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Abstract 

 

The development of social work professional identity is characterized by internalization of the 

knowledge, skills, values, and mission of social work, and begins with and is shaped by the 

content, and interactions, as well as student experiences within the context of the social work 

education curricula. This Banded Dissertation comprising three products centers on the 

development of professional identity within undergraduate social work education. The first 

product is a qualitative study in which the author examined student perceptions of professional 

identity, student definitions and perceptions of how social work education shapes students’ 

professional identity. Findings showed that intentional development of professional identity is 

essential for social work education; as such, field education has a significant role in professional 

identity development. The second product is a conceptual paper focusing on professional identity 

development in the context of field education. Utilizing symbolic interactionism as a theoretical 

framework, the paper examined factors affecting student professional identity development 

within the context of social work field education and discusses implications for field instructors 

and field education curricula. The third product is a presentation of product 2 at the Council on 

Social Work Education’s 63rd Annual Program Meeting in October of 2017. This presentation 

outlined current research on professional identity development through the lens of symbolic 

interactionism, focusing on field education. The three products of this Banded Dissertation 

emphasize professional identity development as an essential function of social work education. 

This work has implications for social work educators seeking to develop curricula to assist 

students in their development of a strong professional identity. 

Keywords:  professional identity, professionalism, symbolic interactionism, social work 

education, field education, signature pedagogy 
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Development of Professional Identity in Social Work Education 

The development of professional identity is an essential function of social work 

education. Social work professional identity is defined as the internalization of knowledge, skills, 

professional norms, behaviors, values and the mission of social work, and the development of a 

commitment to work at micro, mezzo and macro levels of practice with a focus on social justice 

(Adams, Hean, Sturgis, & Macleod, 2006; Bogo, Raphael, & Roberts, 1993). The process of 

professional development in social work begins with the acquisition and development of 

knowledge and skills, then moving to understanding the profession in terms of one’s own values 

and beliefs, before finally incorporating these with the values of the profession in creation of 

their own professional identity (Tseng, 2011). 

 Divergence in relation to social work professional identity is historical, and dates to 

settlement houses and charity organizations as we debated the role of social work in society; the 

professions’ lack of ability to agree on and articulate our role impacted the development of 

professional identity in social work students (Pullen, Sansfacon & Crete, 2016). Social work is a 

diverse profession, serving varied populations at multiple levels of practice, and while this is 

considered a strength of the profession, this diversity contributes to a lack of direction or “lack of 

commonly recognized symbols” (Loseke & Cahill, 1986, p. 255). These issues in addition to the 

fact that social work often utilizes research and theory from other professions have interfered 

with the ability of the profession to cultivate a common identity, impacting professional identity 

development (Gilbert, 1977; Loseke & Cahill, 1986; Higgins, 2016).  

Studies on professional identity have largely focused on professional preferences of 

students and new practitioners indicating preferences for micro level clinical work rather than 
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work with varied populations at multiple levels of practice (Bogo et al., 1993; Loseke & Cahill, 

1986; Sha, Wong, Lou, Pearson, & Gu, 2012; Weiss, Gal, & Cnann, 2004). Bogo et al., (1993) 

maintained that these preferences were due the inability of social work education programs to 

develop a strong professional identity in social work students. Subsequent research, however, 

indicated that these preferences were less to do with a lack of professional identity development 

than the influence of national, social, and political contexts such as threats of professional 

dysregulation, job markets, and poor public perception (Sha, Wong, Lou, Pearson, & Gu, 2012; 

Weiss, Gal, & Cnann, 2004; Wiles, 2017). Students faced similar issues in field education and 

were identified as ill equipped to reconcile their positive notions with poor public perceptions of 

the profession, and varying social and political challenges resulting in professional preferences 

that may not align with the values and mission of social work (Loseke & Cahill, 1986).   

 The work completed for this Banded Dissertation adds to the literature on the 

development of professional identity in social work education. This Banded Dissertation includes 

a conceptual paper focusing on current research on professional identity through the lens of 

symbolic interactionism, a qualitative study exploring student understanding and perceptions of 

professional identity development and a discussion of a peer-reviewed presentation on the 

conceptual paper, focusing on professional identity within the context of field education.   
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Conceptual Framework 

 

The conceptual framework for this Banded Dissertation is grounded in the 2015 Council 

on Social Work Education (CSWE) Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) and 

symbolic interactionism. Utilizing a “competency based education framework” (Council on 

Social Work Education, 2015, p. 6), the EPAS guide social work education in the administration 

of social work educational programs to help students develop as knowledgeable, competent, 

ethical social workers, capable of social work practice (CSWE, 2015). The concept of 

professionalism and professional identity is interwoven throughout the 2015 (EPAS), most 

noticeably in Competency one: 

Social workers understand the value base of the profession and its ethical standards as 

well as relevant laws and regulations that may impact practice at the micro, mezzo and 

macro levels. Social workers recognize personal values and the distinction between 

personal and professional values. They also understand how their personal experiences 

and affective reactions influence their professional judgement and behavior. Social 

workers understand the profession’s history, its mission, and the roles and responsibilities 

of the profession. (CSWE, 2015, p. 7) 

Professional identity is addressed again, in Educational Policy (EP) 2.2, Signature Pedagogy: 

Field Education:  

Signature pedagogies are elements of instruction and of socialization that teach future 

practitioners the fundamental dimensions of professional work in their discipline-to think, 

to preform, and to act ethically and with integrity. Field education is the signature 

pedagogy for social work. The intent of field education is to integrate the theoretical and 

conceptual contribution of the classroom with the practical world of the practice setting. 
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It is a basic precept of social work education that they two interrelated components of 

curriculum-classroom and field-are of equal importance within the curriculum, and each 

contributes to the development of the requisite competencies of professional practice. 

(CSWE, 2015, p. 12) 

The elements of professional identity as discussed in the literature are not explicitly 

discussed as such in the EPAS; however, these elements are integrated into the EPAS 

competencies, behaviors and standards. These standards the guide the development of curricula 

in social work education programs, and as such, are a lens, through which this Banded 

Dissertation is constructed.  

 As a theoretical framework for this Banded Dissertation, symbolic interactionism posits 

that identity is created through language, symbols and interactions in one’s environment. 

Language and symbols are interpreted and assigned meanings, resulting in individual behavior 

(Carter& Fuller, 2016; Forte, 2004b; Stryker, 1987). In relation to the process of professional 

identity development, Tseng (2011) maintains that this process begins with the development of 

knowledge, however as students begin to process the information they receive through the social 

work education curricula, including field education, they integrate these symbols with their own 

values, creating meaning, then their own professional identity. Stryker’s (1987) view of symbolic 

interactionism assists in further explaining roles and identity, explaining how individuals utilize 

social context and their perceptions of how others view them as they create their own identity 

(Carter & Fuller, 2016; Stryker, 1987). Similarly, symbolic interactionism assumes that symbols 

are not only received from other individuals, but from an individual’s environment, and this 

environmental influence also influences behavior (Forte, 2004b; Stryker, 1987; Wagner, 1974).  
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The tenets and assumptions of symbolic interactionism served as the theoretical lens of this 

Banded Dissertation examining the symbols, language, interactions and context that contribute to 

the development of professional identity within the context of social work education.  

Summary of Banded Dissertation Products 

This Banded Dissertation consists of three products:  

Product 1: “Feeling Like a Professional”- Undergraduate Perceptions on the Development of 

Social Work Professional Identity 

Product 2: Development of Professional Identity through Social Work Field Education  

Product 3: Presentation- Development of Professional Identity through Social Work Field 

Education  

This Banded Dissertation examines the development of professional identity in social 

work education. Intentional focus on the development of professional identity in social work 

education curricula is essential to ensure students are not only able to develop the skills 

necessary for social work practice, but they also internalize the mission and values of the social 

work profession. 

The first product of this Banded Dissertation is a qualitative study which examined 

student perceptions of their identity development as a professional social worker. The author 

study utilized focus groups to explore students’ definitions of professional identity, and 

examined their perceptions of how their professional identity was developed through the social 

work professional curriculum, including focus on the impact of field education. The author found 

that student perceptions were largely consistent with recommendations and findings in the 
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literature on professional identity development, supporting focused, intentional development on 

professional identity development in undergraduate social work education.   

The second product of this Banded Dissertation consists of a conceptual paper focusing 

on the development of professional identity in field education. While the literature discussed 

professional identity development within the context of social work education, little exists on the 

impact of field education on this process. Using symbolic interactionism as the theoretical 

framework, the author discussed the literature and outlined implications for field education 

curricula, including intentional focus on professional development in field education, and 

training for field instructors.   

Product three of this Banded Dissertation is a presentation titled the Development of 

Professional Identity through Social Work Field Education at the Council on Social Work 

Education 63rd Annual Program Meeting (APM) in Dallas, Texas on October 20, 2017. The 

Conference provided an opportunity to present the paper written for product 2 of this Banded 

Dissertation -  professional identity development in field education using the theoretical 

framework of symbolic interactionism. Current literature was outlined, and implications for field 

education were discussed. The author paid specific attention to the role of field instructors on the 

process of identity development.   

This Banded Dissertation adds to the literature and discussion of professional identity 

development within the context of social work education. While much of the literature focuses 

on factors contributing to and influencing professional identity development, this work focuses 
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on student perceptions and understanding of professional development, the impact of field 

education, and implications for social work curricula.  

While much of the literature on professional identity development focuses on factors 

contributing to professional identity development, few examine student perceptions of 

professional identity, nor discuss implications for curricula. Overall findings of this Banded 

Dissertation support explicit inclusion of professional identity development in social work 

curricula. In the research study, students had difficulty creating a concrete definition of 

professional identity, however were able to discuss the elements of professional identity as 

indicated in the literature. Curricula elements such as role play/simulation activities and service 

opportunities are essential to facilitating skill development and helping students understand the 

unique aspects of the profession. Field education is similarly critical in assisting students in 

socializing students to the profession, and understanding the diversity of the profession. Field 

education also helps students understand the impacts of social, political, and organizational 

contexts is critical; and reconcile these with their own values and believes as they internalize the 

mission and values of the social work profession in creation of a professional identity.  

Through language, symbols, and interactions received during their education, students 

assign meaning and create their professional identity. This process is often treated as implicit 

rather than explicit, without intentional focus within the curriculum. Field instructors must not 

only be educated on the mission and objectives of field education, but also on the process of 

professional identity development for inclusion in the field education curriculum.   
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Implications for Social Work Education 

The discussions and findings contained in this this Banded Dissertation support 

intentional focus on the development of professional identity within social work curricula. The 

research conducted examining student definitions and perceptions of professional identity 

development highlighted the developmental nature of social work education, with students 

identifying the importance of scaffolding in building their identity as a professional. This is 

supported by Tseng’s (2011) discussion of the process of professional identity development, 

beginning with acquisition of knowledge and skills, moving to identification and integration of 

one’s own values and beliefs with those of the profession, resulting in a professional identity. 

The provision of experiential activities such as case studies, service learning, and role 

play/simulation were also identified as not only developing skill, but assisting students in 

building their identity as a professional social worker.  

Consistent with Wiles (2017) findings regarding the definition of professional identity, 

students had difficulty developing a concrete definition of professional identity, although their 

discussions included elements of professional identity as described in the literature. Of particular 

interest, were students’ discussions on generalist social work practice. Students identified 

“baseline skills” necessary for practice, and identified these skills as contributing to their identity 

as a professional social worker. Students also identified the importance of the unique elements 

and perspective of social work as contributing to their professional identity. However, when 

speaking about their identity as social workers, students largely discussed this in terms of their 

agency field experiences rather than as a generalist. The impact of diversity in practice has also 

been noted as impacting professional identity; these variations influence how social workers 
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identify themselves as social workers, with concerns that the focus of generalist practice is lost 

(Gilbert, 1977; Higgins, 2016). The socialization process was also identified as essential in 

assisting students to internalize the norms, values, and identity of their profession (Barretti, 2004; 

Moorhead, 2014). The elements of the socialization process, as discussed by Barretti (2004), 

were identified discussed by students as essential to the development of professional identity, 

particularly when discussing the impact of field education on professional identity development.  

Field education facilitates the development of a strong professional identity through 

experiences that challenge students’ early perceptions of social work practice, allowing them to 

address and reconcile any challenge to their perceptions through work with field instructors and 

faculty in the social work program. Self-assessment, reflective supervision and a strong 

relationship between student and field instructor help ensure a meaningful field experience. Ben 

Shlomo, Levy, and Itzhaky, (2012) and Ornstein and Moses (2010) also stress the importance of 

these strong relationships, as well as a collaborative, reflective supervision process as essential to 

the development of a strong professional identity. Social work education programs must 

recognize the impact of field education, in assisting students to understand their identity as a 

generalist through varied content, and experiential activities at all levels of practice while helping 

students understand the nature of specialization. Intentional focus on this, particularly through 

field education will assist students in developing their identity as a generalist, while 

understanding diverse practice in agency settings.  

While the creation of a professional identity requires one to assign meaning to symbols, 

interactions and relationships, students require the guidance of a field instructor to help them 

understand these symbols through a supportive positive relationship which is reflective in nature. 
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Field instructors ought to be specifically trained and prepared to work with students to develop 

their professional identity rather than treating this as an implicit process. Knight’s (2000) 

findings indicated student perceptions of a successful field experience included field instructors 

who were educated on the mission and goals of field education, program expectation for 

learning, supervision, and on the process of professional identity development within the context 

of field.  Field instructors must additionally be educated on how to help students address issues 

related to political and social contexts, and assists students in reconciling these sometimes-

difficult contexts with reconcile these with student differing or idealized notions of the 

profession.  

Implications for Future Research 

Development of a strong professional identity is essential for the proliferation of the 

social work profession, and as such, future research in this area is warranted. A larger sample 

examining student understanding and perceptions of professional identity development at 

undergraduate and graduate levels might provide additional clarity, and details for development 

of social work curricula in relation to professional identity development at various levels of 

practice. In addition, examining faculty and field instructor perceptions in contrast with student 

perceptions may provide insights on similarities and contradictions to assist in building curricula 

related to professional identity development. Additional research on student understanding of 

generalist practice in relation to professional identity is warranted, as is examination of 

mechanisms to assist students in developing their identity as a generalist especially within the 

context of undergraduate field education. Finally, future research should focus on professional 

identity development within the context of Interprofessional education, occurring throughout the 

social work education curriculum.  
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Conclusion 

 The development of a strong professional identity is essential for the advancement and 

proliferation of the social work profession. The research in this Banded Dissertation explored 

student perceptions with clear implications for intentional focus in all areas of social work 

curricula on professional identity development, while the conceptual article focused on field 

education, and the need for training for field instructors. Students who leave their social work 

education programs with a strong professional identity are able to practice as generalists, 

navigating the political and social challenges of the day, and serving society at multiple levels 

with a clear focus on social justice, congruent with the mission of social work.  

  



 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT  12 

 

Comprehensive Reference List 

References 

Adams, K., Hean, S., Sturgis, P., & Macleod Clark, J.M. (2006). Investigating the factors  

 influencing professional identity of first-year health and social care students. Learning in

 Health and Social Care, 5(2), 55-68. doi: 10.1111/j.1473-6861.2006.00119.x 

Barretti, M.  (2004). The professional socialization of undergraduate social work students. The 

 Journal of Baccalaureate Social Work, 9(2), 9-30. doi: 10.18084/1084-7219.9.2.9 

Ben Shlomo, S., Levy, D., & Itzhaky, H.  (2012). Development of professional identity among 

 social work students: Contributing factors. The Clinical Supervisor, 31(2), 240-255. doi: 

 10.1080/07325223.2013.733305 

Bogo, M., Raphael, D., & Roberts, R. (1993). Interests, activities and self-identification among

 social work students: Toward a definition of social work identity.  Journal of Social Work

 Education, 29(3), 279-292. doi: 10.1080/10437797.1993.10778824 

Campanini, A., Frost, L., & Hojer, S.  (2012). Educating the new practitioner: The building of 

 professional identities in European social work. Revista de Asistenja Sociala, 11(1), 33- 

 47. doi: 10.1080/10437797.2013.768102  

Carter, M.J., & Fuller, C. (2016). Symbols, meaning and action: The past, present, and future of 

 symbolic interactionism. Current Sociology Review, 64(6), 931-961. doi:  

 10.11177/0011392116638396 

Cochrane, H. (1954).  Some reality features of social work practice. Social Work Journal, 35(2), 

 73-75. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.stthomas.edu/stable/23712396 

http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.stthomas.edu/stable/23712396


 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT  13 

 

Council on Social Work Education. (2015). Educational Practice and Accreditation Standards. 

 Alexandria, VA: Author.  

Dettlaff, A.J., & Dietz, T.J. (2004). Making training relevant: Identifying field instructors’ 

 perceived training needs. The Clinical Supervisor, 23(1), 15-32. doi:   

 10.1300/J001v23n01_02 

Dingwall, R. (2001). Notes toward an intellectual history of symbolic interactionism. Symbolic 

 Interaction, 24(2), 237-242. doi: 10/1525/si.2001.24.2.237 

Forte, J.A. (2004a). Symbolic interactionism and social work: A forgotten legacy, part 1.  

 Families in Society: The Journal of Contemporary Social Services, 85(3), 391-400. 

 doi: 10.1606/1044-3894.1500 

Forte, J. A. (2004b). Symbolic interactionism and social work: A forgotten legacy, part 2.  

 Families in Society: The Journal of Contemporary Social Services, 85(5), 521-529. doi: 

 10.1606/1044-3894.1839 

Fortune, A.E., Lee, M., & Cavazos, A.  (2007).  Does practice make perfect? Practicing  

 professional skills and outcomes in social work field education. The Clinical Supervisor, 

 26(1/2), 239-263. doi: 10.1300/J001v26n01_15 

Gilbert, N.  (1977). The search for professional identity. Social Work, 22(5), 4016-406. Retrieved

 from https://www.jstor.org/stable/23712820 

Grinnell., R.M., Williams, M., & Unrau, Y.A. (2016). Research methods for social workers: An 

 introduction. Pair Bond Publications: Kalamazoo, MI.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1606/1044-3894.1839
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23712820


 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT  14 

 

Higgins, M.  (2016).  Villains, fools, or unsung heroes? A study of the contradictory narratives of 

social work identities in contemporary England. Czech and Slovak Social Work, 16(4), 

57-65.  

Hill, K., Fogel, S., Plitt Donaldson, L., & Erickson, C. (2017). State definitions of social work 

practice: Implications for our professional identity, Journal of Evidence-Informed Social 

Work, 14(4), 266-279, doi: 10.1080/23761407.2017.1319775 

Knight, C.  (2000). Engaging the student in the field instruction relationship: BSW and MSW 

 students’ views. Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 20(3/4), 173-201. doi: 

 10.1300/J067v20n03_12 

Leighninger, L. (2000). Creating a new profession: The beginnings of social work education. 

 Alexandria, VA: Council on Social Work Education.  

Levy, C.S.  (1965). A conceptual framework for field instruction in social work education. Child

 Welfare, 44(8), 447-452. Retrieved from       

 http://web.b.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.stthomas.edu/ehost/detail/detail 

Levy, D., Ben Shlomo, S., & Itzhaky, H.  (2014). The ‘building blocks’ of professional identity 

 among social work graduates. Social Work Education, 33(6), 744-759. doi: 

 10.1080/02615479.2014.883600 

Loseke, D., & Cahill, S. (1986). Actors in search of a character: Student social workers’ quest for 

 professional identity. Symbolic Interaction, 9(2), 245-258. doi: 10.1525/si.1986.9.2.245 



 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT  15 

 

Moorhead, B., Boetto, H., & Bell, K. (2014). India and US: Student development of professional 

social work identity through a short-term study abroad program, Social Work Education, 

33(2), 175-189, doi: 10.1080/02615479.2013.768614 

Ornstein, E.D., & Moses, H.  (2010). Goodness of fit: A relational approach to field instruction. 

 Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 30, 101-114. doi: 10.1080/08841230903479615 

Pullen Sansfacon, A., & Crete, J.  (2016).  Identity development among social workers from 

 training to practice: Results from a three-year qualitative longitudinal study. Social Work

 Education, 35(7), 767-779. doi: 10.1080/02615479.2016.122211097 

Relles, S.R. (2016). A call for qualitative methods in action: Enlisting positionality as an equity 

 tool. Intervention in School and Clinic, 51(3), 312-317. doi: 10.117/1053451215606690 

Reynolds, B.C. (1953).  Learning and teaching in the practice of social work. Silver Spring, 

 MD: National Association of Social Workers.  

Sha, W., Wong, Y., Lou, V.W.Q., Pearson, V., & Gu, D.  (2012). Career preferences of social 

 work students in Beijing and Shanghai. Social Work Education, 31(1), 4-21. doi: 

 10.1080/02615479.2010.538672 

Stryker, S. (1987). The vitalization of symbolic interactionism. Social Psychology Quarterly, 

 50(1), 83-94. Retrieved from http://jstor.org/stable/2786893 

Tseng, M.T.  (2011). Ethos of the day- Challenges and opportunities in twenty-first century 

 social work education. Social Work Education, 30(4), 367-380. doi:   

 10.1080/02615479.2010.501860 



 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT  16 

 

Wagner, H.R. (1974). Signs, symbols and interaction theory. Sociological Focus, 7(2), 101-111. 

 Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org.exproxy.stthomas.edu/stable/20830911 

Wayne, J., Bogo, M., & Raskin, M.  (2010).  Field education as the signature pedagogy of social 

 work education. Journal of Social Work Education, 46(3), 327-339. doi:  

 10.5175/JSWE.2010.200900043 

Weiss, I., Gal, J., & Cnaan, R.  (2004).  Social work education as professional socialization: A

 study of the impact of social work education upon students’ professional preference. 

 Journal of Social Service Research, 31(1), 13-31. doi: 10.1300/J079v3n01_02 

Wiles, F. (2013). ‘Not easily put into a box’: Constructing professional identity. Social Work 

 Education, 32(7), 854-866. doi: 10.1080/02615479.2012.705273 

Wiles, F. (2017). Developing social work students’ professional identity: The role of england’s 

professional capabilities framework, European Journal of Social Work, 20(3), 349-360, 

doi: 10.1080/13691457.2017.13114935 

Wiley, N. (2014). Interviewing Herbert Blumer. Symbolic Interaction, 37(2), 300-308. doi: 

 10.10022/SYMB.98 

Wong, Y, & Pearson, V.  (2007). Mission possible: Building social work professional identity 

 through fieldwork placements in China. Social Work Education, 26(3), 292-310. doi: 

 10.1080/026154706049883 

 

 

http://www.jstor.org.exproxy.stthomas.edu/stable/20830911


 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT  17 

 

 

 

“Feeling Like a Professional”- Undergraduate Student Perceptions on the Development of 

Social Work Professional Identity 

Janet L. Holter 

St. Catherine University and the University of St. Thomas   

UNAVAILABLE UNTIL JUNE 1, 2019 

 

 

Development of Professional Identity through Social Work Field Education 

Janet L. Holter 

St. Catherine University and the University of St. Thomas    

UNAVAILABLE UNTIL JUNE 1, 2019 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT  18 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Development of Professional Identity through Social Work Field Education  

Janet L. Holter 

St. Catherine University and the University of St. Thomas   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Author Note  

Correspondence should be addressed to this Janet Holter, Assistant Professor of Social 

Work. Viterbo University, 900 Viterbo Drive, La Crosse, WI, 54601. e-mail: 

jlholter@viterbo.edu This paper was written to fulfill one of the Banded Dissertation 

requirements of the Doctorate in Social Work Program at the St. Catherine University-University 

of St. Thomas School of Social Work.  

mailto:jlholter@viterbo.edu


 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT  19 

 

Abstract 

 

The development of social work professional identity is characterized by internalization of the 

knowledge, skills, values, and mission of social work, and begins with and is shaped by the 

content, and interactions, as well as student experiences within the context of the social work 

education curricula. This Banded Dissertation comprising three products centers on the 

development of professional identity within undergraduate social work education. The first 

product is a qualitative study in which the author examined student perceptions of professional 

identity, student definitions and perceptions of how social work education shapes students’ 

professional identity. Findings showed that intentional development of professional identity is 

essential for social work education; as such, field education has a significant role in professional 

identity development. The second product is a conceptual paper focusing on professional identity 

development in the context of field education. Utilizing symbolic interactionism as a theoretical 

framework, the paper examined factors affecting student professional identity development 

within the context of social work field education and discusses implications for field instructors 

and field education curricula. The third product is a presentation of product 2 at the Council on 

Social Work Education’s 63rd Annual Program Meeting in October of 2017. This presentation 

outlined current research on professional identity development through the lens of symbolic 

interactionism, focusing on field education. The three products of this Banded Dissertation 

emphasize professional identity development as an essential function of social work education. 

This work has implications for social work educators seeking to develop curricula to assist 

students in their development of a strong professional identity. 

Keywords:  professional identity, professionalism, symbolic interactionism, social work 

education, field education, signature pedagogy  



 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT  20 

 

 

Presentation Abstract 

 The development of professional identity in social work students is characterized by 

internalization of the mission, values, and skills of the profession. In this presentation, the author 

discussed current literature on professional identity development, focusing on social work field 

education, and the role of social work field instructors in the process. Implications for social 

work education were discussed, including explicit focus on identity development in curricula, 

and training for field instructors on the development of professional identity within field 

education. Inserted below are annotated PowerPoint slides of the presentation 
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The author presented this work titled the Development of Professional Identity through 

Social Work Field Education at the Council on Social Work Education 63rd Annual Program 

Meeting (APM) in Dallas, Texas on October 20, 2017. The Conference provided an opportunity 

to present the paper written for product 2 of this Banded Dissertation - professional identity 

development in field education using the theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism. 

Current literature was outlined, and implications for field education were discussed. The author 

paid specific attention to the role of field instructors on the process of identity development.  

Each slide is numbered in the order of the presentation, followed by the original slide presented 

at the Conference, and a brief descriptive text summarizing the content thereof. 

Slide 1 
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This is the cover page for this author’s presentation at the Council on Social Work Education 

63rd Annual Program Meeting. This slide lists the title, and presenter’s contact information.  

Slide 2 

 

Three learning objectives guided the presentation, with a focus on implications for the 

development of professional identity within the context of social work field education.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT  23 

 

Slide 3 

 

Professional identity is characterized as the development and internalization of professional 

values, skills, norms, and behaviors for application in professional practice (Adams, Hean, 

Sturgis, & Macleod, 2006). Social work professional identity is characterized by the 

development of a commitment to the mission of social work, (Bogo, Raphael, & Roberts, 1993) 

and is developed through internalization of shared identity, incorporating the unique aspects of 

the profession (Loseke, & Cahill; Wiles, 2013).  
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Slide 4 

 

     

The process of professional identity as outlined by Tseng (2011).  Professional identity 

development begins with acquision of knowledge and skills, moving to understanding in terms of 

one’s own terms and beliefs, then assigning metaning and significance. This process must be 

taken into accout and incorporated in to social work education curricula.  
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Slide 5 

 

Professional identity development may be viewed through the theoretical framework of symbolic 

interactionism. Symbolic interactionism posits that identity is developed through the language 

and symbols received through interactions in their environments. Individuals assign meaning to 

these symbols, creating their own identity (Carter & Fuller, 2016; Forte, 2004; Stryker, 1987). 
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Slide 6 

 

Current research has explored barriers to professional identity development, primarily through 

professional identity as indicated by student professional preferences. Student preferences 

indicated preferences for micro settings, and work in clinical or government agencies (Bogo et 

al., 1993; Sha, Wong, Lou, Pearson, & Gu, 2012; Weiss, 2004).  
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Slide 7 

 

Professional identity development is impacted by political and social contexts, including low 

professional status, sometimes poor public perception, which conflict with often idealized notion 

of the perception. In addition, the divesity of social work practice, and lack of clarity in regards 

to the role of social work in society creates additional barriers (Loseke & Cahill, 1986). 
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Slide 8 

 

A successful field experience is characterized by flexible learning environments, repeated 

practice for skill development, collaborative supervision, and a strong relationship between field 

instructor and student with focused feedback. Field instructors must also undertand and support 

the mission and developmental nature of field education (Fortune, Lee, & Cavazos, 2007; 

Knight, 2000). 
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Slide 9 

 

Field instructor is essential to a successful field placement. A collaborative relationship between 

field instructor and student in which a student must be able to give and receive feedback. Field 

instructors must help students develop skills, and understand personal and professional use of 

self in development of their professional identity. 
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Slide 10 

              

Supervision is a formalized, collaborative process through with students develop skills, values 

and ethics, internalizig the mission of social work practice (Levy, 1965). Collaborative 

relationships are focused on learning, and acknowledge the developmental nature of field 

education; making this supervisory relationship different from that of an employee. 
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Slide 11                                         

 

The process of professional identity development must be made explicit, particularly in field 

education. Field instructors must collaborate with students to understand how their experiencs 

influence their perceptions of the mission and values of social work. 
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Slide 12 

 

Professional identity development must be intentionally included as part of the field education 

curriculum. As students process the symbols, language and interactions they experience in field 

education, they continue to build their identity. Field instructors must assist students in 

processing these symbols. Curricula should include training for field instructors to make this 

process explict.  
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Slide 13 

  

This slide serves as a conclusion to the presentation; a summary statement stressing the 

importance of the devvelopment of a strong social work professional identity.  
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Slide 14 
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Slide 15 
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Slide 16  

 

References  

 


	University of St. Thomas, Minnesota
	St. Catherine University
	5-1-2018
	Development of Professional Identity in Social Work Education
	Janet Holter
	Recommended Citation


	tmp.1558643152.pdf.PUQdt

