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Abstract 
 

The aim of this qualitative study is to review the existing local fieldwork supervision scheme ofsub-degree 

programmes in social work in Hong Kong as well as exploring teaching and learning strategies in fieldwork 

supervision in Hong Kong. The outcome of this study is to develop useful strategies of fieldwork supervision for 

sub-degree social work programme. Theoretical sampling is employed to examine teaching and learning strategies 

in fieldwork supervision for sub-degree social work programme. Fourtypes of stakeholders (faculty members, 

fieldwork supervisors, on-site supervisors and students) are interviewed using focus groups, in-depth interviews 

and telephone consultations toexplore teaching and learning strategies in fieldwork supervision. In addition, three 

local experts are invited to review the research topic. A review of the fieldwork placement handbooks in different 

institutes is also conducted. The main findings of this study are: that there are no systematic guideline and training 

for conducting fieldwork supervision in current practice. Fieldwork supervisors conduct supervision based on 

their experience but are less concerned with the needs of the student. Sub-degree programmes of social work are 

one of the leading markets in thesocial work field. Around 40 percent of social work posts are sub-degree 

graduates (Social Worker Registration Board, 2017). Individual and group supervision are commonly used in 

supervision session but there is little discussion around which strategies are useful for supervising sub-degree 

students. These findings revealed that individual and group supervision is useful for students but it might be 

dependent on the needs of students and the stage of fieldwork placement. In the beginning stages of placement, 

informants are more likely to enjoy group supervision sessions because they gain support from their peers. In the 

latter stages of fieldwork placement, students enjoy individual supervision session due to disclosure of their 

personal feelings to supervisors. These findings indicate that emotional support is a very important function in 

supervising sub-degree students. They felt anxious without their supervisor’s support. Moreover, supervisory 

practice in fieldwork supervision helps students to become professional social workers in the work context. These 

findings reveal that skills demonstration and live supervision are the most useful strategies for helping student 

acquire skills. In current practice, no compulsory guidelines for supervisory practice are suggested among higher 

education institutes. These findings indicate that the ‘hand-in’ practice is a useful strategy for student’s skill 

developments. The findings reveal that effective fieldwork supervision stems from different stakeholders who 

undertake important roles in supervision practice such as fieldwork supervisors, on-site supervisors, faculty 

members and students. Thus, a framework for sub-degree social work students is proposed here. On-site 

supervisors should provide an opportunity for student’s learning. Student needs to have an active learning attitude, 

and faculty member should design comprehensive fieldwork education arrangement for students, for example, 

assessment systems, pre-preparatory placement workshops and training platforms.  
 

Keywords: Fieldwork supervision, social work, supervision model, teaching and learning strategy, sub-degree 

pogramme 
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Introduction 
 

Fieldwork education is an essential and an integral part of the curriculum of social work and helps students to 

develop professional behaviour. Fieldwork training can foster the integration of theories and practice-based 

knowledge. Dettlaff & Wallace (2002) claim that “without this integration, students may not understand the 

relevance of knowledge and theories acquired in the classroom or how to implement them in professional social 

work practice” (pp. 145-160).  
 

Therefore, fieldwork has been taken to be the most important element in the development of professional 

knowledge, attitudes and behaviours (Marjorie, 2001). Cohn and Crist (1995) argue that fieldwork education is 

the essential bridge between classroom and actual service settings. Thus, fieldworksupervisors play one of the 

most important roles in fieldwork education because students rely on experienced supervisors to provide 

supervision and help them to develop values, knowledge and skills. In this study, the construction of a localized 

teaching and learning strategy of fieldwork supervision for sub-degree social work students is placed as the 

central theme. The outcome of this can go some way in developing the knowledge basis of fieldwork supervision 

for sub-degree social work students.  
 

Before 2000, there were six higher education institutes offering seven sub-degree programme for social work 

(Social Workers Registration Board, 2017). However, five sub-degree social work programmes were terminated 

in the 1990’s. This is discussed further in chapter five. Since 2000, associate degree of social work programmes 

are offered by local higher education institutes. In 2012-2013, all higher education institutes except the 

Community College of City University of Hong Kong offer higher diploma programme instead of associate 

degrees. As mentioned, social work is a practice-oriented profession; fieldwork education is needed for students 

to develop their professional values, knowledge and skills. Therefore, sub-degree of social work programmesare 

mainly delivered at higher diploma level. However, there is discourse around professionalization of social work. 

In 2012, a response paper from the Hong Kong Social Workers Association (HKSWA) to the Advisory 

Committee on Social Work Training and Manpower Planning discusses the expectations of higher degrees of 

social work training; here HKSWA suggested that social work requirement might be set up for degree graduates. 

There were three reasons for this, the first was the up keep of services quality; and the second was due to the 

complicatedness of society. The thirdwas to catch up with the trends of Western countries. In the West, all social 

work professional training programmes are offered at degree level. Therefore, there is around discourse on the 

requirements of social work training.  
 

In Western countries, Bachelor of Social Work qualificationsare basic requirements for enteringsocial work 

professions. In Hong Kong, there are 11 undergraduate and eight post-graduates social work programmes offered 

by different higher education institutes (SWRB, 2017). According to the historical development of social work in 

Hong Kong, diploma courses were offered before the 1960’s and the first batch of degree holders in social work 

from the Chinese University and Hong Kong University were in 1966 and 1970. A report (The University of 

Hong Kong, 1976) commented on the Proposals for a two-year Social Work Course. She suggested basic social 

work training; with a two-year full-time course, including necessary field work practice; and professionally 

trained workers, which incorporates university or an equivalent degree. Although they were named as social 

workers, they were definitely receiving different levels of training.  
 

Regardless of the programme, sub-degree or social work degree, the areas of social work theories and practice and 

values and ethics should be covered. However, research and social enquiry are requirements for social work 

degree programmes but optional for sub-degree social work programmes (SWRB, 2017). In addition, the 

fieldwork hours are different between sub-degree and degree level programmes of social work. The former should 

consist of a minimum of 700 hours direct fieldwork placement and 100 hours of placement preparation activities. 

Whereas the degree programme, should consist of a minimum of 800 hours direct fieldwork placement plus 100 

hours placement preparation activities. The most obvious difference is the study time of the whole programme, 

sub-degree students usually take a two-year full-time course and degree students take a four-year full-time course. 

The discussion chapter will detail the impact on students’ development and supervision. 

 

The significance of this study 
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Previous research on supervision has focused on staff supervision in social work. Kadushin (1991) conducted 

many studies on staff supervision but less on student supervision. Munson (2012) conducted research into social 

work supervision, interviewing and collecting the opinions of social work graduates and frontline staff. These 

findings were fruitful for clinical social work supervision. Although there are some similar elements between staff 

and student supervision, they are markedly different. In addition, fewer studies have examined teaching and 

learning strategies for fieldwork supervision, especially in the local context. Tsui (2004) conducted research into 

“The supervisory relationship of Chinese social workers in Hong Kong” and the findings revealed that “Cultural 

sensitivity is not only crucial to cross-cultural supervision but also essential to effective supervisory practice in 

various societies.” (2003, p. 99) 
 

In light of the increasing number of students graduating from sub-degree social work programmes, there are 

remains relatively little extant research into fieldwork supervision teaching and learning and the nature of the 

relationship among schools, agencies, students and fieldwork supervisors. According to information from the 

Social Work Registration Board (SWRB), nearly 40 per cent of registered social workers are sub-degree holders 

(SWRB, 2017). By studying this topic, stakeholders (schools, fieldwork supervisors, students, agencies and 

researchers) can provide a better understanding of the current practice of fieldwork supervision. With this 

understanding, school administrators and fieldwork supervisors can help to plan supervision that better equips  

social work students.The purpose of this study will address the following questions: 
 

(1) What is current practice in the teaching and learning of fieldwork supervision of sub-degree students in Hong 

Kong?  

(2) What are useful supervisory practices for sub-degree students? 

(3) What elements should be maintained and improved in existing practice models? 
 

Research methodology 
 

In this study, the researcher made use of qualitative approach to explore teaching and learning strategies in 

fieldwork supervision for sub-degree social work students in Hong Kong. 
 

Supervisory practice involves fieldwork supervisors, on-site supervisors, faculty members and students’ 

experiences. Therefore, it involves their attitudes, beliefs and experiences in the context.The researcher arranged 

participants into four focus groups according to their status and occupation, which constituted fieldwork 

supervisors, on-site supervisors, faculty members and students. 
 

Monette, Sullivan, DeJong & Hilton (2013) state that in-depth interview was one of the techniques of qualitative 

research methods.An in-depthindividual interview with fieldwork supervisor, on-site supervisor, faculty member, 

student and expert would be conducted. The data collection process was grouped into three stages. 
 

Stage One: Focus groups with faculty members, on-site supervisors, fieldwork supervisors and students  
 

Focus groups were used to explore the different parties (fieldwork supervisors, students, on-site supervisors and 

faculty members) in supervisory practice for sub-degree social work students in Hong Kong. Thefocus groups 

were organized during the academic year and all related parties were arranged into different focus groups to that 

of their corresponding centre parties in order to preserve their anonymity. 
 

The informants including (1) Students – 11 sub-degree students were invited. The were in the final years of the 

social work programme from four different higher education institutes. One was a graduate in 2013. Two were 

male and nine were female.  (2) Faculty members – Six were selected from four local higher education institutes. 

Teaching experiences ranged from two to twenty-two years. Four were male and two females.  (3) On-site 

supervisors – Initially ten of on-site supervisors were invited. Five potential female informants rejected to partake 

for their own reasons. Therefore, only five male on-site supervisors attended from five different service settings 

such as Integrated Family Service Centre, Elderly care centre, Rehabilitation service centre, Children’s centre, 

School social work service, and Integrated child and young people service centre. They have experience ranged 

from six to 19 years.  (4) Fieldwork supervisors – Six were invited. Four were female and two males. They all 

have supervisory experience with sub-degree student. Their experience ranges from two to eight years. The 

interviews were conducted in Cantonese but included some English terms for easeof understanding. 

Stage Two: In-depth interview with faculty members, on-site supervisors, fieldwork supervisors and 

students  
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Towards the end of the academic year when students came to the end of their fieldwork placements, the 

researcher invited one informant from each focus group to take part in individual in-depth interviews based on a 

particular criterion for selection. 

This criterion was the most experiences in each category as detailed in Table one below.  
 

Table 1: The particulars of selected informants for in-depth interviews 
 

Interviewee invited Kind of group Experiences 

Mr. Hung  Faculty member  More than 20 years of teaching sub-

degree social work students  

Ray  On-site supervisor  More than 18 years of working in 

social service setting and supervising 

sub-degree social work students  

Rebecca  Fieldwork supervisor  Eight year of fieldwork supervisor 

with sub-degree social work student 

Nga Student  Final year social work student who 

took up two placement experiences.  
 

Except for student informant, all other informants, fieldwork supervisor, on-site supervisor and faculty member 

were interviewed in the researcher’s office.These interviews were also semi-structured. The interview guides were 

used as a basis for discussion and also an outline for coding the data during analysis. These interviews lasted 

between one and one-and-a-half hours, were audiotaped and transcribed into Cantonese. 
 

Stage Three: In-depth interviews with local experts 
 

After the focus group and in-depth interviews, three local expert interviews were conducted. The experts try to 

clarify the arrangement and format of fieldwork supervision. The local experts included social work scholars and 

senior staff of agencies familiar with fieldwork supervision. 
 

As the researcher is a member of teaching staff, in order to prevent conflict of interest, they should not influence 

faculty or staff member’s decisions or behaviour with respect to teaching and student affairs, appointments and 

promotions, use of university resources, interactions with human subjects, or other matters of interest to the 

university. Therefore, the researcher did not invite students, faculty members, and fieldwork supervisors from her 

working institute in order to avoid bias in the dual role of the researcher/teaching staff.  

 

Results 
 

From the above informants ‘sharing, the researcher collected more information from agencies and institutes on 

arrangements for social work fieldwork placements.Fieldwork supervisors shared their experience on supervising 

sub-degree social work students. Some supervisory practices were proposed. All agreed on the importance of 

fieldwork for social work students. Both classroom teaching and fieldwork placements helped to enhance 

student’s knowledge and skills. In the classroom, teachers can deliver their professional knowledge to students. In 

fieldwork placements, fieldwork supervisors and on-site supervisors can provide more practical knowledge and 

skills to students. Fieldwork supervision is not only provided by fieldwork supervisors. On-site supervisors 

perform an important role in supervision too. 
 

a. Findings from fieldwork supervisors 
 

Through fieldwork supervision sessions, student can gain knowledge but also personal development. Supervision 

generally has three functions that need to be performed, namely knowledge development, administrative function 

and emotional support. Although these arise from staff supervision, there is some similarity in fieldwork 

supervision.  
 

Individual supervision, group supervision and peer supervision are discussed in this research. All have their 

strengths and weaknesses. In supervisory practice, live supervision and skills demonstration are suggested by 

fieldwork supervisors and on-site supervisor informants. Through these supervisory practices, students can gain a 

lot. Indeed, findings from student informants showed they agreed that immediate feedback was the most effective 

ways for them to improve, especially in skills training.  
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Emotional support in fieldwork supervision is mentioned by students. Students especially sub-degree students, 

they lack experience so they felt anxiety. Through emotional support to them, students may reduce their stress and 

it may be more confidence in work. Therefore, fieldwork supervisors may be more concerning on that function of 

supervision.  
 

b. Findings from on-site supervisor 
 

Fieldwork placement are learning process for students to acquire social work knowledge and skills. Students and 

fieldwork supervisors are the two-key people in fieldwork placements. Nevertheless, the role of agencies cannot 

be ignored if there are no placement offers by agencies, students cannot practice. Agencies are thus important in 

the system of fieldwork placements. Usually, an on-site supervisor will be assigned to take care of placement 

students. On-site supervisors can help students to practice their skills in a service setting. Some on-site 

supervisors will provide live supervision or skills demonstration for students so that they can learn more practice 

skills.  
 

Many on-site supervisors expressed that they did not mind teaching students although some students were 

inexperienced. As such, they performed the role of “mother”, “coach” or “teacher”. No matter what they 

performed, students must be motivated to learn and always carry “heart” in their work. “Heart” refers to patience, 

love and a caring attitude. Students also need to learn and how to approach service users. Some on-site 

supervisors expressed that they mostly preferred to supervise sub-degree students. This was because they were all 

willing to learn and to openly receive comments, especially negative comments. However, some undergraduate 

and post-graduate students had a lot of working experience, and as such, were not willing to accept comments or 

ideas. For example, some liked to critique and challenge supervisor’s comments even when they eventually 

agreed with them. To a certain extent, some thought that on-site supervisors or agencies did not support them to 

do their fieldwork placements and made a complaint to their institutions.  
 

Nevertheless, on-site supervisors, need to arrange appropriate work assignments for sub-degree students. 

However, they usually have a certain mind set concerning sub-degree students. Students are viewed as 

inexperienced and therefore fieldwork supervisors usually assign group work rather than case work for them, 

especially in their first fieldwork placement. On-site supervisors tend to also agree with the opinions of fieldwork 

supervisors. In addition, some on-site supervisor informants, service settings do not provide case work to sub-

degree students because of their lack of work experience. Therefore, group work and activities are the most 

common assignments assigned to sub-degree students.  
 

In order to help students accommodate service settings, on-site supervisor provides more care and concern 

placement students. Orientation programmes for students are common practice in fieldwork placements. Before 

placement begin, work assignments and some administrative tasks are discussed between students, fieldwork 

supervisors and on-site supervisors. As there are no formal guidelines for on-site supervisors, they assign help 

according to student needs. The SWRB only suggests some basic guidelines of supervision for fieldwork 

supervisors. Live supervision or skills demonstration is suggested for on-site supervisors.  
 

c.  Findings from students 
 

From the current findings, most student informants agreed that fieldwork supervisors have an important role in 

helping them to accommodate fieldwork placements. Students thought that fieldwork supervisors understood 

them and knew what they needed. Fieldwork supervisors are thus a bridge between students and agencies during 

fieldwork placements. However, students expected fieldwork supervisors to modify their supervising strategies or 

styles to accommodate different students. This is consistent with the social work principle of – individualization 

where each student has their own needs and learning styles. Fieldwork supervisors should thus treat students as 

individually.  
 

In order to provide an effective way for students to learn practical and practice skills, interactive teaching methods 

are proposed. Live supervision and skills demonstration are good ways for learning skills. In the current practice, 

live supervision is optional in fieldwork placement. Therefore, student informants suggested to develop the 

implementation of live supervision and skills demonstration. Through sharing with fieldwork supervisors directly, 

students can gain more understanding the skills in the social work field. Students can gain lots of experiences 

from fieldwork supervisors, which are not easily obtained from books. Indeed, some of these experiences can 

inspire students with hope and courage. In addition, students also wanted to receive comments, either positive or 
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negative from fieldwork supervisors. They require comments to improve their weaknesses. If fieldwork 

supervisors do not give feedback on assignments or performance, students haveno room in which to improve. 

Through feedback, students can review and reflect on their actions. Comments or feedback should be given 

immediately. However, some fieldwork supervisors are very busy and as such, does not provide comments. 

Students feel this could negatively affect their performance.  
 

Student informants also expected fieldwork supervisors to act as emotional supporters. This was because they felt 

inexperienced because some were fresh secondary school. Being inexperienced in life and work they mostly 

required fieldwork supervisor to help themto become accustomed to the fieldwork placement environments. Some 

students felt anxious and had no direction in fieldwork placement, fieldwork supervisor can give emotional 

support. No matter what happens during fieldwork placement, they may be needed to support by 

fieldworksupervisor.  
 

d.  Findings from faculty members 
 

Classroom teaching is the first step for student to learn social work knowledge and skills. Fieldwork placements 

are a time for students to practice this knowledge and skills. Therefore, faculty members should help student to 

develop self-understanding regarding their personalities, learning patterns and expectations on fieldwork before 

the onset of fieldwork placements. This can be developed as a curriculum-base. For example, through subject 

teaching, students can understand themselves more deeply. As feedback from student informants, they agreed that 

faculty members can help them in fieldwork placements but only with emotional support. Through evaluation 

meetings or sharing sessions, students can share what they feel about placement settings, fieldwork supervisors 

and others. They did not agree that faculty members should act as fieldwork supervisors also. Similar feedback 

was received from faculty members, who claim they would also face a lot of difficulty supervising students if they 

became fieldwork supervisors. Faculty members have been absent from frontline work for a long time, so they are 

unfamiliar with the latest developments in social services. Therefore, there is a clear division between faculty 

members and fieldwork supervisors and there is also knowledge and practical gaps that exist between teaching 

environments and service settings. Nonetheless, faculty members can help students prepare for fieldwork 

placements including physical and psychological readiness. In terms of physical aspects, students should maintain 

a healthy lifestyle. For the psychological aspects, students should hold a positive mind set in fieldwork 

placements even when faced with difficulties.  
 

Faculty members should also consider pre-placement preparation work for students as well as well-prepared 

placement arrangements. Therefore, faculty members perform an important role in designing fieldwork 

placements. Appropriate matching is important in supervision sessions for students and fieldwork supervisors; 

selecting fieldwork supervisors and agencies should thus be carefully considered.  
 

Fieldwork supervision does not have a standardized format or pattern. It is constructed by the above parties. 

However, some supervisory practices are proposed for sub-degree students. They are live supervision and skills 

demonstration. As for faculty members, they should be more concerned with the need for professional training for 

fieldwork supervision. As there is no standard professional training for supervisors, they all depend on their 

personal experience. Faculty members can act to be a proactive role in developing professional training in local 

higher institutes. 
 

This study set out to determine the supervisory practice of fieldwork supervision for Social Work sub-degree 

programmes. However, it did not attempt to assess whether this practice is effective.  

 

Discussion and implications  
 

The current practice in fieldwork supervision in Hong Kong 
 

In Hong Kong, SWRB set up some requirementsfor fieldwork supervision, but just mention the basic 

qualifications of fieldwork supervisors. The supervisory pattern is not mentioned. There is much documentations 

but no discussion on the area of supervisory practice in fieldwork supervision. Similarly, the Canadian 

Association of Social Workers (CASW) and the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) do not discuss 

the area of fieldwork supervision. The Australian Association of Social Workers (AASW) conducted a workshop 

ofsupervisory practice for frontline social workers but it did not do the same for fieldwork supervision. This 
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implies that professional social work organizations do not have fieldwork supervision guidelines for practice 

purposes. Therefore, higher education institutions will assume the main role for training fieldwork supervisors.   
 

a.  Qualification of fieldwork supervisor 
 

The document of Principles, Criteria and Standards for Recognizing Qualifications in Social Work for the 

Registration of Registered Social Workers (SWRB, 2017, p. 7) only mentions “Teachers of field practicum for 

local fieldwork placements must be Registered Social Worker (RSW), hold a degree in social work recognized by 

the Board for registration and possess at least five years’ post-degree practice experience in social work posts that 

include direct practice with service users or work related to social welfare policy and management”. 
 

No further discussion on the topic of professional training for fieldwork supervisor is evident. Fieldwork 

supervisor and on-site supervisor informants recognized that professional training is very important step for 

helping them to be competence supervisors. They mentioned they only depended on their personal experience in 

providing supervision to students. An experience frontline worker does not equal to be a competence supervisor. 

Therefore, professional training is needed in order to enhance the supervisory quality. 
 

In Hong Kong, there are no specificguidelines for fieldwork supervisors on supervision. Supposing that a 

fieldwork supervisor is a degree holder of social work with five years social service experiences, they are thus 

considered capable of delivering fieldwork supervision. At such, there is no formal training for social workers to 

become fieldwork supervisors. This in turn, may limit the professional development of fieldwork supervisors. 
 

b. Fieldwork supervision hour for sub-degree students 
 

The document of Principles, Criteria and Standards for Recognizing Qualifications in Social Work for the 

Registration of Registered Social Workers recommends the following: “Regarding supervision time, at least 1.5 

hours for a placement period of 4 – 6 sessions per week; at least two hours for a placement period of seven 

sessions or more per week; and at least 1.5 hours every fortnight for a placement period of three sessions or less 

per week.” (SWRB, 2017, p.5); and “Regarding the mode of supervision, at least 50 percent of the total required 

supervision time should be individual supervision.” and “at least 50 percent of the total required supervision time 

should be allocated to on-site supervision.” (SWRB, 2017, p.5) 
 

The fieldwork supervisor will explore their own pattern of supervision. In 2006, the SWRBconducted a, study on 

the current state of supervision for social workers in Hong Kong. In this paper, some areas for improvement were 

suggested but only for frontline social workers in work settings. Following the review, developing professional 

supervision guidelines for practicing supervisors were highly recommended (SWRB, 2006). However, fieldwork 

supervision was excluded in this research. In response to the study, the SWRB set up “guidelines for social work 

supervision” in 2009. 
 

c.  Supervisory relationship 
 

A good fieldwork supervisor, needs to understand their students whatever in their development stage, family 

background or personality. Supervision does not only provide professional knowledge and guidance, but also 

provides understanding of the student’s personal needs.If both the supervisor and the student can build a positive 

and trustful relationship, they have the basis for positive fieldwork supervision. Therefore, supervision includes a 

supportive function element and a reciprocally trustful relationship. Urbanowski and Dwyer (1988) agreed that 

fieldwork can enhance student’s self-awareness through giving them support. 
 

d. Supervision formats 
 

According to research findings, there is much research in the area of individual supervision (one-to-one 

supervision) in professional training. The field of group supervision is more concerned with using initial training 

and ongoing development but is given less attention (Lenihan& Kirk, 1992). The situation is the same in Hong 

Kong where individual supervision sessions are an essential format during fieldwork supervision as set by SWRB.  
 

Students in individual supervision felt more comfortable “being vulnerable” and voicing their difficulties (Walter 

& Young, 1999). Similarly, from the findings of Waldfogel (1983, p. 332), students felt more satisfied with 

individual supervision in the first semester of fieldwork placement. This is because students need time to 

accommodate fieldwork placement. Fieldwork supervisors can provide more time for mutual discussion and 

sharing. Group supervision provides the chance for peers and supervisors to communicate and interact, which can 
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offer mutual support with their growth (Ray &Altekruse, 2000). According to Waldfogel (1983), students could 

develop their perspectives in work.  
 

e. Assessment systems 
 

Assessment is a core feature of social work field education, which includes formative and summative assessment 

(Hay& O’ Donoghue, 2009). In terms of formative assessment, it is an ongoing process of monitoring and 

providing feedback on student’s work. Fieldwork supervisors can help students identify their strengths, 

weaknesses and target areas that need work. Summative assessment evaluates student learning at the end of 

fieldwork placement by comparing their performance against standards or benchmarks. There is hot debate on the 

kinds of assessment methods that are best for students. Nonetheless, competency assessment is very important in 

social work fieldwork education, however which competencies need to be achieved or how such competencies 

can be measured and who should be involved in the process of assessment remain unclear (Hay& O’ Donoghue, 

2009). 
 

f. Grading system  
 

In all sub-degree social work programmes in Hong Kong, assessment is graded from A to F. Each higher 

educational institution has their grading system and performance descriptors. Grades are defined on the extent and 

frequency of students exhibiting the descriptive indicative items and their degree of working independence. 

Nevertheless, the fieldwork supervisor has theauthority to determine the result of the student’s grade. Therefore, it 

is important to understand how fieldwork supervisors collect feedback from different stakeholders such as on-site 

supervisors, students as well as service users in Hong Kong there is only one final assessor (fieldwork supervisor) 

although institutions have a system of moderation. Student tends to follow the instructions of fieldwork 

supervisors. However, whether fieldwork supervisors can comprehensively assess the performance of student is 

contentious. Indeed, some areas of assessment should be reviewed and improved. 
 

g. Supervisory practice 
 

Supervision should help students’ learning in practice settings. Therefore, fieldwork supervisors should take 

different roles in supervision in which teaching, observation, monitoring, assessing, supporting and providing 

reflective supervision for students aims to help students’ to be competent and professional social workers after 

graduation (Beddoe et al., 2011).According to current practice in local higher education institutions, live 

supervision is encouraged.The fieldworksupervisorprovidespositive and negative feedback on what they observed 

during live supervision. All bothareuseful for student’s learning. This helpsstudents to review, reflect and refresh 

theirpractice skills. 
 

Developing a local model of fieldwork supervision 
 

After studying current practice, a local fieldwork supervisory practice model for sub-degree students was 

developed (see Figure 1 below). As can be seen here, four involved parties implement their own practice for 

approaches for useful supervisory practice in fieldwork supervision:  
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Figure 1: A local model of fieldwork supervision 

 

A student transitioning from high-school to higher education may a lot of difficulties. Also, teachers may feel 

students are often ill-prepared or over-dependent on them (Brinkworth et al., 2008). Sometimes, students set up 

unrealistic expectations based on their achievements and teachers and parents face the same problem. Indeed, 

there is been increasing concern that students are inadequately prepared for entry into higher levels of education. 

In order to provide useful fieldwork education and supervision to students, faculty members, fieldwork 

supervisors, on-sire supervisors and students need to understand the characteristics of ‘new ‘generation – sub-

degree students.  
 

a. Student’s expectation  
 

Research conducted by Christine (2010) showed that student expectations and motivation were highly correlated 

with self-confidence. Self-confidence was enhanced by parental encouragement and self-motivation. Academic 

attainment was one of the significant factors for students to develop self-confidence. Sub-degree students are 

perceived as failures in public examinations because they did not receive a university offer. Apart from re-taking 

public examinations or working, studying sub-degree seems to be one way for them to further their careers. 

Therefore, sub-degree students have high expectations of their performance in academia so that they can enter 

university. Fieldwork placements are assigned many credits.Thus, students felt undoubtedly stressful if they 

received lower or fail gradeson placement. To a certain extent, if students fail or receive low mark on the 

placement, students perhaps cannot pass the Social Work Programme. The results in students mostly being 

concerned with their grade results and personal performance. In figure 3, student informants mentioned that they 

needy in emotional support in the fieldwork placement especially in the beginning stage. Through emotional 

support, student informants would reduce their stresses and anxieties. Fieldwork supervisor and on-site supervisor 

informants claimed that they need to identify the developmental needs of students. They expected that students 

would actively involve in the supervision sessions. If students can openly share their difficulties, fieldwork 

supervisors and on-site supervisors will provide more suitable supervision to them. 
 

b. Faculty member’s expectation 
 

In figure 1, it shows that faculty members need to develop the following systems: pre-preparation workshop, 

professional training and assessment system in fieldwork placement. The major objectives of fieldwork education 

are not only to help students apply theory into practice but also to help them learn how to communicate and work 

in service settings. Faculty members believed that students can develop professional knowledge, skills, attitudes 

and behaviours through fieldwork placement. Fieldwork experience can foster students to integrate theories and 

practice-based knowledge. Therefore, faculty members will conduct effective and comprehensive fieldwork 

•Orientation programme to 
students

•Live supervision and skills 
demonstration

•Involvement in assessment 
system

•Well comprehensive pre-
preparation workshop

•Professional training to 
fieldwork supervisors/on-
site supervisors

•Non-grading system in 
fieldwork placement

•Actively involve in supervisory 
relationship

•Understand their development 
needs 

•Supervision format - Individual and 
group supervision

•Supervisory practice - Live supervision 
and skills demonstration

•Supervisory relationship -
Administrative, emotional support and 
knowledge development

Fieldwork 
supervisor

Student

On-site 
supervisor

Faculty
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placementsfor student by arranging all the relevant matters of placement. For example, they liaise with agencies to 

secure suitable placements; match the fieldwork settings, plans and monitor fieldwork and collect feedback from 

fieldwork supervisors, students and agencies.  
 

Apart from fieldwork placements, faculty members organize two pre-preparation workshops for placement 

students before commencement of each placement, which is under the requirement of the SWRB. The total hours 

of pre-placement workshops are 100 hours for sub-degree social work programmes. The aims of pre-placement 

workshops are to provide students with positive orientation and adequate preparation for theirfieldwork 

experience.This suggested that pre-placement preparation workshop should be changed to allow students to learn 

in simulated and ‘real’situations in a reflective way and not to overly equip students with practice skills and 

formal knowledge which is suggested by fieldwork supervisor informants. They mentioned that the existing pre-

preparation workshop is full of administrative tasks.However, this is a useful platform for student learning of how 

to think, feel and to be human. As the faculty level, expects students to have professional and systematic training 

in social work it facilitatesthem to become qualified social workers in a variety of social settings. Equipping 

students with the competence to work as effective and reflective social work practitioners seem to be most 

essential in fieldwork supervision.  
 

In order to enhance the motivation in fieldwork placement, some informants suggested adjusting the assessment 

system from grading to non-grading. In other countries, there is a common practice in fieldwork arrangement. The 

final grade will be changed in pass or fail grade. Students can reduce the stress from the fieldwork placement so 

as to more comfortable to do their work. 
 

c. Fieldwork supervisor’s expectations 
 

Fieldwork supervisor, expect students to be accountable and actively for their learning, agencies, service users, 

the community and their institution as mentioned in figure 3. Also, they expect students to have behave and 

perform in a manner which is consistent with a professional social worker, and thus they should work closely with 

fieldwork supervisors in all stages of their fieldwork. For example, at the beginning stages of fieldwork 

placements, students should try to get acquainted with agency staff and potential service users; get to know the 

community and explore the needs of potential service users. Therefore, students need to be active and motivates to 

engage with service users and agency staff. In the middle stages of fieldwork placements, students should prepare 

and deliver services in a professional manner. Students need to submit written assignments within the agreed 

period and take accountability for agencies, service users and their profession. In the final stages of fieldwork 

placements, students are expected to prepare service users for the termination of their professional relationship 

and submit all written assignments to agency staff and fieldwork supervisors. As such, fieldwork supervisors 

expect students to fulfil the requirements of fieldwork placements and to be competence social workers in the 

future. Fieldwork supervisor informants all agreed that live supervision and skills demonstration are useful for 

students’ learning in professional knowledge and practices skills. According to students’ development stage, 

individual and group supervision will be provided. In the beginning stage, fieldwork supervisor informants tend to 

organize group supervision session with students. Group facilitation is increased. In the later stage, individual 

supervision sessions will be provided for students easy to share their difficulties and personal feelings. As 

students are sub-degree students, they need to have more emotional support in the placement as fieldwork 

supervisor informants described.  
 

d.  Agency’s expectations 
 

Placement setting are important elements in social work learning. Fieldwork coordinators will search for agencies 

for students to undertake their placements.Although there are no specific requirements or criteria set by the 

SWRB for selecting social welfare settings for fieldwork placements, there is a common norm. For example, 

some work assignments will be assigned to Bachelor’s social work student, and some will be assigned as suitable 

for sub-degree social work students. This implies that there is separate perception on the ability of Bachelor’s and 

sub-degree students. In addition, student’s interests and preferences should be explored. In addition, agencies 

worry that sub-degree studentslack experience to handle complicated tasks on placement, so they prefer to arrange 

these for Bachelor degree students because they seem to be more mature and have some good interpersonal 

relationship skills. Therefore, some agencies reject the applications requesting sub-degree placement offers. 

Usually Integrated Family Service Centre, Medical Service Units and Correctional Service Units will not provide 

such placement offers for sub-degree students. Therefore, faculty members should liaise, establish and maintain 
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collaborative link with agencies as such, coordination and collaboration are the main roles between faculties and 

agencies.  
 

Therefore. students, on-site supervisors, fieldwork supervisors and faculty members are important parties in 

fieldwork and have the power to influence the overall management of fieldwork education and supervision. They 

also have different expectations on fieldwork placements. Indeed, four parties have specific powers during 

fieldwork placements. this even includes students. However, such power is not distributed equally and is usually 

imbalanced. This that holds more power always seem to be the most dominant in management.  
 

In order to help students’ understanding the agency and services, an orientation programme conducted by on-site 

supervisor is essential for students. Orientation programmes can perform the functions of (1) to familiarize the 

student with the agency and the service unit to which they are attached; and (2) related to the neighbourhood of 

the placement unit, and to other organizations in Hong Kong running similar services. Both faculty members, 

fieldwork supervisors and students agreed that orientation programme can perform positively function to students’ 

learning. Student informants found it helpful in participating in orientation visits to agencies of related services 

and to key community resources. Such visits help to broaden the outlook of students especially if a discussion or a 

reporting back session can be held afterwards.  
 

In addition, assessment system will be suggested to involve on-site supervisors. In current practice, this is not a 

usual practice. On-site supervisors can provide written or verbal comments on students’ performance. Most 

involved informants are agreed that on-site supervisor is another key person in fieldwork placement. To have a 

comprehensive assessment on the students’ performance, on-site supervisors should involve the assessment 

system. Therefore, training to on-sitesupervisor is needed.  
 

It is clear then that supervision is not only between students and fieldwork supervisors, there are other parties 

involved in the process. This four-way of supervisory relationship has specific roles and tasks andpower 

influences among the four parties within fieldwork supervision. However, it should be noted that different parties 

have their own power to influence fieldwork education. Power is not equal but can minimize difference through 

collaboration and co-ordination. In the following useful fieldwork supervisory practice for sub-degree students is 

proposed. 

 

Conclusion  
 

This study provided insight for further research to explore aspects of fieldwork supervision using quantitative and 

qualitative methods to develop a comprehensive fieldwork supervision guideline for different levels of social 

work programmes.  First, in the past, a preparation workshop was only provided to students. However, it was 

found in this study that faculty members should also provide a comprehensively prepared workshop to on-site 

supervisors and fieldwork supervisors. Therefore, a comprehensively prepared workshop should be provided to 

students, on-site supervisors and fieldwork supervisors. Thus, further research is required to ascertain how faculty 

members can design a good-fit workshop for different parties so as to deliver good fieldwork education and 

supervision, especially for sub-degree students. 
 

Second, live supervision and skills demonstrations are useful supervisory practices in fieldwork supervision, as 

emphasized in this research. Future researcher can thus explore the effectiveness of the above two supervisory 

practice for sub-degree social work students. How and when should fieldwork supervisors or on-site supervisors 

conduct live supervision and skills demonstration and what is the role of fieldwork supervisors or on-site 

supervisors during live supervision? In addition, further research can also be conducted to explore how these 

supervisory practices are delivered to sub-degree and undergraduate social work students.  
 

Third, this study revealed that professional training for fieldwork supervisors and on-site supervisors is urgently 

required in social work education. From the findings, participants suggested that the role of on-site supervisors 

should be explicated. Fieldwork supervisors thus perform an important role in teaching during placement, as well 

as on-site supervisors. Therefore, further research can be conducted to explore ways of providing training for 

fieldwork supervisors and on-site supervisors, especially in the area of knowledge and skills at sub-degree levels.  
 

Fourth, non-graded assessment is more common in the West. However, for sub-degree students, they need to 

pursue higher educational levels because limited university places are offered in Hong Kong and academic results 
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are crucial to the future of their education. Further exploration is needed as to whether this system is suitable for 

Hong Kong or sub-degree social work programmes.  
 

Fifth, the supervisory relationship among different parties should be explored, especially within the Chinese 

culture. Supervision is an interactional process which involves at least two people. In Chinese culture, people 

expect to be mutual respected and maintain a harmonious relationship. Therefore, it is of value to study how these 

beliefs affect supervisory practice. 
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