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education
Joakim Caspersen a,b and Jens-Christian Smeby b

aDepartment of Diversity and Inclusion, NTNU Social Research, Trondheim, Norway; bCentre for the Study of
Professions, OsloMet – Oslo Metropolitan University, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
Field placement has traditionally been an important component of
professional and vocational education programmes, and there is a
growing interest in workplace experience in higher education
programmes in general. In this article, we examine the direct and the
indirect links between classroom preparation for placement, placement
quality and programme coherence, and the development of student
learning outcomes (general competence, knowledge and skills). Using a
longitudinal survey of social work students, combined with data from
national registers, we find that programme coherence has a direct
positive impact on all three types of learning outcomes, classroom
preparation for placement has a positive direct impact on knowledge
and general competence, while placement quality only indirectly relates
to student learning outcomes and is mediated by programme
coherence. Placement quality is therefore important, but its positive
impact on learning outcomes depends on whether it has a spillover
effect on students’ experience of programme coherence.

KEYWORDS
Field placement; coherence;
curriculum design;
apprenticeship; social work;
structural equation
modelling

Introduction

In higher education policy and research, there is growing interest in placement training and work-
place experience as means to improve outcomes of education. To prepare students for a smooth
transition into occupational life, university-based activities alone tend to be considered insufficient,
and practical training and work experience are regarded as key elements in the development of
graduates’ employability (European Commission 2014). Various types of placements, clinical place-
ments, internships, workplace learning, and work-integrated learning have been implemented in a
variety of educational fields. Moreover, in some countries, there has been a shift towards more on-
the-job training and employment-based routes to teaching (Townsend 2011) and social work (Bellin-
ger 2010), for example. However, there might be a tendency to overestimate the importance of prac-
tice in education, consequently ignoring the significance of abstract knowledge and formal learning
(Young 2008; Kotzee 2012).

In this article, we aim to examine the relative importance of placement quality and an integrated
curriculum for the development of student learning outcomes in terms of general competence,
knowledge and skills. The three dimensions are similar to those in the European Qualifications
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Framework for Lifelong Learning (EQF) (European Commission 2018). Analytically, we link the one-
sided focus on work experience and placement quality to an apprenticeship mode of learning and
connect the emphasis on integration of learning during field placement and the university setting
to a coherence perspective on student learning (Smeby and Heggen 2014). The apprenticeship
mode and the coherence perspective are not mutually exclusive but represent different views on
what is central to placement training. To examine the two perspectives on placement, we have con-
ducted path-regression analyses based on data from a longitudinal student survey in Norway. In
addition to information on students’ self-reported learning outcomes, our data also include infor-
mation on individual factors that have been singled out as important for student outcomes, such
as the students’ generalised self-efficacy, age, gender and grades in upper-secondary school (Casper-
sen and Smeby 2018).

Several studies have focused on the outcomes of placement during higher education. It is
reported that placement increases graduates’ job readiness and employability in terms of improved
generic skills (Wilton 2012), work readiness, self-efficacy and team skills (Smith and Worsfold 2015),
graduate employment (Silva et al. 2018) and a higher starting salary (Brooks and Youngson 2014).
Placement also seems to have a positive impact on student satisfaction (Smith and Worsfold
2014), student retention (Trede and McEwen 2015), pre-professional identity (Jackson 2017) and aca-
demic performance (Brooks and Youngson 2014; Jones, Green, and Higson 2017). It is emphasised
that placement is a supplement, not an alternative to traditional on-campus training (Jackson 2015).

Although placement training is related to positive outcomes, it is not evident whether workplace
experience itself is sufficient, and different understandings have been advocated. On one hand, the
term work-integrated learning is used to emphasise a coherence perspective, that is, learning in pla-
cements and university settings should be integrated (Smith and Worsfold 2014; Billett 2015). On the
other hand, paid employment during the final year of undergraduate studies seems to increase
graduate employment to a higher extent than placements characterised as work-integrated learning
(Jackson and Collings 2018). Moreover, it should be recognised that most outcome studies compare
students with and without placements (Brooks and Youngson 2014; Jones, Green, and Higson 2017),
not their work experience per se. There is a self-selection problem since academic performance tends
to be positively correlated with choosing placement (Jones, Green, and Higson 2017).

We have chosen to focus on a specific programme – social work education. In social work, field
placement is mandatory and well established. Field placement is considered to play a key role in
developing students’ professional competence and understanding of the interaction between
theory and practice (Wayne, Bogo, and Raskin 2010; Cornell-Swanson 2012; Boitel and Fromm
2014; Smith, Cleak, and Vreugdenhil 2015). It is also reported that students describe their placement
as their most important learning experience (Cleak et al. 2015). Moreover, it is stated that no other
component of the social work curriculum has been subject to as much research (Bogo 2015).
Many researchers have emphasised the significance of the field supervisor and of the field placement
pedagogy, and various factors identifying best practices are suggested (Cleak and Smith 2012; Bogo
2014, 2015; Nordstrand 2017; McSweeney and Williams 2018). Other scholars stress a curriculum per-
spective; in-class preparation for placement is proposed to aid students’ personal and professional
learning (O’Connor, Cecil, and Boudioni 2009). Moreover, coordination, collaboration and partner-
ships between schools and workplaces have been developed (Foote 2015; Irvine, Molyneux, and
Gillman 2015). It is also argued that curriculum and classroom teaching, not just field placement,
are essential in enabling students to think and perform as social workers (Larrison and Korr 2013;
Lynch, Bengtsson, and Hollertz 2018).

Although placement is established as a part of education, and a lot of research sheds light on the
importance of practice in social work, it is not evident whether high-quality placement is at the core
of professional development or whether a coherent curriculum is also significant (Lynch, Bengtsson,
and Hollertz 2018). We would therefore argue that social work, with its well-established tradition for
placement, as well as unsettled questions concerning placement quality and coherence, is an inter-
esting case for tackling questions regarding field placement that are important for several higher
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education studies. In the social work literature, as well as the general higher education literature on
placement reviewed above, it is not evident whether focusing on an apprenticeship mode of learning
and placement quality is sufficient or whether a coherent curriculum is also needed. It is also argued
that more research is needed regarding the relationships and mechanisms that enable placement to
produce different kinds of outcomes in higher education and that focusing on simply describing the
outcomes is clearly insufficient (Smith and Worsfold 2014).

Apprenticeship and coherence

The traditional apprenticeship model has its roots in the medieval guilds where the apprentice
worked with a highly skilled specialist. This model of learning has been regarded as a journey
through a series of stages of increasing complexity, supported by a master. The journey has provided
the apprentice with the opportunity to mature not only in occupational expertise but also personally
and morally (Fuller and Unwin 2009). Apprenticeship as a way of occupational preparation has been
institutionalised in various ways in the course of history. As a specific mode of learning, it is generally
characterised by observation, imitation and practice in an authentic workplace setting. Apprentices
are not taught; they learn as part of everyday life and comprehend the knowledge they need to carry
out their tasks, and their individual engagement is essential (Billett 2016).

It has been argued that the idea of apprenticeship may provide a basis for an inclusive social
theory of learning (Guile and Young 1998). The renewed interest in the apprenticeship mode of learn-
ing is related to the practice turn in the learning theory, emphasising learning as participation in
socially situated practice (Lave and Wenger 1991). The focus is not on individual cognitive abilities
and learning as acquisition. According to this perspective, learning occurs as a socialisation
process that involves the learners’ steadily increased participation in social practice. Moreover, a
crucial point is that learning cannot be understood without reference to the context in which
people act. Along with the practice turn in the learning theory, there has been a growing interest
in workplace learning. The focal point for strengthening professional development has shifted
from courses and programmes to professional learning as an aspect of work (Webster-Wright
2009; Timperley 2011). We claim that the socially situated theory of learning and the focus on work-
place learning tend to underpin the increased interest in field placement in higher education and an
apprenticeship mode of learning.

The institutionalisation of learning in schools and higher education implies a separation of the
central aspects of professional competence, indicating a gap between theory and practice
(Burrage 1993; Sullivan 2005; Joram 2007; Laursen 2015). The focus on graduate employability and
job readiness implies that graduates of university disciplines are expected to have acquired not
just a specified body of knowledge but also the ability to apply such knowledge in practical
problem solving in a reflective and responsible way.

The coherence perspective has been introduced to address the importance of designing a cur-
riculum that encourages students’ understanding of the relationships among different aspects of
the knowledge that they are expected to learn, particularly between theoretical and practical
types of knowledge and between learning experiences in university and practical settings. To
highlight such curriculum structures, the term programme coherence has been applied (Grossman
et al. 2008). To underscore individual agency, it has been argued that contradictions and differ-
ences also facilitate learning and that students’ understandings and the extent to which they
develop meaningful relationships among the various aspects of knowledge and experiences
should be at the core of integrated education (Heggen, Smeby, and Vågan 2015; Hatlevik and
Havnes 2017). The coherence perspective largely corresponds to the idea behind the term
work-integrated learning. Work-integrated learning includes the notion of integrative learning out-
comes and should not be confused with work-based learning or simply work experience (Smith
and Worsfold 2015).
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As emphasised, the two perspectives (apprenticeship mode of learning and coherence) are not
mutually exclusive. The key question here is whether placement in higher education should also
be coherent with learning activities in university settings or whether focusing on placement
quality is sufficient.

Methods and data

The empirical basis for this article is a three-year/six-semester Bachelor of Arts programme in social
work offered by Norwegian universities. The bachelor’s-degree level comprises different social work
education programmes. In this article, social work education refers to social work and child welfare
programmes. The programmes are governed by the same national framework regulations, and
both qualify for graduates’membership in the Norwegian Association of Social Workers. The students
in both programmes undergo placement training for nine weeks in their second semester and 12
weeks in their fifth semester. The programme is characterised by its substantial efforts to prepare stu-
dents for placement training and to facilitate the integration of learning in university and placement
settings. Before the placement training period, compulsory teaching relevant to field studies is pro-
vided, such as presentations of the most relevant services and the reiteration of professional prin-
ciples and communication skills. Students also have to write a placement report. We have
conducted tests, which confirm that there are no important differences between the social work
and the child welfare programmes. Based on a previous qualitative study of placement in social
work education, we have in-depth knowledge about the programme’s structure and content and
the students’ experiences in this programme (Vindegg and Smeby 2020).

Respondents and response rates

To examine the two perspectives on placement and their relations to learning outcomes, we use a
longitudinal dataset on students from five universities and university colleges in Norway, taken
from a longitudinal database for Studies of Recruitment and Qualifications in the Professions (Stud-
Data) at OsloMet. StudData is a collaborative project that contains responses to questions covering a
wide range of issues. One of the authors was involved in the development of the questionnaires, and
both authors have participated in the data collection and analyses for several years. The present
article is based on students who were enrolled in 2012 and graduated in 2015. The response rates
at the start of their education were 71.5% of 305 invitations to the students enrolled in the child
welfare programme and 64.7% of 408 invitations to the students enrolled in the social work pro-
gramme. The response rates at the end of their education were 66.7% of 249 invitations to the
first group of students and 72.5% of 327 invitations to the second group of students. Despite the
high response rates in each phase, the overall percentage of the survey respondents (panel retention)
in both phases was 42%, which to some extent introduced a bias. However, attrition analyses of the
database show no clear indications of non-random attrition (Caspersen 2013), except that male stu-
dents dropped out more often than their female peers. This might affect the results of gender in the
analyses, although the direction of potential bias is unclear. The analyses of the responses on other
variables in the dataset show no significant differences between panels and phases.

Measures

The measures used are from three different points in time to take advantage of the longitudinal
characteristic of the data.

From the period before the entry to the programmes, we have included all the respondents’
average grades in upper-secondary education, taken from national registers.

From the start of the students’ education in 2012, we have included gender, age and the general-
ised self-efficacy scale (taken from Schwartzer and Jerusalem 1995). Such individual variables are
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important to include as control because student learning outcomes are not just matters of contextual
factors within educational programmes. Self-efficacy is a concept of long-standing influence on
student learning and engagement (Zimmerman 2000). As most notably coined by Bandura (1977),
self-efficacy highlights how motivational aspects relate to different types of outcomes. Self-efficacy
denotes the outcomes that students expect from their actions and has been linked to their perform-
ance in higher education (van Dinther, Dochy, and Segers 2011). Substantial evidence indicates that
students’ self-efficacy beliefs in higher education affect their motivation, learning strategies and aca-
demic achievement (Diseth 2011; Yusuf 2011), and the relationship between self-efficacy and out-
comes is continuously under scrutiny (Gebauer et al. 2019).

At the end of the students’ education, we have included three measures highlighting their experi-
ences before, during and after their placement periods: their assessment of the preparation before
placement, the placement quality during placement and their experience in programme coherence
after placement. The decomposition of students’ experiences with placement provides a basis for
examining the apprenticeship and the coherence perspectives on placement. While placement
quality as a general concept relates to the apprenticeship model, preparation before placement
and programme coherence relate to a coherence perspective.

Self-reported learning outcomes are measured using the same three dimensions highlighted in
the EQF: knowledge, general competence and skills (European Commission 2018). The three dimen-
sions come from a larger group of items examining higher education outcomes and have also been
used in previous research on learning outcomes in higher education (Caspersen et al. 2014; Casper-
sen and Smeby 2018).

The variables used and the items constituting each variable, as well as scales and reliability coeffi-
cients (Cronbach’s alpha), means and standard deviations, are presented in Table 1 and Supplemen-
tary Table 1. We have also performed joint confirmatory factor analyses (structural equation
modelling [SEM]) of the independent variables. The goodness-of-fit indexes are for the most part sat-
isfactory (RMSEA = 0.05; p > chi2 0.000; CFI = 0.857; TLI = 0.846). The TLI and the CFI are slightly lower
than most recommended cut-offs (normally, 0.90 or higher is suggested). However, these are mostly
due to cross-loadings; one item (‘The guidance in practice has helped me to integrate theory and
practice’) loads on both programme coherence and placement quality. Similarly, the item ‘The univer-
sity college had prepared the students for the practical placement in a good way’ loads on both prep-
aration and programme coherence. By removing these two items, the CFI and the TFI increase to 0.9,
and the RMSEA drops to 0.047, indicating a good fit. However, in our analyses, we have included
these items in our main measures because it makes more theoretical sense. The joint confirmatory
factor analyses of the three dependent variables have similar fit measures (RMSEA = 0.079; p > chi2
0.000; CFI = 0.888; TLI = 0.862).

Table 1.Measure, number of items, alpha, scale, mean and standard deviation (SD), all measures. (Items for indexes, with mean and
SD presented in Supplementary Table 1.)

Measure Items alpha Scale Mean SD

Programme coherence 7 0.87 1 (disagree) – 7 (agree) 4.88 1.15
Placement quality 9 0.89 1 (to a large extent) – 5 (not at all) 1.86 0.84
Generalised self-efficacy 10 0.82 1 (not at all), 2 (hardly true), 3 (moderately true), 4 (exactly

true)
3.12 0.36

Preparation 6 0.73 1 (to a large extent) – 5 (not at all), 2.26 0.7
Learning outcome – knowledge 4 0.73 1 (to a large degree) – 5 (not at all) 2.19 0.62
Learning outcome – skills 5 0.74 1 (to a large degree) – 5 (not at all) 2.37 0.67
Learning outcome –general
competence

5 0.74 1 (to a large degree) – 5 (not at all) 1.82 0.82

Gender Male = 0, Female = 1 0.84 n.a.
Age 2018 – year of birth 29.7 6.9
Grades Mean of grades from upper-secondary education, 1 =

lowest, 6 = highest
4 0.54
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Analyses

The analyses were performed as three separate path-regression models (calculated with maximum
likelihood with missing values). The only difference is the alteration among the three types of learning
outcomes. This approach makes it possible to calculate direct and indirect relationships between the
confounding and the dependent variables, as well as compare relationships when different types of
learning outcomes are used as dependent variables. All analyses were done using the SEM module in
STATA 14.2.

The basic model is presented in Figure 1 and based on the assumed relationships discussed in the
introduction. The paths indicate the direction of possible relationships, as well as the temporal
relation (age, gender and grades come before generalised self-efficacy, generalised self-efficacy
before the study variables, preparation before experience in placement, experience in placment
before experience in programme coherence, and experienced programme coherence before self-
reported learning outcomes). The double arrows (between gender and grades) indicate a correlation
between the variables.

Results

In Figures 2–4, we have included the path-regression models for the three learning outcome vari-
ables, with all non-significant paths removed. The arrows indicate a statistically significant relation
(p < .05), and the double arrows represent a correlation.

Learning outcome – knowledge

In Figure 2, the relationship between the confounding variables and the self-reported learning
outcome on knowledge is presented, as well as the relationships between the other variables
(only significant paths are presented).

Figure 1. The general path-regression model, simplified.
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Preparation before placement periods has a positive direct effect on knowledge (0.19), as well as
positive indirect effects through experienced placement quality and experienced programme coher-
ence (0.38 * 0.34 * 0.27 = 0.034; 0.16 * 0.27 = 0.0432). The total effect of preparation (indirect effects +
direct effect) is 0.19 + 0.034 + 0.0432 = 0.27. Experienced placement quality has no significant direct
effect on knowledge but a positive indirect effect through the experienced programme coherence
(0.34 * 0.27 = 0.092). Finally, programme coherence has a positive direct effect on knowledge (0.27).

Figure 2. Final model of relationships – self-reported learning outcome on knowledge. Standardised regression coefficients.

Figure 3. Final model of relationships – self-reported outcome on general competence dimension. Standardised regression
coefficients.
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When the confounding variables are considered, the results show that gender and grades are cor-
related, women tend to have higher grades than men, and that grades have a significantly negative
direct effect on knowledge. Age has a small but significant positive relation to both generalised self-
efficacy and experienced programme coherence. Age has no relation to preparation before place-
ment, experienced placement quality and knowledge. However, as generalised self-efficacy has a
positive significant path towards knowledge, age has a small indirect positive effect through self-
efficacy, and it is a direct positive relationship (0.16) between generalised self-efficacy and learning
outcome (0.14 * 016 = 0.0224). The same holds for the indirect positive effect of age through experi-
enced programme coherence (0.15 * 0.27 = 0.0405). Generalised self-efficacy has a direct positive
effect on knowledge (0.16).

Learning outcome – general competence

Figure 3 presents the path model for the learning outcome on general competence. Except for small
differences in the standardised coefficients, the only large difference between the models on knowl-
edge and general competence is the lack of a significant path between generalised self-efficacy and
general competence in the latter model. Preparation before placement (0.15) and experienced pro-
gramme coherence (0.32) have direct positive effects on general competence. There is an indirect
positive path from preparation before placement through experienced programme coherence
(0.15) and experienced placement quality (0.38) to general competence. The correlation between
gender and grades is similar to that in the model on knowledge. Grades have a significantly negative
direct effect on general competence; gender is also significantly positively related to general compe-
tence. The relationship between age and generalised self-efficacy is also similar to that in the model
on knowledge.

Learning outcome – skills

Figure 4 illustrates the path model for the self-reported learning outcome on skills. In Figure 4, we find
many of the same relations shown in Figures 2 and 3. The difference from the general competence

Figure 4. Final model of relationships – self-reported outcome on skills. Standardised regression coefficients.

8 J. CASPERSEN AND J.-C. SMEBY



and the knowledge models is the missing direct relation between preparation before placement and
skills. The path between generalised self-efficacy and skills exists. The relationships between the other
variables are also more or less similar to those presented in Figures 2 and 3, again indicating an indir-
ect positive relationship between preparation before placement, as well as experienced placement
quality, and the learning outcome but a direct positive relationship between experienced pro-
gramme coherence and skills.

Considered together, the only difference in the set-up among the three models is the dependent
variable (i.e. comprising the three dimensions of learning outcomes). Thus, the relationships between
the different confounding variables are similar, as shown in Figures 2–4. The significant (p < .05) direct
and indirect effects of the variables on the three dimensions of learning outcomes are summarised in
Supplementary Table 2. The indirect effects are the products of the paths leading to the outcome
variable. Since the calculation also includes insignificant paths, the numbers somewhat deviate
from those shown in Figures 2–4.

Discussion

The key question in this article is whether field placement in higher education should also be coher-
ent with learning activities in university settings or whether focusing on placement quality is
sufficient for student learning outcomes. We have distinguished between an apprenticeship and a
coherence perspective on placement. Our findings show that programme coherence has a direct
positive impact on all three types of learning outcomes (knowledge, general competence and
skills). Preparation before placement has a direct positive impact on knowledge and general compe-
tence and indirect impacts on all three types of learning outcomes, mediated by placement quality
and programme coherence. Placement quality only indirectly affects learning outcomes positively
and is mediated by programme coherence. The reason why we find no direct effect of classroom
preparation on skills may be that some of the preparation is considered inadequate. A qualitative
study of one of the social work programmes included in our study showed that particularly training
in communication skills and methods was considered important preparation for placement. Training
in writing administrative decisions was considered a waste of time (Vindegg and Smeby 2020). Place-
ment quality is important, but its positive impact on learning outcomes depends on whether it has a
spillover effect on the experience of programme coherence. In other words, the connections between
placements and university-based aspects of education through preparation and experienced pro-
gramme coherence are significant. Focusing on placement quality alone is insufficient. However, it
is important to note the relatively strong positive direct relationship between placement quality
and programme coherence and between preparation for placement and placement quality.

As discussed in the introduction, self-efficacy and individual characteristics, such as gender, age
and grades in upper-secondary school, have proven important for learning outcomes in previous
research (Caspersen and Smeby 2018). However, the variables also highlight the individual aspects
of educational outcomes, in addition to the structural characteristics of study programmes. Further-
more, the relationships are not always straightforward, as shown in school grades’ negative direct
impact on all three learning outcomes, in line with previous research findings (Caspersen and
Smeby 2018). The reasonable explanation is that a self-reported learning outcome measures the sub-
jective experience of knowledge gain. Students with higher academic qualifications upon enrolment
may tend to experience lower subjective knowledge gain than students with lower grades. Self-
efficacy has a positive direct impact on knowledge and skills, which corresponds to the previous
research finding about the relation between self-efficacy and motivation in academic settings
(Pajares 1996). A possible reason why self-efficacy is not related to general competence is that this
outcome is more associated with values and attitudes. Age is indirectly positively related to the
three learning outcomes, while being female has a direct relation to general competence in social
work. Tolerance, ethical assessment ability and ability to understand other peoples’ situation are
examples of general competence.
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In this article, we have focused on the effects of placement quality, programme coherence and
classroom preparation for placement on learning outcomes. The individual background factors’ indir-
ect impacts on these variables are therefore particularly interesting. The literature emphasises that
students’ experienced programme coherence is related to their efforts, not just the curriculum (Hatle-
vik and Havnes 2017), and individual agency is also highlighted as important for workplace learning
outcomes (Billett 2016). Moreover, Smith and Worsfold (2015) argue that the experience of quality in
work-integrated learning in higher education not only depends on the actual organisation but also
on how the students are primed to understand the links between education and work, as well as the
alignment of learning activities. Both gender and age are therefore important variables, although in
our analyses, age is the only individual variable with an indirect effect on learning outcomes. Age is
positively related to programme coherence in all three models. Since age is related to various kinds of
experiences, this finding seems reasonable. Based on the emphasis on student effort (presented
above), we expected that some of the other individual variables would have a positive impact on
student assessment of placement quality and coherence; particularly, we expected that self-
efficacy would have such an effect. The reason for the lack of relationship may be that these variables
are based on students’ individual assessments rather than on more objective measures.

The social work literature emphasises that field placement contributes to the integration of the
various aspects of social workers’ competence, especially theoretical knowledge and practical skills
(Wayne, Bogo, and Raskin 2010). A key element of learning is the construction of meaning. Students’
experienced programme coherence implies that they have developed meaningful relationships
among the various aspects of professional competence, as well as their experiences in classroom
teaching and field placement. The development of such meaningful relationships underpins
student learning (Illeris 2011; Hatlevik and Havnes 2017). In short, the coherence perspective contrib-
utes to the understanding of why integration of learning in the two settings is required for placement
quality to have a significant (indirect) impact and why it has a positive impact on all three learning
outcomes.

The distinction among general competence, knowledge and skills has been benchmarked as a
standardised way of understanding the complexity of outcomes in all types of education through
the EQF. There are important differences between professional and disciplinary programmes,
however. While disciplinary curricula are characterised by conceptual coherence, professional pro-
grammes have contextual coherence (Muller 2009). Conceptual coherence refers to the epistemic
relationships among the various elements of the curricula, whereas contextual coherence pertains
to the relationships based on the relevance for professional practice. In this article, we have
focused on contextual coherence and have not addressed conceptual coherence. Since workplace
experiences constitute a way to strengthen contextual coherence, it is reasonable to assume its posi-
tive relation to students’ acquired knowledge in social work education, but it may not have the same
impact in disciplinary fields. Nonetheless, the distinction between conceptual and contextual coher-
ence is analytical, and they are not mutually exclusive. Therefore, strengthening contextual coher-
ence by including placement in disciplinary curricula may have positive impacts on student
learning outcomes in terms of knowledge in such fields as well.

Conclusions

In our review of the literature on field placement in social work, we have argued that some research-
ers tend to emphasise the quality of field placement, while others stress all parts of the social work
curriculum. However, it should be recognised that although their areas of focus differ, the majority of
social work scholars agree on the importance of placement quality, as well as preparation for place-
ment and programme coherence. Moreover, faculty members, administrators and field supervisors, at
least in the Norwegian educational programmes, have systematically worked to develop these
aspects (Vindegg and Smeby 2020). Our results indicate that programme coherence and placement
quality are important and that the impact of placement quality depends on coherence. We believe
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that these findings are essential, also for higher education research in general. Placement quality as a
general concept is insufficient, and the same holds for general approaches to work experiences.
While field placement is often voluntary and rather decoupled from other parts of the curricula in
other programmes, it is an established and a mandatory component of social work programmes.
The former kind of field placements may increase student satisfaction and employability (Jackson
and Collings 2018), but our study indicates that student learning outcomes also depend on coher-
ence: how students are prepared for placement, how placement experiences are linked to what is
learned in classroom settings and how workplace experiences are incorporated into classroom teach-
ing after placement periods. Through the coherence perspective, the importance of developing
meaningful relationships among the various aspects of knowledge, as well as learning in different
arenas, is highlighted.

Limitations and further research

In our study, preparation for placement, placement quality, programme coherence, as well as learn-
ing outcomes, are students’ self-reported variables. Self-reported variables have both advantages and
weaknesses (Caspersen, Smeby, and Aamodt 2017). In future research, it would be interesting if more
objective context variables, as well as test-based learning outcome variables, would be available. Our
study is also based on a somewhat limited sample size, with a significant panel attrition in the data.
This weakens the potential strengths of the longitudinal design. Although we argue that it is useful to
focus on a specific field, there is a need for studies on placement in other professional and disciplinary
programmes to unpack the importance and the role of field placement in learning outcomes. More-
over, the operationalisation of the three types of learning outcomes in our study is not profession
specific but formulated in a general way to fit in with more groups and enable comparisons
across groups. More discipline-specific and field-specific operationalisations may be useful to delve
even deeper into how placement contributes to student learning outcomes in different fields and
disciplines.
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