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INTERNATIONAL SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT: 
CATALYZING FACTORS IN PROGRAM REDESIGN

• Increased inequalities, structural injustices, 
neo-colonial agenda

• Extensive displacement of people due to 
wars, conflicts and oppressions

• Require creative strategies sustainable 
responses from international social work.

• Social work lens to ISD

• Social work practitioners working in local 
communities are witnessing the intersection of 
global challenges.

• Flexibility

• Blended Learning



CONTEXT

 The field of international social work and social development is growing. 

 Over the last decade, social work education programs have been called to prepare students to respond 

to the changing global context by critically questioning colonialism and imperialism, which are 

perpetuated in development aid programs and influenced by sociopolitical dynamics (Ife, 2010).

 Field education is considered a central and critical component of social work education because it 

allows space for the integration of knowledge, values, and skills in the hands-on context of the field 

(CASWE, n.d.).

 The literature shows that individuals trained and educated in international social work practice are 

needed around the world (Das & Anand, 2014; Pawar, 2017). 



INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

 Social work educators are challenged to prepare students with innovative and proactive approaches to 
respond effectively to pressing social, economic, and political realities.

 A committee was established to redesign the graduate program in International Community 
Development (ICD). 

 An ethical and theoretical framework was developed to guide the curriculum redesign and 
transformative learning approach. 

 The ICD program in the Faculty of Social Work at the University of Calgary is offered mostly online, with 
a mix of real time and asynchronous learning.



FUNDAMENTAL ASSUMPTIONS IN 
DEFINING INTERNATIONAL SOCIAL WORK/SOCIAL 

DEVELOPMENT?

• Tendency to present international social work without a critical analysis and attention to 
power relations.

• We cannot Ignore the impact of historical and contemporary dynamics of imperialism, 
colonization, wars and oppressions and Western hegemony in the ‘new world order’ 
(Haug, 2005)

• Our definition of international social work involves critically examining global 
neoliberal realities that promote market-oriented ideologies and to question 
their impacts on transnational experiences of marginalization.

• An active role of the International Social Workers, activists, civil society organizations in 
creative policy and practice alternatives in advancing transformative change toward 
environmentally sustainable and socially equitable solutions.



DEFINING INTERNATIONAL SOCIAL WORK

• Blending the values and principles of social work and international social 
development, international social work can be understood as 
“international professional action and the capacity for international action 
by the social work profession and its members to promote human dignity 
and human rights and enhance human well-being. International action has 
four dimensions: international related domestic practice and advocacy, 
professional exchange, international practice, and international policy 
development and advocacy” (Healy & Thomas, 2021, p. 7-8). 



THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK



A TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING PRAXIS



CURRICULUM PLAN

The curriculum includes four courses that explores policies, practices and advance ethical approaches to 

working with diverse populations in global and local contexts.

Teaching methods and strategies include mentorship from journey guides, case studies, experiential learning, 

digital storytelling, community participation/action and international social work practicum.

Centralizing a community-oriented curriculum, critical theories and global social justice approaches blended 

with creative pedagogical methods, this framework can be contextualized and applied to other regions 

outside Canada.

✓ Theories and interventions

✓ International social work in Canada

✓ Sustainable development goals

✓ International development project

✓ Residencies



INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

PROGRAM

 Overview of the scope and nature of ICD that combines theoretical approaches with policy and practice 

focused frameworks.

 Analyze Social Development (SD) theories and practice models from a historical and critical perspective, 

focusing on their socio-political-economic dimensions.

 Alternative ideologies and alternative development approaches.

 Ethics, knowledge and skills required for international social work practice in the Canadian context. 

 Colonialism and nation-building; power, privilege, systemic disadvantage and intersectionality; migration, 

forced migration, trafficking and (re)settlement. 

 Popular education, experiential and relational learning to promote critical self-reflection and solidarity 

practices. 

 Develop and enhance skills that can be employed in the contexts of community, organization and policy 

work in Canada.



LESSONS LEARNED THROUGH THE DESIGN & 

IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS

 The importance of international social development programs for social work

 The impacts of neoliberalism on higher education

 Global pandemic & the transition to online

 Implication of design restriction on class management & student engagement with the material

 Balancing between helping students interrogate the politics of development work and gain necessary skills 

and techniques to facilitate international development practice

 Opportunities and challenges of international practicum

 Residencies

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02615479.2022.2090538?journalCode=cswe20

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02615479.2022.2090538?journalCode=cswe20


DISCUSSION



INTERNATIONAL PRACTICUM TRAINING MODULE
PART TWO



Context

 The international practicum study was designed by the TFEL team to learn about international field 

placements, or international practicum, using a mixed-methods online survey. 

 Social work field education coordinators and directors in accredited social work programs in Canada were 

invited to respond to the survey. The survey was developed to better understand the current content of 

international practicum including placement models, logistics, resources, and perceptions and experiences 

regarding international social work field practica.

 The study found that Social work education programs in Canada are experiencing significant multi-layered 

challenges with delivering international practicum experiences for students. 

 A training module was developed by the members of the TFEL project after learning and understanding the 

current context of international practicum including placement models, logistics, resources, as well as 

challenges and experiences from field education coordinators and directors of CASWE-ACFTS accredited 

social work education programs across Canada.

CONTEXT FOR INTERNATIONAL PRACTICUM 

TRAINING MODULE



Context
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Context

 The training module is divided into three parts:

I. Overview of international social work

II. International practicum preparation

III. Supervision and use of technology

INTERNATIONAL PRACTICUM TRAINING MODULE 



Context

 The profession of social work is engaged in addressing complex global challenges including the structural

injustices and neo-colonial agendas that have contributed to increased inequalities worldwide (Jamal et al.,

2022).

 Poverty, social inequities, racial injustice, environmental degradation, impacts of climate change, climate

hazards and disasters, and forced migration are global issues increasingly seen and managed by social

workers in their practice.

 A practicum abroad allows social work students to address global social challenges in an international

setting and prepares them for international social work practice (Jönsson & Flem, 2018; Matthew & Lough,

2017).

 International practicums are defined as social work field placements that occur abroad in another country,

where students experience social work practice in diverse practice contexts, multicultural settings, and

learn about the values of international social work (Askeland et al., 2018;Engstrom & Jones, 2007).

OVERVIEW OF INTERNATIONAL SOCIAL WORK



BENEFITS OF INTERNATIONAL PRACTICUM

The survey 
consisted of 32 
questions

 Intercultural experience and competency 

 Gain knowledge about international social work

 Gain global perspectives

 Student interest in international field work

 Gain linguistic skills

 Gain knowledge & experience with Indigenous communities

 Choice-based model

 Understanding structural forces

 Critical reflection

 Understanding the effects of colonization & Western perspectives

 Opportunity to gain international social work practice experience

 Mitigating competition for placements due to the high numbers of students in Canada

 Encourage diversity & intercultural richness



CHALLENGES OF INTERNATIONAL PRACTICUM

The survey 
consisted of 32 
questions

 Affiliation agreements are difficult to secure

 Building long-term partnerships for international practicum

 Establishing student interest in international field work 

 Distinguishing between the student’s desire to travel versus desire in an international practicum

 Time constraints and zone issues 

 Program and technological barriers 

 Lack of resources and supervision 

 Processing & confirming practicum placements are a lot of work 

 Meeting standards of accreditation 

 Language barriers 

 Health & safety of students while abroad



Benefits and 

Challenges

 It is critically important to prepare social workers to practice in an international context and to

adequately address the global challenges.

 “The idea that promoting international exchanges in social work requires little more than an adventurous

spirit, a willingness to endure discomforts, and a large dose of good intentions is widespread but naïve and

is likely to result in frequent cultural misunderstandings” (Hokenstad et al., 1992,p. 21).

 Canadian students are exposed to more ethical challenges and dilemmas in international field placements

compared to students who complete their practicum locally (Jönsson & Flem,2020).

 The inclusion of a critically reflective framework that facilitates an understanding of how culture shapes a

person’s explicit values, beliefs, and worldviews is integral to international exchange students' critical

preparation process (Jones et al., 2018).

INTERNATIONAL PRACTICUM PREPARATION



Benefits and 

Challenges

When considering an international practicum, there are several questions students should ask themselves 

prior to its pursuit:

• Does my post-secondary institution or program offer the option to do an international practicum?

• Am I a suitable candidate for an International Practicum? 

• Why do I want to do an International Practicum?

• Where do I want to do an International Practicum?

• What are my learning goals for practicum?

INTERNATIONAL PRACTICUM PREPARATION



Benefits and 

Challenges

INTERNATIONAL PRACTICUM PREPARATION

Preparing for an international practicum takes considerable planning and coordination to ensure that students have a 

successful and meaningful experience.  Key elements for considerations are: 

✓ Good academic standing

✓ Completion of all core courses

✓ Application or proposal for international practicum

✓ Inquiries go through field education coordinator

✓ Interview

✓ Review and approval by field education committee

✓ Student requirement to find placement and deciding location of placement

✓ Pre-departure seminar

✓ Language efficiency

✓ An overview of the host country and culture and general research on the country’s social systems.



Benefits and 

Challenges

INTERNATIONAL PRACTICUM PREPARATION



Currently, the most common models of international practicum include the on-site model, one-time model, 

the reciprocal or exchange model, and the neighbour-country model. 

 On-site model - involves an on-site faculty member who acts as the field instructor and liaison 

between the home university and the host agency (Cleak et al., 2016). 

 One-time model - focuses on a student’s interest and relies upon informal linkages that are often 

facilitated by family members or personal contacts (Fox & Hugman, 2019). 

 Reciprocal or exchange model - involves an affiliated agency in another country and an exchange 

relationship with the home university.  Thampi (2017) proposed that a two-way exchange model 

between the host and the home institution can facilitate a meaningful exchange of knowledge, 

especially when students are trained with professional expertise in the Western practice context. 

 Neighbour-country model - consists of neighbouring countries in close geographic proximity and 

is often chosen by students who are citizens/residents of that country (Fox & Hugman, 2019; Pettys et 

al., 2005).

PLACEMENT MODELS



https://practicumtanzania.blogspot.com/search?updated-max=2022-09-28T09:54:00-
07:00&max-results=7

https://practicumtanzania.blogspot.com/search?updated-max=2022-09-28T09:54:00-07:00&max-results=7
https://practicumtanzania.blogspot.com/search?updated-max=2022-09-28T09:54:00-07:00&max-results=7


 The most common models of supervision include: online, in-person, individual, group, peer-supervision 

(Ketner et al., 2017)

 International practicum students can be supervised by an individual field instructor or members of a team, 

including:

• A faculty member of their home university

• A faculty member of a university in the host country

• A social worker at the host agency 

• A non-social work staff member at the host agency 

• A combination of the above 

SUPERVISION



FACILITATING INTERNATIONAL PRACTICUM

The survey 
consisted of 32 
questions

International practicum can be better facilitated by: 

 Partnering with other universities 

 Access to schools that have international practica

 University exchanges 

 Adequate staff and supervisors 

 Funding for international practicums 

 Group international practicums 



 Locating international social development within social work programs acknowledges the challenges of 

rapidly changing sociopolitical situations around the globe and the dynamic and critical role of social 

workers in uplifting principles of social justice and human rights. 

 The ICD curriculum includes four courses with interrelated components that might be strategically 

implemented in international social work and social development programs in diverse contexts.

 It is important for social work field educators to prepare practicum students in advance through course 

work, preparatory seminars, and pre-departure planning.Preparing for an international practicum is 

essential to creating a successful and meaningful experience prior to arrival at the field education 

destination.

 Knowledge of the on-site model, one-time model, reciprocal model, and neighbour-country model is 

important as each model may require different considerations during the preparation, arrival, practice, and 

return phases of the international field experience.

 There will continue to be a need for international practicum opportunities for students to gain 

international experience and skills to address global challenges. 

CONCLUSION
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