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Abstract
Over a two-year period, Master of Social Work (MSW) field education students were
asked to complete measures on their trauma histories and trauma symptoms to assess
their risk for secondary traumatic stress (STS) and vicarious trauma (VT) when in
field placements. Results of the study found that a significant number of students had
trauma histories, that they developed symptoms of STS while in their field experience,
and that some developed symptoms of VT. Results indicate the necessity for trauma
training, including self-care, for all faculty members, supervising field instructors, and
student interns to support the field experience.
Keywords: field education; secondary traumatic stress; vicarious trauma; social work;
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Trauma exposure in the general population is prevalent (Simiola et al., 2018). A study
by Benjet et al. (2015) of the general population in 24 countries around the world
found that more than 70% of individuals reported being exposed to a traumatic
event. Kessler et al. (1995) and Pietrzak et al. (2011) found that a significant number
of these survivors will suffer from negative psychological and physical problems
following the experience. Social work interns routinely work with clients who have
survived traumatic events (Bride, 2007). Mueser et al. (2004) found that 90% of public
mental health clients have a trauma history. Trauma-focused clinical work can lead
to a variety of stress-specific reactions for the social worker, such as vicarious trauma
(VT) and secondary traumatic stress (STS) (Salston & Figley, 2003). These can cause
symptoms similar to those of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) that intrude on
the everyday life of the student intern and result in decreases in quality of life and
professional functioning.
Literature Review
Trauma is defined as the results from an event, series of events, or circumstances
experienced by an individual that are physically or emotionally harmful or threatening
and have lasting adverse effects on the individual’s functioning and physical, social,
emotional, or spiritual well-being (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration [SAMHSA], 2014). Emotional reactions when working with trauma
survivors are increasingly important in the practice of social work (Harrison &
Westwood, 2009; Naturale, 2009), as client trauma histories are widely documented
among those seeking mental health, public health, and social services (Ko et al., 2008;
Pecora et al., 2009).
The term STS has been used to refer to the recognition that those who come into
continued close contact with trauma survivors, including social work student interns,
may experience significant emotional disruption and may become unintended victims
of the trauma themselves (Figley, 1995). Consequently, STS is becoming viewed as an
occupational hazard of providing direct services to traumatized populations (Figley,
1999; Hatcher et al., 2011). In fact, the newest revision of the Diagnostic Statistical
Manual (DSM), version 5, reclassified PTSD to include “experiencing repeated or
extreme exposure to aversive details of the traumatic event,” such as “first responders
collecting human remains; police officers repeatedly exposed to details of child abuse”
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013, p. 271). This addition came in response
to secondary victimization studies that showed first responders exhibited PTSD
symptoms from witnessing firsthand traumatic experiences (Zoellner et al., 2013).
STS describes the sudden adverse reactions people can have to trauma survivors
with whom they are working or seeking to help (Bride, 2007; Figley, 1995; Jenkins &
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Baird, 2002). VT is more complex than STS as it is caused by disruptive and painful
psychological effects that can persist for months or years if untreated (Pearlman, 2012;
Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1995). VT is a negative alteration to the inner self of a trauma
worker or helper that results from empathic interaction with traumatized clients and
their reports of traumatic experiences.
While there is some literature that has examined STS and VT among clinical social
workers (Bride, 2007; Devilly et al., 2009; Michalopoulos & Aparicio, 2012; OwensKing, 2019) few studies have examined these, or other stress reactions, in social work
graduate student interns (Cunningham, 2004; Dane, 2002; Miller, 2001) who are likely
to be treating trauma survivors. Social work student interns routinely work with
clients who have survived interpersonal violence, child abuse and neglect, sexual
abuse and assault, military combat, incarceration, man-made and natural disasters,
and medical trauma, or who have cared for terminally ill family members for extended
periods of time. Elliot and Guy (1993) found that women in mental health professions
reported higher rates of trauma than women in other professions. Black et al. (1993)
found that students in clinical fields reported more extensive trauma histories than
students in nonclinical fields.
In more recent literature, racial trauma has shown to be important in understanding
risk factors for people of color and indigenous communities. Related to vicarious
trauma, racial trauma “is unique in that it involves ongoing individual and collective
injuries due to exposure and re-exposure to race-based stress” (Comas-Díaz et al.,
2019, p. 1). Further, the American Medical Association (AMA) in November 2020
acknowledged racism as a public health threat in the United States (O’Reilly, 2020).
Current social work research has not investigated the link between racial trauma and
vicarious trauma among social work students.
Butler et al. (2017) and Gilin and Kauffman (2015) reported evidence indicating that
students in clinical training programs have higher Adverse Childhood Experience
(ACE) scores than the general population. Crothers’s (1995) study of staff members
working with survivors of childhood sexual abuse identified several areas in which
workers’ lives were impacted, particularly early on in their employment. “According
to most of the reviewed studies, higher levels of VT were associated with higher levels
of exposure and lower levels of experience” (Chouliaria et al., p. 54). Michalopoulos
and Aparicio (2012) found this to be true among social workers, thus making it
imperative that we understand the impact of trauma on our novice student interns
exposed to traumatic material presented by clients during their field education
internship experience.
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Methods
Procedure
The study was approved by the university Institutional Review Board. Students in
the Master of Social Work (MSW) degree programs of two universities were asked to
participate in a study of their experience with personal trauma and their exposure and
response to traumatic material presented by clients in their field education internship.
A total of 89 students participated in this study. Students in both the campus-based
and online programs were asked to participate in data collection. Student respondents
completed all study measures in an online, self-administered survey format sent
electronically via a HIPAA- and FERPA-compliant secure encrypted hosting platform.
The purpose and methods of the study were included in the informed consent along
with information regarding voluntary participation, freedom to drop out of the study
at any time without penalty, data security, and methods of insuring and maintaining
respondent anonymity. The pretest was administered early in the fall semester and the
posttest was administered late in the spring semester within the same academic year.
Participants
Participants consisted of MSW students in either their first (foundation)- or second
(concentration)-year field education internship experience; the sample included
advanced standing students who only complete the second (concentration)-year field
education internship. Student respondents were enrolled in an MSW program in the
United States within a northeastern, state-system, regional university or in a large,
private, and research I–designated university on the west coast.
Measures
Students were asked to complete several instruments that have been shown to be
valid, reliable, and widely used in other studies of STS and VT. In order to assess
changes in stress/trauma responses related to field internship experiences, instruments
were administered at pretest and posttest. Student respondents completed pretest
instruments before they began field placement (within the first four weeks of the
applicable semester) and posttest instruments after the completion of the field
placement for both first (foundation)- and second (concentration)-year field education
internship experiences. The rationale for conducting pretests and posttests was to
determine if and how client interactions in field education sites effect STS and VT.
Additionally, correlations between ACE scores and pretest and posttest outcomes
of other instruments may indicate that student interns with varying ACE scores are
at an increased risk for STS or VT. The instruments included in study were the: (1)
ACE Questionnaire–Mini Version as described by Anda et.al. (2006); (2) Impact of
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Event Scale (IES) as described by Weiss and Marmar (1997); (3) Trauma Screening
Questionnaire (TSQ) as described by Brewin et al. (2002); and the (4) Secondary
Traumatic Stress Scale (STSS) as described by Bride et al. (2004). The ACE was
administered only at pretest as it measures experiences prior to age 19. All student
respondents were beyond this age; therefore, there would be no change in their
responses over time.
The ACE comes from a study conducted by Felitti and Anda at Kaiser Permanente
in San Diego (Anda, 2006). This study indicates that childhood trauma exposure was
commonly reported and categories of ACEs were highly correlated with one another
(Felitti et al., 1998). Moreover, the ACE score, which is a total count of the number
of ACE categories reported, can provide a measure of cumulative stress experienced
during childhood. The 10 questions are in a “yes/no” format where a yes equals one
point and no equals zero points. A total score of four or higher is considered to be a
high ACE score while a score of 7 to 10 is extremely high. The ACE has been found
to be a reliable, valid, efficient, and a cost-effective screening for the retrospective
assessment of adverse childhood experiences. It has adequate internal consistency with
a Cronbach’s α = .88 (Murphy et al., 2014).
The IES is a short, self-reported questionnaire consisting of 22 Likert-scale items (Weiss
& Marmar, 1997). It measures subjective response to a specific traumatic event and
provides an overall subjective stress score. It is not diagnostic and there is no specific
cutoff score identified by its authors. The IES addresses the three symptom clusters
typical in PTSD: Avoidance, Intrusion, and Hyperarousal. A five-point scale ranges
from 0 (‘not at all’) to 4 (‘extremely’). High internal consistency has been demonstrated
for the IES with a Cronbach’s α = 0.96 (Creamer et al., 2003). The subscales of
Avoidance and Intrusion measure differences in the clinical response to traumatic
events of varied severity, and show good internal consistency. The Hyperarousal
subscale has good predictive validity regarding trauma (Brierre, 1997).
The TSQ is a 10-item symptom screen designed for use with survivors of all types of
traumatic stress (Brewin et al., 2002). It uses a “yes/no” response format and assesses
the presence of five Intrusion items (e.g., “Upsetting dreams about the event”) and five
Hyperarousal items (e.g., “Difficulty falling or staying asleep”) experienced within
the past week. At a cutoff of six symptoms in any combination, the TSQ showed a
sensitivity/specificity of 0.86/0.93 in predicting PTSD in rail crash survivors at 6 to12
months post-trauma, and a sensitivity/specificity of 0.76/0.97 in crime victims within
one-month post-trauma (Brewin et al., 2002). Walters et al. (2007) replicated this cutoff
study in a sample of emergency unit patients with a sensitivity/specificity of 0.85/0.89
for future PTSD at one month and of 0.88/0.78 for six-month PTSD.
The STSS is a 17-item instrument that has been found to be reliable and demonstrates
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convergent, discriminant, and factorial validity (Bride et al., 2004). The STSS instructs
respondents to indicate how frequently they experienced each of 17 symptoms
during the previous week using a five choice, Likert-type response format ranging
from “never” (1)’ to “very often (5).” Items are designed to be congruent with the
17 symptom criteria of PTSD as delineated in the DSM IV-TR. Higher scores on the
STSS indicate higher levels of STS symptomatology. The scale addresses the three
factors of Intrusion, Avoidance, and Arousal by measuring practitioner reactions to
traumatic stress experienced through their work with clients. Alpha levels for the
STSS and its subscales are as follows: full STSS α = 0.93; Intrusion α = 0.80; Avoidance
α = 0.87); and Arousal α = 0.83 (Bride et al., 2004). Results of a study evaluating the
STSS with the DSM-5 found that “Based on multiple fit indices, the results showed the
7-factor hybrid model, comprising intrusion, avoidance, negative affect, anhedonia,
externalizing behavior, anxious arousal, and dysphoric arousal factors, has excellent fit
to STS” (Mordeno et al., 2017, p. 1).
Results
Sample
The average respondent was 30 years old, white (63%), female (89%), in the first year
of internship (77%), who also had previous experience in social service occupations
(66%). Some ethnic diversity was represented among respondents with inclusion of
students identifying as Hispanic (18%), Black (7%), other (7%), and Asian (5%). Slightly
more than half of the students were in online programs (54%).
Results
The purpose of this study was to assess MSW students’ experience with personal
trauma and their exposure and response to traumatic material presented by clients
in their field education internship. Results suggest that student trauma histories
and symptoms need to be considered in order to assess their risk for STS and VT
when in field placements. Presented in Table 1 are paired t-test results of pretest and
posttest scores (N = 89) for the IES and subscale scores for intrusion, avoidance, and
hyperarousal; the TSQ; and STSS with subscale scores for intrusion, avoidance, and
arousal.
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Table 1
Paired t-test Results of Pretest and Posttest Measures (N = 89)
Measure
IES Total Score
IES Intrusion
IES Avoidance
IES Hyperarousal
TSQ Total
STSS Total Scale
STSS Intrusion
STSS Avoidance
STSS Arousal
*p < .05. **p < .01.

Pretest Score
31.4
9.3
10.1
4.0
2.3
32.1
9.7
12.6
9.7

Posttest Score
28.2
8.8
8.4
4.1
2.3
33.5
9.6
13.7
10.1

Significance
.16
.47
.05*
.86
.80
.14
.76
.01**
.27

While the IES scores were significantly less on any avoidance behaviors at the end
of the field experience as compared to its start, the STSS revealed that self-reported
experiences of avoidance symptoms associated with STS significantly increased. As
per the DSM-5, these symptoms include avoiding difficult feelings of the traumatic
event and avoiding external reminders that lead to distressing memories, thoughts, or
feelings associated with the traumatic event (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
Students often report that their reasons for selecting the social work profession
are personal difficulties they had encountered and a desire to help others who
experienced the same. Some of those difficulties may be reflected by items on the ACE
questionnaire. In this convenience sample (N = 89), 47% of respondents reported the
highest risk category of having experienced four or more ACEs. This is a concerning
number of ACEs, and puts these students at risk for retraumatization. Table 2
illustrates respondents’ ACE scores by percent.
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Table 2
Adverse Childhood Experience (ACE) Questionnaire Scores (N = 89)
ACE Score
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
10

Percent
10
14
19
10
19
7
9
10
2

Cumulative Percent
10
24
43
53
72
79
88
98
100

No ACE score can be interpreted without also knowing about resilience, protective
factors, or posttraumatic growth. However, most students were in their first
internship in a traditional two-year program and easily could have been impacted by
unanticipated client circumstances causing them secondary traumatic stress. In the
case of this sample, there was a significant increase in secondary trauma avoidance
symptoms as measured by the STSS (see Table 1). High ACE scores coupled with
significantly increased secondary traumatic stress avoidance symptoms, seen in STSS
scores, warranted closer examination of symptoms reported on the TSQ. Since the TSQ
measures PTSD symptoms, this is particularly relevant given possible triggers that
may have occurred during students’ internships.
Results of the TSQ reveal that about one third of respondents in the sample
experienced three PTSD symptoms, and 20% of the sample reported experiencing
seven symptoms. Past trauma experiences, and exposure to secondary trauma in the
field, may well have contributed to symptoms very similar to PTSD for about 20%
of the student group. It remains unclear as to what extent those were recognized or
addressed in supervision or in the courses that support the internship. These results
are presented in Table 3, which illustrates the percentage of “yes” and “no” responses
to trauma symptom items in the TSQ.
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Table 3
Trauma Symptom Questionnaire (TSQ) Responses by Percent (N = 89)
Trauma Symptom Questionnaire Item
Upsetting thoughts or memories that have come to your mind against
your will
Upsetting dreams about the event
Acting or feeling as though the event were happening again
Feeling upset about reminders of the event
Bodily reactions when reminded of the event
Difficulty falling or staying asleep
Irritability or outbursts of anger
Difficulty concentrating
Heightened awareness of potential danger to self and others
Being jumpy or startled by something unexpected

% Responses
Yes
No
32
68
8
9
36
23
28
20
46
28
16

92
91
64
77
72
80
54
72
84

Correlations between ACE scores and pretest and posttest outcomes of the IES, TSQ,
and STSS were conducted. A significant correlation was found between IES avoidance
symptom clusters at pretest typical in PTSD. Findings suggest that any childhood
trauma associated with initial avoidance, as indicated by pretest IES avoidance scores,
diminished by the end of the internship experience as evidenced by the ACE and
posttest IES avoidance correlation. Perhaps being witness to success in treatment and
client progress was personally therapeutic. No other pretest or posttest outcomes
were associated with ACE scores. This is one other possible indicator that the high
ACE scores among the sample were not associated with any significant trauma. Either
protective factors may have helped, and/or posttraumatic growth had occurred for
this group of students. These findings are detailed in Table 4.
Another possible explanation may be that students were quite anxious at the
beginning of their field placement experience because they were lacking in confidence
about their clinical skills and abilities to function proficiently in their placements, and
thus rated themselves high on the anxiety scale. By the end of their placement, they
probably were much more confident in their abilities to function well in the field and
had decreased anxiety, which decreased their ratings on the anxiety scale.
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Table 4
Correlations of ACE Scores and all Pretest and Posttest Measures
Measure
Pretest IES Total Score
Posttest IES Total Score
Pretest IES Intrusion
Posttest IES Intrusion
Pretest IES Avoidance
Posttest IES Avoidance
Pretest IES Arousal
Posttest IES Arousal
Pretest STSS Total
Posttest STSS Total Score
Pretest STSS Intrusion
Posttest STSS Intrusion
Pretest STSS Avoidance
Posttest STSS Avoidance
Pretest TSQ
Posttest TSQ
Note. *p < .05

Correlation with ACE
.22
–.07
.17
–.01
.30
–.02
.09
–.17
–.06
–.07
–.14
–.05
.13
.01
.05
–.05

Significance
.17
.61
.98
.96
.03*
.90
.55
.24
.98
.63
.32
.71
.36
.96
.75
.75

A closer examination of ACE items found that the most frequently reported trauma
experiences were of growing up in a household with severe alcohol/drug and/or
mental health problems. Mental health and addiction are common problems in every
field of practice, and would have been readily encountered client problems in student
internships. Therefore, it may have been these adverse child experiences and the
internship experiences that most contributed to increase in the avoidance subscales
of the STSS and IES. Further, despite the fact that 47% of the student sample reported
four or more ACEs, there were no significant correlations between ACE scores and
any outcome measures of secondary trauma, impact of events, or traumatic stress. The
findings suggest that students have successfully dealt with childhood trauma directly,
or in other ways that represented development of resilience, the existence of protective
factors, or posttraumatic growth. We can only speculate with data collected. Future
research should include investigation of those factors.
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Table 5
Highest Frequency ACEs
ACE Item
Lived with someone who had
problems with drugs or alcohol

Response

No
Yes
Total
Household member depressed,
No
mentally ill, or attempted suicide Yes
Total

Frequency Percent
52
37
89
45
44
89

58.4
41.5
100
50.5
49.5
100

Cumulative
Percent
58.5
100
50.5
100

Discussion
Since field education is considered the signature pedagogy in the profession and
is required by the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE), the social work
accrediting board, social work educators must recognize that working with clients
with trauma histories can influence the potential for severe trauma response effects on
students (Salston & Figley, 2003). Further, students who have already been exposed
to racial trauma and/or prior traumatic events in their personal lives can encounter
exacerbated trauma responses when working with clients. Combating the effects of
traumatic stress responses is an important aspect of training social work students, and
can be accomplished through the use of education, supervision, and other means of
support to mitigate trauma reactions among graduate students (Adams & Riggs, 2008;
Boscarino et al., 2004; Butler et al., 2017).
In order for students to receive adequate supports, faculty must be educated in
the basics of trauma to provide didactic training. Faculty preparation includes
instruction regarding various definitions and types of trauma, prevalence of trauma
in particular areas of social work practice, consequences of working with trauma
survivors, approaches to trauma assessment, principles of trauma-informed care, and
available options for trauma-specific interventions for a variety of client populations.
Faculty preparation and training can then be transferred to students via curricula
in which they learn fundamental concepts and acquire skills to assess for a trauma
history, appreciate the principles of trauma-informed care, and gain competence
in utilizing these principles with all clients from the beginning of their earliest field
education experiences. This would also enable student interns to enter internships
with awareness of the options for trauma-specific treatment benefitting diverse clients.
Further, student preparation and training can increase students’ understanding of how
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working with clients who have experienced trauma may affect them both personally
and professionally. When considering this aspect of student education, it must be
kept in mind that students report STS symptoms from the combination of exposure to
trauma in the classroom along with exposure in field (Butler et al., 2017; Harr & Moore,
2011; Shannon et al., 2014).
In addition to the stress response to working with traumatized clients, social work
education must also begin to explore how the lived experience of social work
practitioners impacts their vicarious stress response in their professional careers. As
the AMA publicly recognized systemic racism as a public health threat, it included
a call to action for medical students (and presumptively all health and behavioral
health professionals, such as social workers) to be trained to recognize systemic,
cultural, and interpersonal forms of racism in public health and health administration.
The AMA specifically mentioned the need for graduate-level education to include
implementation and evaluation for preventing and ameliorating the health effects of
racism (O’Reilly, 2020).
At minimum, trauma content and trauma-informed care should be included in
all practice courses in the social work curriculum in order to prepare students for
probable trauma exposure during their field experience (Wilson & Nochajski, 2016).
Ideally, adding a specific trauma course to the curriculum should be a priority in MSW
programs from both an ethical and practical perspective (Bussey, 2011; Newman,
2011). Likewise, in field education, when developing student learning contracts,
attention must be given to including trauma competencies whereby students can
demonstrate their understanding of trauma-informed practice and the use of traumainformed care principles. This can be accomplished through written assignments
provided by both field instructors and faculty, as well as through in vivo exposure
(Grise-Owens et al., 2018).
It is not clear that all field instructors are versed in the issues of trauma (Knight,
2010). Therefore, all field instructors should be provided with basic information
on trauma, practice issues for clients with trauma histories, and self-care for those
working with trauma survivors (Strand et al., 2016). With the ubiquity of various
telecommunication platforms, this can be achieved by developing and offering to
field instructors an asynchronous seminar about these issues, augmented by reading
materials, PowerPoint presentations, video recommendations, and/or having students
provide in-service training to agency personnel based on what they have learned in
their coursework. CSWE has created a resource, Specialized Practice Curricular Guide for
Trauma-Informed Social Work Practice, that would be very useful to field instructors and
faculty alike (CSWE, 2018).
Finally, if social workers are to achieve the first ethical responsibility to clients noted
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by the National Association of Social Workers, which states that “Social workers’
primary responsibility is to promote the well-being of clients” (NASW, 2017), it is
critical that students develop a self-care plan to help minimize their risk of developing
STS or VT (Humphrey, 2013; Lewis & King, 2019; Owens-King, 2019). Students must
manage many stressors during their field placements, such as employment, family
obligations, and course assignments. It is also common for students to eat poorly, have
less than adequate sleep, and refrain from exercise. Therefore, self-care should begin
early in field placement settings and continue to be refined as needed throughout the
students’ tenure in social work degree programs. Butler et al. (2019) propose six life
domains—physical, professional, relational, emotional, psychological, and spiritual—
that may require attention in the practice of self-care. Physical self-care comes in many
forms. The basics of sleep hygiene, healthy eating, and exercise should be part of a selfcare plan. Bodywork such as massage, dance, or yoga are good options as well.
Certainly, on a professional level, students need to make effective use of supervision
to address any issues or concerns around working with trauma survivors. Other
options for professional concerns include conference attendance, in-service educational
opportunities, reading of the relevant literature, and peer support. On a relational
level, nurturing primary relationships is essential. The use of other social supports
in addition to primary relationships is critical in helping to manage working with
challenging client populations. The utilization of a social support system to create a
work/life balance is a major path to increasing self-care behaviors while decreasing
barriers to self-care (Xu et al., 2019).
Journaling is an effective method for addressing emotional issues, as are forms of
artistic expression such as painting, music, and dance; identifying circumstances
that lead to laughter is also very helpful. Stress management techniques that include
activities such as progressive muscle relaxation and guided imagery can be useful,
as is professional assistance. Psychological issues may be addressed effectively
by using practices such as thought stopping or thought completion, limit setting
and assertiveness, and through a professional relationship. Spiritual needs can be
met by traditional religious organization attendance; other means such as prayer,
mindfulness practice, meditation, and walking in the woods or going to the beach can
also be helpful. Many of these behaviors are free and can be practiced anywhere and
whenever needed. Clearly, social workers must take care of themselves in order to be
fully accessible to clients (Lewis & King, 2019).
Limitations of the Study
An important limitation to the study was that the sample was a convenience sample
where students self-selected into the study. It is unknown if this self-selection
process involved students who were more aware of the importance of their own
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trauma reactions as opposed to students who did not opt into the study. Further,
this study was conducted in only two social work programs. The results could be
unique to those programs or to the regional settings where the study was conducted.
Another limitation of this study was the small number of students who responded
to the questionnaires. Only master’s-level social work students participated. It is not
clear that these results would apply to BSW-level students or to students in other
disciplines. Lastly, this study did not have a great deal of racial, cultural, or gender
diversity, thus limiting its generalizability across all social work practitioners.
Future Research
Further study on how preparing social work students for working with trauma clients
affects risk for the development of STS and VT is clearly indicated. A study with a
larger number of students from a wider geographic region and varied cultural, racial,
and gender identities should be planned. This could include a multisite, multiregional
cohort of students to address the issues of generalizability. In addition, emphasis
on obtaining qualitative responses from students about more specific details of
their experiences working with trauma survivors would prove illuminating. In a
recent study, Singer et al. (2019) published compelling evidence that social workers
who have a meaning in life related to their work find this preventive for vicarious
trauma reactions. It is suggested that social work career development programs aim
to facilitate increasing a sense of purpose in life as a protective mechanism against
the stressors associated with professional practice. Likewise, it is also recommended
to advocate for including in the social work curriculum trauma instruction that
continually evaluates its impact on students’ response to working with trauma
survivors. As the field empirically acknowledges the damaging effects trauma can
have on those who choose a social work career, the call to action must include training
social work students to manage their trauma exposure effectively and reinforcing
protective barriers via continuing education throughout their social work careers.
References
Adams, S. A., & Riggs, S. A. (2008). An exploratory study of vicarious trauma among
therapist trainees. Training and Education in Professional Psychology, 2(1), 26–34.
https://doi.org/10.1037/1931-3918.2.1.26
American Psychiatric Association. (2013). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental
disorders (5th ed.).
Anda, R. F., Felitti, V. J., Bremner, J. D., Walker, J. D., Whitfield, C., Perry, B. D., Dube,
Sh. R., & Giles, W. H. (2006). The enduring effects of abuse and related adverse
experiences in childhood: A convergence of evidence from neurobiology and

Preparing Students for Trauma Exposure in Field Education Settings

15

epidemiology. European Archives of Psychiatry and Clinical Neuroscience, 256(3),
174–186. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00406-005-0624-4
Benjet, C., Bromet, E., Karam, E. G., Kessler, R. C., McLaughlin, K. A., Ruscio, A. M.,
Shahly, V., Stein, D. J., Petukhova, M., Hill, E., Alonso, J., Atwoli, L., Bunting,
B., Bruffaerts, R., Caldas-de-Almeida, J. M., de Girolamo, G., Florescu, S.,
Gureje, O., Huang, Y., ... Koenen, K. C. (2015). The epidemiology of traumatic
event exposure worldwide: Results from the World Mental Health Survey
Consortium. Psychological Medicine, 46(2), 327–343. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0033291715001981
Black, P. N., Jeffreys, D., & Hartley, E. K. (1993). Personal history of psychosocial
trauma in the early life of social work and business students. Journal of Social
Work Education, 29(2), 171–180. https://doi.org/10.1080/10437797.1993.10778812
Boscarino, J. A., Figley, C. R., & Adams, R. E. (2004) Compassion fatigue following the
September 11 terrorist attacks: A study of secondary trauma among New York
social workers. International Journal of Emergency Mental Health, 6(2), 57–66.
Brewin, C. R., Rose, S., Andrews, B., Green, J., Tata, P., McEvedy, C., Turner, S., & Foa,
E. B. (2002). Brief screening instrument for posttraumatic stress disorder. The
British Journal of Psychiatry, 181, 158–162.
Bride, B. E. (2007). Prevalence of secondary traumatic stress among social workers.
Social Work, 52(1), 63–70. https://doi.org/10.1093/sw/52.1.63
Bride, B. E., Robinson, M. M., Yegidis, B., & Figley, C. R. (2004). Development and
validation of the Secondary Traumatic Stress Scale. Research on Social Work
Practice, 14(1), 27–35. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049731503254106
Briere, J. (1997). Psychological assessment of adult posttraumatic states (2nd ed). American
Psychological Association.
Bussey, M. C. (2011). Trauma response and recovery certificate program: Preparing
students for effective practice. Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 28, 117–144.
https://doi.org/10.1080/08841230802179118
Butler, L. D., Carello, J., & Maguin, E. (2017). Trauma, stress, and self-care in clinical
training: Predictors of burnout, decline in health status, secondary traumatic
stress symptoms, and compassion. Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice,
and Policy, 9(4), 416–424. https://doi.org/10.1037/tra0000187

Preparing Students for Trauma Exposure in Field Education Settings

16

Butler, L. D., Mercer, K. A., McClain-Meeder, K., Horne, D. M., & Dudley, M. (2019) Six
domains of self-care: Attending to the whole person. Journal of Human Behavior in
the Social Environment, 29(1), 107–124. https://doi.org/10.1080/10911359.2018.14
82483
Chouliara, Z., Hutchinson, C., & Karatzia, T. (2009). Vicarious traumatization in
practitioners who work with adult survivors of sexual violence and child sexual
abuse: Literature review and directions for future research. Counselling and
Psychotherapy Research, 9(1), 47–56. https://doi.org/10.1080/14733140802656479
Comas-Díaz, L., Hall, G. N., & Neville, H. A. (2019). Racial trauma: Theory, research,
and healing: Introduction to the special issue. American Psychologist, 74(1), 1–5.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/amp0000442
Council on Social Work Education (2018). Specialized practice curricular guide for trauma
informed social work practice. https://cswe.org/Education-Resources/2015Curricular-Guides/2015EPAS_TraumaInformedSW_web-(2).aspx
Creamer, M., Bell, R., & Failla, S. (2003). Psychometric properties of the Impact of Event
Scale—Revised. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 41(12), 1489–1496. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.brat.2003.07.010
Crothers, D. (1995). Vicarious traumatization in the work with survivors of childhood
trauma. Journal of Psychosocial Nursing and Mental Health Services, 33(4), 9–13.
Cunningham, M. (2004). Teaching social workers about trauma. Reducing the risk of
vicarious trauma in the classroom. Journal of Social Work Education, 40(2), 305–317.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10437797.2004.10778495
Dane, B. (2002). Duty to inform: Preparing social work students to understand
vicarious trauma. Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 22(3-4), 3–20. https://doi.
org/10.1300/J067v22n03_02
Devilly, G. J., Wright, R., & Varker, T. (2009). Vicarious trauma, secondary
traumatic stress or simply burnout? Effect of trauma therapy on mental health
professionals. Australian and New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry. 43(4), 373–385.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00048670902721079
Elliott, D. M., & Guy, J. D. (1993). Mental health professionals versus non-mentalhealth professionals: Childhood trauma and adult functioning. Professional
Psychology: Research and Practice, 24(1), 83–90.

Preparing Students for Trauma Exposure in Field Education Settings

17

Felitti, V. J., Anda, R. F., Nordenberg, D., Williamson, D. F., Spitz, A. M., Edwards, V.,
Koss, M. P., & Marks, J. S. (1998). Relationship of childhood abuse and household
dysfunction to many of the leading causes of death in adults: The adverse
childhood experiences (ACE) study. American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 14(4),
245–258. http://www.theannainstitute.org/ACE folder for website/5RACE.pdf
Figley, C. R. (1995). Compassion fatigue as secondary traumatic stress disorder: An
overview. In C. R. Figley (Ed.), Compassion fatigue: Coping with secondary traumatic
stress disorder in those who treat the traumatized (pp. 1–20). Brunner-Routledge.
Figley, C. R. (1999). Compassion fatigue: Toward a new understanding of the costs
of caring. In B. H. Stamm (Ed.), Secondary traumatic stress: Self-care issues for
clinicians, researchers, & educators (2nd ed., pp. 3–28). Sidran Press.
Gilin, B., & Kauffman, S. (2015). Strategies for teaching about trauma to graduate social
work students. Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 35(4), 378–396.
Grise-Owens, E., Miller, J., Escobar-Ratliff, L., & George, N. (2018). Teaching note–
Teaching self-care and wellness as a professional practice skill: A curricular case
example. Journal of Social Work Education, 54(1), 180–186. https://doi.org/10.1080
/10437797.2017.1308778
Harr, C., & Moore, B. (2011). Compassion fatigue among social work students in field
placements. Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 31(3), 350–363.
Harrison, R. L.,. & Westwood, M. J. (2009). Preventing vicarious traumatization of
mental health therapists: Identifying protective practices. Psychotherapy, 46(2),
203–219. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0016081
Hatcher, S. S., Bride, B. E., Oh, H., King, D. M., & Catrett, J. F. (2011). An
assessment of secondary traumatic stress in juvenile justice education
workers. Journal of Correctional Health Care, 17(3), 208–217. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1078345811401509
Humphrey, K. R. (2013). Using a student-led support group to reduce stress and
burnout among BSW students. Social Work with Groups, 36(1), 73–84. https://doi.
org/10.1080/01609513.2012.712905
Jenkins, S. R., & Baird, S. (2002). Secondary traumatic stress and vicarious trauma:
A validation study. Journal of Traumatic Stress, 15(5), 423–432. https://doi.
org/10.1023/A:1020193526843

Preparing Students for Trauma Exposure in Field Education Settings

18

Kessler, R. C., Sonnega, A., Bromet, E., Hughes, M., & Nelson, C. B. (1995).
Posttraumatic stress disorder in the National Comorbidity Survey.
Archives of General Psychiatry, 52(12), 1048–1060. https://doi.org/10.1001/
archpsyc.1995.03950240066012
Knight, C. (2010). Indirect trauma in the field practicum: Secondary traumatic stress,
vicarious trauma, and compassion fatigue among social work students and their
field instructors. Journal of Baccalaureate Social Work, 15(1), 31–52.
Ko, S. J., Ford, J. D., Kassam-Adams, N., Berkowitz, S. J., Wilson, C., Wong, M., Brymer,
M. J., & Layne, C. M. (2008). Creating trauma-informed systems: Child welfare,
education, first responders, health care, juvenile justice. Professional Psychology:
Research and Practice, 39(4), 396–404. https://doi.org/10.1037/0735-7028.39.4.396
Lewis, M. L., & King, D. M. (2019). Teaching self-care: The utilization of self-care in
social work practicum to prevent compassion fatigue, burnout, and vicarious
trauma. Journal of Human Behavior in the Social Environment, 29(1), 96–106.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10911359.2018.1482482
Michalopoulos, L. M., & Aparicio, E. (2012). Vicarious trauma in social workers:
The role of trauma history, social support, and years of experience. Journal of
Aggression, Maltreatment & Trauma, 21(6), 646–664. https://doi.org/10.1080/1092
6771.2012.689422
Miller, M. (2001). Creating a safe frame for learning. Teaching about trauma and
trauma treatment. Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 21(3-4), 159–179.
Mordeno, I., Go, G., & Yangson-Serondo A. (2017). Examining the dimensional
structure models of secondary traumatic stress based on DSM 5. Asian Journal of
Psychiatry, 25, 154–160. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajp.2016.10.024
Mueser, K. T., Salyers, M. P., Rosenberg, S. D., Goodman, L. A., Essock, S. M., Osher,
F. C., Swartz, M. S., Butterfield, M. I., & 5 Site Health and Risk Study Research
Committee (2004). Interpersonal trauma and posttraumatic stress disorder in
patients with severe mental illness: Demographic, clinical, and health correlates.
Schizophrenia Bulletin, 30(1), 45–57. https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.
schbul.a007067
Murphy, A., Steele, M., Dube, S. R., Bate, J., Bonuck, K., Meissner, P., Goldman, H.,
& Steele, H. (2014). Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) Questionnaire
and Adult Attachment Interview (AAI): Implications for parent child
relationships. Child Abuse & Neglect 38(2), 224–233. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.

Preparing Students for Trauma Exposure in Field Education Settings

19

chiabu.2013.09.004
National Association of Social Workers. (2017). NASW code of ethics. https://www.
socialworkers.org/about/ethics/code-of-ethics/code-of-ethics-english
Naturale, A. (2009). Secondary traumatic stress in social workers responding to
disasters: Reports from the field. Clinical Social Work, 35, 173–181. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10615-007-0089-1
Newman, E. (2011). Teaching clinical psychology graduate students about traumatic
stress studies. Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice, and Policy, 3(3),
235–242. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0024476
O’Reilly, K. B. (2020, November 16). AMA: Racism is a threat to public health. https://
www.ama-assn.org/delivering-care/health-equity/ama-racism-threat-publichealth
Owens-King, A. P. (2019) Secondary traumatic stress and self-care inextricably linked.
Journal of Human Behavior in the Social Environment, 29(1), 37–47. https://doi.org/
10.1080/10911359.2018.1472703
Pecora, P. J., White, C. R., Jackson, L. J., & Wiggins, T. (2009). Mental health of current
and former recipients of foster care: A review of recent studies in the USA.
Child & Family Social Work, 14(2), 132–146. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.13652206.2009.00618.x
Pearlman, L. (2012). Vicarious trauma. In C. R. Figley (Ed.), Encyclopedia of trauma: An
interdisciplinary guide (pp. 783-786). Thousand Oaks.
Pearlman, L., & Saakvine, K. (1995). Trauma and the therapies: Countertransference and
vicarious traumatization in psychotherapy with incest survivors. W. W. Norton.
Pietrzak, R. H., Goldstein, R. B., Southwick, S. M., & Grant, B. F. (2011). Prevalence and
Axis I comorbidity of full and partial posttraumatic stress disorder in the United
States: Results from Wave 2 of the National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol
and Related Conditions. Journal of Anxiety Disorders, 25(3), 456–465. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2010.11.010
Salston, M., & Figley, C. R. (2003). Secondary traumatic stress effects of working with
survivors of criminal victimization. Journal of Traumatic Stress, 16(2), 167–174.
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1022899207206

Preparing Students for Trauma Exposure in Field Education Settings

20

Shannon, P. J., Simmelink-McCleary, J., Im, H., Becher, E., & Crook-Lyon, R. E. (2014).
Developing a self-care practice in a trauma treatment course. Journal of Social
Work Education, 50(3), 440–453. https://doi.org/10.1080/10437797.2014.917932
Simiola, V., Smothers, B., Thompson, R., & Cook, J. M. (2018). A national survey of
trauma training in psychology field education. Journal of Aggression, Maltreatment,
& Trauma, 27(3), 300–322. https://doi.org/10.1080/10926771.2017.1311977
Singer, J., Cumming, C., Moody, S., and Benuto, L. T. (2019). Reducing burnout,
vicarious trauma, and secondary traumatic stress through investigating purpose
in life in social workers. Journal of Social Work, 20(5), 620–638. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1468017319853057
Strand, V., Popescu, M., Abramovitz, R., & Richards, S. (2016). Building agency
capacity for trauma-informed evidence-based practice and field instruction.
Journal of Evidence-Informed Social Work, 13(2), 179–197. https://doi.org/10.1080/
23761407.2015.1014124
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. (2014). SAMHSA’s
concept of trauma and guidance for a trauma-informed approach. https://store.
samhsa.gov/product/SAMHSA-s-Concept-of-Trauma-and-Guidance-for-aTrauma-Informed-Approach/SMA14-4884
Walters, J. T., Bisson, J. I., & Shepherd, J. P. (2007). Predicting posttraumatic stress
disorder: Validation of the Trauma Screening Questionnaire in victims of
assault. Psychological Medicine, 37(1), 143–150. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0033291706008658
Weiss, D. S., & Marmar, C. R. (1997). The Impact of Event Scale—Revised. In J. P.
Wilson & T. M. Keane (Eds.), Assessing psychological trauma and PTSD (pp. 399–
411). Guilford Press.
Wilson, B., & Nochajski, T. H. (2016). Evaluating the impact of trauma-informed care
(TIC) perspective in social work curriculum. Social Work Education, 35(5), 589–
602. https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2016.1164840
Xu, Y., Harmon-Darrow, C., & Frey, J. J. (2019). Rethinking professional quality of life
for social workers: Inclusion of ecological self-care barriers, Journal of Human
Behavior in the Social Environment, 29(1), 11–25. https://doi.org/10.1080/1091135
9.2018.1452814
Zoellner, L. A., Bedard-Gilligan, M. A., Jun, J. J., Marks, L. H., & Garcia, N. M. (2013).

Preparing Students for Trauma Exposure in Field Education Settings

21

The evolving construct of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD): DSM-5 criteria
changes and legal implications. Psychological Injury and Law, 6(4), 277–289.

