
University of Pennsylvania
ScholarlyCommons

Departmental Papers (SPP) School of Social Policy and Practice

1-1-2004

Social Work Education as Professional
Socialization: A Study of the Impact of Social Work
Education Upon Students's Professional
Preferences
Idit Weiss
Tel-Aviv University

John Gal
Hebrew University

Ram A. Cnaan
University of Pennsylvania, cnaan@sp2.upenn.edu

Follow this and additional works at: http://repository.upenn.edu/spp_papers

Part of the Social Work Commons

Copyright Haworth Press. Reprinted from Journal of Social Service Research, Volume 31, Issue 1, 2004, pages 13-31.
The authors assert their right to include this material in the ScholarlyCommons@Penn.

This paper is posted at ScholarlyCommons. http://repository.upenn.edu/spp_papers/8
For more information, please contact libraryrepository@pobox.upenn.edu.

Recommended Citation
Weiss, I., Gal, J., & Cnaan, R. A. (2004). Social Work Education as Professional Socialization: A Study of the Impact of Social Work
Education Upon Students's Professional Preferences. Retrieved from http://repository.upenn.edu/spp_papers/8

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by ScholarlyCommons@Penn

https://core.ac.uk/display/76379581?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://repository.upenn.edu?utm_source=repository.upenn.edu%2Fspp_papers%2F8&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://repository.upenn.edu/spp_papers?utm_source=repository.upenn.edu%2Fspp_papers%2F8&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://repository.upenn.edu/spp?utm_source=repository.upenn.edu%2Fspp_papers%2F8&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://repository.upenn.edu/spp_papers?utm_source=repository.upenn.edu%2Fspp_papers%2F8&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/713?utm_source=repository.upenn.edu%2Fspp_papers%2F8&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://repository.upenn.edu/spp_papers/8?utm_source=repository.upenn.edu%2Fspp_papers%2F8&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://repository.upenn.edu/spp_papers/8
mailto:libraryrepository@pobox.upenn.edu


Social Work Education as Professional Socialization: A Study of the Impact
of Social Work Education Upon Students's Professional Preferences

Abstract
Professional socialization in social work is the subject of the panel study described in this article. It focuses
upon the impact of different social work education programs upon the professional preferences of students in
the United States and Israel. The findings indicate that significant change with regard to some of the variables
did occur between the beginning and completion of studies. This generally took the form of a decline in
preferences though a number of cross-culture differences were observed. The implications of the findings for
the issue of professional socialization in social work are discussed.

Keywords
Social work education, professional preferences, professional socialization, Israel

Disciplines
Social Work

Comments
Copyright Haworth Press. Reprinted from Journal of Social Service Research, Volume 31, Issue 1, 2004, pages
13-31.
The authors assert their right to include this material in the ScholarlyCommons@Penn.

This journal article is available at ScholarlyCommons: http://repository.upenn.edu/spp_papers/8

http://repository.upenn.edu/spp_papers/8?utm_source=repository.upenn.edu%2Fspp_papers%2F8&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


Social Work Education
as Professional Socialization:

A Study of the Impact
of Social Work Education

Upon Students’ Professional Preferences

Idit Weiss
John Gal

Ram A. Cnaan

ABSTRACT. Professional socialization in social work is the subject of
the panel study described in this article. It focuses upon the impact of dif-
ferent social work education programs upon the professional preferences
of students in the United States and Israel. The findings indicate that sig-
nificant change with regard to some of the variables did occur between the
beginning and completion of studies. This generally took the form of a de-
cline in preferences though a number of cross-culture differences were ob-
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One of the attributes of any profession is the existence of an obliga-
tory and specialized education and training system that serves as a nec-
essary condition for entrance into the profession (Greenwood, 1957).
Professional training seeks to further a process of professional social-
ization through which a body of knowledge, skills and values is con-
veyed to those seeking to engage in the profession.

Social work, too, has established specific education and training sys-
tems in order to serve as corridors through which individuals can join
the profession (Hokenstad & Kendall, 1995). It is assumed that social
work education should provide the knowledge, the skills, the behavioral
norms and the values that are crucial for anyone engaging in social work
(Gambrill, 1997), even if there is less consensus on the specific content
of these. In particular, one of the often emphasized goals of social work
education is that of instilling in new members of the profession its fun-
damental values and developing a strong commitment to these values
on the part of these individuals (Abbott, 1988).

The goal of this article is to further our understanding of the profes-
sional socialization role of social work education through a cross-na-
tional panel study that looks at individual change over the course of
studies in the professional preferences of students participating in social
work education programs with differing emphases.

SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION
AS PROFESSIONAL SOCIALIZATION

The notion of socialization has been employed to describe the pro-
cess “by which people selectively acquire the values and attitudes, the
interests, skills and knowledge–in short, the culture–current in the
groups in which they are, or seek to become, a member” (Merton,
Reader & Kendall, 1957:287). Bragg (1976) claimed that the socializa-
tion process is one in which the individual gains identification with a
specific group and adopts a professional identity. In social work as in
other professions, this process incorporates mechanisms by which indi-
viduals seeking to join the profession internalize the values, interests,
skills and knowledge that characterize the profession they seek to join
(Ryan, Fook & Hawkins, 1995). The emphasis in this process is upon
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the internalization of a professional identity and the values and attitudes
that comprise it, rather than the mere acquisition of knowledge and
skills (Becker, Geer, Hughes & Strauss, 1961).

The question whether social work education does indeed influence
the values and attitudes of social work students has been the focus of
many studies that examined the impact of this education process upon a
wide range of variables. Among them are humanistic attitudes of the
students (O’Connor, Dalgleish & Khan, 1984), values or ethical judge-
ments (Bargal, 1978; Landau, 1999; Wodarski, Pippin & Daniels,
1988), attitudes towards social justice issues (Enoch, 1989; Moran,
1989), views on persons on public assistance (Merdinger, 1982), views
on the urgency of social problems (Cnaan & Bergman, 1990) and their
sources (Ryan et al., 1995), approaches to social work practice (Neikrug,
1978), interpersonal and professional skills (Wodarski et al., 1988),
self-identification (Bogo, Michalski, Raphael & Roberts, 1995), and
professional preferences (Aviram & Katan, 1991; Bogo et al., 1995;
Butler, 1992; Jack & Mosley, 1997; Perry, 2001).

The research methods employed in these studies were: (1) Compari-
sons between different groups of social work students at various stages
in their education with conclusions on the impact of the education pro-
cess in these studies based upon the differences found between the stu-
dent groups (e.g., Neikrug, 1978); (2) Studies that examined students at
a single point in time (generally upon graduation), with the impact of
education being inferred on the basis of an analysis of the “result” or by
way of comparison between social work students and students in other
disciplines (e.g., Abbott, 1988); (3) Longitudinal studies of students at
the points of entry and graduation into their program of studies (for ex-
ample, Wodarski et al., 1988), most of which compared findings on an
aggregate basis rather than focusing upon change over time in the atti-
tudes of individual students.

Though the findings reported in some of these studies revealed little
or no change in the variables examined, others found change that devi-
ated from the views that social work seeks to convey. An additional
group of studies found major change in the direction sought by social
work education, while a final category of studies found changes in the
variables examined, some of which were in the expected direction while
others were not. As such, they do not offer solid conclusions regarding
the role of social work education in the professional socialization pro-
cess. More specifically, the findings of these studies do not provide a
clear-cut answer regarding the question of whether social work educa-
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tion has an impact upon the values and attitudes of social work students
and, if so, what direction this takes.

Research on Professional Preferences

As noted above, professional preferences have been a subject of stud-
ies that sought to examine the impact of social work education. This fo-
cus has been motivated by an assumption that professional preferences
of social work students, say their interest in private practice or their
willingness to work with disadvantaged client groups, can serve as indi-
cators for an adherence or deviation from the basic values of the profes-
sion. As such, it has been claimed that profession preferences are a
useful indication of the ways in which underlying values are translated
into concrete and practical choices and a beneficial tool for examining
values and a commitment to the mission of social work (Bogo et al.,
1995; Butler, 1992).

While the direction of findings on the impact of social work educa-
tion on the professional preferences of graduate social work students in
different countries has not always been clear cut, a number of common
trends have emerged. It would appear that graduates (with the exception
of Canada) tend to distance themselves from some of the more disad-
vantaged client groups, such as the chronically ill and the elderly, and
from the services that provide for these populations while preferring to
work with children, families, and young couples (Aviram & Katan,
1991; Litwin, 1994). A large proportion of students (with the exception
of Britain) at the beginning of their studies and upon graduation want to
engage in private practice (Butler, 1990; Rubin & Johnson, 1984). Fi-
nally, regardless of the stage that students are in the socialization pro-
cess or of their nationality, they express a marked preference for direct
or psychotherapeutic oriented practice over engagement in social action
or policy development activities (Abell & McDonell, 1990; Bogo, Ra-
phael, & Roberts, 1993; Guttmann & Cohen, 1992).

The findings of these studies have generally been perceived as indic-
ative of a trend among social work students to express professional
preferences that are not those that reflect the basic values and goals of
the profession. These preferences have been the cause of much conster-
nation among social work educators, researchers, and other members of
the profession (Specht & Courtney, 1994).

Longitudinal studies comprise a minority of the studies on the impact
of social work education upon the professional preferences of students.
Of these, some compared entry and graduation findings on an aggregate
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basis. Rubin et al. (1986) studied changes in the perceptions of 118 di-
rect practice students undertaking MSW level studies in three U.S. uni-
versities and found a modest decline in the students’ preferences from
entry to graduation while Jack and Mosley (1997) noted that their “re-
sults seem to suggest that in general the experience of students on these
social work programmes has not altered their user group preferences”
(p. 899). The obvious methodological weakness of these studies was
that they did not examine change on an individual level. By contrast, re-
search that employs a panel methodology, which undertakes individual
comparisons, can contribute to a more accurate depiction of change
over time.

A limited number of studies have indeed employed a longitudinal
panel methodology. Bogo et al. (1995) discovered that among social
work students in Toronto changes in practice interests did emerge fol-
lowing their course of studies. However, these changes occurred only in
some of the dimensions studied and only in some of the cohorts. In the
most recent panel study, Perry (2001) found that social work training
has an impact upon the preferences of students in California regarding
practice interests, noting that worries regarding the tendency among so-
cial work students to abandon social work’s social mission have been
over-stated. No attempt has been made to employ this methodology in
cross-cultural studies. Cross-national studies of the impact of social
work education programs upon the professional preferences of social
work students can enrich our understanding regarding the role of spe-
cific cultural contexts upon the impact of educational programs upon
professional preferences. Moreover, such studies can lead to conclu-
sions that can be detached from the limitations of a single national con-
text.

The study reported in this article seeks to contribute to our under-
standing of the professional socialization process in social work by ex-
amining the impact of social work education upon the professional
preferences of students through a panel study in three schools of social
work in two countries. More specifically, two main questions are dis-
cussed: First, does social work education influence the professional
preferences of social work students? The preferences examined relate
to: (1) client groups, (2) places of employment, (3) types of employment
and (4) professional strategies. Second, do different social work train-
ing programs have a differential impact upon the professional prefer-
ences of students? This question will be investigated by way of a
cross-national comparison of change in different social work training
programs. At the basis of this study is a sample of cohorts of students at
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the two leading schools of social work in Israel, each of which has a dif-
ferent emphasis in its educational approach. In order to introduce a
cross-national dimension to the study, a cohort from a major school of
social work in the United States was also surveyed. The inclusion of the
American school was intended specifically to minimize a sense that the
findings are peculiar to the Israeli context.

METHODOLOGY

Research Sites

Three schools of social work, two in Israel and one in the United
States, served as the research sites for this study. The U.S. school is
housed in a private research university in the Northeast United States. It
is an urban school with a strong social justice emphasis. Both of the Is-
raeli schools are state funded schools and adhere to a generic approach
to social work practice. However, in one (ISR1) there is a greater em-
phasis on direct practice with individuals and small groups while the
other (ISR2) stresses a more macro level approach to social work prac-
tice. In comparison to all other schools of social work in Israel, this
school offers a greater emphasis upon social policy and its implementa-
tion. Policy-practice is a focus of both courses and fieldwork alongside
more traditional direct practice with individuals (Gal & Weiss, 2000).
The students in all three schools were undertaking basic studies re-
quired for qualifying for a license to engage in social work–an MSW at
the U.S. school and a BSW degree in Israel.

Sample

The participants in this study consisted of 223 students who com-
pleted a questionnaire both during their first weeks of study and again
after a period of two or three years, just prior to graduation at the three
universities. At the American university, 74 students participated in
both measurements (64% of all graduates); at ISR2 79, participated in
both measurements (58% of all graduates); and at ISR1, 70 participated
in both (50% of all graduates). The relatively low rate of the final sam-
ple is not a consequence of a major student dropout rate between en-
trance to the program and its completion but primarily a result of
technical obstacles regarding the matching of a significant number of
questionnaires (unclear or missing identification numbers in one of the
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two measurements) and a lower response rate in the second measure-
ment. The demographic characteristics of all three student groups and
the results of a �2 test can be seen in Table 1.

Table 1 indicates that there were statistically significant differences
between the groups with regard to all the variables apart from marital
status. In all the sub-groups a large proportion of the students were un-
married. Most of the participants in the study were women, but the pro-
portion of men was higher in the American sample. With regard to the
age of the participants in the study, most were under 25 years old. The
proportion of younger students (20-22) was highest in the Israeli groups.
Most of the students in the two Israeli universities worked while this
was not the case for the American students. No significant differences
between the demographic characteristics of students in the two Israeli
groups were found.

Procedure

The questionnaires were distributed to the students in required courses
at two points in time: First during the first week of studies (October
1998 in the Israel universities and in September in the United States),
and then again during the last weeks of their graduating year (during the
months of May and June 2001 in Israel and during April 2000 in the
United States). In addition, students not present in class were surveyed
by telephone or by mail. In order to facilitate an individual level com-
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TABLE 1. Demographic Characteristics of Students at Each University and the
Results of χ2 Test of the Demographic Differences

Variable Values USA
(N = 74)

ISR1
(N = 70)

ISR2
(N = 79)

N % N % N % �
2

Gender Female 60 81 64 93 72 91 5.67*

Male 14 19 5 7 7 9

Age 20-22 19 26 41 60 51 64 33.39***

23-25 29 39 21 30 21 27

26- 26 35 7 10 7 9

Marital Married 6 8 1 2 8 10 Not significant

Status Unmarried 67 92 68 98 71 90

Work Yes 28 38 45 66 49 62 13.18**

No 45 62 23 34 30 38

Note: With regard to some of the variables, the totals may not equal the specified N due to missing data.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001



parison, the respondents were asked to provide the last four digits of
their social security number (U.S.) or their student ID (Israel). It was
stressed that this information was intended purely for statistical needs
and not to identify the respondent.

Instruments

Four dependent variables were measured: (1) preferences for client
groups; (2) preferences for social service organizations; (3) preferences
for welfare economy sectors; and (4) preferences regarding types of so-
cial work practice. These four variables were measured by employing
questionnaires developed by the authors specifically for this study. As
in other questionnaires developed to measure professional preferences
of students, the participants were asked, “Upon graduation, to what de-
gree would you prefer to work with . . . .” The questionnaires employed
a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (“strongly reject”) to 5 (“strongly
prefer”). The first questionnaire presented the respondents with nine cli-
ent groups, which represent major client groups with whom social
workers deal in both the United States and Israel: children, teenagers,
married couples, the poor, the mentally ill, substance abusers, the physi-
cally disabled, the chronically ill, and the unemployed. While there is
inevitably a degree of overlap between these groups, the intention of the
categorization was to emphasize the primary focus in each of the groups
(age, personal status, social problem, etc.). The second questionnaire
presented them with eight types of common social service organiza-
tions: A marriage counseling agency, an elementary or high school, an
infant health clinic, a mental health hospital, a public welfare office, a
prison, an employment office, and an old age home. The third question-
naire was comprised of four sectors of the welfare economy–work in a
governmental agency, work in a non-profit organization, work in a pri-
vate sector organization, and private practice. The fourth questionnaire
presented them with four major types of social work practice–direct prac-
tice with individuals, group work, community organization, and involve-
ment in the formulation of social policy.

Content validity of the instruments was examined by distributing the
questionnaires to a panel of experts, all senior teachers in various
schools of social work in Israel and the United States. They were re-
quested to ascertain whether the items did indeed represent the major
components of social work practice in both of the countries.
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RESULTS

In order to determine whether any change in the students’ prefer-
ences took place between the two points in time, and if the changes were
due to the different study programs of the various social work schools,
MANOVA (2 � 3) (two points in time by three universities) with re-
peated measure on time were undertaken. Following are the results of
these MANOVA procedures regarding the four fields of preferences.

Preferences with Regard to Client Groups

Students’ preferences with regard to nine different client groups were
examined in the study. The MANOVA revealed significant differences in
preferences between the first and the second measurements (F(1,204) = 6.63;
p < .001) and a significant interaction of University � time (F(2,204) = 2.53;
p < .01). The means and standard deviations of the preferences of the
students at the three universities towards the various client groups at
both points in time are presented in Table 2. The results of the univariate
ANOVA performed for each specific client group are also shown in the
table.

The findings indicate that no significant change over time or interac-
tion was found in the students’ preferences towards four of the nine cli-
ent groups (unemployed, mentally ill, married couples, and people with
disabilities). In the case of three of the client groups (chronically ill,
children, and the poor) change over time was significant and took the
form of a decline in support but the interaction was not significant, indi-
cating that there was no difference in the change that occurred between
the two measurements in the various universities.

However, significant change over time and significant interaction
were found in the students’ preferences regarding work with substance
abusers and with teenagers. In order to examine the source of the inter-
action simple effects analyses were undertaken. The results showed sig-
nificant change among the ISR2 students only (F(1,69) = 19.14; p <
.001) which took the form of a decline in willingness to work with sub-
stance abusers. With regard to teenagers, significant change in prefer-
ences over time were found among members of the ISR2 and ISR1
groups (F(1,69) = 24.03; p < .001 and F(1,66) = 9.19; p < .01 respec-
tively), though not among students from the American school. Once
again, change took the form of a decline in the willingness of students to
work with teenagers. Indeed, the table shows clearly that the changes in
the preferences of members of the American group with regard to all the
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client groups were smaller than those found among students in the other
two universities but, as noted above, significant interactions were only
found with regard to substance abusers and teenagers.

Preferences with Regard to Social Service Organizations

The MANOVA results with regard to social service organizations in-
dicated that there was a significant difference between the two measure-
ments (F(1,202 = 13.69; p < .001) and a significant interaction (F(2,209
= 2.25; p < .01). Table 3 shows the means and standard deviations of the
students’ preferences at the beginning and the end of their studies as
well as the results of the univariate ANOVA regarding each of the ser-
vices.

The table shows that neither significant change over time in the stu-
dents’ preferences nor any significant interaction were found with re-
gard to three of the services–an old age home, a mental health hospital,
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TABLE 2. Means and Standard Deviation Scores of Student Preferences Re-
garding Client Groups Across Three Universities and the Univariate ANOVA
Results

USA
(N = 74)

ISR1
(N = 70)

ISR2
(N = 79)

Before After Before After Before After

M M M M M M F F

(SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (time) (University
� time)

Children 4.44
(.86)

4.20
(.97)

4.59
(.92)

4.14
(1.03)

4.48
(.83)

3.85
(1.21)

29.17*** 1.90

Teenagers 4.24
(1.02)

4.20
(.97)

4.61
(.65)

4.20
(1.02)

4.44
(1.01)

3.61
(1.35)

23.44*** 6.79**

Married couples 3.50
(1.26)

3.37
(1.25)

3.82
(1.31)

4.04
(.97)

3.47
(1.31)

3.48
(1.18)

.14 1.11

The poor 3.80
(.95)

3.67
(1.12)

3.32
(1.10)

3.10
(1.06)

3.28
(1.16)

3.04
(1.10)

5.15* .16

The mentally ill 3.22
(1.14)

3.32
(1.22)

3.28
(1.43)

2.86
(1.41)

2.82
(1.48)

2.77
(1.38)

1.45 2.16

Drug addicts 3.07
(1.13)

2.82
(1.16)

3.04
(1.31)

3.11
(1.10)

3.51
(1.42)

2.72
(1.35)

9.58** 5.96**

The physically
disabled

2.92
(1.15)

2.82
(1.20)

3.34
(1.18)

3.09
(1.26)

3.01
(1.24)

3.18
(1.33)

.44 1.86

The chronically ill 3.01
(1.21)

2.94
(1.08)

2.94
(1.16)

2.49
(1.21)

2.62
(1.32)

2.48
(1.17)

5.97* 1.61

The unemployed 2.75
(.92)

2.77
(.99)

2.38
(1.05)

2.59
(1.04)

2.62
(1.29)

2.54
(1.12)

.26 .92

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001



and an employment office. Regarding a marriage counseling agency, an
infant health clinic, and a school, significant changes over time oc-
curred though the interaction was not significant. As can be seen from
the table, the students’ willingness to work in these three services
dropped between the beginning and end of their studies. With regard to
two services–a prison and a public welfare office–significant change
over time and significant interaction can be discerned. Simple effects
analyses of the source of the interaction in the case of a prison revealed a
decline in the willingness to work in this type of institution in the prefer-
ences of the ISR1 (F(1,65) = 6.5; p < .05) and the ISR2 (F(1,75) = 19.74;
p < .001) student groups. With regard to work in a public welfare office,
significant change was observed in all three groups. The analyses
showed a significant decline in the desire to work in this type of service
with the drop largest among the ISR2 students (F(1,75) = 41.32; p < .001),
followed by their ISR1 counterparts (F(1,65) = 26.80; p < .001) and fi-
nally by the American students (F(1,69) = 4.30; p < .05).
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TABLE 3. Means and Standard Deviation Scores of Student Preferences Regard-
ing Social Service Organizations Across Three Universities and the Univariate
ANOVA Results

USA ISR1 ISR2

(N = 74) (N = 70) (N = 79)

Before After Before After Before After

M M M M M M F F

(SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (time) (University
� time)

A marriage
counseling agency

3.44
(1.21)

3.08
(1.30)

4.30
(1.05)

4.09
(.97)

4.02
(1.08)

3.57
(1.18)

15.18*** .61

An elementary or
high school

3.91
(1.00)

3.61
(1.19)

3.89
(1.15)

3.42
(1.20)

3.69
(1.27)

3.25
(1.34)

21.76*** .37

An infant health
clinic

3.38
(1.14)

3.27
(1.35)

3.57
(1.46)

3.22
(1.31)

3.50
(1.22)

2.98
(1.27)

11.95** 1.55

A mental health
hospital

3.11
(1.13)

3.24
(1.23)

3.31
(1.40)

2.81
(1.44)

2.90
(1.53)

2.72
(1.34)

3.08 2.85

A public
assistance office

2.75
(1.01)

2.41
(1.16)

3.59
(1.17)

2.66
(1.18)

3.21
(1.18)

2.14
(1.05)

62.82*** 5.15**

A prison 2.41
(1.28)

2.51
(1.24)

3.09
(1.36)

2.63
(1.28)

3.40
(1.36)

2.67
(1.35)

13.60*** 6.36**

An employment
office

2.52
(.95)

2.38
(.98)

2.57
(1.17)

2.31
(1.16)

2.25
(1.03)

2.41
(1.03)

3.84 .23

An old age home 2.10
(1.16)

2.21
(1.12)

2.51
(1.29)

2.56
(1.31)

1.97
(1.05)

2.21
(1.14)

2.34 .42

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001



Preferences with Regard to Sectors

The results of the MANOVAs indicated that there were significant
differences between the first and second measurements (F(1,213 = 8.25;
p < .001) but the interaction of University � time was not significant
(F(2,213 = 1.50; p > .05). The means scores and standard deviations of
the students’ preferences regarding sectors are presented in Table 4 as
are the results of the Univariate ANOVA for each of the sectors.

From the table it is possible to detect a change over time with regard
to two of the sectors–a non-profit organization and private practice. Stu-
dents from all three groups were less enthusiastic about finding work in
these sectors at the end of their studies than they were when they first
began studying social work.

Preferences with Regard to Types of Social Work Practice

The MANOVA results indicated significant change between the
measurements (F(1,215 = 5.62; p < .001) and a significant interaction of
University � time (F(2,215 = 3.20; p < .01). Table 5 presents the means
and standard deviations of the students’ preferences regarding types of
practice and the results of a Univariate ANOVA for each type.

The findings in the table indicate no significant change over time in
the case of two types of practice–community organization and involve-
ment in social policy formulation. As for direct practice with individu-
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TABLE 4. Means and Standard Deviation Scores of Student Preferences Re-
garding Sectors Across Three Universities and the Univariate ANOVA Results

USA ISR1 ISR2

(N = 74) (N = 70) (N = 79)

Before After Before After Before After

M M M M M M F

(SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) SD) (time)

Work in non-profit
organization

4.13
(1.03)

3.84
(1.00)

4.04
(1.02)

3.94
(1.04)

4.03
(.97)

3.78
(1.15)

7.37**

Work in for-profit
organization

3.83
(.93)

3.62
(.94)

3.97
(1.09)

3.72
(1.20)

3.51
(1.27)

3.77
(1.10)

.59

Private practice 3.58
(1.31)

3.26
(1.42)

4.27
(.99)

3.69
(1.38)

3.72
(1.32)

3.31
(1.41)

19.70***

Work in governmental
agency

3.27
(1.22)

3.43
(1.03)

2.94
(1.26)

3.17
(1.14)

3.17
(1.26)

3.00
(1.18)

.52

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001



als, significant change occurred in the willingness of students to engage
in this type of practice between the two points in time but the interaction
was not significant. The direction of change was a decline in their will-
ingness to adopt this type of practice. The preference for group work
did, however, change significantly over time and a significant interac-
tion emerged. In a simple effect analysis significant changes were found
in the preferences of the students in ISR1 (F(1,68) = 9.80; p < .01) and in
ISR2 (F(1,76) = 4.04; p < .05) only. In contrast to the other preferences,
the direction of change was an increase in willingness to adopt this type
of practice.

The Link Between Demographic Variables
and Students’ Preferences

In order to determine if links exist between the demographic charac-
teristics of the students (gender, age, and work) and their preferences
and if the differences in the preferences of the members of the various
groups were a consequence of demographic variation between them
(see Table 1), MANOVA tests were undertaken with regard to categori-
cal variable (gender and work) and MANCOVA tests were undertaken
with regard to the age of the respondents. No significant interactions be-
tween gender or work � time were found in the MANOVA analyses.
Hence, the change in the students’ preferences over time was not linked
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TABLE 5. Means and Standard Deviation Scores of Student Preferences Re-
garding Types of Social Work Practice Across Three Universities and the
Univariate ANOVA Results

USA ISR1 ISR2

Before After Before After Before After

M M M M M M F F

(SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (time) (University
� time)

Direct work with
individuals

3.90
(1.39)

3.80
(1.48)

4.68
(.60)

4.39
(.87)

4.55
(.75)

4.18
(1.21)

8.45** .90

Group work 3.93
(.96)

3.68
(1.08)

3.60
(1.07)

4.15
(.93)

3.42
(1.08)

3.74
(1.14)

4.81* 6.37**

Work with
community
organizations

3.87
(.93)

3.62
(1.18)

2.88
(.99)

3.10
(1.19)

2.94
(1.11)

2.88
(1.25)

.13 2.25

Involvement in the
formulation of
social policy

3.29
(1.37)

3.30
(1.36)

3.65
(.95)

3.59
(1.18)

3.41
(1.20)

2.96
(1.38)

3.51 2.78

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p <.001



to these two demographic characteristics. Moreover, in analyses that in-
cluded the demographic variables, the findings relating to the differ-
ences between the universities were similar to those that emerged in the
MANOVA analyses that did not include the demographic variables. Nor
did the inclusion of the age variable as a covariate in the MANCOVA
analyses lead to any impact upon the differences between the three
student groups in the changes in their professional preferences over
time. It should be noted that analyses that examined the links between
gender, age, marital status and work, and professional preferences of
the students at the point of entry did not reveal any significant findings
apart from a link between marital status and a desire to engage in private
practice.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The aim of this study has been to examine whether the process of so-
cial work education is one of professional socialization, in the sense that
it has an impact upon the professional preferences of social work stu-
dents. Changes in professional preferences were employed as indicators
for social education’s ability to socialize students. The study also
sought to discover whether different social work programs had a dis-
tinct influence upon the professional preferences of students.

Before discussing the findings, certain limitations of the research
need to be considered. First, the three social work schools that served as
research sites obviously cannot be seen as representative of all the social
work schools or all of the social work students in the two countries. Sec-
ond, due to its panel structure the students included in the study were
only those that filled out the questionnaire at both points in time and
could be clearly identified. Thus, while the response rate was accept-
able, the sample was not random. Nevertheless, the findings of this
study may provide fruitful data on the impact of three education pro-
grams in two major schools of social work in Israel and a leading school
of social work in the United States. Conceivably this data can provide a
direction for future research that will examine the impact of education
in social work in other countries.

The findings of the study indicate that significant change in the stu-
dents’ preferences did indeed occur over time with regard to some, but
not most, of the issues examined and that this change generally took the
form of a decline across the board among students in all three universi-
ties. These findings are similar to those that emerged in earlier studies of
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social work students’ professional preferences (Bogo et al., 1995; Jack &
Mosley, 1997; Rubin et al., 1986) and have been described as “desensi-
tization” (Cnaan & Bergman, 1990). These earlier studies also tended to
find only modest change in the professional preferences of social work
students upon graduation in different countries and this generally took
the form of a decline.

Despite this declining trend, at both the beginning and end of their
studies students from all three schools preferred to work with children
and teenagers and to seek employment in services that dealt with these
client groups in comparison to their willingness to deal with populations
such as the unemployed, the chronically ill, people with disabilities, and
the elderly in old age homes. In addition, at both points in time their
willingness to engage in social policy formulation was less than that for
direct practice with individuals and small groups.

As for differences in the change in students’ preferences in the three
education programs, the most important finding was that only in a small
number of the variables in which change occurred over time was there
significant variation between the programs. In other words this study
did not find any major differences in the impact of the various programs
upon the profession socialization process of students. An examination
of those preferences in which differences in the change was observed
showed that it was primarily a result of very limited change in prefer-
ences among the American students as compared to a more marked
change among students at the two Israeli schools. This may be a result
of the fact that the American students reach their studies more mature
professionally and that they participate in a program that is only two
years long as compared to three years in Israel. In the American case
this may reflect the impact of what has been termed “anticipatory so-
cialization” (Bucher, Stelling & Dommermuth, 1969). By contrast,
variables linked to the actual education process may be more dominant
in the Israeli case because Israeli social work students generally have no
prior academic experience and they participate in a longer education
program.

The decline in the preference levels of social work students at the
schools studied does not appear to reflect any specific trend nor is it
concentrated in variables that can be associated with any specific ap-
proach within the profession. Rather it would appear to indicate a pro-
cess by which at the completion of their studies and perhaps due to a
better appreciation of the complexities and responsibilities of the tasks
undertaken by social workers, students’ enthusiasm for a wide spectrum
of client groups, types of employment and of intervention had waned. A
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single exception to the overall trend of decline was the rise in the will-
ingness to engage in group work within the two Israeli groups. This may
be a result of the mediocre level of willingness to engage in this type of
practice upon entry into the education system (probably due to a lack of
knowledge of this type of intervention) and a consequence of the theo-
retical and practical emphasis on this type of practice during the training
process at the two Israeli universities.

Contrary to expectations concerning the crucial role of the educa-
tional system as an agent of professional socialization, the findings in
our study indicate that the education process did not alter in a major way
the professional preferences of the students that reached the social work
schools studied here. To a certain degree these preferences do not appear
to be in line with the changing demands of the profession, for example,
the growing demand for social workers to deal with the needs of the un-
employed and elders in both the United States and Israel (Carlton-LaNey,
1997; Lowenstein, 1998). Moreover, students reach the schools with
patterns of professional preferences which could be interpreted as di-
verging from the declared values of social work in the sense that the
profession is committed to serving the most disadvantaged and vulnera-
ble groups in society (Haynes & White, 1999) and to undertaking a
leading role in promoting social justice (International Federation of So-
cial Workers, 2001; Figueira-McDonough, 1993). The programs do not
change these preferences. They only marginally instill in students a
commitment to populations that suffer from severe disadvantage, such
as the unemployed and chronically ill, and the services that focus upon
them. Further, they only partially lead students to seek to join the public
service (a governmental agency remained the least preferred sector for
employment as compared to a greater preference for private for-profit
sector) or to engage in social change (no increase over time in willing-
ness to prefer community organization or social policy formulation was
found).

While the degree of decline in the level of professional preferences of
the students was more marked in the Israeli cases in comparison to very
little change in the preferences of the American students during their
studies, the findings of the study also do not reveal any major cross-na-
tional differences in the direction of change in the preferences of the Is-
raeli and American students over time. This would appear to strengthen
the conclusion that the limited impact of the educational process upon
students’ professional preferences is not a singular consequence of the
unique characteristic of the Israeli social work education system. How-
ever, in order to ascertain whether this claim is indeed justified and rele-
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vant to the wider universe of social education it will require additional
investigation into the professional preferences of students of social
work in other types of social work programs and in different national
settings.

This portrayal of trends among social work students at the comple-
tion of their training process should be a source of concern for social
work practitioners. Indeed the conclusions of this study may even un-
derestimate the degree of displeasure among social work students with
aspects of the profession. The findings presented here relate only to
those students who actually completed their course of training and par-
ticipated in both the measurements taken. Conceivably, the students
most displeased with social work dropped out before the second mea-
surement was even taken or due to their dissatisfaction did not partici-
pate in the concluding part of the study.

REFERENCES

Abbott, A.A. (1988). Professional choices: Values at work. Silver Spring, MD:
NASW.

Abell, N., & McDonell, J.R. (1990). Preparing for practice: Motivations, expectations
and aspirations of the MSW class of 1990. Journal of Social Work Education, 26,
57-64.

Aviram, U., & Katan, J. (1991). Professional preferences of social workers: Prestige,
scales of populations, services, and methods in social work. International Social
Work, 34, 37-55.

Bargal, D. (1978). Ethical judgment and the development of social values of female so-
cial work and psychology students. Jerusalem: The Hebrew University. (Hebrew).

Becker, H.S., Geer, B., Hughes, E.C., & Strauss, A.L. (1961). Boys in white. Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press.

Bogo, M., Raphael, D. & Roberts, R. (1993). Interests, activities, and self-identifica-
tion among social work students: Towards a definition of social work identity. Jour-
nal of Social Work Education, 29, 279-292.

Bogo, M., Michalski, J.H., Raphael, D., & Roberts, R. (1995). Practice interests and
self-identification among social work students: Changes over the course of graduate
social work education. Journal of Social Work Education, 31, 228-246.

Bragg, A.K. (1976). The socialization process in higher education. Washington, D.C.:
American Association for Higher Education.

Bucher, R., Stelling, J., & Dommermuth, P. (1969). Differential prior socialization: A
comparison of four professional training programs. Social Forces, 48, 213-223.

Butler, A.C. (1990). A reevaluation of social work students’ career interests. Journal of
Social Work Education, 26, 45-56.

Butler, A.C. (1992). The attractions of private practice. Journal of Social Work Education,
28, 47-60.

Weiss, Gal, and Cnaan 29



Carlton-LaNey, I. (1997). Social workers as advocates for elders. In M. Reisch and E.
Gambrill (eds.), Social work in the 21st Century (285-295). Thousand Oaks, CA:
Pine Forge Press.

Cnaan, R., & Bergman, S. (1990). Construction of social problems by social work
students. International Social Work, 33, 157-174.

Enoch, Y. (1989). Change of values during socialization for a profession: An application
of the marginal man theory. Human Relations, 42, 219-239.

Figueira-McDonough, J. (1993). Policy practice: A neglected side of social work inter-
vention. Social Work, 38, 179-188.

Gal, J., & Weiss, I. (2000). Policy-practice in social work and social work education in
Israel. Social Work Education, 19, 485-499.

Gambrill, E. (1997). Social work education: Current concerns and possible futures. In
M. Reisch and E. Gambrill (eds.), Social work in the 21st Century (317-327). Thou-
sand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press.

Greenwood, E. (1957). Attributes of a profession. Social Work, 2, 5-45.
Guttmann, D., & Cohen, B. (1992). Teaching about poverty in Israeli schools of social

work. International Social Work, 35, 49-63.
Haynes, D.T., & White, B.W. (1999). Will the real social work please stand up? A call

to stand for professional unity. Social Work, 44, 385-391.
Hokenstad, M.C., & Kendall, K.A. (1995). International social work education.

In National Association of Social Workers, Encyclopedia of social work (pp.
1511-1520). Washington, DC: NASW.

International Federation of Social Workers (11.15.2001). Definition of Social Work.
http://www.ifsw.org/Publications/4.6e.pub.html.

Jack, R., & Mosley, S. (1997). The client group preferences of diploma in social work
students: What are they, do they change during programs and what variables affect
them? British Journal of Social Work, 27, 893-911.

Landau, R. (1999). Professional socialization: Ethical judgment and decision making
orientation in social work. Journal of Social Service Research, 25(4), 57-75.

Litwin, H. (1994). The professional standing of work with elderly persons among
social work trainees. British Journal of Social Work, 24, 53-69.

Lowenstein, A. (1998). Social work with the aged. In: F.M. Loewenberg (ed.). Meeting
the challenges of a changing society: Fifty years of social work in Israel. Jerusalem:
Magnes.

Merdinger, J.M. (1982). Socialization into a profession: The case of undergraduate
social work students. Journal of Education for Social Work, 18(2), 12-19.

Merton, R.K., Reader, G.G., & Kendall, P.L. (1957). The student-physician. Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press.

Moran, J.R. (1989). Social work education and students’ humanistic attitudes. Journal
of Education for Social Work, 25 (1), 13-19.

Neikrug, S.M. (1978). Approaches to social work practice: Values of students, faculty
and field advisers. Social Work Research & Abstracts, 14(2), 36-43.

O’Connor, I., Dalgleish, L., & Khan, J. (1984). A reflection of the rising spectre of con-
servatism: Motivational accounts of social work students. British Journal of Social
Work, 14, 227-240.

30 JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SERVICE RESEARCH

http://www.ifsw.org/Publications/4.6e.pub.html


Perry, R. (2001). The classification, intercorrelation, and dynamic nature of MSW
students’ practice preferences. Journal of Social Work Education, 37, 523-542.

Rubin, A., & Johnson, P.J. (1984). Direct practice interests of entering MSW students.
Journal of Education for Social Work, 20(1), 5-16.

Rubin, A., Johnson, P.J., & DeWeaver, K.L. (1986). Direct practice interests of MSW
students: Changes from entry to graduation. Journal of Social Work Education,
22(2), 98-108.

Ryan, M., Fook, J., & Hawkins, L. (1995). From beginner to graduate social worker:
Preliminary findings of an Australian longitudinal study. British Journal of Social
Work, 25, 17-35.

Specht, H., & Courtney, M.E. (1994) Unfaithful Angels: How Social Work Has Aban-
doned Its Mission. New York: Free Press.

Wodarski, J.S., Pippin, J.A., & Daniels, M. (1988). The effects of graduate social work
education on personality, values and interpersonal skills. Journal of Social Work
Education, 24, 266-277.

RECEIVED: 06/02
REVISED: 11/02

ACCEPTED: 11/02

Weiss, Gal, and Cnaan 31


	University of Pennsylvania
	ScholarlyCommons
	1-1-2004

	Social Work Education as Professional Socialization: A Study of the Impact of Social Work Education Upon Students's Professional Preferences
	Idit Weiss
	John Gal
	Ram A. Cnaan
	Recommended Citation

	Social Work Education as Professional Socialization: A Study of the Impact of Social Work Education Upon Students's Professional Preferences
	Abstract
	Keywords
	Disciplines
	Comments


	Pages from J079v31n01Sample-4.p.PDF

