
History and Evolution of Field Placement in Social Work

(A concise, organized overview for students and practitioners)

1. Foundations (Late 19th?–?Early 20th Century)

Period Key Developments Significance

1880s?

1900s

- Settlement houses (e.g., Jane Addams’ Hull

House) provide direct service to immigrants

and the poor.

- Early “training schools” attach students to

these sites for hands?on work.

Establishes the model of learning by

doing; links theory with community?

based practice.

1917
Carnegie Foundation funds the School of

Social Work at Columbia University.

Formalizes social work education;

introduces the first systematic field?

training component.

1920s?

1930s

- Expansion of school?based field placements

in hospitals, schools, and courts.

- Development of casework and group work

curricula.

Diversifies placement settings; begins

professional standards for supervision.

2. Institutionalization (1930s?1950s)

Milestone Description Impact

1935 – Social Security

Act

Federal funding for welfare programs

creates new agencies (e.g., Public

Assistance).

Provides a growing network of

placement sites; social work

becomes a “government

profession.”

1937 – National

Association of Social

Workers (NASW)

founded

Sets ethical codes and practice

standards.

Formalizes expectations for

field education and supervision.
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Milestone Description Impact

1940s – World War II

Military and veterans’ services require

social workers; field placements

expand to VA hospitals and

community agencies.

Broadens the scope of practice;

introduces crisis?intervention

training.

1949 – Council on

Social Work Education

(CSWE) created

Begins accrediting graduate

programs and their field components.

Establishes uniform

accreditation criteria for field

education.

3. Post?War Expansion & Professionalization (1950s?1970s)

Development Details Consequences

Growth of community mental

health centers (1963?–?

Mental Health Act)

Placements move into outpatient

clinics, group homes, and schools.

Emphasizes prevention and

community?based services.

The “Clinical Social Work”

movement

Integration of psychotherapy

models (e.g., psychodynamic,

behavioral) into curricula.

Field placements begin to

require supervised clinical

hours.

1960s – Anti?poverty and

civil?rights movements

Students placed in grassroots

organizations, community action

agencies.

Introduces macro?practice

and advocacy training in the

field.

1970 – CSWE’s “Field

Education Guidelines”

First national standards for

placement length, supervision

ratios, and learning objectives.

Provides a benchmark for

program quality and

accountability.

4. Diversification & Specialization (1980s?1990s)

Trend Example Settings Educational Shift

Managed care &

health?care reform

Hospitals, HMOs, Medicaid

case?management offices.

Emphasis on documentation, outcome

measurement, interdisciplinary teamwork.

Child welfare reform

(1990s)

Foster?care agencies, court

liaison offices.

Introduction of mandated reporting, safety

planning, and trauma?informed practice in

placements.
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Trend Example Settings Educational Shift

Emergence of “field

education tracks”

- Clinical track

(psychotherapy, assessment).

- Macro track (policy analysis,

community organizing).<br
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