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MASTER OF SOCIAL WORK (MSW) 
 
OVERVIEW OF THE MSW PROGRAM 
 
While the discipline of social work dates all the way back to the mid-1800s, Western 
Michigan University’s School of Social Work was not established until 1968. Previously, 
however, many social work courses were offered through the WMU department of 
sociology. The transition to a professional school was therefore a relatively easy one. 
Many new faculty members were hired, new courses were developed, and both 
bachelor’s and master’s degrees were offered to provide students with the appropriate 
credentials to practice in the field.   
 
Soon the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) accredited the MSW program, and 
a BSW program was approved in the late 1970s. In 1976, the University added the 
College of Health and Human Services to its administrative roster, of which the School of 
Social Work became a member so that the goal of recognizing the integral relationship 
between physical, mental, and emotional health and well-being could be attained. 
 
MSW PROGRAM EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVES 
 
The educational objectives of the School of Social Work’s master of social work program 
are to prepare social work practitioners at the beginning and advanced professional 
levels that have mastered the theory, knowledge, and skills necessary for competent 
practice. Advanced levels of practice include interpersonal practice and policy, planning, 
and administration. 
 
Graduates will have achieved the following objectives as a consequence of completing 
their programs of study: 
 

• Demonstrate understanding of the relationship between professional values and 
ethics and practice 

• Recognize the effects of their own personal values, ethics, and beliefs upon their 
practice 

• Demonstrate a commitment to the social justice goals of furthering equality in our 
society 

• Show sensitivity to the effects of racism, sexism, classism, and other forms of 
discrimination upon individuals and groups 

• Integrate into their work with clients an understanding of the effects of bio-
psycho-social and political-economic factors on human behavior 

• Apply conceptual frameworks to practice with individuals, families, groups, 
organizations, and communities 

• Foster change and development at the individual, family, group, organizational, 
and community levels 

• Evaluate individual practice 
 
The School of Social Work has developed the following objectives in addition to the 
above: 
 



• Be responsive to the continuity of social work knowledge and skills in the 
continuum from the undergraduate social work curriculum to the graduate 
concentrations 

• Sustain a culture of professional development and faculty-student relations 
characterized by accessibility of faculty members, joint involvement in projects, 
and mentorship 

• Promote the development and dissemination of new knowledge and skills for the 
social work profession 

• Foster racial, ethnic, and other types of diversity within the School 
• Sustain the School’s commitment to working students by the provision of flexible 

scheduling and extended-study options 
• Assist both the voluntary and public sectors of the community in the development 

of effective, comprehensive, and equitable social welfare services 
  
The School’s program goals and objectives reflect content from the EPAS (see appendix 
A).  The overall School of Social Work objectives are operationalized in the objectives of 
the MSW program’s curricular units. These unit levels provide an important planning and 
monitoring tool to aid the faculty and administration in moving the School of Social Work 
ahead in meeting its mission. Objectives regarding the preparation of social work 
practitioners are specified in each curricular unit’s expected educational outcomes and in 
the learning objectives/competencies for each course.  Ultimately, these outcomes are 
measured by assessing student performances in each course and by using the other 
assessment tools. 
 
The objectives of the foundation and the concentration are implemented, monitored, and 
evaluated through a system of master and exemplar syllabi developed under the 
direction of the curriculum committee and concentration committees. A master syllabus 
is developed for each course and includes a course description, competencies, and 
topics that must be a part of each section of a course. An exemplar syllabus 
complements the master syllabus for each course by presenting a semester-length 
sample plan for the course, including scheduled readings and assignments.   
 
The School of Social Work’s objectives are implemented in the MSW program through 
the foundation and the two concentrations; interpersonal practice (IP) and policy, 
planning, and administration (PP&A).   
 
MSW FIELD EDUCATION 
 
Graduate field education is an essential component of social work education and 
provides students with an opportunity to integrate classroom learning with practice in the 
field. Full Time and Extended Study MSW students are required to complete two field 
placements for a minimum of 900 total hours. Advanced Standing students complete 
one placement for a total of 596 hours. Field communication labs and field seminars do 
not count towards required field hours. 
  
MSW foundation students must complete a minimum of 428 total hours during the 
academic year (fall and spring semesters). MSW Interpersonal Practice (IP) or Policy 
Planning and Administration (PP&A) concentration students are required to complete a 
minimum of 472 total hours during the academic year (fall and spring semesters).  



Advanced-standing students are required to complete a total of 500 IP or PP&A hours of 
field during the academic year (fall and spring semesters). 
 
Students completing the school social work certificate for State of Michigan are required 
to complete 500 hours in a setting serving children and families. 
 
Field placements are scheduled when all prerequisites are met. Placements are 
expected to be completed in consecutive semesters/years. The field placement is 
considered a required course and is designed to be taken concurrently with required 
course work according to the full-time, advanced standing, or extended plan of study for 
the MSW student. Students are encouraged to explore the various certificate programs, 
some of which have concurrent field placement requirements.   
 
The field placement experience offers students an opportunity for learning about social 
problems, social welfare, organizations, diverse client groups, communities and 
resources, and issues that are psychosocial in nature in an agency-based setting with 
supervision from an approved and credentialed social work field instructor. The field 
placement is an opportunity for students to add depth and breadth to their previous 
experience and also a time to explore a new area or field of study. 

 
The field placement is an integral part of the MSW program and has strict standards 
from the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) that must be adhered to. Per 
CSWE, the School of Social Work does not grant credit for current or past work 
experience. All students must complete a field placement application and submit it to 
the coordinator of field education who is responsible for developing the placement plan.  
 
If students have an idea for a potential field placement that is not currently on the 
list of approved agencies, they may make a preliminary initial contact with the 
agency and then forward that information the field coordinator. The field 
coordinator will take appropriate steps to determine if the placement is viable. 
 
Western Michigan University School of Social Work policy indicates that students 
who are not offered a placement after three agency interviews in one semester for 
reasons related to their appropriateness or readiness for internship will be 
referred to the Professional Review Committee (PRC) for evaluation and problem 
solving. This could result in a recommendation that the student be terminated from the 
School of Social Work program. 
 
The faculty liaisons familiarize students with the general nature of the program in the 
foundation field education laboratory through discussion of time requirements, agency 
and faculty expectations, and learning contracts. Each student in field placement has an 
assigned faculty liaison that provides support to the student and the agency field 
instructor. The faculty liaison is responsible for monitoring the student’s progress, 
assisting the student in problem solving, and assigning the student’s grade.  
 
The faculty liaison is a link to the community and works to strengthen the partnership 
between the School and the community. The faculty liaison serves as a channel for 
communication between classroom faculty, students, and field instructors to promote 
awareness of student’s and agency needs and to maximize educational opportunities in 
both the classroom and the field placement. 
 


