeed, transformational. Students in these examples were highly anxious when agencies first closed. With support, the self-regulation of emotion became a necessary skill as students experienced frustration, anger, worry, and fear, particularly for those students in the United States where the pandemic spread exponentially with dire consequences. Student anxiety about their studies eased somewhat with support and when concrete alternatives to completing placements were in place. 
Although many students continued to experience personal hardship during the pandemic, opportunities for students to identify and further develop practice skills in different ways became protective factors which strengthened their capacity to manage in the health emergency. It was helpful for students to carefully consider their own risk and protective factors in response to the evolving situation while being meaningfully engaged whether in continuing placements or educational alternatives. Because COVID-19 lockdowns caused considerable uncertainty and precipitated negative emotions in some people such as stress, boredom, frustration and anger, self-care and the concept of self-compassion as essential components of the social work curriculum, became even more important (Pfefferbaum, 2020; Neff, 2003). This permission-giving meant many students working from home were able to manage issues such as the blurred boundaries between work and homelife. Taking time to focus on activities that would enhance well-being facilitated boundary setting as they were not always 'at-work' and provided the conditions to process the impact on self. 
As Chappell Deckert and Koenig (2019) suggested maintaining a critical perspective that examines privilege and power especially when experiencing dissonance or discomfort can be transformational.  For students who are often primarily interested in interpersonal work, turning this lens onto the pandemic environment illuminated causal factors of social problems at the macro level, for example, access to technologies, health and wealth disparities and of racial injustices. Student reflections on these matters in alternative learning situations provided the space for them to delve more deeply into macro level practice and its relationship with micro practice in the amplified context in which students were living and studying (Walter-McCabe, 2020). In California, for example, macro practice became very real as students actively engaged in resource mapping, nonpartisan voter registration drives pre-election, and disseminated information about financial and medical resources. 
In terms of practice experience, engagement with different forms of service delivery provided opportunities for students in placements to strengthen the skills and attributes needed to respond with flexibility, quickly adapting to diverse digital methods for working with clients as well as undertaking different methods of learning (Zachary et al., 2020). While many students and academics extended their digital literacy skills, others remained challenged by accessibility issues. This was particularly so if the placement organisation did not provide appropriate technology, computers or internet connections (Groton & Spadola, 2020). Communication skills became critical as students needed to interpret and respond to organisational communications and advocate for their own needs and placement requirements. 
The rapidly increasing use of tele-social work brings greater awareness of ethical considerations, the skills needed for technological-assisted counselling and other interventions, remote professional supervision, and their inclusion in social work curriculums. Even though many professional associations now provide guidance on technologically enhanced practice and communication and in codes of ethics, these practices are still making their way into curriculums and many social workers still have uncomfortable relationships with technology (Banks, 2020; Fronek & Chester, 2016; Reamer 2020). A focus on technology invites further in-depth discussion around the particular ethical and boundary issues that come with online practices particularly when engaging with certain vulnerable groups. 
Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic created new scenarios in higher education and opened avenues for research and evaluation that focuses on sudden transformative shifts, educational needs and future practices. Social work academics and students responded with flexibility and creativity drawing on experiences from prior disasters and health emergencies and acted quickly. Pandemic conditions brought existing debates into greater focus demanding a rethink on contemporary field education practices. A key issue remains in terms of harnessing the lessons learned from this pandemic and how social work professional bodies and higher education institutions should prepare for the next health emergency and the contribution social workers can make to high level preparedness planning with government and educational institutions, and collaborations with agencies in the field.

	Reflective Questions
1. What is your experience of learning skills online?
2. What are some of the differences between tele-social work and working face-to-face?
3. Are there any ethical issues working remotely with clients who have;
a. been subjected to family violence
b. their computer in the family room
c. few technological skills and limited access to technology
4. Are there personal challenges affecting you that you may need to negotiate when conducting tele-social work?
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