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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The study sought to understand and analyse the financial impact of work-integrated learning, 
commonly referred to as ‘placement’, on social work and human services students across 
several sampled universities in Southeast Queensland and to identify strategies for alleviating 
this stress. Placements constitute a substantial time commitment on students typically involving 
the required minimum of 1000 hours for social work students and 550 hours for human service 
students. The study undertaken during 2014 included an online survey of social work and 
human service students, and face-to-face and phone interviews with students, welfare and 
support staff and Field Education Unit Managers and Heads of Discipline, as well as two focus 
groups with students . The qualitative study was undertaken with the participation of most 
social work programs in south-east Qld, while the online survey also included students from 
Central Queensland University and James Cook University.  

Key Findings 

Combining paid work and study is the norm for social work and human service students, as it is 
for most students enrolled in tertiary study across Australia. This also holds true for students 
undertaking social work and human service placements. About four in five students surveyed 
for the present study had been in paid employment or self-employed at some time over the last 
12 months, most of them on a casual basis. One third of those in paid employment worked 
between 20 and 39 hours per week during study periods, and 4% worked 40 hours or more. 

Despite the predominance of paid employment the vast majority of students found it difficult to 
make ends meet. Overall, two thirds of students had frequently incurred deficits in their 
personal budget, had to make painstaking budgeting choices, and/or had to prioritise expenses 
(e.g. books versus food). Almost half of respondents had often incurred debt and over one third 
had to work longer hours in paid employment and/or seek gifts and support from family and 
friends to survive.  

Two thirds of participants felt both tired and anxious trying to balance paid work and 
placement, and two in five reported having to compromise their learning experience whilst on 
placement due to having to work for a wage. However, only a handful of students had sought 
assistance from student welfare services, charities or emergency relief agencies. This problem is 
one that is largely hidden.  

The qualitative findings revealed that students were reluctant to seek help while on placement 
for a variety of reasons, but principle among these was a fear that disclosing financial and 
mental stress might blur the lines between helper and helped and that disclosure could even 
jeopardise passing the placement. There was a stigma attached to seeking help.  

The qualitative findings also identified multiple pressure points including financial, social, 
emotional and overall workload intersecting during placements. Not surprisingly, students 
spoke of the impacts of these pressures on their health, their friends and families, their financial 
security, and particularly their learning. Whilst the pressure experienced by students varied 
from minimal to extreme and the particular points of pressure varied from a single point to 
multiple and compounding points of pressure, the broad consensus reflects a phenomena that 
was both widely and deeply felt. 
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About two thirds of respondents had to increase their expenses due to additional travel, 
clothing and other field placement-related needs. One in five students were forced to change 
their course progression because of the impact of field placement. Financial and mental stress 
cannot be ignored as it impacts either on how well students engage with placement, how well 
they manage academic requirements and how well they continue to connect with university. 
Students are faced with a situation where they are compromising learning for earning and vice 
versa. Some students in their final year indicated during the focus group discussion that they 
were approaching graduation at the point of physical and mental exhaustion, if not burn out. 

Many of the field education staff and students identified certain cohorts at greater risk, such as 
low SES students, international students, mature age students, students with a disability or high 
support needs, single parents and domestic students where English is a second language and 
that some of these issues are more acutely felt in the Master of Social Work (qualifying 
program) because students have little time to prepare and plan for the placement. Student 
support staff were also keen to emphasise that there are individual differences in terms of 
resilience to these stressors. It can depend on what informal supports are in place, which can 
make the impact less intense. Students, universities and placement agencies had all found some 
short-term solutions to lessen the impacts discussed in the report. Identifying and 
implementing longer term structural solutions is where more work is urgently needed.  
 
Short term coping strategies 

Some of the coping strategies identified in the course of the study included:  

 Changing some aspects of placement arrangements, the key being the capacity for 
university, agency and student flexibility; 

 Using a mid-placement assessment tool to gauge the level of risk for each student; 

 A repeated emphasis on personal care as well as professional wellbeing in pre-
placement workshops; 

 Encouraging peer support, such as involvement of past students in pre-placement 
seminars, placement peer groups; 

 Peer support. At one university a student care collective has developed and has started a 
Facebook page for fellow students on placement; 

 Provision of placement-specific financial bursaries; 

 Referral to support services on campus, including access to university bursaries, loans, 
scholarships; and 

 Various forms of food provision (food bank, food cupboard, community garden). 

Strategies used by Welfare and Support staff include: 

 Interest free loans, and assistance with renegotiating loans; 

 Bursaries, including emergency relief bursaries; 

 Text book costs; 

 Photocopy and printing credits; 

 Food parcels and relief; 

 A wide range of information including about banks which offer no cost accounts;  

 Gift cards, and food/ petrol vouchers as an emergency relief strategy; 

 Workshops on budgeting; and 

 Referral to NGO’s and local churches for a wide range of welfare needs. 
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Longer term directions for change 

The issues discussed in the report are significant, with considerable impacts on student’s 
financial, physical, emotional and mental wellbeing. To say responsibility for managing the time 
and financial hardships associated with undertaking placement is the sole responsibility of the 
student is unrealistic, and not in line with a student-centred approach in teaching and learning. 
There was no question among students about the value of work integrated learning for students 
achieving a level of competence as an emerging professional, but there were questions about 
how it was being implemented and about how expectations are communicated. While planning 
for placement is a sound message to give to students it has become clear in the course of this 
research that no amount of forward planning is going to be able to compensate for the lack of 
time and money that can in some cases make positive completion of a placement unattainable. 
All stakeholders have something to offer in terms of finding solutions to lessen the financial 
impact and stress of work-integrated learning. External stakeholders, such as Centrelink, will 
also need to play a big part. There was a widespread consensus that government income 
support policies are a substantial issue. Field Education and welfare support staff see the 
adequacy of payments and the requirements associated with the receipt of payments in need of 
urgent reform.  
 
Inside universities, curriculum designers and educators can do what they can to minimise 
courses running alongside placement. Examining whether sufficient credit points are being 
given to placement also needs to be considered, as the credit situation often varies from one 
university to another. Some of the other options identified by students included some capacity 
for part-paid placements, a small travel and clothing subsidy, more flexible arrangements for 
completing hours, reduction of the total number of hours, minimising formal pieces of 
assessment whilst on placement. Having flexible options was the overriding theme in the 
student voices; however, the tension this creates with accreditation is problematic. AASW 
(Australian Association of Social Workers) and ACWA (Australian Community Workers 
Association) requirements are a significant constraint on how flexible individual universities 
can be in dealing with and responding to these issues. There were some students who described 
situations where they had come to an arrangement with their placement agency to allow for 
some greater flexibility, but this was not reported to the university for fear that it would not 
meet the national standards and rules. The professional associations may need to consider 
whether the design of placements is meeting the needs of all parties, particularly as these needs 
have changed. Students juggling multiple roles and demands, as well as facing higher financial 
debts and living costs, is the norm not the exception in the modern university.  

There is always going to be a tension between flexibility and standardisation. Standard rules 
and expectations can increase the efficiency of placing students. At the same time, being able to 
exercise flexibility can respond to the increasing diversity of students and their individual needs 
as well as increase the potential for offering tailored solutions and increasing student learning. 
Dialogue between professional bodies and between disciplines within universities is one way 
that learning and innovation can be shared. Having the AASW and ACWA host a national summit 
with all relevant parties, including student associations, on the issues identified in the report 
may be another useful way to shine the spotlight on the issues identified here. The summit 
could be used to identify and develop strategies that offer greater flexibility while still ensuring 
that social work students develop core competencies.  

It is hoped this report offers a starting point for a conversation and possible review of the 
policies and practices surrounding social work and human service placements. What is clear is 
that the status quo does not work for an increasing number of students. Short-term coping 
strategies are helping to alleviate the situation for some, but the coverage is patchy at best. 
Clearly, the pressing issues identified here require more than band-aid responses.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Social Work and Human Services degrees have long included Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) 
as a key part of the learning and teaching experience. Indeed the professional bodies in both 
these areas mandate significant placement hours, usually of a near full-time nature over the 
course of a university semester, as a benchmark of good pedagogy. The Australian Association 
of Social Workers (AASW) requires 1000 hours of field education in at least two subjects (see 
Australian Social Work Education and Accreditation Standards (ASWEAS, 2012 for full details of 
field education requirements or refer to Attachment One for a summary). The Australian 
Community Workers Association (ACWA) which accredits human services degrees requires a 
minimum of 550 hours duration in two separate placements (ACWA fieldwork placement 
requirements, 2014 or refer to Attachment Two for a summary). Whilst individual universities 
may run their fieldwork education programs in different ways, the core minimum requirements 
of placement hours is a shared feature across all social work and human service degrees.  

Thus there is a very well established history of universities working in collaboration with the 
social work and human services sector to create opportunities for placements for students 
undertaking studies in these disciplines. WIL is a long established part of the identity of social 
work and human services and the pedagogy of this is well developed. However over time an 
increasing awareness of the financial challenges faced by students associated with long 
placements has brought into question the balance of benefit and cost from a student 
perspective. The demands on full-time students’ time have substantially increased, particularly 
as a result of the need for many students to engage in part-time or casual employment to 
support their study. Alternatively, part-time students who work full-time often need to forgo 
their full-time income during their unpaid placements. 

Estimates are that around 75% of all undergraduate university students are engaged in at least 
some form of paid employment during semester periods (Devlin, James & Grigg, 2008). This is 
partly a result of a shift over the past twenty years towards a more ‘user pays’ orientated higher 
education sector. At undergraduate level, 16.5 per cent of full-time students in employment 
worked at least 20 hours per week during semester (Devlin, James, & Grigg, 2008). It is also the 
case that a higher proportion of mature-age students are enrolled in university courses than 
ever before, and many of these students have significant caring and financial responsibilities.  

Overall, students are earning more in paid employment than in the past, but are receiving less 
government assistance. This is impacting on access to university and student retention at 
universities across Australia. Placements bring additional financial burdens including in 
particular the loss of income from other work usually undertaken but not viable in the context 
of placement. Moreover not only is income potentially compromised but expenses can increase 
significantly during placement. The costs of being at work on a daily basis including transport, 
clothing and food must be met whilst not earning an income. In addition, for those students with 
children or carer responsibilities expenses related to additional childcare or caregiver 
arrangements can be substantial. International students must contend with additional costs in 
the context of often limited incomes and sometimes fluctuating financial circumstances. In 
addition some permanent residents such as New Zealand citizens have no access to HECS-HELP 
or Centrelink. 

Currently the relationship between WIL and financial stress is only known anecdotally among 
those who work in this immediate area. There is no substantive data which indicates the size or 
the characteristics of the phenomenon or any evidence of what sorts of policy and programs 
might make a difference to ameliorating the associated impact. Whilst there are studies of 
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financial stress among university students in Australia, these are not specifically focused on 
work-integrated learning.(Bexley, Daroesman, Arkoudis, & James, 2013). A small study of 39 
social work students conducted in 2003 (Maidment, 2004) focussed on the problems students 
can experience on placement generally. The financial cost of doing placement was identified as a 
considerable concern within the broader context of student poverty. It was found that the 
increasing number of hours of paid employment students undertake during their study 
indicates that the opportunity cost to students of doing placements is likely to be increasing. 
These trends are likely to have intensified a decade later. The Australian Association of Social 
Workers (AASW) surveyed social work student members in 2014 regarding income and its 
effect on student’s lives and studies. Results indicate that limited income can have a detrimental 
impact on study. The AASW have recommended that the Federal Government action to review 
benefit rates, waiting times and eligibility measures for Youth Allowance and Newstart 
Allowance for students.  

This study aims to understand and analyse the financial impact on social work and human 
services students across several sampled universities in Southeast Queensland resulting from 
their participation in work placements and to recommend strategies for alleviating this stress. 
The research investigates the experiences of these students when confronted with the challenge 
of engaging with their placements at a time of potential financial stress. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Field education is a significant component of social work and human services degrees in 
Australia and internationally. It is not surprising then that placements have attracted their fair 
share of teaching and learning research as evidenced in a variety of publications concerned with 
various aspects of pedagogy associated with placement. A significant part of this literature is 
concerned with the potential stress and professional challenge associated with learning to 
become a social worker often in demanding areas of practice (see, for example, Rosenthal 
Gelman & Baum, 2010; Harr & Moore, 2011; Kaye & Fortune, 2002; Maidment, 2003).  Whilst 
this is an important area for research, it rarely considers the potential of financial hardship as 
either an outcome of doing placements or an effect on the quality of learning experienced during 
placement.  

Maidment’s (2003) study is noteworthy here since although it did not set out to determine 
financial stress among Australian social work students on placement within the closed survey 
questions it utilized, it did nevertheless uncover significant financial stresses of doing long 
placements in the answers to the open questions included in the survey. Maidment (2003) 
concluded from this that the changing profile of students doing more part-time work as part of 
their full-time study represents a significant issue in social work student learning. In a UK study 
of social work student stress, the issue of excessive work on top of study was a prominent 
finding (Collins et al, 2010) pointing to the need to consider the pedagogy of social work more 
strongly in terms of the socioeconomic circumstances surrounding the student learning 
experience, rather than the learning experience in isolation.  

The issue of the impact of part-time work on learning for Australian social work students was 
explored by Ryan et al (2011) where they found significant impact on the quality of the learning 
experience as rates of part-time employment among students has steadily eroded their capacity 
to focus on their study. Of direct relevance to this research was the finding that a significant 
number of social work students were concerned about the financial impacts of placement in 
terms of its impact on their capacity to maintain their part-time income. The financial impacts 
reported included, for example, ‘Placement will be difficult while supporting myself’ (22%), 
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‘Will have to work nights/weekends and the placement will suffer’ (9%), ‘Will have to give up 
work to do placement and therefore may lose job’ (8%) (Ryan et al, 2011:320).  

Juggling increasing hours of work along with study is an increasing phenomenon for all 
Australian full-time university students, since their hours of part-time employment have been 
rising since the 1990s as a means to deal with increasing financial pressure (Hall, 2010) and 
reflects similar scenarios in the UK and the USA (Broadbridge & Swanson, 2005; King and 
Bannon, 2002). There is a corresponding concern in Australia that the rise in hours worked 
relates directly to students attempting to manage financial distress. This is evidenced in the 
most recent survey by Universities Australia (Bexley et al, 2013). Based on a 2012 survey of 
11,761 responses from across Australia, this study demonstrates increasing diversity in the 
Australian university student population, and increasing financial distress. Thus in 2012, more 
than two thirds of the surveyed students were ‘worried about their financial situation’. This was 
12 percentage points higher than in 2006. Not surprisingly the highest level of financial concern 
was found among low SES students (76%). Again comparing 2006 data with 2012 data the 
study found an increase from 14.7 per cent to 18.2 per cent in the proportion of full-time 
domestic undergraduate students who regularly go without food or other necessities because 
they can’t afford them (Bexley, et al 2013).  

Devlin, James and Grigg (2008) note that the combined effects of the cost of study for students 
and the increased cost of living are directly having an adverse effect on student’s engagement 
with their education. As a result, students are spending less time on campus and more time at 
work. Both the study by Devlin et al (2008) and Bexley et al (2013) confirm that even though 
students are on average earning more income from paid work and that more students are in 
receipt of government assistance they are also working more to cope with the increasing cost of 
living. As a result, students indicate that their learning experience and the quality of their 
education is compromised. It is reported in both studies that due to financial circumstances 
students are finding themselves in difficult positions of having to prioritise work over study in 
order to have sufficient income to live. 

The lack of attention to the potential financial hardships associated with the expectations of 
placements for social work and human services students appears to be reflected across other 
disciplines requiring substantial work-integrated learning. As Wray and McCall (2007) have 
noted, much of this literature ignores the financial stresses that may be present for students 
undertaking long field placements. Wray and McCall’s (2007) research is significant in that it 
reports on the range of financial concerns experienced across several health related disciplines 
(medicine, midwifery, nursing, nutrition and dietetics, paramedics, radiography and medical 
imaging and social work) as a result of placements. This qualitative study provides insight into 
the kinds of financial stresses associated with placement for these students. Here the challenge 
of income generation, transport costs, placement relocation costs, student health and wellbeing 
and the experience of debt made up the most significant themes within the study findings.  

Moore, Ferns and Peach (2012) developed a profile of financial hardship experienced by 
students undertaking WIL as part of the ACEN student Scholarship application process. They 
report that 72% of students seeking three available scholarships applied due to loss of income 
as a result of having to complete WIL placement and therefore having to give up paid work. 
Some of these applicants indicated that Centrelink benefits would be affected as they would no 
longer be considered full time students and 5% reported that WIL would result in a total loss of 
income for the duration of their placement.  Moore, Ferns and Peach (2012) also found that the 
majority of students who applied for scholarships via ACEN were studying Bachelor of 
Education, Bachelor of Applied Science or Bachelor of Social Work.  
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Interestingly, the limited research available in regard to financial stress and placements 
nevertheless is remarkably consistent in its findings across disciplines. Increasingly difficult 
financial scenarios face many students across the length of their university studies and this 
situation is exacerbated during long placements, with the combined impact of loss of capacity to 
earn an income tethered to a time of often increased costs related to undertaking the placement. 
It is this latter circumstance of the additional financial pressures of placement that should 
concern us, as this is a product of curriculum design, well within the ambit of professional 
bodies, universities and placement agencies to collaboratively develop solutions. Here it is 
important to acknowledge that in none of the literature cited was there any evidence that work 
integrated learning is not a very important learning experience across disciplines and 
particularly important in social work and human services (e.g. see Fortune, Lee & Cavazos, 
2007). At the same time, it is a system of learning which requires not only substantial 
commitment from students (and consequently potential financial stress) but also one which 
requires substantial commitment from agencies who are frequently contending with their own 
financial stressors.  

Scott et al (2014) report on a scoping study of student clinical education at Sydney University 
noting that whilst significant growth in meeting health workforce shortages has been met over 
recent years, the challenge is not about ‘just enrolling students’ but also ensuring they all get the 
‘corresponding practical experience’ and this has led to something of a ‘flashpoint’ concluding 
that ‘relying on access to workplaces to help develop labour supply is difficult when those 
workplaces are also under increasing pressure just to deliver core services’ (p.28). This study 
included social work within its ambit, and noted that in this area the increasing number of social 
work students and social work degree providers over recent years has in itself led to an 
increasingly competitive environment for all universities to facilitate appropriate placements 
for their students.  

Thus it must be noted that in the context of a concern for the financial impact on students on 
placement, that financial pressures are pressing down in other ways in the general environment 
of placements. Government austerity measures in regard to welfare services staffed by social 
work and human service professionals not only increase the workload for these agencies, but 
also add an additional challenge in resourcing a system of learning predicated largely on the 
goodwill of agencies to resource the supervision of students on placement. Moreover, these 
same shortfalls in resources clearly press down on the lives of the clients of such services, with 
whom the students are learning to engage with, whilst at the same time contending with their 
own financial stress.  

There is a broader and more complex terrain to the potential financial stress facing social work 
and human services students than has been addressed in research to date. The current evidence 
base is scant. For example, there is very little detail about the different situations which may 
face different social groupings of social work and human services students. The increasing social 
diversity of university students over recent years has been particularly welcomed in social work 
and human services, where such diversity is essential for a discipline area explicitly concerned 
with social complexities and difference. At the same time, there is currently no insight into how 
this diversity might be a significant feature of financial hardships associated with placement 
expectations. Yet we know that the experience of placement can indeed be very different for 
students from outside of the dominant social groups of Australian society, with, for example, a 
recent study of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social work students on placement 
indicating many experience significant racism (Gair et al, 2014).  

Social work and human services students are not a homogenous group and we ought to 
acknowledge this in any attempt to understand the financial pressures associated with 
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undertaking these degrees. Moreover, the little research that does exist only considers social 
work students, not human services students. Whilst there is no doubt that these are ‘adjoining’ 
disciplines in Australia, both in terms of the academic spaces in which they are taught and the 
agencies they work in, they should not be assumed to be identical either. For example there is 
substantial difference in minimum placement hours required.   

In summary, as a result of the requirement to undertake WIL, social work and human service 
students are faced with a potential loss of earned income and an increase in living expenses 
associated with placement. This additional financial burden comes on top of a recognised 
problem in Australia of student financial hardship. The available literature highlights that 
students are increasingly disengaging with learning due to spending less time on study and 
more time at work (usually in fields unrelated to their study) to try and meet the increasing 
pressures of everyday life. At the same time placements are a critical part of the pedagogy of 
social work and human services. This is a critical conundrum facing the sector and there is a 
critical imperative to better understand the characteristics of the issue in order to promote a 
solution focused dialogue.  

METHODS 

The study was conducted in 2014 using a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods. 
An online survey of current social work and human services students from six universities in 
Southeast Queensland was conducted in the first half of 2014. The survey focused on the extent 
and characteristics of financial stress associated with placements. Survey questions were either 
adapted from previous research on university student finances (Bexley, et al., 2013) or 
developed from the current literature (see Attachment Three for a copy of the survey 
instrument). 

The online survey was made available to social work and human services degree students at 
each participating university. Students who had completed at least one placement were invited 
to take the survey. In response, 214 eligible survey responses were received. . Participants in 
the survey were given the option of participating in a follow-up interview or focus-group.  

In addition to the survey, 14 in-depth qualitative interviews were conducted with students who 
self-identified as having experienced significant financial stress as a result of undertaking a 
placement (see Attachment Four for a copy of the semi-structured interview guide). Two focus 
groups were also conducted with 10 social work and human services students, drawn from the 
survey respondents, to add further depth to understanding but also to initiate a more solution-
focused dialogue with students about possible responses to their experiences (see Attachment 
Five for a copy of the focus-group instrument). Finally, 6 semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with field placement staff and Heads of Schools (See Attachment Six) of participating 
universities and 4 interviews with Welfare Services Support Staff (see Attachment Seven) to 
investigate their perceptions of the impact of WIL on student financial hardship and possible 
solutions, again with a view to both deepening our understanding but also to consider possible 
responses.  

Ethical clearance for the study was obtained from the Queensland University of Technology 
Human Ethics Committee (Approval No. 1300000697). 
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FINDINGS 

Student experiences and perspectives are reported below followed by those of university staff 
in field education units and student support/welfare roles. Vignettes have been included in the 
body of the report to also highlight particular themes and discuss associated issues arising from 
the research. These vignettes (highlighted in boxes) are an accurate reflection of the 
experiences that students shared during the study.  

In order to give an initial sense of the phenomena, it is worth acknowledging the range of 

pressures pushing down on the lives of students in relation to placements. A predominant 

overarching theme in our qualitative findings was one of multiple pressure points including 

financial, social, emotional and workload (paid work, unpaid work, and academic work) 

intersecting during placements. Not surprisingly, students spoke of the impacts of these 

pressures on their health, their friends and families, their financial security, and their learning.  

The following handful of quotes from interviews or responses to open-ended questions in our 

survey provides insight into the atmosphere of pressure surrounding placements: 

So my last placement – so I did Monday to Thursday was my placement – Friday I had 

university, Saturday, Sunday I worked a 12 hour shift each day. So it was seven days a week 

for four months. So yeah, it was a huge commitment – not just a commitment for me but a 

commitment from my husband, my family. 

It’s an extra thing to stress about sometimes. I see that my money is running out and some 

weeks are different from others, but you’re just thinking about everything as well as 

studying, and assignments and I have extra commitments I like to take on. You’re kind of 

thinking about everything at once. 

Although I was aware it was going to be hard, I didn’t realise how hard it would be. I was 

hoping to be able to work more than that, more than 10 hours a week, but I wasn’t 

physically able to without running myself into the ground. About three months into the 

placement I actually pretty much shut down. I found I didn’t learn anything anymore…I 

noticed it with many students at about three months in we just physically and emotionally 

exhausted by the stress of trying to do a subject on top of placement and then work as well. 

I noticed we just didn’t learn anymore, we were just there, went through the motions of our 

placement just to finish it because we had to. 

These are just a handful of many more statements with similar sentiments. Whilst the level of 

intensity of pressure experienced by students varied from minimal to extreme and the 

particular points of pressure varied from a single point to multiple and compounding points of 

pressure, the broad consensus reflects a phenomena that is both widely and deeply felt. As 

noted in our literature review, Australian university students across all disciplines are 

interacting with an increasingly user pays system and at a time when eligibility for income 

support is restricted. Thus for many students the ability to maintain employment during study 

is critical, and unpaid placements of significant duration present themselves as a major and 

sometimes unexpected challenge above and beyond their initial expectations of university study 

in social work and human services. As exemplified in the quotes above, this particular 

component of degree requirements deserves its own focus apart from the more generalised 

concerns of financial pressure associated with university study. With other parts of the 
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curriculum based on less compulsory hours and flexibility in regard to non-contact hours of 

academic study, there is a substantial change of circumstance and opportunity when ‘placement’ 

semesters enter the horizon of student progression. Having outlined an initial glimpse of the 

phenomena, we provide a more detailed account of the findings below in both qualitative and 

quantitative form.  

DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS – ONLINE SURVEY RESPONDENTS 

A total of 245 respondents attempted the survey. Thirty one of these had not completed any 
placement and were not currently on placement and therefore have been excluded from this 
analysis. Table 1 shows the key demographic characteristics of the 214 respondents. The 
majority of respondents identified as female (92%), were younger than 45 years (87%), born in 
Australia (79%), and spoke English at home (96%). Over half were partnered (55%). Six 
percent of respondents identified as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islanders. 

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of online survey respondents (n=214)1 

Characteristic n % 

Gender 
Female 
Male 
Undisclosed 

 
193 
15 
2 

 
92% 
7% 
1% 

Age 
17 – 24 years 
25 – 44 years 
45 or older 

 
77 

108 
29 

 
36% 
51% 
13% 

Country of birth 
Australia 
Other English-speaking 
Other non-English-speaking 

 
168 
26 
20 

 
79% 
12% 
9% 

Main language spoken at home 
English 
Other 

 
199 

8 

 
96% 
4% 

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 
No 
Yes 

 
198 
12 

 
94% 
6% 

Relationship status 
Single 
Partnered 
Separated/Divorced 

 
84 

117 
13 

 
39% 
55% 
6% 

1 Valid responses 

HEALTH STATUS 

Ten percent of respondents (n=22) reported having a disability, impairment or long-term 
medical condition which may affect their studies. 
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CURRENT STUDY ARRANGEMENTS 

Respondents’ current study arrangements are shown in Table 2. Most respondents were 
domestic students (98%), undertaking a Social Work degree (84%), and enrolled full-time 
(81%). About one third were currently undertaking first placement, and just over half had 
completed their first placement. One in five respondents had completed more than 500 hours of 
placement. 

Table 2: Current study arrangements – online survey respondents (n=214)1 

Characteristic n % 

Current course 
Social Work – Undergraduate 
Social Work – Postgraduate 
Human Services 

 
98 
82 
34 

 
46% 
38% 
16% 

Domestic or International student 
Domestic 
International 

 
206 

5 

 
98% 
2% 

Type of attendance 
Part-time 
Full-time 

 
40 

170 

 
19% 
81% 

Completed placements 
None but currently undertaking first placement 
First placement only 
Both first and second placement 

 
71 

114 
29 

 
33% 
53% 
14% 

Currently on placement? 
No 
Yes 

 
124 
87 

 
59% 
41% 

Hours of placement completed in current course 
1 – 250 hours 
251 – 500 hours 
501 or more 

 
88 
73 
46 

 
43% 
35% 
22% 

1 Valid responses 

LIVING AND FINANCIAL ARRANGEMENTS 

As shown in Table 3, 60% of participants were renting and about one in ten were living at their 
parents’ house (rent free). One third have financially dependent children (an average of two 
children; SD=0.9; range 1 to 5 children). One third of respondents reported an annual income of 
less than $10,000, and about one in four received $30,000 or more per year. About half of the 
students reported wages or salary as their main source of income, while 29% were largely 
dependent on government income support. Only one in ten respondents received a university 
scholarship or bursary. Attachment Eight outlines general availability of bursaries and 
scholarships. About two in five students had a Health Care Card. 
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Table 3: Survey respondents’ living and financial arrangements (n=214)1 

Characteristic n % 

Current living arrangements 
Renting2 
Own/mortgaged home 
Parents house – rent free 

 
123 
55 
28 

 
60% 
27% 
13% 

Have financially dependent children 
No 
Yes 

 
146 
68 

 
68% 
32% 

Current annual income 
Under $10,000 
$10,000 - $29,999 
$30,000 or more 

 
68 
88 
57 

 
32% 
41% 
27% 

Main source of income 
Wages or salary 
Government income support 
Parents/partner 
Other3 

 
103 
61 
40 
6 

 
49% 
29% 
19% 
3% 

Income support4 

Austudy 
Youth allowance 
University scholarship/bursary 
Parenting payment – Partnered 
Parenting payment – Single 
ABSTUDY 
Disability pension 

 
41 
40 
18 
10 
6 
3 
2 

 
19% 
19% 
9% 
5% 
3% 
1% 
1% 

Have a Health Care Card 80 38% 
 

1 Valid responses; 2 Renting either alone, with partner and/or children, shared, university 
accommodation, boarding or paying rent to parents; 3 Other include savings, combination of 
wages and government income support, joint income with spouse, own business; 4 Respondents 
could receive more than one income support type. 

EMPLOYMENT ARRANGEMENTS 

Employment arrangements of survey respondents are shown in Table 4. About four in five 
students had been in paid employment or self-employed at any time over the last 12 months, 
most of them on a casual basis. One third of those in paid employment worked between 20 and 
39 hours per week during study periods, and 4% worked 40 hours or more. The number of 
hours of paid work increased over the non-study periods. About three in ten of employed 
students were seeking to increase their typical weekly work hours while one in ten wanted to 
decrease their work hours. Twenty percent of those employed worked at two or more places, 
and more than half worked early mornings, after hours/nights, or on weekends. Forty six 
percent of those not in paid employment at any time over the last 12 months had been seeking 
employment during that period. 
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Table 4: Employment arrangements of survey respondents (n=214)1 

Characteristic n % 

Paid employment/self-employed any time last 12 months 
No 
Yes, full-time 
Yes, part-time 
Yes, casual 

 
36 
27 
50 

101 

 
17% 
13% 
23% 
47% 

Hours of paid work during study periods (typical week)(n=176)1 

1 – 9 hours 
10 – 19 hours 
20 – 39 hours 
40 hours or more 

 
56 
57 
56 
7 

 
32% 
32% 
32% 
4% 

Hours of paid work during non-study periods (typical week) (n=178)1 

1 – 9 hours 
10 – 19 hours 
20 – 39 hours 
40 hours or more 

 
18 
46 
89 
25 

 
10% 
26% 
50% 
14% 

Seeking to increase typical weekly work hours? (n=176)1 
No 
Yes 
Unsure 

 
87 
54 
35 

 
49% 
31% 
20% 

Seeking to decrease typical weekly work hours? (n=177)1 

No 
Yes 
Unsure 

 
126 
19 
32 

 
71% 
11% 
18% 

If in paid employment, in a typical week do your work at (n=174)1 

One place of employment/one job 
Two or more places of employment/two or more jobs 

 
139 
35 

 
80% 
20% 

If in paid employment, in a typical week you work… (n=178)1, 2 

Early mornings 
After hours/nights 
Weekends 

 
105 
93 

103 

 
59% 
52% 
58% 

If not in paid employment at any time during last 12 months (n=36)1, 
have been seeking employment in the last 12 months 

 
16 

 
46% 

1 Valid responses; 2 Respondents could select more than one option 

IMPACT OF CURRENT STUDIES ON EMPLOYMENT AND FINANCIAL 
SITUATION 

Due to their current studies, 120 (57%) of respondents had lost work shifts, 113 (55%) had 
work hours cut, 71 (35%) had been in trouble with their employer for not being available for 
work, 10 (5%) had been put on notice for poor performance, and 8 (4%) had been sacked. 
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Figure 1 above illustrates other impacts of respondents’ current studies on their employment 
and financial situation. Overall, two thirds of students had frequently incurred deficit in their 
personal budget, had to make painstaking budgeting choices, and/or had to prioritise expenses 
(e.g. books versus food). Almost half of respondents had often incurred debt and over one third 
had to work longer hours in paid employment and/or seek gifts and support from family and 
friends to survive. However, only a few had sought assistance from Student Welfare Services, 
charities or emergency relief agencies. 

IMPACT OF FIELD PLACEMENT 

Results from the survey indicate that placement can often heighten the financial hardship 
already experienced by many students. It can impact on students’ employment, financial 
situation, studies and wellbeing. Figure 2 shows that overall, about four in five students 
reported that the field placement seriously forced them to spend less time in paid employment, 
impacted negatively on their financial situation, and caused them stress. About two thirds of 
respondents had to increase their expenses due to additional travel, clothing and other field 
placement-related needs. One in five students were forced to change their course progression 
because of the field placement. 
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Figure 1: Impact of current studies on employment and financial situation 
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During the focus groups and interviews, students were invited to expand upon the associated 
impacts arising from the financial hardship experienced during placement. As previously 
mentioned, placement can bring a range of anticipated as well as unanticipated expenses. 
Students generally indicated that they were prepared for additional costs such as public 
transport, parking, petrol, food and clothing and had tried to implement a plan to manage these. 
However, a common experience was shared that often the budget that had been set aside to 
cover these costs was often inadequate. One student indicated that she had accrued an 
additional $1000 over budget on her credit card simply from public transport, parking and 
lunches over the duration of the placement.  

Students with parenting responsibilities stressed childcare as a significant cost burden. For 
students without access to family support or a network of friends to share childcare 
arrangements, the cost of childcare was a huge load on an already limited income. Some 
students could not afford this added expense and described how they have had to make 
decisions to defer placement until they could save more money to account for this expense.  

Basically you’ve got extra travel. You’ve also got the likes of you're not home. So even 
something as simple as buying stuff for lunch that you normally wouldn’t buy so as you can 
take a packed lunch with you and things like that are additional financial stresses. Then 
you’ve also got the additional childcare costs for the kids as well. Our savings are just 
about gone. I started the degree with $20,000 and it's just about gone now. So we used that 
quite heavily to pay for a lot of those expenses. Especially the childcare that was probably 
the main one.  

0 20 40 60 80 100

Forced you to spend less time in paid employment

Impacted negatively on your financial situation

Increased your expenses due to additional travel,
clothing and other needs

Caused you stress

Forced you to seek extension for assignments

Forced you to drop subjects

Forced you to defer your course in order to work

Forced you to change your course progression

Forced you to apply for financial support offered
by your university

% respondents 

Figure 2: Impact of field placement 
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Some students also shared how not only were they experiencing additional travel costs of 
getting to and from the placement agency but they were also using their own vehicles and fuel 
(often without reimbursement for mileage) to manage day to day responsibilities on placement 
i.e. transporting clients, travelling to meetings etc. It was mentioned that students felt they had 
to make a decision to self-fund placement-related travel costs otherwise there was a sense that 
their placement experience may not have been as rewarding.  

I have also had to take a lot more care of myself during placement because I find I am very 
tired after travelling to the various work sites during the day. The agency in which I am 
doing my placement has offices all over the eastern part of the state. I am unable to use a 
company vehicle due to my student status and have to use my own car and of course incur 
substantial fuel costs. 

Students also noted the difficulty and frustration in trying to save for placement when on a very 
low income. The recommendation of universities to students that they should develop a savings 
plan for placement was acknowledged as a good idea and something that students tried hard to 
achieve. However, students reported that once they had met the cost of daily living there was 
usually no income left to save. Centrelink benefits or the income from part time work generally 
do not allow students to have money left over. Where students had managed to accrue some 
savings for placement it was not uncommon for a situation to arise that required the saving to 
be directed elsewhere, such as vehicle registration or maintenance or an unforeseen expense. 
Additionally students also mentioned the stress associated with the fact that they did not know 
how they would manage an emergency situation requiring access to funds when they had no 
cash reserves to rely upon. 

Having placement over the summer, I had no choice but to work at my placement 5 days a 
week so that I could make my hours up but of course I couldn't live on just youth allowance so 
for the first month I was working 7 days, 5 at placement and 2 at my paid job. However I found 
I was quickly burning out and so I cut it back to working 6 days and getting paid for the one. I 
do have a partner but to live solely on his finances was impossible. I don't have family I can 
lean on for financial support and so for a week we lived without power because we couldn't 
afford the bill. The financial stress took away from my enjoyment of my placement. 

Students studying part time or externally identified another issue relating to having to resign 
from work or negotiate time away from work in order to undertake placement. Other students 
noted that they were aware that their job might not be available for them to return to after 
having to take up to 17 weeks leave. The reality for these students was a stark one whereby they 
are surviving on a very reduced income, working almost full time for no income, accruing 
additional debt from placement and potentially facing a prospect of no job on completion of 
their placement.  

I have resigned from my previous job to undertake the first social work field placement this 
year. The field placement is for four months and my employer could not hold the position 
for me that long. I have been looking for another job that I could work in the evening and 
do field placement during the day. I have cut down on unnecessary spending and have 
budgeted according to needs. If I get a casual evening job that will definitely ease the 
financial stress I am facing at the moment. 

Some other students also spoke about the irony of being employed in the human services 
industry yet having to leave these positions to complete an unpaid placement within the 
industry. This highlights another issue associated with placements around provision for RPL or 
undertaking a placement at work. Because of the difficulty in negotiating these options and the 
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eligibility criteria involved, many students are left with no choice but to resign from 
employment, often within the human service industry. 

I have discussed with my work flexible hours while on placement, that is currently under 
negotiation and may not be possible. If it is not possible I will have to quit my job (youth 
work) and look for a hospitality job for the duration of my placement. I would prefer not to 
do this as I feel that youth work is relevant to my studies. 

Students that appear to be significantly less impacted from the pressures associated with 
balancing paid work and placement seem to be either completing a placement at work, in 
receipt of financial support from a partner or family and are financially independent or do not 
have to rely on paid work in order to survive financially. It could be assumed this is a relatively 
small cohort of students as indicated through the survey results where 2.3% of students 
indicated their main source of income was from parents and 16.6% from their partner.  

The issues highlighted above illustrate some of the impacts of placement. The following sections 
of the report discuss in further detail some of the more dominant themes raised by students. 
These include: 

 Impact of balancing paid work with placement 
 Impacts on health, mental health and wellbeing 
 Impacts on personal relationships  
 Impact on how well students engage with placement, and 
 Impact on academic performance. 

BALANCING PAID WORK AND PLACEMENT 

Figure 3 below illustrates the issues faced by respondents while trying to balance paid work and 
placement. Overall, two thirds of participants felt both tired and anxious trying to balance paid 
work and placement, and two in five reported having to compromise their learning experience 
whilst on placement due to having to work for a wage.  

Figure 3: Balancing paid work and placement
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Feedback from students highlights the difficulty inherent in working and undertaking 
placement at the same time. Universities seem to be consistent in their advice to students that 
attempting to work significant hours (10 hour days) while on placement is unsustainable and a 
breach of OHS requirements. However, many students often stated that this was a choice that 
they simply did not have. As a result, students explained they felt tired, drained, and anxious 
and in some respects exhausted. Upon reflection, some students felt that this compromised their 
learning on placement, what was a good experience could have been better if they had the 
choice of being able to focus solely on that experience.  

To fit the hours in the summer placement I'd work until 10 o'clock at night sometimes or 
just go in early at 6:00am till the office opened and then I'd go into placement. So the 
placement itself was meaning that I was working quite long days at times and then doing 
nights there and then some other night work, paid work as well. During the mid-semester 
break that's coming up I'm going to get more work then because it's like my only time off 
that I have. 

I had university, Saturday, Sunday I worked a 12-hour shift each day. So it was seven days 
a week for four months. So yeah, it was a huge commitment - not just a commitment for me 
but a commitment from my husband, my family. Just for them to realise that for that period 
of time you're pretty much unavailable - your social life's non-existent. 

I currently have two jobs at the moment. I'm a nanny and then I also work for a school, 
updating their Facebook and their app, so I do about 25 hours' work a week. That was 
different when I was on placement. I had three jobs when I was on placement. I was doing 
one externally during the week and then I was doing a crazy 11-hour shift on the Sunday to 
make ends meet. I could do that from home, so I could go to placement, then I could do my 
work at home in my own time, which was good that they were flexible about that. That was 
handy because I would have lost my job. Then I had two other jobs that I did back-to-back 
on the Sunday. I did from seven 'til six. 

Other students shared stories of feeling very tired even before they go to placement due to the 
fact that they had worked significantly before hand to try and save for the opportunity. Other 
students spoke about having no leave of absence for a significant period of time in order to be 
able to accrue enough time to take time off from work for the placement period.  

In my first placement, I was receiving AUSTUDY. However, it was not enough to cover all 
the expenses related with my placement. I have been able to be supported by my 
family/partner not only financially but also emotionally. However, sometimes it also 
creates conflict as the ones who can support you feel overwhelmed. The strategy I used was 
to work harder before the placement starts to save for when it begins. The implication of 
this strategy is that when you start the placement you feel too tired which can impact on 
your learning. 

I saved all of my annual leave for three years to complete my placement and this was the 
maximum amount of holidays I could accumulate. I also utilised a work policy to work 
extra and accumulate TOIL to add to my time off for placement. 

Students that are non-Australian (apart from permanent residents or new Zealand citizens on a 
supported by the Commonwealth)  experience some of these issues on a different level, not only 
do they have to pay their HECS fees upfront (and often at a much higher rate); they are not 
entitled to any government assistance or concessions while they are studying.  

I worked and saved for years to try and carry me through my degree. Now I find my age, 
hours available and the current lack of employment has prevented me from currently 
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getting work and therefore I may be forced to forfeit/defer the last placement as scheduled 
due to financial distress. Even then I can’t be guaranteed that my degree will allow me to 
gain work in the field due to current industry cutbacks and preferential treatment of 
Australian citizens over long term Kiwi residents who cannot be accepted as 'permanent 
citizens' unless in very specific situations. I have hope that I can get some type of paid work 
soon; otherwise I will be forced to take a personal loan or worse load up a credit card. 

I am staying in a job I detest… because of the fact they will allow me to leave to do my long 
placements and return to my job at the end of this. I would not be able to do this degree 
without this guarantee, as I could not pay my mortgage or meet my bills otherwise. The 
first placement (10 weeks) cost me in lost wages about $10,000, the second placement I am 
required to do is 18 weeks. Again this represents an opportunity cost of about $18,000. I 
have a mortgage like many people and I have had to really tighten my belt while doing this 
degree. The cost of placements has meant that I have not been able to take a 3-week 
holiday for more than 3 years. I have to use up all of my leave to attend a placement and 
can only get a break when we have public holidays. 

 

Case study 1  
One student had to save all of her holidays for three years to ensure that she had accrued enough 
time to be able to take leave to complete her first placement. The impact of having no recreation 
leave from full time work caused significant stress, which has impacted on her health. Due to fears 
about income loss, she felt that she had no other options but to manage the requirements of her 
course in this way. In looking at having to complete another placement for her studies, she cannot 
use the same strategy and despite saving as much as possible, knows that she will be placed under 
considerable financial strain to complete another placement due to ineligibility for other financial 
support. 
 
Discussion  
 
All of the universities involved in this study indicated that enrolment numbers for the qualifying 
Masters of Social Work program had increased rapidly in recent years. The typical demographic for 
this course appears to be mature-age students (majority with family commitments) seeking to either 
upgrade qualifications or transfer to social work from a different career. The drivers for this appear 
to be: 

• Funding cuts to a range of industries, including the human service sector leading to job 
uncertainly or job loss and students feeling that attaining a higher qualification would 
give them a greater competitive edge in a shrinking job market.  

• Social work being listed on the skilled migration list leading many international students 
to study in Australia.  
 

Many of these students have significant financial and family commitments, which can make this 
course of study and the requirement to undertake two placements challenging. Students that do not 
have the support from alternative sources may seek to defer their studies or change course 
progression until they can afford to undertake placement.  
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IMPACT OF PLACEMENT ON STUDENTS HEALTH AND WELLBEING 

Students described a range of health and well-being impacts that they had experienced as a 
result of undertaking a field placement. These health issues included impacts from change in 
lifestyle due to reduced income and time through to more significant health issues related to an 
increased sense of stress, anxiety or depression. Figure 3 on page 20, suggests 79 % of students 
felt that placement caused them to feel very or extremely stressed and 63% indicated they felt 
very or extremely tired, stressed and anxious from balancing work and placement. The key-
contributing factor was identified as financial stress. 

 
I went from full time work to receiving no income. I was not eligible for Centrelink 
payments so I lived off my life savings for a house deposit. It was a big lifestyle change. I 
implemented a strict budget and cut down on my social and recreational activities, which 
in full time work had been a core factor in my self-care and stress management. Although I 
managed, it created extra pressure and emotional stress, as the activities I used to manage 
this had been cut or dramatically reduced from my life, to adhere to my budget. I had quite 
a stressful and unsupportive placement environment and unfortunately I left feeling like I 
didn't gain or enrich my skills or knowledge. 

 
Students spoke about introducing strict budgets to cope with reduced or lost income during 
placement. To manage a reduced budget students often spoke about modifying their diet and 
forgoing meals either because of the need to feed children or due to lack of income. This led to 
an increased sense of tiredness and in some cases exhaustion, further exacerbating levels of 
stress and anxiety.  

 
I was only eating small amounts of food, your stomach shrinks quite quickly and you can 
maintain that…but that affects your energy levels. So health wise I don't feel like I had a lot 
of energy. It’s not a healthy thing to do but it felt like it was the only thing I could do.  

 
In relation to general well-being, students described impacts on their quality of life. Being 
financially as well as time poor affects or interrupts regular health management practices that 
are in place to manage the impacts of work, study and life related stress. Some students 
indicated that when on placement health related check-ups would be postponed, they would 
sacrifice counselling or therapeutic support to manage day to day life issues, gym memberships 
were put on hold and health insurance payments suspended.   

 
In one of the focus groups, students discussed the notion of ‘emotional debt’ as a further stress 
inducement factor. Relying on others for financial and emotional support to help manage the 
emotional and financial stress created by placement felt like they were transferring the stress 
onto others as well as accruing a debt that had to be somehow repaid. I feel like I owe everyone in 
my life for what I’ve put them through for the last five years, and particularly the last 12 months.  

 
Other students spoke about how stress from placement can have a cumulative effect. Students 
readily acknowledge that placement can be emotionally stressful due to the very nature of 
working in the field. However, the combined impact of that experience with additional financial 
hardship, managing academic requirements, having less available time for family and children, 
strain on relationships, stress about future job prospects, repaying HECS debt and worry about 
finances further compounds an already stressful situation. 

 
One student disclosed how difficult it was to balance and manage the financial stress and 
hardship created by placement on a pre-existing condition of anxiety.  

 
I used to struggle with my anxiety during placement. Then to come home and to be able to 
uphold those financial responsibilities was difficult because it was difficult finding that 
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balance, I felt, between really putting your heart and soul into prac, as well as upholding 
your responsibilities, your financial responsibilities, your emotional responsibilities,  your 
relationships, everything, and finding that balance. 

 
Another student described how placement exacerbated an existing mental health condition and 
the impact that had on the placement experience.  In this instance the student chose to forgo 
necessary support to manage this issue due to lack of finances as a result of not being able to 
earn enough money from regular income.  

 
I have placed medical and health treatments on hold due to lack of finance. My anxiety 
levels have skyrocketed. I now experience almost daily chest pain and breathing 
irregularity through stress. I am not able to take up the full opportunities provided at 
placement due to anxiety and fatigue. I am exhausted all the time. Bone tired and falling 
asleep on public transport. I am experiencing strain in my close relationships with my 
partner and family. I am frequently overwhelmed and feeling increased suicidality and self-
harm urges (though I don't intend to act on them) simply from the overwhelming feelings 
in trying to undertake placement and balance financial pressures. I am frustrated and 
negative in my thought patterns and surviving rather than thriving in my placement. I am 
extremely anxious about the long-term financial implications from completing placement. 

 
Case study 2  
One student we suffered from a lot of anxiety and did have many struggles with the anxiety 
throughout placement stemming from emotional as well as financial concerns. She described the 
financial issues as just the cherry on the top. To manage her placement she moved home and relied 
on her parents for support. Knowing that placement would be stressful financially she had budgeted 
and saved money from the two part time jobs that she continued to hold while on placement. The 
continued stress of working on placement, working on weekends for an income and to try and find a 
balance was difficult. At the time of this placement she was deemed ineligible for government 
support due to her parents (mother, father and step father) combined income, however she had 
been living independently for a number of years. She applied for Equity Scholarship but was 
ineligible because of the timing of her placement over the summer semester. As such, she used all of 
her income to manage yet still had to use her credit card for things like public transport and the 
occasional lunch at work. By the end of her placement, she had incurred almost $1000 on placement 
expenses. With another placement coming up, she is trying to both save again as well as clear her 
current credit debt.  
 
Discussion 
Placement can trigger a range of reactions and emotions despite university’s best attempts to 
provide adequate support. Whilst bursaries and scholarships can make a difference, eligibility 
criteria can be restrictive and demand often outweighs resources available. Ineligibility for Centrelink 
support remains an area of frustration for many students, as full independent status is not 
recognised until students turn 22. By this time many students have almost completed their studies.  
Alternatively, if students are under 22 they must prove that they have supported themselves 
through full-time employment of an average of 30 hours per week for at least 18 months during any 
period of 2 years. Many students try to hold down employment of that amount of hours whilst also 
studying full time, this however is not feasible while on placement. 
 
 



25 
 

IMPACT ON RELATIONSHIPS 

Just over half of the students (54%) who completed the survey were in a relationship, and just 
under one third (32%) indicated that they had financially dependent children. During 
placement 82% of all students surveyed indicated that they had to rely on support from family 
and friends. This support ranged from ongoing financial assistance, food; help with bills, 
childcare, rent or having to relocate back to the family home during placement.  

Whilst the majority of students acknowledge support from family and friends as critical in 
helping them progress through their studies and placement, there is a sense of guilt about the 
impact this has on relationships and a degree of discomfort at having to rely on others.  

It feels crap asking for money. It always does and the people that I’ve asked it from 
wouldn’t give it another thought. They are very supportive. It just feels awful, it doesn't feel 
good, but it is about supporting my family, being able to clothe and feed my family but it 
just has this stigma of poverty to it. It doesn't feel good and I don't want to be in that 
position.  

Students are keenly aware of the sacrifices other people have made in their lives in order for 
them to attain this degree and are conscious of the effects of how their stress impacts on 
relationships. Placement could be seen to heighten this and in many instances further 
compounds an already stressful situation.  

My partner was pretty cranky to be honest. She said she was really disappointed, that she 
felt like I have just dived in and have not really thought about the placement and what it 
meant for my work and things like that. She felt like I’d wasted the last few years and 
however many thousands of dollars on HECS doing the course up to now. 

Other mature aged students with families spoke about how undertaking study was a whole of 
family commitment. Financial sacrifices and shifts in roles and responsibilities need to be 
negotiated to ensure that the student was able to navigate through studies as well as try and 
balance a home life and relationships.  

It takes its toll, it does, but I don't know, we're still good and we're still strong. We've made 
a pact right from the start that we wouldn’t fight about money, there's no point. No 
amount of fighting is going to get you any more or less than what you need. So that's been 
tested, that little philosophy has certainly been tested. The kids they’ve missed out on a lot. 
Probably a prime example, there's a camp coming up in August and I know that we just 
cannot afford it. So my daughter, she's not going and this is the first time we have ever had 
to say no to something like that to the kids. For me that's been very tough. Getting this 
degree has been a whole family commitment to study and a whole family sacrifice in some 
respects.  Prac has certainly not made it any easier, but the entire degree has been a 
sacrifice. I gave up full time work to start it because I couldn’t work and do the degree at 
the same time and be a mother.  

For other students the main concern was about how their stress (financial and personal) 
impacted others in their life.  

It does impact on your relationships because your partner wants to support you but at the 
same time the stress is too much for him. When the financial situation changed, of course 
that added more pressures on the relationship.  

Finally, one other student spoke about just not feeling present for her family due to the 
demands of work and placement and the constant worry about finances. She noticed that while 
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on placement she was not able to emotionally and physically support her children as much as 
usual, in fact at times her levels of stress prevented her from noticing when her children were 
struggling. 

When I'm really stressed you can't help but be either sort of a bit closed or not open so 
much but you don't notice that. The kids definitely noticed and I think it showed up in their 
school results because you're not on top of seeing when they're struggling. So I haven't 
noticed they've needed the support, which is really hard.  

For some students nearing the end of their degree, there is still a sense that the stress will 
remain a feature of their life until they are able to secure employment in the field. It is of some 
concern that some students, who have been under considerable financial and emotional 
pressure during their degree and more so during their final 500-hour placement, feel as though 
they cannot take a break and ‘recover’.  

 I need a month or two just to settle before I start really applying for jobs and changing my 
life again and he said no, that's not okay, you need to start searching for jobs now. He 
almost felt like me searching for jobs was part of my debt owed to him around - it's really 
stressful to have people constantly going so what jobs have you applied for and me going 
well I just need two months. But those two months is not restful because I've got all these 
people demanding progress from me for the sacrifices that they've made for the last five 
years, which sucks. I thought it would end when I graduated, it didn't end. I feel like I've a 
greater debt to the people in my life than I have to anyone else. 

IMPACT ON HOW WELL STUDENTS ENGAGE WITH PLACEMENT EXPERIENCE 

Feedback from this study strongly suggests that placement is highly regarded and valuable yet 
the quality of a placement experience can be impacted by stress arising from financial hardship. 
The need to work for income while on placement (either at nights or on weekends) can mean 
that many students have limited time for relaxation, study or non-work related activities. This 
was identified as leading to a sense of exhaustion and a struggle to try and get the most out of 
the placement experience.  

I saved up all my annual leave and I saved all my long service leave to do my placement. 
Prior to that I was working full time and trying to do placement full time. I couldn’t 
manage it all – it was really stressful.  

I know I got excellent marks from my placement supervisor, but I felt that because I was 
trying to deal with the stress of the placement and everything I wasn’t able to 
communicate with the people in the office of the placement I was in properly. I wasn’t able 
to give my placement my all because I had so much else going on…I believe the stress really 
didn’t allow me to concentrate as well and really learn as much as what I would’ve liked to 
have. 

Other students that have prioritised placement over paid work reported that the concern and 
stress arising from lack of income at times got in the way of fully engaging with the placement 
experience.  

I have taken unpaid leave to be on placement and I am not eligible to receive any 
Centrelink benefits. As a result my bills and general expenses have been significantly 
impacted. The placement journey has placed significant pressure on my family. At the same 
time, you are expected to pay HECS. 
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A few students mentioned that at times they were struggling to hold back a feeling of 
resentment about placement. This stemmed from feeling that they had been let down by the 
university’s efforts to prepare them adequately for the placement experience combined with 
feeling like a volunteer in a service, trying to manage other subjects and if required, work part 
time for an income.  

I think placement‘s been a fantastic experience and it's definitely needed. I probably feel as 
though there wasn't that much assistance and preparation from the university end. I've 
been probably more resentful of that. I think as well there are times that I've been a bit 
like, well, I'm not getting paid, so I'm not going to do that. So I guess in that way, the fact 
that there's no monetary exchange does make me feel a bit bitter, if I get asked to do too 
much, you know? But I do think that in the beginning, when I had my savings and when I 
was just fresh, I was really eager, I was probably doing a fair bit more in that sense, 
whereas now I'm a bit more like, well, no. I'm not getting paid, get someone who's getting 
paid to do it, would be a thought in my head. But that's not how I communicate it, but I 
might be like, yeah, no, I'm actually a bit busy, or not as keen as I was maybe in the 
beginning when I still had all my savings and everything gearing up. 

During a focus groups students reported that they had to significantly lower their expectations 
of what they could reasonably achieve while on placement. Because of the need to try and 
balance work, placement and study for other subjects they had nothing left in the tank to give 
and towards the end of placement it became something to survive rather than thrive on. For 
some students they left placement with sense of frustration that if their circumstances were 
different, perhaps they could have done better.  

Fortunately other students indicated that they managed to engage well with placement despite 
the challenges involved. It seems that these students were quite well prepared for how they 
would manage placement and had placed a high value on engaging well with the opportunity 
with the view to securing future work in the field.  

 
 I think I was quite prepared. I had a lot invested in it. I kept thinking well I'm using all my 
leave, I could be going around Europe or doing something like that so I'm going to make 
the most of it, I'm not going to waste it and obviously I was really interested in child 
protection too. So to have that opportunity to kind of test the waters and see if I want to 
work in that area I knew was very important to be as engaged as I could be. 

 

The degree of support provided by an agency and the placement supervisor was also identified 
as important to how well students engaged with placement. This involved working in a 
placement setting with an agency supervisor who was aware of their situation and worked to 
ensure that placement did not compromise their financial position or their academic 
performance. 

Case study 3 
One student was aware that trying to manage on placement financially was likely to be hard. To 
prepare herself she tried to look for alternative means that would help financially. Being a full-time 
student she already felt that the options for additional work were minimal. She had tried to save 
what she could on a very limited income and resolved to have to work for a minimum of 10 hours a 
week on top of placement. She found that she wasn’t physically able to work as much as she thought 
with the amount of study that was required without running herself into the ground. The student 
discovered that about three months into the placement she started to shut down. She explained she 
found she didn’t learn anything more. Like other students she noticed that after about three months 
in she was physically and emotionally exhausted by the stress of trying to do a subject on top of 
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placement and then work as well. She noticed she just didn’t learn anymore, and found herself 
moving through the motions of our placement just to finish it. 
 
Discussion 
During the research students often spoke about a high level of exhaustion before they went on 
placement arising from the fact that they had worked so hard prior to placement to try and save 
money for the time when they would not be able to work as much. For some, this also raised 
questions about the level of incongruence between university recommending students practice good 
self-care yet not fully realising how difficult this can be when one is ‘poor’ in terms of finance, time 
and energy.  
 
There were also concerns raised about how difficult it can be to manage work, placement and 
further study, as many students are required to undertake a number of subjects alongside 
placement. Variances in the number of credit points attached to placement subjects mean that some 
universities ensure students only undertake placement subjects whilst others attribute lower credit 
points to placement and students are left with no choice but to take on 1, 2 or in extreme situations 
more subjects to ensure that they a have a full time credit point load lest their Centrelink eligibility 
be impacted. 
 
Even though almost all students describe placement as an extremely valuable part of their study, the 
level of engagement that is required can certainly impact on how well they perform in other subject 
areas. Additionally some students believe that the requirement for students to come to university 
for workshops during placement impairs their capacity to work in paid employment (or study) on a 
day off, thus exacerbating the financial strain.  
 
 

IMPACT ON ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE 

This research highlights varying stances of universities related to the academic workload 
attached to placement subjects. Generally, while on placement internal students are required to 
attend semi regular placement workshops, read and analyse articles or readings and submit 
reflective pieces and process recordings. However the quantity of these appears to vary 
between universities. Some students found managing the level of this workload on top of 
placement challenging.  
  

We had weekly practice reflections and about six other assessment pieces so all up it was  
about 16 assessment pieces. I remember when I read that in the unit profile I felt so 
overwhelmed just considering that on top of other units and placement.  

 
It appears that even though universities prefer students to focus on placement by attributing 
high credit points to placement subjects, some students try to manage additional subjects while 
on placement. As one student suggested, she found that the stress did impact on being able to 
identify core learning competencies and that things that she was trying to learn remained 
unclear because of the stress she was under at the time.  
 

I found it really hard to keep up with readings and things like that. I’ve done my 
assignments and I’ve done all that on time but I’ve found it really hard to keep up with 
regular reading which is really an issue because all the reading is theory related which 
should be relating to what I’m doing on prac.  
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Students appear to be resigned to that fact that depending on the choice they make about how 
they will manage placement that they will either: 

  Suffer from financial hardship yet have time to study and focus on placement, or; 
  Compromise their grades because they have no choice but to work to earn an income 

from which to survive.  
 

Placement, for many students appears to be laden with a sense of having no or little choice over 
many aspects of their lives. Attending mandatory lectures and workshops can also be 
compromised if an opportunity for paid work was on offer at the same time or if a piece of 
assessment was due. This continual juggle of commitments was described as a no win situation.  
 

 I had to drop subjects in order to be able to attend placement and I worked nights and 
weekends so that I could survive. I had zero time for any assessments; the only way they 
were done was while I was on placement. It was super stressful and I'm dreading the 
second placement. I will only be aiming to pass the 2 subjects being undertaken during 
second placement (as opposed to aiming for high grades) to minimise stress. 

 
The timing of the placement subjects in the later years of the bachelor degrees also coincides 
with the more demanding academic subjects. From the point of view of students this is also the 
time that they want to try and invest as much as they can to their placement experience with the 
view to securing future employment. Once again though the time students would like to invest 
into assignments and assessment can be compromised by other competing demands. The stress 
arising from the realisation that potentially failing a subject at this time in their degree can have 
significant ramifications and can determine whether or not they graduate.  
 

There were those two huge units, the theories and the processes subjects and there was 
another one and they were three of the biggest units throughout the whole of the course 
and they were with placement. So, that was just mayhem.  I think a lot of people actually 
failed the theories subject in my semester. I think it was like a 40 per cent fail rate or 
something, just because of the amount of information there was and people were tired 
from placement, so people weren't coming to all of the lectures.  

 

THE STIGMA OF SEEKING HELP 

Whilst some students suggest that they sought help when required, others have not. During the 
focus groups students discussed their perceptions of the potential impact of revealing their 
personal situation to significant others such as placement supervisor and university staff 
(academic and professional). It appears that some students have significant hesitations in 
talking about their personal circumstances. The reasons provided include:  

 Resigning to the fact that experiencing these issues is part and parcel of ‘student life’ 

 Not being aware of available support or assuming that they would not be eligible 

 Feeling as though other students would be more deserving of support 

 Fear of failing placement 

 Fear of being seen as not coping with placement 

 The need to be seen as professional and not reveal personal circumstances on placement 
by managing boundaries  

 The stigma attached to potentially experiencing similar issues as clients experiencing 
financial hardship. 



30 
 

Some students choose to just try and manage their situation as best they can based on an 
assumption that struggling financially goes hand in hand with what it means to be a student. 
Many students appear to try and struggle along with managing the financial hardship and 
placement demands until things get to breaking point.  

There are things that I don't want people knowing about…I never went to anyone saying 
I’m struggling because I think everybody is. 

I made a decision to just struggle through with what I had rather then let people know, the 
other thing is you’re busy five days a week, so by the time I actually get around to thinking 
about it it’s on the weekend and there’s nothing they can do anyway.  

I find it quite hard to ask for help, so I just struggle through it. Yeah. I just - it didn't  
even really cross my mind to go and talk to anyone about it. Because I just assumed that  
everyone is probably in the same boat, so it's like - it’s just part of life…from conversations  
that I've been having, everyone was in the same boat, and everyone’s struggling. 

 

Other students indicated that they were either not aware of what support may be available or 
assumed that they would not be eligible. This appears to be particularly prevalent for external 
students.  

I didn't know – if you don't go on the website and look at scholarships you’re not being told 
basically that you could apply for that.  

I didn’t think about it and I didn’t see anything coming through my emails so I’m not aware 
if there was support available from Uni.  

One student indicated that they believed it was their responsibility to find information relating 
to support but didn't seek it because they assumed they would not be eligible.  

I haven't read any of the information so I guess I take part of that responsibility, I'm not 
looking for it myself. I guess the idea I have in my head about scholarships is that I have to 
attain certain marks to get a scholarship or there's some criteria and I never really 
considered that I was ever eligible just from my preconceived ideas of what a scholarship 
is. I haven’t looked into what the criteria Griffith has.  

The timing of the semester also appears to impact on eligibility. One student indicated that 
because she was doing a placement over a summer semester, she was automatically not entitled 
for support. 

I looked online at the QUT's page just for absolutely anything that I could apply for, and I 
couldn't find anything but the Equity Scholarship. I inquired about it, and they said that 
they wouldn't accept my application for the summer semester. They only do semester one 
or semester two. I'm like, that's okay, is there anything else available to me here at QUT? So 
they took my details and they came back, no, there's nothing here. 

Other students also seem to make a decision to self-select out of applying for financial support 
based on an assumption that there is someone who is more deserving or in a worse of situation 
than them personally.  

I think there is a mentality in this field. There’s always – it’s lovely and I think it comes from 
a really nice place but there’s always somebody who is worse off and they deserve that 
money more than I do. 
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It also appears that when students go on placement they are exposed to levels of disadvantage 
experienced by clients and this becomes another barrier to seeking help.  

I think a lot of people don't access support when they really need it or could qualify for it. 
Yeah, I think they say that's for students who are really in need. There's someone worse off 
than me. I'm not doing it. I think there's a lot of bravado in that too. Because oh well I'm 
working and while things are tough, they're - I'm working with client groups that are 
doing it tougher, so that's not for me. I think there's a lot of that. 

Students also discussed a hesitation of revealing details about their situation because of a 
concern this could lead to being seen as not coping on placement or fear of failing placement. In 
the main, students are aware that universities highlight the need to be financially prepared for 
placement and by not doing so adequately, could be interpreted as mismanagement on their 
behalf. 

I recall when I expressed my frustration to the course convenor. They said, well this  
information was available at the start of the course. So you knew that when you signed up  
so deal with it. It was like well this is a situation you've brought on yourself more or less, so  
you have to deal with it.  

 

Students shared their experiences of asking for help or revealing their situation to others. It 
appears that some students would prefer to talk with agency supervisors rather than university 
because it is assumed that university could not offer any practical support and that supervisors 
could help negotiate some solutions, such as taking some time off or extending placement hours 
over a longer period.  

The only way I could do it was negotiate with my field supervisor who understood my  
situation and helped me out, without saying anything to uni because I knew if I would say I  
would be penalised or something. 

 

Other students indicated that they were worried that revealing their situation would impact 
negatively on their role or their performance. Additionally they were also aware that they did 
not want to burden other people.  

I didn’t speak to my on-site supervisor on placement about things like that. One because  
she was already under her own stress.. and essentially because I didn’t want it to reflect on  
my ability to operate well on my placement. I didn’t want that to affect my grading or  
anything like that. I didn’t discuss any form of financial stress or anything with them,  
which was actually one thing on feedback I got that was negative because I didn’t speak to 
 them. I didn’t feel I was able to. 
 

Another student spoke about the potential implications of not being seen as coping for fear that 
her placement could be impacted. This raises a concern held by students that difficulty coping 
with financial pressure may be translated as poor performance. This is further compounded by 
an assumption that nothing could be done to change the situation and that at the end of the day 
it appears that the only real solution was to just continue on.   
 

... You're just like could they pull me from placement, okay I'm not going to tell them. Could 
my agency say we don't think she's coping, okay I'm not going to say anything. I will cope 
with this by myself because I do not want my placement pulled and to have to go through 
this yet another time. If I tell someone then I have to be accountable to those people and I 
don't know what their reaction's going to be. I also know there's probably little chance that 
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they can help me in a way that's going to be valuable, so I will just cop it and I'll deal with 
it and I'll keep going. 
 

The issue of developing and maintaining professional boundaries on placement was also raised 
as an issue that impacted on a student’s decision about seeking help. During a focus group 
students discussed the implications of potentially seeking help from an agency and what could 
happen if at some point in their career the agency or worker recalled them seeking assistance.  
 

 I’ve also have got the thing where I'm a professional and professional barriers have got 
me doing things, but as person, those are barriers that I need to cross. It’s sort of 
irreconcilable. If I go into an agency asking for help, what happens if I'm working with 
this person two months, three months, a year down the line. So you turn around going 
this has the potential to impact upon how I'm seen as a professional down the track as 
well. 

 
Finally, the last issue identified as a potential impact of seeking help relates to a student’s level 
of awareness of the parallels between a client situation and that of a student regarding financial 
hardship. Clients are perceived as worse off yet there is awareness that there are definite 
similarities in the situation. Students however seem to believe that they should be somewhat 
more resilient or somehow have the skills, knowledge and resources to better manage a similar 
situation. 

I'm seeing clients who are financially in the same position as me, yet they think because I'm 
actually doing the job I'm all-fine. They come into the agency for assistance with food 
parcels and all sorts of other things...  

 I work with people who are homeless and others who are really struggling, like pensioners. 
I can name all these other people who in my mind are so much worse off, but then when 
you look at - you're like actually well maybe I present a bit differently but it's probably 
quite a similar financial situation......our awareness that there are so many vulnerable 
people out there that you do still feel quite advantaged compared to those, so you're 
willing to take the hit. 

I know, it’s weird, you turn around and tell the clients all the time that this is what these  
agencies are for. There's not that judgment or discrimination and there they’re to help, not 
to judge you or your lifestyle. They’re there to give you what you need in order for you to do 
it. When it comes to doing it ourselves, you turn around and go yeah but I'm a professional 
here. I’ve got these skills and everything else. I shouldn’t need to do that. I know that’s 
where I sit on it anyway.  
 
 
Case study 4 
 
A student was experiencing a range of multiple stressors while on placement, financial 
hardship being one due to the need to minimize hours of paid work to manage her 
placement requirements. She was reluctant to seek financial support via the university for 
fear of judgment that she had not done enough to effectively plan and prepare for the 
financial stressors that placement can pose. Additionally, she was reluctant to advise the 
placement agency and university of the hardship she was experiencing for fear that this 
would be interpreted as ‘not coping’ with the demands of placement. She was also 
concerned that speaking out about her situation may jeopardise her placement and 
ultimately result in not passing. Her coping strategy was to seek support from family and 
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friends. In doing so though she had a sense that she was draining all of her available support 
networks and carried a sense of burden and apprehension around further seeking help 
because she has ‘burnt everybody out in two years’ and felt that every time she saw a friend 
or family member they were thinking ‘for Christ sake what does she want now?’  
 
Discussion 
Many students shared a concern that completing their studies and in particular the 
placements not only caused a financial debt but also an emotional debt to family and friends 
that supported them to complete studies. This was associated with a sense of guilt about 
‘owing’ people, a sense of shame about being dependent on others for support, a felt 
concern that inadvertently they may also cause hardship for others and concerns as to how 
the financial and emotional debt could be repaid. 
 
 

Many of these issues stem from how students perceive others will view and judge their situation 
not specifically how university or an agency has or would respond to a situation. A choice has 
been made in the minds of these students to not speak out or share the details of their personal 
circumstances for fear of repercussion. The next section of the report explores the situation of 
students who have asked for support and the effectiveness of these strategies.  

ACCESSING SUPPORT DURING PLACEMENT 

During placement, 170 respondents (83%) accessed support from family and friends, 61 (29%) 
accessed support from the university, and 37 (18%) accessed formal support off campus such as 
counselling or charity assistance. 

Figure 4 shows students’ perceived effectiveness of support strategies during placement. 
Overall, less than 20% of students perceived scholarships/bursaries, fee exemptions and 
financial grants as very effective, while 30% considered that flexible placement arrangements 
were very/extremely effective. The results about the effectiveness of bursaries etc should be 
considered with caution as they may reflect a limitation of the data (and the numbers of 
students qualifying for financial support) rather than an assumption that financial support from 
university is not useful.  
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Not all students had the option of applying for a bursary (university-specific), others chose not 
to apply because they thought there were others who would have a higher need than their own. 
For those students who knew about bursaries and were successful in applying for them through 
their university there was a high degree of satisfaction and gratitude. 
 

The $1800 came at the beginning of summer placement. It came quite close to Christmas 
time. Yeah so that was just amazing. That actually lifted my spirits so much because I was 
so worried about how the hell am I going to get the kids into school. They're not going to 
school without crisp white shirts, that sort of stuff you know. 

Students developed a variety of additional coping strategies to deal with the financial impact of 
placement, ranging from more formal strategies to a host of informal strategies, such as getting 
loans from parents, moving back home during placement to reduce costs, taking in a boarder to 
share rent, modifying diet, reducing paid work hours if possible, using accrued leave, delaying 
payments on loans and getting emotional support from friends.  
 
The students were keen to emphasise in their comments that they recognise that they need to 
plan and anticipate placement, but they also knew that there was a limit to what could be 
achieved by even the very best of planning when it comes to coping with the time and financial 
impact of placement. Some of the self-care strategies consisted of making time for non-work 
activities: 
 

I mean I was really committed to self-care while I was on placement. So I really made sure 
that I was still doing the things that I - well things that I wanted to do that weren't going 
to cost the world. I suppose I was lucky because most of my girlfriends do the same degree 
so we're all in the same boat. So we had committed to each just putting in $5 a week and 
whatever that money could cover is what we would use for our girls' nights. 
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Figure 4: Perceived effectiveness of support strategies during placement  
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I had to give away my yoga membership because that was an ongoing expense but then I 
found that within the Logan community they offered yoga classes once a week for $3. So it 
was just about trying to capitalise on a lot of the free or no/ small cost activities that are 
within in my area. But it certainly meant changing a lot of things and learning how to 
compromise. 
 
There's a really good doctor down at the QUT clinics that I've been able to talk to about 
some things and she's recommended to go to the QUT Counselling Services, but I haven't 
felt that I was at that - well, you know, ready to do that yet. 

 
Emotional support and physical self-care were clearly identified as important in coping with the 
stress of financial difficulty. When it came to dealing with the financial stress in material terms 
the responses varied depending on what was available. For those students with strong informal 
social networks they could seek small loans from friends and family, for others any additional 
credit came at a high cost. Some of the responses below illustrate the advantages of being able 
to access money from friends and family and the stress and risks associated with having to rely 
on commercial credit and getting into further debt. What is clear is that some coping 
mechanisms had higher emotional and financial costs than others.  
 

I'm again [bumping] my credit card up; what's not good. I'm putting money there to be 
able to do it and I will be in debt again. Everything that I work to make better, I'll go 
backwards. I'm still paying off the debt from previous placements.  

I rely on family and working beforehand, working before placement, delaying expenses and 
things like that. I'm really careful about what I spend and everything when I am doing 
[unclear]. I think that's even more so because - so that my partner doesn't get more upset 
about us getting further behind. 

My position has changed and my partner can support me now. Well I felt guilty. I felt really 
guilty for my privilege so I felt guilty about other students who I knew who were doing it 
financially tougher and who were trying to work.  

I don't trust myself with a credit card, but there's been a few times I've had to borrow 
money off my parents, and then we do an interest-free loan. Basically it's a loan from them 
and then I just pay them back with a certain amount each week, so it's basically a loan, just 
not documented up. 

Many of the students that did seek informal support still felt reluctant to ask, especially as they 
felt they were training as social workers and therefore they should be the ones offering help, not 
seeking help. Accessing formal support might have less emotional costs, but it could have high 
material costs. These more formal strategies tended to be used by students who had limited 
access to informal financial and emotional support. Some of the main costs for this group of 
respondents were the commercial rates of interest charged on small term loans and taking on 
extra credit card debt: 
 

I have had to accept extra shifts prior to the commencement of my placement so I can 
manage during the four and a half months without work. I have also obtained another 
credit card to assist with the purchase of necessities such as food, clothing, school fees for 
my children, uniforms.  
 

Case study 5  
 
One student had thought that she had planned well enough by compiling $20,000 in savings. 
However with a family she realised that this was not going to cover the loss of income that 
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she would normally earn. Despite being on a very strict budget she realised that she was 
going to require additional support for day-to-day living expenses such as food. After some 
period of time, the student had to look at what might be available in her local area and 
discovered a local church group that does a food bank three days a week. After using this 
service on a regular basis she eventually told them her story. She struck up a good 
relationship with the priest who praised her for what she was doing, which gave her back a 
little bit of faith that it was okay to seek help. For her at the end of the day it was a matter of 
survival and a realisation that that I had to eat my pride rather than have my kids go hungry.  
 
Discussion 
During the research, interviews with Welfare Support and Counselling staff revealed the 
difficulties that students often experience in accessing help from off campus welfare 
agencies. There is a growing awareness that even though students are often categorized as 
being at risk, they do not meet the eligibility criteria for many support agencies. Due to 
increased demands and less resources available for emergency relief agencies, prioritized 
eligibility arrangements are quite common. Such systems see priority for support given to 
the highly vulnerable and to families rather than to individuals or students who may have 
some means (often not enough) for survival. 
 

 

UNIVERSITY STAFF PERSPECTIVES 

A total of ten semi-structured interviews were undertaken with university staff that provided 
support to students undertaking field education placements. Six (6) were with field education 
unit (FEU) staff from four universities, and four were with staff providing university (3) or 
faculty wide (1) student welfare and support (WSS) services. Where distinctive data from these 
two cohorts is reported separately. Overall there is a strong resonance with many of the issues 
and needs identified above by students.  

COURSE AND PLACEMENT CHARACTERISTICS 

FEU staff interviewed had responsibility for placements with students enrolled in a variety of 
courses, including both Bachelor and Masters qualifying social work courses, as well as various 
human services degrees. Some were also involved in double degrees.  

Students were required to be on placement for up to 500 hours on each of two occasions and up 
18 weeks depending on the number of days per week at the placement host agency. Depending 
on the university students may be on placement only in semester one, in semesters one and two 
or for one university across semesters one, two, or three (summer). Credit points for placement 
varied from 24 to 48. 

The number of subjects students are required to undertake if enrolled full-time is usually one or 
two depending on credit points attributed to the placement subjects and the course progression 
for students. There appears to be general consensus that the focus for students should be on 
placement and an attempt is made to minimise requirements that may deflect from that 
experience. There is an awareness that increasing the academic load for students on placement 
contributes to stress and hardship. Whilst courses have generally been structured to be mindful 
of what other units students are required to undertake simultaneous to placement it is apparent 
that students do not necessarily follow the recommended sequence or quantity of units 
intended to sit alongside placement. Attachment Nine details this information.  
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I think they can do up to two [units] but some are doing more than that. The ones that they do 
in their course progression are designed to walk alongside placement so they complement. But 
when they're doing things that aren't similar then it's a problem. It does mean that there's a lot 
of assessment. 

All FEU staff indicated that they had experienced an increase in number of students enrolling in 
their social work degrees and in some cases this had doubled over the past few years. The 
courses with the greatest increase are reported as MSW programs. Two of the universities have 
also seen large increases in the number of international students undertaking social work 
degrees, particularly in the Masters of Social Work (qualifying program). The tables below 
highlight the increase in enrolment numbers. While the BSW program looks like it is growing, it 
is in fact flat lining for over a decade. The apparent increase is due to students taking longer to 
complete, which may well be related to students experience of financial hardship needing to 
earn and income and thereby taking longer to complete the degree. The growth in the MSW 
however has been significant. This program started in 2008 nationally and has basically 
doubled each year for the first few years, then with growth tapering off however a 15% growth 
is evident for 2012-13. Source Healy, K. & Lonne, B. (2010). The Social Work and Human 
Services Workforce: Report from a National Study of Education, Training and Workforce Needs, 
Strawberry Hills, NSW: Australian Learning and Teaching Council. 

Table 5: Enrolment Number for the BSW program 2008-2013 
 

BSW DOMESTIC ENROLMENT NUMBERS 2008-2013 QUEENSLAND UNIVERSITIES 

 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 % Change 
Since 2008 

QUT 91 144 190 223 316 379 316 

UQ 366 312 302 329 346 325 - 11.2 

GRIFFITH 139 170 164 191 252 271 94.9 

JAMES COOK 418 399 381 365 425 424 1.4 

ACU 153 146 109 91 252 265 73 

CQU 203 225 233 212 248 279 37.4 

USC 67 101 139 164 221 263 292 

 
Table 6: Enrolment Numbers for the MSW program 2008-2013 
 

MSW DOMESTIC ENROLMENT NUMBERS 2008-2013 QUEENSLAND UNIVERSITIES  

 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 % Change 
since 2010 

QUT NOT 
OFFERED  

 58   75   98   141  143 

UQ  83   92   101   112   119  29.35 

GRIFFITH  27   162   223   254   287  77 

JAMES COOK  3   79   86   97   113  43 

ACU  1   60   81   108   94  56.6 

USC  1   10   26   46   53  430 
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ON STUDENT FINANCIAL STRESS 

Both FEU and WSS staff indicated they had noticed increasing complexity in student 
circumstances. A range of contributing factors was cited including ones related to finances and 
employment, placement readiness, family responsibilities and mental health.  

The placements are long, 500 hours a semester, which means that they  
often are trying to juggle work and placements. So they're working sometimes six  
and a half days a week or seven days a week or five days a week and five nights a  
week. That takes a toll on their physical and emotional soul just to survive. We're  
also asking them to dress properly for work, to get themselves there, to have their  
lunches, to engage like a worker and that's very expensive for people. 

 

Both FEU and WSS staff indicated they had seen an increasing prevalence in financial stress 
experienced by students. A WSS staff from one university cited statistics indicating the 
percentage of students seeking support from social work courses had increased steadily from 
7% in 2012 to 10% in 2014 (at the time of interview). Another WSS staff indicated those 
students who find it hardest come from health schools with mandated placements.  

There was a high level of awareness amongst all staff of the prevalence of financial hardship 
amongst students undertaking placement. It was reported as common place for students 
generally to find it difficult to balance doing a placement well with financial obligations. Rent, 
transport, fuel, clothing, and childcare were sources of increased costs whilst on placement 
exacerbated by general increases in the cost of living. Staff were aware of pockets of extreme 
financial stress.  

In summary staff indicate that financial stress issues for students on placement are substantial, 
increasing and for some extremely intense.  

Students coming to pre placement interviews crying - it’s a release of stress and impact of 
this as we ask about issues that might impact on placement. We have always had a degree 
of this but I think it is increasing. 

Mental health, anxiety, depression, trauma, suicidality. Having tricky discussions to refer 
students. We have a duty of care to students and the sector. 

Financial-related issues were seen as woven into other issues for different cohorts of students. 
A commonly cited inter-related issue was that of students on placement being both finance poor 
and time poor.  

Those seen as having heightened risk of financial stress through placement requirements were 
single parents, partnered students with children, independent younger students (under 25) not 
living at home, international students, carers, students who have income earning 
responsibilities for family, and those with mental health issues. A theme across staff responses 
was the extent to which many students worry about how they will cope financially with 
placement.  

WSS staff cite food insecurity as a commonly experienced issue. The combination of being 
financially and time poor is seen as impacting on the way some students eat.  

Sometimes it’s the fairly simple things like having to provide lunch for themselves while 
they are on placement or going out for lunch with team members while they are on 
placement. You can’t do that and they get a bit concerned about that. (WSS staff) 
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The help seeking behaviour of students can impact on how different students experience 
financial pressures. It was often the intersection of course requirements, policy settings and life 
context vulnerabilities which created specific heightened vulnerabilities for particular cohorts. 
For example: 

All the single mums have to organise childcare which is incredibly prohibitive. Especially in 
Masters because you don't get childcare. My understanding is that you don't get the 
childcare rebate while you're on Masters - only for undergraduate courses.  

International student’s heightened vulnerability often stemmed from the intersection of 
financial costs, restricted labour market participation, being away from home supports, and 
cultural expectations. 

Many of them are working two jobs. Because they come here, they pay their fees  
but then they have to live. They pay high rents. They have all the same issues that  
the kids have from all over when they leave home. They're homesick, they're in a different 
culture, they may not have their friendship group. They don't understand the language or 
the culture. They're vulnerable. I think there are a lot of issues for international students. 

 

I've heard too from other people that because of their visa situation that they can't  
get work formally. So the informal cash in hand, that part-time work stuff…So  
there's additional vulnerability around there. Lack of status as employees, so it's all  
just cash in hand, it can be really quite abusive too. Like if you want this job, you  
have to decide whether you go to that lecture or you come and do a shift. It can be quite 
abusive and they are a bit more vulnerable to being exploited. 

 

In respect of financial stress FEU staff talked extensively of significant numbers of students 
trying to navigate or ‘juggle’ their way through the placement requirements of their course, 
sometimes by deferring placement, undertaking course units out of recommended sequence, or 
seeking to undertake a placement at work.  

The needs of students are very complex. Lots asking for ‘Placements at Work’ and flexible 
placements. Big percentage [of masters students] that come in and defer placement as 
there is not a lot of time to arrange their lives as placement is in the first semester. Issues 
for international students and those with family means they often have to defer or cease 
placements. 

Both FEU and WSS staff indicate that the need to change employment arrangements to complete 
placement is a key contributor to placement stress. This can involve a reduction in work hours, 
a change of jobs conducive to placement hours, quitting work altogether, and saving leave for 
long periods of time to afford time off for placement. 

FEU staff indicate greater problems when the lead time available for students to plan is limited, 
a feature of Masters qualifying social work programs. Even where significant lead time is 
available the real financial impact may not be realised by students until placement is upon them. 

They get through 2 years of study and they realise that placement is going to be full time and 
they do not know how that are going to fit it in. The realisation does not hit when it should. 
Some students are just not prepared and have not planned for placement.  
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[Students] often don't say anything until things get to almost crisis point. Things occur on 
placement that affects normal daily life. Often these things are not planned for or students not 
prepared for. Come out while they are on placement.  

FEU staff indicate a range of common queries from students including Iinformation on 
placement requirements and how they are going to manage and requests to drop back their 
hours per week at placement because they are not managing combined placement and work 
requirements. 

PREPARING STUDENTS FOR PLACEMENT 

FEU staff indicate that warning is provided about challenges students may face in undertaking 
placement, and specifically canvas financial challenges as part of their engagement with 
students. There is a strong view across staff that there should be early and strong engagement 
about the range of possible stressors associated with placement including financial ones and 
that this requires both information provision and active discussion. A number of WSS staff 
indicated that clearer information about the potential actual costs of placement should be 
included in course information and in course briefings and planning processes.  

A variety of mechanisms are cited by FEU staff as currently employed. The particular 
combination of strategies used varies across universities and courses. Strategies include: 

 Pre-enrolment information in response to potential enrolment queries  

 Orientation Week  

 Early in course information on planning for placement 

 Pre placement interviews, and pre placement workshops  

 Information sessions for agency supervisors, which may be open to all students. 
 

FEU staff report considerable diversity in how students engage with this information and 
prepare for stresses associated with placement. Their experience is that some students will 
consciously prepare as best they can, others do not - some think they have an understanding but 
in reality the awareness of hardship may not set in until they are on placement, whilst others 
are aware but see no option as they have particular commitments that are unable to be 
moderated. Most students in some way need to ‘grit their teeth and hang on’.  

I think for some of them it hits when they're on placement. For other people they're really  
well aware of it and they're terrified but they can't do anything about it. They have  
no other option, they have to work. For those sorts of people they walk around  
incredibly tired. … I don't think it really sinks in until second placement. 
It depends of the level of priority students place on placement and for some it’s quite low so 
they generally struggle. 

Strategies employed to help student prepare for placement are oriented to education about 
coping with stress, getting students to plan ahead and develop stress reducing strategies (this 
includes stressors identification in the placement assessment process for each student), and 
information on learning, welfare and financial support options. As represented in the quotes 
below there is some variability across FEU staff in the extent to which they see students as 
needing to self-manage their situation versus students simply being overwhelmed by factors 
largely outside their control.  

I need students to better manage themselves to survive as I cannot support the students to 
the degree required.  
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Well I think most of the students really put as much in as they can. But I'm thinking  
of one particular girl who the placement was just disintegrating because she just  
could not keep up with what was being asked. 
 

One WSS staff indicated that because students often do not seek assistance until they are in 
crisis that it is important that information is accessible mid-placement and that all those 
involved in the placement process know where to refer students for support.  

Overall there is a sense that the majority of students do not or are not able to fully prepare 
themselves for long placements. For FEU staff this appears to be related to the difficulty 
students have in planning ahead generally, often for reasons beyond their control and difficulty 
they have in preparing students for the combined challenges of placement where financial 
aspects are woven into others.  

IMPACT ON PLACEMENT EXPERIENCE 

There is consensus across FEU staff respondents that financial challenges create additional 
stress for students undertaking placement, and that these can have a negative impact on the 
capacity of students to engage with placement and on the quality of student learning.  

I do think their learning is not as deep as it could be.  

They've been really excited about placement but they haven't gone in with all their  
heart and soul because they've just been too stressed and fatigued and that's  
picked up by people who say, well they don't really want to be here, therefore why  
should we consider them or give them a good mark? 
 

The time commitment of placement, and impact of this in terms of fatigue and learning, is a 
recurring theme. 

For some of the students the financial challenge does get in the way of placement being a 
good learning experience. I hear lots of comments about them being tired, this could 
happen whether they have other work or not. We hear comments about people feeling as 
though their health is affected. They have to work strategically so they make decisions 
about what they engage with and what they don't. Contribution to online learning is low – 
that's about having to prioritise other commitments. They don't have time. … if it’s not 
required or part of assessment then they don't do it, they end up doing just what they have 
to. They say they know they want to learn more but they just have not been able to manage 
it with the time they have available to them. 

FEU staff observe that impacts on placement arising from financial stress can result in students 
dropping out, deferring, and failing other subjects. There was a view however that financial 
stress had not caused students to fail placement. 

There is general agreement that host agency supervisors can generally read the signs of stress 
for students but may not attribute such signs to financial stress. Signs include tiredness, lack of 
engagement with learning and other cues can be easily misread as something else. FEU staff 
indicate there is often a reluctance by students to share their situation with host agency 
supervisors. 
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When asked to what extent they believed that a student’s financial challenges negatively impact 
on the universities relationship with a placement agency FEU staff indicated that this was not 
uncommon. In general they saw financial stress as a contributing rather than the main factor.  

Personally I have had to do a lot of bridge building and mending relationships with 
placement agencies. Calling in favours with colleagues in the field is not uncommon to help 
supervise difficult students. We have to do a lot of support with them to manage students. 

FEU staff indicated the most commonly negotiated solutions to tensions relate to more 
flexibility to placement arrangements, and a renegotiation of expectations, often as a reaction to 
emergent tensions.  

The impact on the university's relationship with the placement agency has meant 
 that quite often we are called to go in and troubleshoot. I had to do quite a bit of  
that last semester. Just renegotiating the workloads and the expectation. Ensuring  
that the students – that the reality of what the student was going through was  
represented in the work plan rather than the supervisor just assuming that the  
student was lazy or not coping. This is quite an individualised approach that could  
potentially take heaps of time especially with students who aren't being upfront  
with their financial or emotional state. …it does take a lot and it really murders the 
university placement agency relationship too. If we don't have quality students going 
through then they'll be reluctant to take other students. It's very hard to recover so you do 
have to do a lot of troubleshooting.  

 

FEU staff were asked if financial stress varied according to the semester placement was 
undertaken - Semester 1 (February-June), Semester 2 (July to November) or Summer 
(November- February).  

Overall it seems the second placement seems to be more influential in terms of financial stress. 
The second placement may have more limited options for flexibility with the need to meet     
remaining AASW requirements by the end of the course. For example if students have already 
done a Placement At Work (PAW) as their first placement, then a second can only be done in 
exceptional circumstances. Second placement was also seen as sometimes exacerbating issues 
that may not have been resolved in a first placement. Or a student may have depleted the 
resources they have access to. 

Where a summer placement option is available this is seen to have potential disadvantages and 
advantages depending on various contextual factors. A disadvantage is that the summer 
semester is shorter and can mean increased pressure to complete the required hours, 
particularly if the student also has paid work commitments. An observed advantage however is 
that some students have additional options for child care by partners, reducing the cost of 
childcare. 

Where students were able to study in external mode FEU staff indicated these students were at 
additional risk of financial stress due to the prevalence of substantial work commitments. There 
is recognition across staff that a placement in a regional or remote area may often be highly 
beneficial in terms of a learning experience and career foundation but usually brings with it 
significant additional cost.  

It's the tension between a great learning experience and trying to survive while you are doing 
it.  
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SUPPORTING STUDENTS EXPERIENCING FINANCIAL STRESS RELATED TO 
PLACEMENT 

Many of the Field Education staff and student support services reiterated the impacts identified 
earlier in this report. They also identified certain cohorts at greater risk, such as low SES 
students, international students, mature age students, students with disabilities and high 
support needs, single parents and domestic students where English is a second language and 
that some of these issues are more acutely felt in the Master of Social Work (qualifying) because 
students have little time to prepare and plan for the placement. Student support staff were also 
keen to emphasise that there are individual differences in terms of resilience to these stressors. 
It can depend on what informal supports are in place, which can make the impact less intense.  
 
Student support services also questioned the quality of learning that can take place during a 
placement when students are under financial and mental stress: 
 

You have to wonder what the impact is on student learning over two long placements. It 
becomes a massive distraction when your worries about where you are going to get your 
money each week..  

 
Many of the student support services staff across universities spoke of increased demand in the 
last year for their services from social work and human service students. The range of practical 
services offered included counselling, food banks and information on equity scholarships. Food 
insecurity was a common issue student support staff had to respond to, with some being able to 
offer vouchers, which are regarded as having less stigma attached to them compared with a 
food hamper. Sometimes the strategies employed are information based, such as letting 
students know when they qualify for Youth Allowance or Newstart Allowance. But even when 
students become eligible there can be issues around ongoing eligibility of allowable time to 
complete the degree, which can be an issue for students doing their placement for a full 
semester outside the allowable time. Centrelink payment rules and inadequate levels of 
payment was a dominant theme in interviews with student support staff. Student support 
services often worked closely with other parts of the university to build collaborative strategies, 
including with the Field Education Units.  

Field Education Units were consistent in offering workshops to help prepare students for 
demands of placement, as well as workshops for supervisors. These preparation workshops 
were positively evaluated by students and agencies in the field. However, there was also an 
acknowledgement by Field Education Unit staff that it is still a big shock to students when they 
finally confront the time and financial pressures first hand. Some of the comments made by 
staff, included “they nearly burn themselves out just to get through”, “the lines can become blurry 
for students when they are trying to support students to manage the same issues they themselves 
are trying to cope with as student practitioners”, “when you are worried about money and housing 
it is hard to prioritise your learning on placement”.  

Field education staff also reported feedback from supervisors in the field regarding student 
tiredness and impacts on their health associated with demands of placement. In general these 
observations were not readily associated with financial stress, which may reflect student 
reluctance to reveal financial difficulty because of a fear of failing or a sense of shame about 
being in financial difficulty. It was also reported that some field supervisors do not always 
understand the constraints of the course.  Often, they advocate on the students behalf for 
greater flexibility in regard to placement hours and timeframe for completion. It was reported 
that supervisors would raise concerns if they feel the student is at risk or as a duty of care issue. 
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Other supervisors raise concerns when they feel the stress is impacting on the learning, as the 
following reflection from a Field Education Staff member indicates: 

We do get feedback from supervisors that suggest students' level of engagement may be 
affected due to stress or fatigue. I think that the tiredness and the attention to detail is 
sometimes lost when people are tired. Also emotionally people just get really ragged so 
they may not pick up emotional cues. They may not - they might take things out of context 
because they're not emotionally stable enough to be in that space. Not unusual for people 
to work placement all day and then go to a call centre job at night time and then rock up at 
placement the next day exhausted. Hard over a small period of time but god, we're talking 
about 15 weeks or 14 or 18 or - and then we want them to be all - so yeah. We're talking 
about being kind and responsive and doing client-centered practice but we're not really 
putting students at the centre.  

Students in financial stress come to the attention of FEU/ WSS staff in various ways. There is a 
view that FEU staff through the placement preparation and liaison process get to know students 
and their circumstances quite well, particularly where the course cohort size allows. FEU staff 
all spoke of the important role that strong direct contact with students played in identifying and 
responding to issues that arose for students, including those related to financial stress. Even so 
they acknowledged they may or may not become aware of these issues and are cautious not to 
probe in such a manner as to disrespect or breach a student’s privacy.  

I may try and keep an eye on them but not obviously. 

WSS staff outlined a range of strategies used to advertise support services to students, including 
information sessions prior to placement, and an increasing use of web and social media vehicles. 
They become aware of specific student needs through contact being made by students 
sometimes via Faculty staff. Whilst it is apparent that universities have a range of student 
support strategies in place WSS staff talk of the limited amount of support they can provide 
specifically for financial pressures students experience on placement.  

FEU staff indicated that students are more likely to first access informal supports, including 
family and peers. The role of staff in picking up on deeper issues such as financial stress is seen 
as often arising out of sensitive engagement with individual students around other presenting, 
often ‘crisis’ issues.  

There's quite an underground of support between students, so students helping each other. 
The second one I think they would go to their - the Field Education Unit and to maybe 
student services. It depends on the person. It depends on how sharp the supervisor is. If the 
supervisor or other staff are picking things up, it might come out of that. But there's - 
normally unless it's volunteered, it comes out when there's a crisis like, ‘I'm sick’ or ‘You 
spoke to that person really badly’ or ‘What's happening to you?’ 

Students don't tend to do this in a timely way – things often get really bad before they 
reveal their situation. 

If we start seeing students as a client in terms of some of the issues we are seeing them try 
to deal with, we hone in on that student [and] we just let all students know generally what 
hardship they might face and where to go if they do.  

A number of FEU staff commented at length on the expectations some students have of being 
awarded a particular grade regardless of level of achievement. This can be driven by financial 
imperatives such as the need to complete the course in the shortest possible time, and can be 
magnified for International students who are paying much higher fees. 
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Well the fee stuff is interesting because although for many of them it's not upfront  
fees, what people are saying is that ‘I can't afford not to pass’ [or] ’I can't afford to just  
keep on doing this over a long time’. So they try to shorten the length of time that  
they're doing their degree. Any opportunity to do an extra subject, to get  
placement over is taken. Because they can't afford another semester of not working  
or the having fees, or trying to juggle everything. 

 

Strategies used by FEU staff include: 

 Changing some aspects of placement arrangements, the key being the capacity for 
university, agency and student flexibility. 
Try and minimise impact on placement – look at options to change hours on placement, 

change role for student while on placement – look at these logistics first. 

 A mid-placement assessment tool to gauge the level of risk for each student. 
I’ve developed a mid-placement assessment tool to gauge the level of risk students might be 
under. It gets supervisors to rate students at a standard and allows us to identify what the 
student and the agency needs. It provides the vehicle for having the conversation about 
how well students are coping and if financial stress is an issue it generally can be picked up 
at this point. From here we try and identify what we can do. 

 A repeated emphasis on personal care as well as professional wellbeing in placement 
workshops. In every placement workshop there's an element of talking about what's 
happening for people on a professional level and on a personal level during placement. … 
what we're seeing is that by bringing people together they're actually sharing some stuff 
and there's a lot more inter student communication and support with that. There is a big 
focus on how are you going and what's the reality and how do we help you get through 
this?  

 Encouragement of peer support, such as involvement of past students in pre-placement 
seminars, placement peer groups.  
 
Get past students to come back and share their story of how they manage. This has been 
valuable and we time this just before students go on placement. We also get students to 
talk in pre placement forums as well. 

 
 At one university a student care collective has developed and has started a Facebook 

page for fellow students on placement. 
 

 Provision of placement specific bursaries at the School level. 
 

 Referral to support services on campus, including access to university bursaries, loans, 
scholarships etc. 
 

 Various forms of food provision (food bank, food cupboard, community garden). 
 

Strategies used by WSS staff include: 

 Interest free loans, and assistance with renegotiating loans 

 Bursaries, including emergency relief bursaries and WIL bursaries 

 Assistance with text book costs 
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 Printing credits 

 Food parcels and relief 

 A wide range of information including about banks which offer no cost accounts  

 Gift cards, and food/ petrol vouchers as an emergency relief strategy 

 Workshops on budgeting 

 Referral to NGO’s and local churches for a wide range of welfare needs. 
 

WSS staff generally considered students on placement to have limited access to the support they 
could provide as they were not or rarely on campus. At one university the role of the faculty-
based LISCO (low income student contact officer) was seen as particularly useful by the 
university-wide welfare officer for students undertaking a social work or human services 
placement.  

Financial Support Officers are awesome – so many students get through their whole degree 
with the help of the LISCO – low-income student contact officer. This is one of the best 
programs that we have and she is able to help with a huge range of issues and can help 
students with the costs of prac as well. If she can’t help she will refer to us and vice versa. 
(WSS staff) 

Overall there is a sense that a system of support does exist but that it is not keeping pace with 
the needs of students, and in particular with the needs of students required to undertake 
mandated long placements. 

We offer support for textbooks, for students who are having unforeseen circumstances to help 
keep food on the table and a roof over their head. But, there is room for improvements. We 
need to grow accordingly as student numbers and complexity of needs grow.  

University staff interviewed cited loss of income as an issue across students, though the extent 
of hardship experienced varied between students. There is general agreement that support is 
not sufficient for the level of student need in respect of long unpaid placements. Whilst FEU staff 
indicate they make substantial efforts to support students through a variety of strategies that 
overall responses to financial stress are often crisis oriented and insufficient.  

It feels like the university doesn't have a lot of resources. There are scholarships and 
bursaries and student services. But there's no real coordinated response. Things can be a 
bit ad hoc and it's a bit hard to tell how effective they are. I think the emergency bursaries 
are great at times because it can mean that people can finish placement. 

SOCIAL POLICY INCLUDING INCOME SUPPORT 

Specifically there is consensus that Government policy and in particular income support (e.g. 
Centrelink ) policies are a substantial issue. FEU and WSS staff see the requirements and 
impacts interface between income support and placement as quite complex for a range of 
reasons including Centrelink payments not increasing with students not having enough to 
survive, and students losing types or levels of entitlement. The latter is sometimes linked to the 
impact of placement for students doing a certain number of days at university to gain a 
particular benefit. Changes to Centrelink parenting payments which required some students to 
shift to Newstart was seen as resulting in a loss of income for those students. Also mentioned by 
numerous WSS respondents was the impact of cessation of the JET program for support with 
childcare, particularly for Masters students. 
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The main issue we notice is eligibility via Centrelink – this has a big impact on what students 
can get on top of their benefits and a lot of the times if they are receiving the full Centrelink 
entitlement they are not eligible for other students support from university. If students identify 
early enough we can generally get things in place but help is limited.  

It’s hard for single mums with changes to parenting payment – this affects their ability to 
continue to study. It’s difficult for families as well as the loss of income for 4 months can create 
big financial stresses. 

The Centrelink stuff is huge in terms of - for some people they have to do a certain amount of 
credit points to get their Centrelink payments. Unless they do placement and the units that go 
with it - which might be the thing that if they're also trying to work part-time, might topple 
over. 
 
Leading causes of hardship have increased arising from general rises in cost of living and job 
shortages, but Centrelink payments have not increased and are not enough to survive on. Rent 
and costs of living have all increased but payments have not. In the past students did not need 
to work as many hours as they do know just in order to survive to supplement benefits they 
might get from Centrelink.  

One WSS indicated that most current strategies are short-term and advocated for change to 
Commonwealth and Centrelink policy so that students on placement are seen as undertaking a 
full-time study load for the period of placement. Other areas of policy seen as having a 
constraining effect on include the Brisbane public transport ‘GoCard’ system, where registration 
and expiry practices are seen as barriers to the support with those costs. 

For some international students  government policies and practices of their home country and 
international economic factors can have a significant impact, such as rules around student loans 
from their home country or the impacts of the high Australian dollar on cost of living.  

A lot of international students have to go back home each semester to organise finances, 
take care of family and then come back. Some students are impacted by the one child policy 
so they have to go home and look after issues for parents as they are seen as the head of the 
household. This exacerbates financial hardship for these students. 

A CHANGING HUMAN SERVICES LANDSCAPE 

Some staff spoke of or alluded to a complex and changing industry context that demanded 
consideration if stresses experienced by students are to be fully appreciated and usefully 
responded to. The proposed 2014 Federal Budget changes that will see reduced core funding 
and a further deregulation of the higher education sector creates a lot of uncertainty. It is 
unclear what impact the increased individual cost of undertaking tertiary study will be, 
particularly as human services and social work is not a highly paid profession. Added to this the 
impact of state and federal funding cuts to social services means that the areas of potential 
employment and the type of work is changing. The following extract points to industry issues 
such as resource scarcity, workforce changes, and the way agencies and students see the 
purpose of placements.  

One of the questions we need to ask ourselves is are we current? What's happening  
in the context around how agencies are stretched and experiencing reduced staff  
hours or cut programs. Even the best of our agencies have people going down to  
part-time and stuff. Or there's a lot more support work, which doesn't necessarily  
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mean that you should have a university degree. The opportunities in the sector are  
reducing and the demand for placements are increasing. Also many students see  
placement as an entrée into the workforce, so they want to go to a certain  
placement because they think that they're going to get a job out of it. Rather than  
the learning which is a problem is in itself. 

 

Placement requirements 

A theme across all staff interviewed is that there is a lack of sufficient flexibility in how long 
placements are undertaken. The longer the placement the harder it is for students to manage 
financial stress.  

FEU staff responses reflect their need to deal with a range of sometimes competing policy and 
situational pressures and requirements. Professional and pedagogical logics are most clearly 
evident as underpinning their sense of what requirements condition the way placement s are 
structured. FEU staff are strongly of the view that block placements are necessary for the 
development of core skills but acknowledge the substantial impacts in respect of financial 
stress.  

Professional association requirements are generally presented as providing tight limits on what 
options can be explored to deal with student stress. Most FEU staff indicated they, and at times 
host agency supervisors, felt constrained by what they saw as AASW requirements experienced 
as onerous or which have implications for their felt duty of care to students.  

Difficult sometimes to meet AASW requirements with placements. 

Supervisors don't understand the professional limitations of the course and sometimes we 
do get calls from them saying they are worried about students. All we can do is discuss the 
issue with the student and agency and look at strategies to get them through. 

The other group of people that get highly distressed about student poverty is the 
supervisors. They see these kids coming through and they're not eating properly, they're 
not sleeping properly – and yet they have to abide by the need to do 500 hours. So they'd 
love to give a kid a break but when are they going to do their hours? 

It means on the one hand we are saying come on in we would love to have you but on the 
other hand we are saying by the way you have got to manage for 18 weeks twice without 
having your usual income. I feel we are setting them up and makes it really difficult.  

I don't really think anyone has a full understanding about the impact of this degree on 
international students and how well it serves their needs. I think we need research in this 
area. The AASW needs to look at this I think as it is not doing the social work image much 
good - it looks like it is being exploited and I don't think it is being managed well at all.  

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS IDENTIFIED BY STUDENTS AND 
STAKEHOLDERS 

Students, student services support staff, field educators and heads of school were all asked to 
identify what potential solutions they thought would help to alleviate the issues and impacts 
identified earlier. What became clear is that students had a host of suggestions, indicating that 
they had clearly thought through possible solutions and in many cases had sought to action 
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their strategies, with mixed success. The strength of the responses to the questions on 
identifying solutions indicates that this is not an isolated issue for a small number of students. 
 
Rather than evaluate the solutions that were offered what we have done here is group by type of 
respondent. Some strategies were clearly aimed at addressing the limitations of the income 
support arrangements for students, some suggestions were directed towards the regulatory 
bodies such as the AASW, some to the universities and others were directed to agencies in the 
field. Students also accepted a level of personal responsibility, but were also clear they couldn't 
do it alone, as one student said: Placing all the responsibility on students to plan is not the 
ultimate solution – something needs to change. 
 
A common theme across these different areas of responsibility was the notion of greater 
flexibility, either in regard to potential earnings, placement arrangements or in terms of more 
tailored placement hour options for different cohorts, such as mature age students with caring 
responsibilities. All of the solutions were offered in the interest of ensuring that work integrated 
learning requirements was able to respond to changes in the circumstances of students, such as 
the high number of students that now also undertake paid work to support their studies, or the 
demands of care responsibilities. Stakeholder responses were more focused on institutional 
responsibilities and considerations of the field and accreditation agencies.  
 
What was clear across both groups of respondents was that changes are required to reduce the 
financial impact of work integrated learning. There was no question about the value of work 
integrated learning for students achieving a level of competence as an emerging professional, 
but there were questions about how it was being implemented and questions about how 
expectations around placement are being communicated. While planning for placement is a 
sound message to give to students it has become clear in the course of this study that no amount 
of planning is going to be able to compensate for the lack of time and money that can in some 
cases make successful completion of a placement unattainable.  

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS IDENTIFIED BY STUDENTS 

There were some prominent themes in student responses to the question about what could be 
done to improve the transition to placement and support whilst on placement. Some of the 
dominant responses were investigating a cost sharing arrangement for paid placements, a small 
travel and clothing subsidy, more flexible arrangements for completing hours, reduce the total 
number of hours so placements could be completed in 12-13 weeks, better federal government 
income support arrangements for students, including allowances for paid employment and 
minimising formal pieces of assessment whilst on placement: 

I just think that the government just really needs to review the income support that 
students get during that time. I think they make it that you're almost below the poverty 
line when you're working towards something and it almost feels like you're being punished 
for that.  

On the theme of increasing the credit value of practicums and reducing formal assessment: 

Minimising formal assessment, as there simply isn't enough time to do them on top of 
placement without significant stress. Lowering the number of hours necessary for a social 
work placement so we can do 3 days a week, or shorten our stay on placement. 

Having to undertake an additional subject at university on a Friday takes up an entire day 
for me which makes me miss out on paid employment. It would be ideal if this subject was 
either online or integrated into the placement learning. 
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Less placement days per week to allow more days to work and earn a living. Other subjects 
to be timetabled more thoughtfully to free up other days during the week. 

Some of the above options come up against the difficulty of who has control to determine 
timetabling. On the theme of flexibility,  

Provide a more flexible approach to Prac. The university needs to provide multiple days 
and times for the students to select and this includes weekends. If the pracs incorporated 
the opinion of students than perhaps we would be able to accommodate and create a work, 
Uni and Prac balanced life. 

Providing more flexible options for hours of placement, for example more days with less 
hours a day, or one day with more hours and another day with less so we can still fit paid 
work in the morning or the afternoon.  

Need greater recognition of the need for flexibility for people in the family who are the 
major breadwinners and supporting a family yet need to complete a placement.  

 
I really wish there were more placement opportunities to do things after hours, or on the 
weekends. I get that there are restrictions with organisations [because of supervision] and 
having staff present there but I kind of feel that would make it - it would make it good, one 
for NGOs or people providing the service because obviously they can save costs on agency 
staff and all of that; obviously we're not staff we're students. But just kind of [inaudible] 
those settings too, those emergency and after hours services, we won’t be exposed to them 
if we're not giving the opportunity. 

I almost think instead of doing it as two placements do it as one long block placement 
that's an internship that has some kind of income involved that's like maybe $5 or $10 an 
hour, but rather than it being these two three-and-a-half blocks where you - three-and-a-
half month blocks where you have to upend your life with no income, bringing some level of 
income into it over just one block of placement. 

There were some students who described situations where they had come to an arrangement to 
allow for some flexibility, but in some cases this wasn’t reported to the university for fear that it 
wouldn’t meet the rules.  

Other students identified what they perceived to be an inconsistency in terms of offering 
students more flexible modes of delivery at university in general, such as external or internal 
modes of delivery, without the same degree of flexibility being applied to the conduct of 
placements. So while there's flexibility about studying externally, there's not when it comes to 
placement. There is always going to be a tension between flexibility and standardisation. 
Processing large numbers of student placements demands that guidelines are adhered to and 
standard rules and expectations can increase the efficiency of placing students. At the same 
time, being able to exercise discretion in response to individual needs can increase the potential 
for offering tailored solutions and increasing student satisfaction. It should be acknowledged 
here that it is general practice among Field Education Units to interview students face-to-face to 
establish student interests and provide the best possible match for a placement. The time 
investment at the beginning of the process helps ensure that placements don’t break down.  

Despite students being appreciative of this effort, there was still a sense that in some cases 
placement rules were being applied too rigidly. The students saw greater flexibility as a win for 
all parties: 

There should be more flexibility. If there was more flexibility it would be better everybody, 
you're trying to work a solution and it seems to be in terms of the university that you're 
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banging your head up against a brick wall… they just go these are the rules, these are the 
rules. There has to be more flexibility in order for this not to turn around and have such a 
huge impact on everybody who does placement. I’ve never known anybody that has turned 
around and gone into placement and gone oh yeah, it hasn't affected me at all. 

There were also a significant number of suggestions by students around changes to course 
admission and course structure, such as the number of workshops alongside placement, greater 
recognition of prior learning, as these sorts of changes would allow the significant time 
demands of placement to be more easily accommodated. The following quotes reflect the range 
of suggestions made about course structure and credit: 

The university workshops themselves were complete overkill. When we're doing a 
reflection every week and then having to go and sit for a couple of hours and reflect on 
reflecting, it was just yeah, too much. Again I think they forget that we have lives outside of 
university and that two hours for me was where I could be doing so many other things. 
Again I just - I mean for the most part if I could get out of going then I would. If it wasn't 
compulsory then I wouldn't go. 

Looking at recognition of prior learning and the advanced standing - [the] elements of 
placement where they can reduce for people who have worked. Like for someone who has 
been working 10 or 15 years and [they don't] formal qualifications and then they come in - 
I do kind of see how unfair it is that they have to do all of that again. They could have been 
in management positions, managing within government or NGOs and it seems unequal. 

The placement subject is worth 30 credit points. It’s three times the price of a regular 
subject. For that, I pay to volunteer my time and the university visits me twice and I don't 
know what value I'm getting for three times the price of a regular subject.  
 

Some of these issues and recommendations around course structure are difficult to respond to 
at the local level as they involve university constraints around timetabling, credit points and 
unit cost and semester schedules, as well as accreditation requirements of the professional 
bodies. To get a different perspective on how some of these contextual issues could be 
addressed the next section considers the suggestions and potential solutions offered by other 
key stakeholders, such as student support staff and field education unit staff.  

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS IDENTIFIED BY STAKEHOLDERS 

Overall FEU staff are clear that more flexibility is required in how placements are undertaken. 
Specific suggestions are: 

Fewer days per week permitted. 

I think we seriously have to look at our requirements for placement and the pedagogy of 
that. Who is to say that they cannot learn as much on a 2-day placement as opposed to 3 or 
4 days?  

An internship model for second placement. 

Maybe we need to look at more embedded placements at work. We need to be looking at a 
lot more flexibility. There are a lot of students that would make fantastic SW but they 
simply cannot do the degree because of the financial implications of doing 2 placements. 
Being paid while on placement would be a big help. If they do the first traditionally and the 
second as internship – great merit in these ideas. 
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Examine credit points for each placement and consider income support consequences of this. 

Some students are affected by the way credit points and eligibility is measured. They might 
be studying on placement full time but only have 30 credit points. For some of these 
students it can affect their benefits so they then are sometimes forced to defer for 6 months. 

There is clearly a range of pressures on students which long block placements can exacerbate. 
How to prioritise various pressures arising from the professional, institutional, pedagogical and 
personal contexts of a student’s particular journey through multiple periods of block placement 
is a substantial practical and at times ethical challenge not only for students but for FEU staff.  

Addressing these issues requires a rethink of the structure of placement and increasing 
flexibility in how the hours are accumulated. These are longer term solutions that will need to 
carefully consider the needs of all stakeholders, including professional bodies, agencies, 
students and field supervisors. And securing change at this level will require the different 
parties acknowledging that the present set of standards and procedures for social work and 
human services may no longer be sustainable or desirable, given the impacts on student’s 
personal wellbeing and learning identified in the research.  

In the short term Field Education Units are trying a range of strategies to mitigate the risks and 
stressors. In some cases, this might mean changing a placement, fostering peer support, 
renegotiating workload and expectations, including information in student support services in 
interview processes, making direct referrals to student services. Field Education Staff often have 
to deal with issues when they are at crisis point.  

These crisis responses only go so far and can often be time consuming in terms of renegotiating 
hours and even whole placements. The longer term solutions need to be considered to deal with 
the issues in a systematic way. Building up an evidence base around different placement 
configurations is also worth exploring. as the following quote from a Field Education Unit staff 
member illustrates: 

I think we seriously have to look at our requirements for placement and the pedagogy of 

that. There are a lot of students that would make fantastic social workers but they simply 

cannot do the degree because of the financial implications of doing 2 placements.  

CONCLUSIONS 

Student-centred learning means responding to learners in context and it means taking students 
seriously as active participants in their own learning (Armstrong, 2012). Student-centred 
learning also stands in contrast to traditional education where the students must be the one that 
adapts to suit the demands of the curriculum and the demands of the teacher. Student-centred 
learning views the student voice as an important element in a feedback loop to educators to 
ensure that the curriculum adapts to changing student diversity and multiple learning styles. 
The reflections that students have offered here on their experience of placement and the impact 
current arrangements are having on many students financial wellbeing deserves to be taken 
seriously within a student-centred learning approach.  

At the same time students and other stakeholders have identified that there are multiple parties 
that influence the conditions under which social student placements are conducted, such as 
agencies where placements are conducted, professional bodies, curriculum designers, field 
education units at universities and broader higher education and income support settings. Any 
changes that are adopted need to be acceptable to all parties that make work integrated 
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learning possible. This means that themes like ‘flexibility’ will require change in all parts of 
placement eco-system.  

Change can also be driven by comparing similar systems to identify ways in which innovations 
have been adopted and adaptations have been made. This might mean looking at social work 
and human service programs across the country to identify whether the unit or credit value of 
placements are roughly similar and if not making changes so that students are not overly 
burdened by completing additional academic units alongside placement, particularly when 
there is a lack of uniformity across institutions. In other cases, comparisons can be made with 
other professions to see whether social work and human services can learn from engineering or 
nursing when it comes to lessening the financial impact of placement. Dialogue between 
professional bodies and between disciplines within universities is one way that learnings and 
innovations can be shared. Hosting a national summit on the issues identified in the report may 
be another way to shine the spotlight on the issues identified in this report and identify long 
term structural solutions. The outcome of a summit can inform lobbying efforts by professional 
bodies and universities for structural reform, such as addressing inadequate income support 
arrangements for students.  

Overall it would seem that what is required is a willingness to examine whether the existing 
placement models are still meeting the needs of students and the sector, whether greater 
flexibility can be accommodated and whether greater advocacy is required on the part of 
professional bodies to provide measures that can alleviate some of the stressors identified here. 
What is also clear is that emotional, financial and mental stress inhibits learning. Finding ways 
to reduce stress is going to be in the best interest of educators and students to ensure that 
learning can be optimised. This report has identified that all the different stakeholders, 
including students, have a responsibility to ensure this outcome is achieved.  
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ATTACHMENTS 

ATTACHMENT ONE – AUSTRALIAN SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION AND ACCREDITATION 
STANDARDS SUMMARY 

The AASW has developed guidelines on Australian Social work Education and Accreditation 
Standards (ASWEAS) in 2012 and revised in 2014. Guideline 1.2: is used by universities to 
arrange field education programs. Key aspects of these guidelines pertinent to this research 
specify the following  

Feature of 
placement 

Requirements for accreditation 

Timing and length 
of placement 
 

 Field education subjects must be taken over two years within the 
professional social work program of study.  

 Students must successfully complete a minimum of 1,000 hours in at least 
two field education subjects. These hours must be completed within the 
normal working hours / days of the organisation hosting the placement. 
No leave of any kind may be included in this requirement; that is, the full 
1,000 hours must be completed.  

 No placement will be shorter than 280 hours 
University 
attendance during 
placement 

 Practice–theory integration seminars may be included within the required 
hours up to a maximum of 14 hours per 500-hour placement.  

Placement 
flexibility 

 

 Placements must be structured in a way that is educationally viable (so 
that educational goals can be achieved). Patterns of placement days may 
vary from five days per week, to a minimum of two days per week. 
Placements that are two days per week must include at least two full-time 
(five-day) block periods, unless the SWAOU determines that extenuating 
circumstances apply.  

 On occasions, a student may request flexibility regarding the requirement 
that placements that are two days per week must include at least two full 
time (5 day) block periods, on the grounds of extenuating circumstances. 

 Serious health issue, illness or disability, which impacts on the student’s 
capacity to attend placements for at least two full time (5 day) block 
periods.  

 The following are some examples of circumstances which would NOT be 
considered extenuating:  

o Other work commitments  
o Family commitments  
o Holidays / Moving house  
o Changing jobs  
o Financial cost  
o Transitory health matters  

 

Placement at 
work 

 One placement only can be undertaken in a student’s place of employment 
and students must be allocated learning experiences not involving the 
student’s routine work responsibilities, including details of the differentiation 
between learning goals and usual employment duties. 

 In exceptional circumstances, a student may be granted two field placements 
in the student’s place of employment. These exceptional circumstances could 
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include: a) Where students are living and/or working in remote areas2 and 
there is no suitable placement within a reasonable distance (> 90 kilometres 
travel) and b) Mobility, support, access and equipment requirements  

 Extreme financial circumstances. This would involve a significant change to a 
student’s living circumstances if they were required to undertake an unpaid 
placement and documentation must be provided to substantiate these claims 

 In cases where exceptional circumstances apply, the second placement in a 
place of work must be in a completely different practice setting and field of 
practice and with a different field educator from the first placement.  
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ATTACHMENT TWO: ACWA ACCREDITATION REQUIREMENT FOR FIELD EDUCATION  

The Australian Community Welfare Association outlines obligations and requirements to be met by education 
providers in relation to fieldwork placements to gain and maintain accredited course status for higher 
education and diploma level courses in the Policy document, ACWA fieldwork placement requirements – 
diploma and higher education level courses.  

Feature of 
placement 

Requirements for accreditation 

Timing and length 
of placement 
 

 A minimum of 400 hours duration in two separate placements  

 Not be less than 140 hours in duration in any one fieldwork placement  

 Not occur in the first semester of the approved course to ensure that students 
are exposed to some of the underpinning practical and theoretical concepts 
prior to their first fieldwork placement  

 Occur at least one term apart to ensure that appropriate classroom instruction 
occurs to facilitate adequate integration of learning and practical experience  

University 
attendance during 
placement 

 Not specified  

Placement flexibility 

 

 Placement must occur for a minimum of two full days per week  

 Each placement must vary significantly, in context and role, between each 
placement (that is, students should not undertake similar tasks or be engaged 
with similar clients)  

 Each placement should occur in a different field of practice with a different 
agency supervisor  

Placement at work 
and RPL 

 Students may seek recognition of prior learning (RPL) for earlier or current 
work experience in relation to one fieldwork placement.  

 Where no RPL or credit is obtained, one placement may be undertaken in a 
student’s current workplace, however, it must comply with Fieldwork 
placement requirements – diploma and higher education level courses.  
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ATTACHMENT THREE: ONLINE SURVEY INSTRUMENT 

 Response 
1. How old are you now? (years)  

 
2. Do you identify as being female or 

male?  1□ Female 

2□ Male 

3. In which country were you born?  
 

4. What is the main language that 
you speak at home? 1□ English 

2□ Other (please specify) 

________________________________________ 
 

5. Are you Aboriginal or Torres 
Strait Islander? 1□ No 

2□ Yes 

6. What is the postcode of your 
permanent home address in 
Australia? 

 

 

7. What are your current living 
arrangements? (tick only one) 1□ Own / mortgaged home 

2□ Alone - Renting flat, apartment or house 

3□ Shared - Renting flat, apartment or house 

4□ University accommodation 

5□ Boarding including paying rent to parents 

6□ With parents, rent free 

7□ Irregular accommodation at more than one 

location 

8□ Homeless 

9□ Other (please specify) 

_______________________________________ 
 
 

8. What is your relationship status? 
1□ Single 

2□ Partnered 

3□ Separated / divorced 
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 Response 
9. Do you have financially 

dependent children? 1□ No 

2□ Yes (How many? _____________________ 

 
10. Do you have a disability, 

impairment or long term medical 
condition which may affect your 
studies? 

1□ No 

2□ Yes 

11. What university are you currently 
attending? 1□ Griffith University 

2□ Queensland University of Technology 

3□ University of Queensland 

12. Are you 
1□ Domestic student 

2□ International student 

13. What is your type of attendance? 
1□ Part-time 

2□ Full-time 

14. What course are you currently 
studying? 1□ Social Work – Undergraduate 

2□ Social Work – Postgraduate 

3□ Human Services  

15. What placements have you 
completed? 

 

1□ Both placements  

2□ First placement 

3□ Second placement 

 
16. Are you currently on placement? 

 1□ No 

2□ Yes 

 

17. How many hours of placement 
have you completed in your 
current course? 

1□ 1 – 250 hours 

2□ 251 – 500 hours 

3□ 501 – 750 hours 

4□ 751 – 1000 hours 
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 Response 
18. What is your MAIN source of 

income? 1□ Parents/guardians 

2□ Wages or salary 

3□ Government income support 

4□ Partner 

5□ Other (please specify) 

______________________________________ 
______________________________________ 
 

19. What is your current annual 
income? 1□ Under $10,000 

2□ $10,000 to $19,999 

3□ $20,000 to $29,999 

4□ $30,000 to $39,999 

5□ $40,000 or more 

20. Do you receive Youth Allowance? 
1□ No 

2□ Yes 

21. Do you receive Austudy? 
1□ No 

2□ Yes 

22. Do you receive ABSTUDY? 
1□ No 

2□ Yes 

23. Do you receive a disability 
pension? 1□ No 

2□ Yes 

 

24. Do you receive parenting 
payment? 1□ No 

2□ Yes, single 

3□ Yes, partnered 

 

25. Do you receive a university 
scholarship/bursary? 1□ No 

2□ Yes 

26. Do you have a Health Care Card? 
1□ No 
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 Response 

2□ Yes 

 
27. Have you been in paid 

employment or self-employed at 
any time during the last twelve 
months? 

 

1□ No (then go to question 28) 

2□ Yes, full-time (continue next question) 

3□ Yes, part-time (continue next question) 

4□ Yes, casual (continue next question) 

 
28. In a typical week during study 

periods, how many hours do you 
work? (paid work only) 
 

 

1□ 0 – 9 hours 

2□ 10 – 19 hours 

3□ 20 – 39 hours 

4□ 40 – 49 hours 

5□ 50+ hours 

 
 

29. In a typical week during non-
study periods, how many hours 
do you work? (paid work only) 
 

1□ 0 – 9 hours 

2□ 10 – 19 hours 

3□ 20 – 39 hours 

4□ 40 – 49 hours 

5□ 50+ hours 

 
30. Are you seeking to increase your 

typical weekly work hours? 1□ No 

2□ Yes 

3□ Unsure 

 
31. Are you seeking to decrease your 

typical weekly work hours? □ No 

2□ Yes 

3□ Unsure 

 
32. If you are in paid employment, in 

a typical week do you work at 1□ One place of employment / one job 
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 Response 

2□ Two places of employment / two jobs 

3□ Three or more places of employment / 

three or more jobs 
 

33. If you are in paid employment, in 
a typical week you work… 
(please tick all applicable) 

1□ After hours / nights 

2□ Early mornings 

3□ Weekends 

 
34. If not in paid employment at any 

time during the last 12 months, 
have you been seeking 
employment in the last 12 
months?  

1□ No 

2□ Yes 

Financial challenges and Study choices: 
 
 
35. Due to your current studies, have you ever 

 

 
 

No Yes 

(a) Been sacked? 
1□ 2□ 

(b) Had hours cut? 
1□ 2□ 

(c) Lost shifts? 
1□ 2□ 

(d) Been put on notice for poor 
performance? 
 

1□ 2□ 

(e) Been in trouble with employer 
for not being available for work? 1□ 2□ 

 
36. As a result of engaging with your current studies, how often have you… 

 
 Never Rarely Sometimes Often All of the 

time 

(a) Incurred deficit in your personal 
budget 
 

1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(b) Had to make painstaking 
budgeting choices 
 

1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(c) Had to prioritize expenses (e.g. 
books versus food) 1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 
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 Response 
 

(d) Incurred debt 
 
 

1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(e) Had to work longer hours in paid 
employment 
 

1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(f) Had to work in high risk or less 
than ideal circumstances 
 

1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(g) Had to seek gifts/support from 
family and friends to survive 

 

1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(h) Sought assistance from Student 
Welfare Services at University 1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(i) Sought credit from a financial 
institution (bank, credit union, 
payday lender) 

1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(j) Sought assistance from a charity 
or emergency relief agency 1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

Financial challenges and Field Placement: 
 
 
37. To what extent has the placement for your current studies 

 Not at all A little A 
moderate 
amount 

Very 
much 

An 
extreme 
amount 

(a) Forced you to spend less time at 
paid employment 1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(b) Impacted negatively on your 
financial situation 1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(c) Caused you stress 
1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(d) Forced you to seek extensions for 
assignments 1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(e) Forced you to drop subjects 
1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(f) Forced you to defer your course 
in order to work 1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(g) Forced you to change your course 
progression 1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(h) Forced you to apply for financial 
support offered by your 
university 

1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

Balancing paid work and placement 
 
38. To what extent have you… 
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 Response 
 Not at all A little A 

moderate 
amount 

Very 
much 

An 
extreme 
amount 

(a) Had to spend less time on 
placement due to paid work 
 

1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(b) Had to extend anticipated 
placement hours due to work 
commitments 

1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(c) Felt tired trying to balancing both 
paid work and placement 
 

1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(d) Felt stressed trying to balancing 
both paid work and placement 
 

1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(e) Felt anxious trying to balancing 
both paid work and placement 
 

1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(f) Had to compromise your learning 
experience whilst on placement 
due to having to work for a wage 
 
 

1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

 
39. During placement what support have you accessed? 
 
 No   Yes 
(a) Support from university? 

1□ 2□ 

(b) Support from family and friends? 
1□ 2□ 

(c) Formal support off campus, such 
as counselling or charity 
assistance? 

1□ 2□ 

 
40. To what extent do you feel that the following schemes or strategies have been 

effective in supporting you to undertake placement? 
 

  Not at all A little A 
moderat
e amount 

Very 
much 

An 
extreme 
amount 

(a) Scholarships/bursary 
1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(b) Fee exemptions 
1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(c) Financial grants 
1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 

(d) Flexible placement arrangements 
1□ 2□ 3□ 4□ 5□ 
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 Response 
41. If you have undertaken one placement, what strategies (not just financial) 

have you used to minimize the financial and learning impact on your second 
placement? Please explain.  

 
42. Have you undertaken a placement over the summer semester? If yes, has this    

exacerbated or enhanced your financial situation? 
 
 
43. What suggestions do you have for minimizing the financial hardship 

associated with undertaking a Social Work or Human Services Placement? 
Please explain 

 
44. Would you be willing to engage in further aspects of this research?  
 

1□ No 

2□ Yes, I am willing to be contacted about a face-to-face interview 

3□ Yes, I am willing to be contacted about participation in a focus group with 

other students 

4□ Yes, I am willing to be contacted about both an interview and a focus group 

 
MY CONTACT DETAILS ARE: 
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ATTACHMENT FOUR: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE: STUDENTS 

Background information - Please provide some background information about you and your study 

to date.   

 Basic demographics  

 How many placements have you undertaken so far?  

 How many hours were each of these? 

 What course were these part of? (Prompt for any changes in course over time) 

 When did each occur? (prompt for year, first half, second half) 
 

Journey through course 

1. Can you tell me about how you are financially putting yourself through university?  
 

Financial stress and impacts of doing placement 

2. Did doing a placement create any additional or unforeseen financial stress for you? Y/N 
3. Tell me about any financial challenges you have faced as a result of needing to do a block 

placement as part of your course.  
4. Can you tell me whether you became aware of these challenges before/ during or after you 

went on placement?  
5. Are these challenges any easier or worse according to what semester you may do a placement in 

(Sem 1, sem2 or summer semester)? 
6. Did you expect these challenges or did this experience come as a surprise?  
7. How stressful has this been for you? For others in your life?  

8. How has this stress had an impact on you? On others? 
9. Did financial stress have an impact on how well you were able to engage with your placement 

experience?  
10. Did financial stress have an impact on how well you were able to engage with your relationships 

(family, friends, partner etc.)? 
11. Did financial stress have an impact on anything else for you? 
 

Strategies and supports to deal with financial stress 

12. What personal strategies have you employed to deal with the financial stresses you 
experienced?  

13. What support services and programs were you able to access?  
14. Did you reveal your personal situation to any of the following people and was that helpful – Field 

education unit, placement agency supervisor, unit coordinator, year coordinator? Why or why 
not? 

15. How useful did you find each of these?  
16. Did you ever not reveal your situation because you were concerned about what that might 

mean? 
17. What else would have been helpful?  
 
From one placement to the next 
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18. If you have already 2 placements did your strategies to deal with financial stresses change for 
your second placement? 

19. Do you have another placement to undertake as part of your current course requirements?  
20. If so, do you expect to experience financial stress in undertaking this?  
21. Will you approach this next placement differently from your first one in terms of dealing with 

financial stress?  
 

Suggested changes to course - We are interested in how social work and human services courses 

can be structured to lessen, or increase, financial pressures on students.  

22. Did this experience have an impact on how well you were able to develop practice competencies 
across the course? 

23. What information about flexible options for undertaking placement did you hear about? 
24. Did you utilise any of these flexibilities? If so what happened? If not, why not? 
25. Are there any changes to how your course is structured that that you suggest would allow your 

needs to be better accommodated?  
 

Other questions 

26. Are there any other questions we should be asking students to explore this area? (What 
question?) 

 

Overall view 

27. Overall what do you think could be done to lessen the impacts of financial stress on students 
such as yourself who undertake social work or human services block field education placements?  

28. Is there anything else you would like to comment on?  
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ATTACHMENT FIVE: FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE 

Present data from survey and seek further clarification for any key points identified 

Support strategies and seeking help 

Present data and qualitative feedback about how, when and who students may seek support 
from and seek further feedback about data pertaining to students perceived sense of reluctance 
to seek assistance from support agencies (about 85% of students would not do this). Discussion. 

Guided discussion about survey data that indicates when students are struggling financially 
they are more likely to incur debt, get help informally, try and work more when not on prac, 
rather than ask for help from available university support.  

Strategies that identified as effective in easing financial hardship 

Guided discussion on why less than 20% of students may have indicated in the survey that 
scholarships, bursaries or fee exemptions or grants are effective. 

Guided discussion of the survey feedback that suggests 30% of students consider flexible 
placement arrangements to be very effective. 

Guided discussion around other ideas that students suggested would help ease the financial 
pressures of placement. 

Priority Actions 

Guided discussion to help identify what issues discussed in the focus group is the most 
important. 

Gaps in the findings 

Guided discussion about potential issues/gaps missed in the summary of the main findings and 
through the focus group discussion 

Advocating for change 

Guided discussion about what else you would suggest the research advocates for on your behalf 
and to whom. 
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ATTACHMENT SIX: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE: KEY INFORMANTS (FIELD 
EDUCATION AND HEAD OF SCHOOL) 

Background information 

Please provide background information about your role, your contact with students during the 

placement process and your general thoughts about trends you may be noticing with the student 

cohort.  

1. Which courses does the university offer where students are on placement? 
2. How many semesters for placements does university offer? 
3. How many hours are required for placement for each course? 
4. When do these occur?  
5. How many credit points are attached to placement units? 
6. How many other subjects are students allowed to do alongside placement? What are your 

thoughts about this? 
7. Have the number of enrolments changed much in the past 1 to 2 years? Are you noticing any 

changes in the cohort group? 
8. Are you noticing any changes regarding the complexity of student’s issues or needs? 
 

Nature and extent of the issue 

9. Are you aware of the prevalence of financial stress experienced by social work and human 
service students on field education placement? 

10. If so, how do you capture this data/information? 
11. What are the range of financial stressors that effect students during field education placement 

and what impact does this have? 
12. Are you aware of student cohorts that may be more susceptible to experiencing financial stress 

than other students? How do you become aware of these students? 
 

Preparing students for placement 

13. What advice do you offer students to prepare for the challenges that placement can pose? Do 
you specifically identify that financial challenges may be an issue for students on placement – 
when do you provide this advice? 

14. To what extent do you think that students acknowledge that financial hardship is or may 
become an issue before going on placement? 

 

Impact on student’s placement experience 

15. To what extent do you believe that financial challenges negatively impact on how well students 
engage with their overall placement experience? 

16. Do you receive feedback from supervisors in the field that suggest students level of engagement 
with placement may be effected due to stress or fatigue? 

17. To what extent do these challenges affect how well students achieve the core competencies that 
are required to be met on placement? Prompt potentially failing placement predominantly 
because of the pressure of other priorities?  

 

18. To what extent do you believe that financial challenges negatively impact on how well students 
on placement engage with university if they are doing other subjects? 
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19. To what extent do you believe that a student’s financial challenges negatively impact on the 
universities relationship with a placement agency? 

20. Are you aware if the financial challenges for students are lessened or worsened according to 
what semester they may do a placement in (Sem 1, sem2 or summer semester)? Why do you 
think this is? 

21. Are you aware whether or not the situation is experienced differently for external as opposed to 
internal students? 

 

Help seeking behaviours of students 

22. During placement, if students are experiencing financial challenges, who do you believe they 
seek support from?  

23. If they seek support from within the School, are they doing this in a timely way or do things 
reach ‘crisis point’ before students seek support?  

 

Strategies to alleviate the issue 

24. What resources do you draw on/ refer to so as to support students experiencing financial stress? 
25. How effective are they in alleviating the circumstances of students on field education 

placements? How do you now this? 
26. Have you introduced any other specific strategies to support students who may be at risk of 

failing their placement specifically due to financial burden? What are they? 
27. Why did you introduce this? 
28. How effective is this?   
29. What impact does the social policy context have on the financial stressors experienced by 

students?  
30. What are the implications of widening participation/equity and social inclusion for field 

education placements on these students?  
31. What types of policy or program enhancements (at university level and broader social policy 

level) that could create additional support for students? 
 

Course structure 

32. Are there any changes to how the course is structured that you suggest would allow students 
needs to be better accommodated?  

Other questions 

33. Are there any other questions we should be asking staff to explore this area? (What question?) 
 

Overall view 

34. Overall what do you think could be done to lessen the impacts of financial stress on students 
who undertake social work or human services block field education placements?  

35. Is there anything else you would like to comment on?  
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ATTACHMENT SEVEN: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR STUDENT SUPPORT 
SERVICES/STUDENT WELFARE SERVICES 

Nature and extent of the issue 

1. What is the prevalence of financial stress experienced by social work and human service 
students on field education placement? 

2. In your opinion has the prevalence of financial stress experienced by students changed 
(increased, decreased, remained the same) for students in recent years? 

3. What do you think has led to the issue changing or staying static? 

4. What are the range of financial stressors that effect students generally? 

5. What are the range of financial stressors that effect students during field education placement 
and what impact do they say this has on them? That you observe?  

6. Are you noticing any specific trends in the types of students who may be more susceptible to 

experiencing financial hardship (e.g. carers, international students, younger students)?  

7. Parenting and access to childcare – how often do students on placement present with this as 
an issue?  

8. Are you noticing any trends in when students are experiencing financial hardship ( 
 

Responses to the issue 

9. How do students become aware that support is available via your universities Student 
Counselling Services?  

10. What resources (internal to university such as scholarships/bursaries) exist to support students 
experiencing financial stress? 

11. How effective are each of these in alleviating the circumstances of students on field education 
placements? 

12. What external resources (support services) do you most commonly refer students to? 

13. How effective do you think these are in alleviating the circumstances of students on field 
education placements? 

14. Does the fact that students are off campus and on placement create any additional barriers to 
access to student support services? How do you respond to this and how effective is this?   

15. There has been a recent push by Work Integrated Learning (WIL) and academic staff in 
universities to encourage students to better prepare for the financial challenges of block 
placements such as:  

o Better approach to communicating to students with financially difficulties about 
support available – a single website  

o Advice to students about how to get support with financial difficulties in the Student 
Placement slides which are used in orienting students to placement and WIL units 

o More information for students early in their course around preparing financially for 
WIL  

o The workshops on WIL Risk management for all WIL staff (academic and 
professional) includes information on issues around students with financial 
difficulties 

Which if any of these have been used in your social work and human service courses? Do you 

have an opinion on how successful this may have been?  

Additional responses to the issue 

16. Can you think of any other policy or program enhancements that universities could 
implement/adopt that could create additional support for students? 
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17. What changes to the curricula could better accommodate the demands on students in the 
contemporary context?  

18. How adequate are the resources for student support services – staffing, funding etc. in 
responding to the needs of students experiencing financial hardship? How could student 
support services be enhanced so as to reduce significant levels of financial stress for students 
undertaking placement?  

 

Broader context 

19. What impact does the social policy context have on the financial stressors experienced by 
students (access to childcare supports, Centrelink payments, student loans etc.)? 

20. What are the implications of widening participation/equity and social inclusion for those 

students undertaking block field education placements? 
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ATTACHMENT EIGHT: SCHOLARSHIPS AND BURSARY GUIDELINES 

Type and Purpose Income 

A merit or equity-based scholarship is a 
scholarship that is awarded to a student to: 

 recognise the student's achievement in 
studying or in undertaking research at an 
educational institution, or 

 enable the student to study or undertake 
research at an educational institution. 

A scholarship granted to a student for either of 
these purposes is treated as exempt income for 
social security purposes to the extent that the 
payment does not exceed the person's threshold 
of $7,485 in a calendar year (in 2014). The value 
of this threshold is indexed each year. 

Scholarships or similar payments are treated as 
income for social security purposes unless 
otherwise excluded.  

Scholarships awarded within Australia 

 assist recipients to complete an academic 
qualification, 

 obtain specialised training, or 

 complete a special project. 

Scholarships awarded outside Australia may be 
excluded as income if they do NOT meet living 
expenses. The term scholarship is not defined in 
the SSAct, but is generally taken to mean a 
payment/s made to a student to assist with 
general living expenses. 

Scholarships awarded in Australia are income 
unless otherwise excluded  

Commonwealth scholarships - Relocation 
Scholarship and the Student Start Up 
Scholarship  

 to assist students from low socio-economic 
backgrounds, particularly Indigenous 
students and those from rural or regional 
areas who have to move away from the 
family home to undertake higher education 
studies.  

Commonwealth Education Costs Scholarships 
(CECS) of $2,492 (in 2014) a year for up to 4 
years to assist with their education costs, and 

Commonwealth Accommodation Scholarships 
(CAS) of $4,985 (in 2014) a year for up to 4 years 
to assist them with accommodation costs when 
they move to undertake higher education. 

Commonwealth scholarships are NOT treated as 
income for social security purposes. These 
scholarships were introduced in 2004 as 
Commonwealth Learning Scholarships  

 

Bursaries and stipends 

 Paid to the scholarship recipient directly (in 
the form of money, or valuable 
consideration such as computers or airline 
flights), or 

 Paid indirectly, in the form of a financial 
obligation paid on behalf of the scholar (such 
as prepaid fees), that the student is liable to 
pay in order to enrol. 

Some payments may be treated as exempt lump 
sums, based on their characteristics. 
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ATTACHMENT NINE: CREDIT POINTS AND SUBJECT QUOTA PER UNIVERSITY 
PARTNERS 

 

 COURSE & 
UNIVERSITY 

PLACEMENT SUBJECT 
CREDIT POINT PER 

PLACEMENT 

SUBJECTS ALONGSIDE 
PLACEMENT 

TOTAL CREDIT 
POINTS 

 

Q
U

T 

BSW 

2 placements total 

1000 hrs. 

24 2 @ 12 units each 48 

MSW 

2 placements total 

1000 hrs. 

24 2 @12 units each 48 

BHS 

2 placements total 

550 hrs. 

24 2 @12 units each 48 

 

G
R

IF
FI

TH
 U

N
IV

ER
SI

TY
 

BSW 

1) 17 weeks 68 days 

2) 18 weeks 72 days 

30 1 @ 10 units 40 

MSW 

1) 476 hours 

2) 504 hours 

30 1 @10 UNITS 40 

BHS 

One placement 52 
days 

30 1 @ 10 units 40 

 

SU
N

SH
IN

E 
C

O
A

ST
 

U
N

IV
ER

SI
TY

 

BSW 

2 PLACEMENTS 500 
HRS 

48 0 48 

MSW 

2 PLACEMENTS  

500 HRS 

36 1 @ 12 units 48 

BHS 

PLACEMENT ONE 150 
HRS 

24 

 

2 @ 12 units 48 
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PLACEMENT TWO 300 
hrs. 

 

 

 

A
C

U
 

BSW 2 YEAR 

BA/BSW 

PLACEMENT ONE 500 
HRS 

PLACEMENT TWO 500 
HRS 

 

 

20 

 

20 

 

 

2 @ 10 credit points 
each 

2 @ 10 credit points 
each 

 

 

40 

 

40 

MSW 

Placement One 500 
hrs. 

Placement two 500 
hrs.  

 

30 

 

30 

 

1@ 10 credit points 

1 @ 10 credit points 

 

40 

40 

BSW (4 YRS) FROM 
2015 

Placement One (yr. 2) 
280 hrs. 

 

Placement Two (Yr3) 
360 hrs. 

Placement Three (Yr. 
4) 360 hrs. 

 

 

 

10 

 

20 

 

20 

 

 

3 @ 10 credit points 
each 

2 @ 10 credit points 
each 

2@ 10 credit points each 

 

 

40 

 

40 

 

40 
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