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Abstract: The current wave of neo-liberalism in Canada has driven our universities to
retreat from their responsibilities as public institutions, accountable to their
communities. In this paper we present a case study of field education in Canada and
discuss the implications of the neoliberal academy on social work field education. On the
basis of our experience as faculty consultants of BSW and MSW students, and coming
from a school of social work that embraces an anti-oppression perspective as its guiding
philosophy, we undertake a reconceptualization exercise in which we re-imagine field
education. We politicize field education as a site with transformative possibilities. We
describe the principles and processes that inform our reconceptualization and offer an
example of how this might be realized in practice. This paper contributes towards
developing new knowledge that unveils the promise of transformative change through a
re-imagination of field education.
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The current wave of neo-liberalism has driven Canadian universities to reconsider
their responsibilities as public institutions to their communities. While the mission
statements of universities proclaim their social responsibility to communities through
providing relevant and responsive education, in reality, this mission is being replaced
with an entrepreneurial agenda. Neo-liberalism within academia is aptly described by
Shore (2008) as the “transformation of the traditional liberal and enlightenment idea of
the university as a place of higher learning into the modern idea of the university as
corporate enterprise ... maximizing economic return and investment, and gaining
competitive advantage in the global knowledge economy” (p. 282). This shift in
universities” mission has profoundly affected social work education.

As neo-liberalism becomes more entrenched within universities, the mission of social
work begins to shift away from engaging communities outside the academy towards
meeting the new demands of neoliberalism. This trend is contrary to the stated mission of
social work offered by the Canadian Association of Social Work Education (CASWE)
and the Canadian Association of Social Workers (CASW). According to CASWE, the
mission of social work is “to promote change and achieve equity and social justice”
(CASWE, 2011). This mission obligates a commitment by schools of social work to
marginalized communities, centering these communities in all aspects of social work
education, including classroom teaching, field education, and research. Within this
perspective, the role of social work education would be aligning with communities and
working towards transformative change. This mission is critical in the current neo-liberal
context where we are witnessing deepening inequalities and injustices within
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marginalized communities. However, schools of social work have interpreted this
mission in a manner that tends to fit, rather than challenge, the individualistic and
corporate shifts we are experiencing in the academy (Larner, 2000). This is particularly
evident in the design and delivery of field education.

For the most part, field education continues to be delivered in a very traditional
manner, with critical thinking limited to the classroom at best. Instead of challenging the
status quo, this traditional model actually reinforces the neo-liberal agenda (Preston,
George & Silver, In press). In preparing students for social work practice, the current
model of field education primarily situates students within the context of an agency.
Students in our school spend approximately 900 hours in the BSW and 450 hours in the
MSW. Their practice training includes acquiring an understanding the practices and
processes of their placement agency and assisting in the delivery of services to
individuals and groups. Consequently in this model, the scope of practice is limited to an
agency context.

This model does not center the community nor does it recognize its critical role in
preparing students to promote equity and social justice within the broader societal
context. With its focus on agency-based practice, this model of field education reinforces
the very neo-liberalism that our mission proposes to challenge (Aronson & Sammon,
2000; Preston, George & Silver, In press). As Wiebe (2010) points out, “The field
education experience ought to provide students with the opportunity to go beyond
analysis to active engagement in social justice work” (p. 70). The current model of field
education was not explicitly designed to forge alliances between schools of social work
and communities, though some placement contexts might provide these experiences.
Given the deepening marginalization of our communities (Fanelli & Paulson, 2010;
Mowbray, 2010; Purcell, 2009; Rose, 1996), it is timely and urgent for social workers to
engage with the agenda of social justice, equity, and transformative change.

Coming from a Canadian school of social work that embraces an anti-oppression
perspective as its guiding philosophy, we consider this lack of alignment of field
education with the original mission of social work as a missed transformative
opportunity. On the basis of our experience as faculty consultants of BSW and MSW
students, we have come to visualize field education as a site with multiple possibilities,
such as: the possibility for alliance building with communities; the possibility of being a
critical partner in the process of social change; and last but not the least, the possibility
for preparing future social workers for activism and transformative change.

We recognize that this process of reimagining field education is fraught with many
tensions, particularly as academics are increasingly becoming neo-liberal subjects
(Burchell, 1998; Davies & Petersen, 2005; Olssen & Peters, 2005). While we
acknowledge the limits of reconceptualizing field education within the current neo-liberal
context, we also recognize that it is imperative that we resist the neo-liberal project and
not surrender ourselves to its dictates.

Much of the research on neo-liberalism focuses on academia and explores ways of
disrupting managerialism in academy, not on how the academy could engage with
communities (Anderson, 2008; Barnett & Griffin, 1997; Clark, 1998; Fisher & Rubenson,
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1998; Giroux, 2003; Kelsey, 1998; Meemeduma, 2001; Rhoades & Slaughter, 1997;
Slaughter, 1998; Slaughter & Leslie, 1998). Similarly, the literature on field education in
social work has focused on exploring ways of strengthening the conventional model of
field (Andharia, 2011; Lager & Robbins, 2004; Todd & Schwartz, 2009, Wehbi &
Turcotte, 2007). This paper contributes towards developing new perspectives on field
education that unveil the promise of transformative change. We do not wish to provide a
recipe but instead, stimulate further critical thinking and dialogue.

The Neo-Liberal Academy

Neo-liberalism has turned the academy away from being a public institution and
towards functioning as a capitalist enterprise (Barnett & Griffin, 1997; Carroll & Beaton,
2000; Clark, 1998; Fisher & Rubenson, 1998; Giroux, 2003, 2010; Kelsey, 1998;
Meemeduma, 2001; Rhoades & Slaughter, 1997; Slaughter, 1998; Slaughter & Leslie,
1998). This shift has transformed knowledge into a commodity just like other goods and
services (Sit, 2008). As a public institution the academy’s responsibility towards
achieving the social good is redefined in economic terms with an assumption that such
economic development will be beneficial to everyone. Thorpe (2008) understands this
shift as a “crisis in the very idea of the university as an institution ... [with] the complete
subordination of intellectual life to instrumental values and most brutally, to the measure
of money” (p.1). Deem and Brehony (2005) see this as an ideological shift that maintains
relations of power and domination by administrative hierarchies. This shift in the
academy’s vision is reflected in the curriculum, roles of academics, and governance of
the academy.

With the shift to neo-liberalism there is an increasing expectation that the university
will adapt its curriculum to meet the demands of the market, privileging research that will
attract external research grants and striving towards developing demand for markets
(Deem & Brehony, 2005; Polster, 2005). Based on this focus, neo-liberalism has
privileged research over teaching and service (Fairweather, 1996; Gaffikin & Perry,
2009; Hughes, 2007). There is an increasing pressure on academics to pursue research
funds by securing external grants (Deem & Brehony, 2005; Gaffikin & Perry, 2009;
Jacobs, 2004; Newson, 1998; Polster, 2005).

These trends are accompanied by management practices that emphasize “efficiency,
accountability and competition” (Aronson & Smith, 2010, p. 531). They encourage a
culture of individualism and competition between academics (Larner, 2000; Shore, 2008;
Sit, 2008; Whitley, Aguiar, & Marten, 2008) at the expense of collective well-being.
Anderson, Johnson, and Miligan (1996) perceive these practices as fitting with Foucault’s
(1991) assertion of ‘governmentality’ by coupling ‘individualization” and ‘totalization’
through a single message that there is only one ‘right way’ to succeed. Anderson and
colleagues (1996) find that managerialist approaches to performance appraisals and
reward systems in academia encourage individualism while reaffirming the totalizing
message that there is only one “right way” to succeed. Zipin (2006) examines how this
“governmentality” highlights institutionalized bullying and weakens the autonomy and
agency of academics (p. 26). Marginson and Terry (1995) describe performance reviews
as “the key parts of the education panopticon, a way to steer from a distance” (p. 9).
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These changes have constrained the creativity and leadership within faculty members in
areas that are not deemed as productive or income generating (Clegg, 2008; Kezar,
Lester, Carducci, Gallant, & McGavin, 2007).

At the departmental levels, research is becoming more significant, measured annually
through indicators such as research income, research activity, grant applications and
success rates (Green, 2008; Larner & Heron, 2005). To be competitive, faculty are
discouraged from undertaking research that is founded on social justice perspectives, as
such perspectives are likely to receive less funding (Wehbi & Turcotte, 2007). This
system rewards the entrepreneurial professors who generate research income and peer-
reviewed journal publications (Anderson, 2002; Anderson, 2008; Baldwin & Krotseng,
1985). Although universities still include teaching and service as valued attributes, tenure
and promotion committees are increasingly devaluing service and teaching and focusing
on research outcomes (Boyer, 1996).

The consequence of this trend is the retreat of the academy from its engagement with
communities. In withdrawing its attention away from the issues facing communities, the
academy is continuing to relinquish its responsibility as a public institution (Mollis, 2006;
Pusser, 2002; Thorpe, 2008). Boyer (1996) proposes a "scholarship of engagement"
which implicates institutions of higher learning as partners in pursuing "our most
pressing social, civic and ethical problems” (p. 19). Boyer maintains that engaged
"campuses would be viewed by both students and professors not only as isolated islands,
but staging grounds for actions ...” (p. 20). Slocum and Rhoads (2009) also challenge the
withdrawal of the academy from its communities and instead, provide a democratic
emancipatory vision of the university as a “socially transformative agent concerned with
active engagement in social problems (as opposed to claiming a position of neutrality)
and addresses democratically negotiated social good ...” (p.88).

We concur with Boyer (1996) and Slocum and Rhoads (2009), in that, schools of
social work can play a significant role in re-establishing the social mission of our
universities. Based on their unique advantage of being connected to communities through
field education, schools of social work could act as a bridge that reconstructs reciprocal
relations between the academy and the community.

Schools of social work have been particularly affected by the neo-liberal
transformation of the academy. The essence of social work education is based on
partnerships between the academy and communities. As faculty are compelled to focus
inward on scholarship productivity (Kilpatrick, Turner, & Holland, 1994), they become
less focussed outside the academy and with communities. Given this inward focus,
faculty manage these neoliberal tensions by restaging critical perspectives in the
classroom and less in the field. We find ourselves becoming complacent with classroom
activism, and as such, our activist intentions remain rhetorical rather than enacted.

Problematizing our Current Model of Field Education

In this section, we problematize certain aspects of our current model of field
education. Consistent with many other schools of social work in Canada, our current
model is primarily agency-based and focussed on service delivery. This model has
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remained strikingly constant over time, with only incremental changes since its inception.
While designed during the expansion of the welfare state, the model prepares students for
service delivery within a social rights and institutional approach to social welfare (Hick,
2004; Rice & Prince, 2003; Westhues, 2006). In the current neo-liberal context, there is a
steady withdrawal of the state, a move to a residual model of social welfare and a
retrenchment of funding for social services (Burke & Silver, 2012). The current model of
field education lacks the capacity to respond to this erosion of services. While some
schools may have tinkered with the practicum in terms of its goals and objectives, these
changes have not interrogated the philosophical and theoretical foundations of the current
model and their contributions to neoliberalism. The current model depoliticizes field
education, providing symptomatic relief within a neoliberal construction of social
welfare. Rarely does the current model engage in activities that challenge the causes and
processes of marginalization and oppression. Hence, this perspective continues to shape
the delivery of field education.

As an agency-based model, field education primarily occurs in agencies that provide
individualized and group-based services. Within a context of neoliberalism, scholars have
critigued this model as it privileges service delivery at the expense of broader
understanding of social issues and their impact (Aronson & Sammon, 2000). The inherent
limitation of this model is that the training students receive is limited to addressing solely
the symptomatic manifestations and not the root causes of marginalization. Students have
limited engagement with communities and with the day to day experiences of oppression
and exclusion.

Within an agency-based model, it is assumed that problems can be effectively
addressed through programs and services (Baines, 2004). Hence, programs and services
within this model become an end in themselves, and not as a means towards social
transformation (Fisher & Shragge, 2000; Leighninger, 1999; Mullaly, 2001; Razack,
2002). This approach to field education tends to decontextualize and depoliticize practice,
ignoring historical relations of power and processes of marginalization. This is in sharp
contrast to the critical social work perspective students get exposed to in the classroom.
Within this context, field education prepares students for depoliticized practice.

A further problematic with the current field education model is the individualized
approach to supervision. In many ways this dyadic relationship mirrors the practitioner-
service user relationship. Too often, supervision in this context becomes ‘expert’
centered, privileging the knowledge and experience of the ‘trained’ practitioner /
supervisor over that of others. This is in contrast with our classroom curriculum in which
we challenge the assumptions of truth that are represented by notions of expertise.

The divide between theory and practice becomes even more concerning when we see
distinct differences between theory in classrooms and practice in field. In particular, we
note an activist focus in the classroom, drawing on new ways of thinking about
structures, power, and people, without shifts in the field that support such approaches to
practice. Practice, as illustrated through field education, too often remains individual-
focussed, providing service to ameliorate personal needs rather than exposing and
challenging the social forces that create and sustain such disparity and need. While this
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model prepares students to engage in agency-based social work, the experience it offers is
limited especially when the context of practice is under siege (Aronson & Sammon,
2000). Rossiter (2001) as well as Wehbi and Turcotte (2007) highlight the tension
between educating employable practitioners and educating activist social workers.
Therefore, while the classroom curriculum remains critical of the changing context of
practice, field education does not reflect the same responsiveness.

At best this approach to field education is a missed opportunity for schools of social
work to engage with communities and enact our transformative vision. At worst, this
model unleashes vast numbers of students into agencies, ultimately practicing in ways
that reinforce the status quo. Given these concerns, it is imperative that schools of social
work address the question of how to politicize field education. How do we structure field
education to contribute towards a transformative agenda?

We need to work differently with agencies and communities, so that we can respond
to the issues that are the most concerning for these communities. The issues of
significance to marginalized communities do not necessarily conform to agency mandates
and services — rendering these invisible. Field provides schools with the opportunity to be
responsive to communities by realigning ourselves with agencies and communities. In
this section, we propose a model of field education that centers social transformation and
repositions the field as a site of resistance.

Re-imagining Field Education

We begin our attempt at re-imagining field education by repositioning it as the center
of social work education. We recognize that for social work practice to be transformative
within the current neo-liberal context there is a need to reimagine field education with the
rest of the curriculum. Our re-imagination exercise re-examines the core principles of
social work. These principles, described below, have informed our reconceptualization of
field education, and we suggest they would continue as the foundation of this reimagined
approach to field education.

(1) Historical and Current Relations of Power and Processes of Marginalization

Challenges of marginalized groups and communities must be understood through the
lens of historical and current relations of power (Fook, 2002; Smith, 1999). In the process
of service delivery, issues must be seen in the larger context, and this must inform all
aspects of the student’s interaction with the community (Fook, 2002).

(2) Contextual Understanding

The re-imagined field education will be based on an understanding that learning
always occurs within a context. Drawing on the concept of contextual practice (Fook,
2002) we believe that to prepare students for contextual practice even field education has
to be geared towards exposing students to the nature of context and its consequent effects
on communities. The current insular form of agency-based practice does not provide
enough exposure to the neo-liberal context and its impact on communities. Such an
exposure will prepare students to consider the complexity of social work practice in
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current times and develop their abilities to “work with whole contexts, rather than simply
a number of disparate players within a context” (Fook, 2002, p. 143). This understanding
of context would also enhance the possibility for applying the knowledge learned in the
classroom.

Within this principle of contextual understanding is the importance of relevance —
field education needs to be relevant to the emerging challenges of our communities in the
current times. As such, field education will go beyond the model of delivering existing
services to understanding the context specific challenges and engaging with communities
in developing relevant responses towards those challenges (Healy, 2000). It is only by
being rooted in the context of the community, through a strong bonding with the
community, that you can know what the issues are (Finn & Jacobson, 2008; Kahn, 1991)
and therefore guide the field placement experience to respond to those issues.

(3) Reciprocality

The re-imagined field education will be based on the principle of reciprocality, in that
our vision reflects a shift away from the transactional nature of reciprocity and towards a
community-university process of building synergies for social transformation. More
specifically, we believe in the primacy of engagement, relationality, and accountability to
our communities, as these are critical foundational components required for building
synergy (Potts & Brown, 2005; Shragge, 2003). This principle implies the co-creation
and exchange of critical knowledge, as students and faculty stand in solidarity with
communities as a partner in the process of transformation. This would allow schools of
social work and their universities to fulfill their mandate as public institutions committed
to the issues and needs facing communities.

(4) Reflexivity

We list reflexivity as the final principle as this principle critically draws on the other
principles as its tools or dimensions for uncovering new ways of knowing. We consider
reflexivity as a process of deep reflection, one through which we locate and implicate
ourselves in relation to our perspectives, actions, relations, and structures that are
produced and reproduced. We deepen our reflexivity by incorporating and implicating
ourselves through a historical and contextual understanding of the operations of power
and oppression. Such a reflexive process contributes to uncovering power relations and
structures of domination. New ways of understanding that emerge from this process will
build the capacity for reciprocity that is authentic and transformative (D’Cruz,
Gillingham & Melendez, 2007; Fook, 2002; Heron, 2005; Kondrat, 1999).

Our Vision

Our vision represents a significant shift from current approaches to field education.
We suggest a new approach to the field placement experience, one that centers
communities through the delivery of field education. This shift would change the process
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and roles of all partners in field education: students, faculty, field instructors, and
community members.

(1) Community-based Field Education

The foundational change we envisage is a deliberate shift away from an agency-
based model to a community-based approach. In doing so, we are not abandoning
agencies, but are instead seeking ways to broaden activist intentionality beyond a single
agency. In this way, we recognize the vulnerabilities that agencies face as entities
dependent on the state — which delineates their focus to service-delivery alone.

In working from a community model of field education, we bring a strategic focus to
the issues that communities are confronting. By not solely focusing on the agency and its
service provision, this approach can open up the space for a number of agencies to come
together to align with communities (Rubin & Rubin, 2001; Shragge, 2003). Given the
funding restrictions on advocacy (Aronson & Sammon, 2000; Cox, 2001), in this model,
it is the community that is engaged in advocacy, with support from agencies and the
academy. Thus, with a community model, we are broadening the scope of field
education, from service delivery in a single setting to also include social action in a
community with a community of agencies (Gamble & Weil, 2010; Rothman, 2007). The
purpose and intentions of the field placement become driven by, for, and within the
community, rather than through an agency-specific mandate. The change in focus for
field education, from the localized mandate of an agency to the broader goals and
intentions of a community, will require changes in the delivery of field education itself —
its processes and roles — and that change begins with the school’s field education office.

(2) Field Education Office — from Placement Model to Hub Model

In our re-imagining exercise, we consider a corresponding revisioning of the role and
processes of field education. The current processes of field education, driven by
managerialism, require performance indicators that are often limited to numbers,
particularly the number of students placed. Consequently, the primary function of the
field education office is recruiting placements and matching students. Neo-liberal
management systems, supporting this primary function, are reflected by the importance
given to legal contracts and placement agreements with agencies, an emphasis on
learning contracts, systems of assessments and reporting assessments and other
documentation pertaining to the placement agency (Ife, 1997). As an example of our
concerns, we object to the current system of legal contracts with placement agencies as
these legal contracts are increasingly replacing the strong university-community relations
of the past. These contracts, in fact, challenge the image of a university as a public
institution, further distancing the university from its communities and agencies. While
some of these tools, such as learning plans and student evaluations, would inevitably
continue within the new approach, they will be seen as a part of an overall community
model.

Based on these considerations we envision the field education office to play a
significantly different role (see Figure 1). We imagine that the Field Education Office
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might become a “hub” — a space similar to the notion of a “public sphere” (Giroux, 2010;
Habermas, 1989) for community members and academics to meet and deliberate on
contemporary social issues and explore ways of taking action on these issues. In this
space, historical and current relations of power can be interrogated, as the contexts in
which issues are discussed reflect broader and critical dimensions. Further, opportunities
for reciprocality are made possible, as these inform the intentions of the deliberations.
We further envisage that field opportunities for students would emerge from these
deliberations.

Figure 1. Field Education Hub and Community Action Connectedness

Community
Action

Field Education
HUB

The Field Education Office would facilitate dialogues with communities, agencies
and social movements. These dialogues could result in the identification of priority issues
and the development of alliances based on these issues. This process could lead to a shift
from agency-based matching to issue-based matching with schools of social work co-
creating students’ learning opportunities in dialogue with communities. As described
earlier, such a collective effort opens up the possibility of going beyond individual and
program-based approaches to broader and more critical ways of identifying and
addressing priority issues.

To support this shift in field education, the role of the faculty consultant and the field
instructor would need to incorporate a stronger liaison function. Faculty consultants and
field instructors have always been strategically positioned to connect the academy with
communities. In our vision, we intentionally politicize this liaison role, moving beyond
bridging to mobilization and social transformation. We see their roles as critical to
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facilitating the dialogues, identification of priority issues, formation of issue-based
alliances and in the development of mobilization strategies. Faculty consultants and field
instructors would be able to plan student practicums that emerge from these collective
processes and mobilization strategies. Performance indicators of field education and
student supervision would thus be tied to these collective processes and outcomes.

Faculty consultants, field instructors, and students would have the opportunities to
participate in transformative processes along with agencies and communities. This
dynamic process would expand the capacity for critical reflexivity, as participants are
able to interrogate and implicate themselves in relation to processes of oppression and
transformation. Through this process, the academy can play an integral role as a “socially
transformative agent concerned with active engagement in social problems” (Slocum &
Rhoades, 2009). In the section that follows, we provide a brief example of how our vision
might be enacted in relation to the issue of food security.

Field Education and Food Security — An Example

Our example begins with the field education office organizing various dialogues with
communities and agencies in relation to identifying issues of concern for communities.
Through these dialogues, many issues could emerge and be prioritized for further action.
For the purpose of this paper, a priority issue that could emerge would be food security
among new and racialized immigrants. An alliance would then be forged with
stakeholders committed to tackling this issue. Stakeholders could include members of the
community, grass roots agencies, mandated agencies, and faculty. Through on-going
discussions, this alliance would develop a transformative strategy and specific actions in
relation to the strategy. Emanating from this strategy, faculty consultants and field
instructors could then identify various sites, responsibilities, and tasks that constitute
student practicums. Students from different years of the BSW and MSW programs would
be matched to these practicums emanating from the issue of food security and placed in
various sites implicated by the issue, such as: grass roots agencies located within a
geographic community/neighbourhood; social service agencies working in that
community/neighbourhood; responsible government departments; and any citizen
coalitions and social movements that community members are a part of. Responsibilities
generated within these sites could include: working with the geographic community and
families affected by the issue; developing local initiatives at the community level to
address the issue; working with food banks, schools, community health agency, local
businesses in relation to the issue; developing policies or programs with government
departments and political representatives; conducting research on food security; and
connecting this issue with other campaigns against poverty and unemployment.

While students may be working in various sites, their efforts are coordinated by the
faculty consultants and field instructors, with members of the food security alliance
paying particular attention to tracking the overall progress towards transformative
change. This model further provides opportunities for students to work in a team or
individually and to coordinate their efforts across agencies and communities. While a
student may be placed in a specific site, they will have to work with students placed in
other sites, with all students contributing to the overall transformative strategy. In this
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approach, student learning is enriched, and their contributions are mobilized towards
realizing the broader goal of social change. It is the confluence of student learning and an
agenda of social transformation that sets this model apart from current practices. In the
process, the academy and its communities are united in resisting the pervasive
neoliberalism. Consequently, field education becomes a site through which collective
efforts can be marshalled in the fight towards social justice and against neoliberalism.

Conclusion

While our visioning exercise has been exhilarating, the prospect of implementing this
vision is daunting. Our goal is to develop a different conceptualization of field education,
one which provides a new vision and a hope within the current neo-liberal context. We
offer broad possibilities and processes that restructure field education from the current
model to a “staging ground for actions” (Boyer, 1996, p. 20). Field education becomes a
collective space for deliberating and acting on the issues most relevant to communities.
Practicums thus emerge through these deliberations and, in turn, students participate and
contribute to this activist agenda. Our focus on a community model is not intended as a
binary that devalues the current agency model. Instead, our vision encompasses agencies
and recognizes their potential contributions towards a transformative agenda through
field education.

We realize the many challenges and tensions in shifting field education as suggested
by our vision. We also recognize that our vision may offend as many readers as it may
inspire. However, we hope that our colleagues, committed to social change, will explore
ways in which they can contextualize this activist agenda within their delivery of field
education.
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