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Introduction
This article describes the Graduated Forensic Learning Model (GFLM), a systematized
structured process for onboarding advanced Master of Social Work (MSW) students
who serve as interns in a forensic inpatient psychiatric program located on a California
state prison campus. The California Healthcare Facilities-Psychiatric Inpatient
Program (CHCF-PIP) located in Stockton, formerly the Department of State HospitalsStockton, is an adult male correctional institution. CHCF-PIP and the MSW program
at California State University-Stanislaus partnered to provide enriching educational
experiences to MSW students desiring clinical training. The GFLM uses a gradual or
progressive learning approach where students are expected to demonstrate an increase
in knowledge, skills, and values during their field practicum. The GFLM relates
specifically to CHCF-PIP, however, its utility and applicability is transferable to other
social work contexts particularly since literature about onboarding students in field
placement agencies is so scant.
Overview of the Forensic Setting
The California Healthcare Facilities-Psychiatric Inpatient Program is the newest
intermediate-level healthcare facility, having opened in 2013 with 360 intermediate-
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level beds and 154 acute-level beds. CHCF-PIP is one of three forensic inpatient
psychiatric programs housed within a California state prison that provides around-theclock mental health services to adult correctional inmates. The facility has seventeen
treatment units that span nine buildings. CHCF-PIP is accredited by the Joint
Commission as a Behavioral Healthcare Service (The Joint Commission, 2018).
The CHCF-PIP primarily provides treatment for prisoners with major mental illnesses
that have demonstrated diminished ability to function within a traditional prison
environment. Inmate-patients are transferred from the California Department of
Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) with the goal of rehabilitation and restoring
the patient to such a level as to function within the traditional correctional setting. In
order to achieve this treatment goal, staff utilize a multi-disciplinary team approach
to assist the patients. The treatment team consists of a psychiatrist, psychologists,
psychiatric technicians, clinical social workers, rehabilitation therapists, and registered
nurses. Additional treatment team members may include a dietician, medical doctor, or
correctional officer. CHCF-PIP utilizes a patient-centered and strengths-based approach
to assessment, treatment, and discharge preparation.
In order to be employed as a Clinical Social Worker at CHCF-PIP, one must have a
master’s degree in social work and a license to practice clinical social work in the
state of California, that is, a Licensed Clinical Social Work (LCSW) credential. Clinical
social workers provide a wide range of treatment modalities for the patient population
including, but not limited to, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, Dialectical Behavioral
Therapy, and Motivational Interviewing. The inmate-patients are offered treatment
groups and one-to-one sessions facilitated by licensed social workers. These clinicians
are housed in the Department of Social Work on the premises of CHCF-PIP.
A voluntary responsibility of some of the clinicians is to supervise MSW students who
are placed in the Psychiatric Inpatient Program to complete field practicum hours.
The primary emphasis of CHCF-PIP’s internship program is facilitating learning
opportunities so that interns can effectively function as professionals in a forensic
mental health setting. Within this milieu, social work students need a platform to
discuss their emotions and to process their interactions with others (e.g., inmatepatients, staff members, collateral contacts, etc.). Thus, agency culture and the
supervisory climate should encourage honest discussion in a way that normalizes,
validates, and helps learners manage manifestations of feelings, such as, indirect
trauma and countertransference (Knight, 2015). Interns are encouraged to think
critically and apply appropriate assessment and treatment methods throughout their
field placement.
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MSW Internship Program at CHCF-PIP
Historically, CHCF-PIP has not offered internships to social work students. However,
in an effort to promote interagency collaboration and increase workforce skills in the
region, a partnership ensued between the Department of Social Work at California
State University-Stanislaus and CHCF-PIP. Relationship building is critical between
agencies that ultimately may employ MSW students. Field education can play a major
role in developing and sustaining collaborative endeavors between service providers
and the delivery of social work curriculum (Lewis, Kusmaul, Elze, & Butler, 2016).
As noted by Staton-Tindall et al. (2007), when linking community partnerships with
university-based researchers, one of the key elements is that both institutions come
together for the conceptualization of a study. Such was the case for CHCF-PIP and
CSU-Stanislaus when a faculty scholar, who served in the role of field liaison, saw
the need for formalization and spearheaded subsequent student-centric researchbased meetings. The CHFC-PIP internship program and structure was organized
in such a way that it can serve as a template for other agencies that supervise MSW
field students. The University ensured alignment with the Council on Social Work
Education’s Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS). According to
CSWE (2015), social work field internship experiences should be focused on assessing
competencies and learning outcomes.
The internship program at CHCF-PIP consists of three rotations. The first rotation is
understanding the CHCF-PIP organizational system. An in-depth agency overview
is paramount and lasts approximately two months. The internship program uses a
traditional didactic model, where the subject matter expert concentrates on articulating
her/his area of specialization. A subject matter expert is licensed by the California
Board of Behavioral Sciences and possesses “technical and professional knowledge
gained through advanced education and extensive work experience to form a
definitive opinion regarding the standard of care for the profession” (California
Board of Behavioral Sciences, 2015, p. 10). Some subject matter experts help to
develop written examination workshops that “include item (question) writing and
review, passing score setting, clinical vignette writing and review, and examination
construction” (California Board of Behavioral Sciences, 2015, p. 10). Rotation One
includes introduction to case management for social work interns, shadowing of
employees, and supports team-based learning early in their internship experience.
The second rotation is roughly ten weeks long and students are placed in the
Intermediate Treatment Program (ITP). They work directly with relatively stable
inmate-patients and emphasize treatment delivery. The third and final rotation is in the
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Acute Treatment Program (ATP), lasting approximately four months. Inmate-patients
present with active symptomology and the main foci are stabilization and assessment.
The expectations of an intern in Rotation Three are advanced. A reasonable degree of
case management independence gets exercised and the required EPAS competencies
(CSWE, 2015) should be consistently demonstrated. The three rotations, combined,
constitute the authors’ Graduated Forensic Learning Model (GFLM) (see Figure 1). The
GFLM aligns with CSU-Stanislaus Department of Social Work’s approach to applied
learning where students increasingly are challenged with more autonomy, more
responsibility, and more hands-on learning.
Figure 1 Graduated Forensic Learning Model (GFLM)
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Graduated Forensic Learning Model and Social Work Competencies
In developing the field learning plan, CHCF-PIP identified their learning objectives
and the university classified its MSW Program indicators. Additionally, CSWE EPAS
have been linked to the field agency’s objectives, as well as social work programmatic
indicators. The goal of Rotation One is to orient students to the philosophy,
principles and values, and understanding of the multi-layered and multi-faceted
mental health system. Social work interns spend two months becoming acclimated
to the vision, mission, values, organizational goals, workplace structure, and
required documentation. Interns will interface with various important department
leads including, but not limited to, the Patient Appeals Coordinator, Performance
Improvement Team, Admission/Discharge Unit, Transitional Care Management
Program, and the Health Information Management Department. Presented in a matrix
(see Table 1 below), the left column contains items that CHCF-PIP expects of students,
the middle column contains the corresponding CSWE EPAS, and the right column
contains MSW Program indicators.
Table 1 Alignment of Agency, University, and CSWE (Rotation One)
Agency Learning Objectives
for MSW Students
Read the NASW Code of Ethics
and articulate at least two instances
where agency practice and the core
values appear to diverge
Verbalize elements of the agency
mission and vision
Write critical and thought-provoking
questions for supervision meetings
Articulate goals for the agency and
themselves
Express the agency’s expectations of
the MSW student
Name and distinguish CHCF-PIP
leadership and administration
Recall details of the agency policies
and procedures; MSW expectations
of outcomes; email usage agreement;
digital confidentiality

Alignment with
CSWE EPAS
(1) Demonstrate
Ethical and
Professional
Behavior

Alignment with MSW
Program Indicators
Recognize the complexity of ethical
dilemmas and manage professional
behavior in accordance with ethical
practice
Understand and apply an integrative
practice framework in professional
practice to pursue social justice
Address how biases, attitudes, power,
authority, and values impact interaction with clients
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Provide three commonly occurring
injustices at the facility

(3) Advance
Human Rights
and Social,
Economic, and
Environmental
Justice

Demonstrate knowledge of the
political, economic, cultural, and environmental issues of the region

Conduct a literature search about
a relevant mental health issue and
articulate commonalities and differences within the agency context

(4) Engage in
Practice-informed Research
and Research-informed Practice

Utilize research and practice wisdom
to analyze complex social issues,
formulate change strategies, and contribute to the professional knowledge
base

Read the Annual Report and make
one conclusion about how to
improve data collection

Start conversations with Field Instructors to discuss strategies for
evaluating student performance and
client success on outcome measures

Use evidence-based practice
knowledge to intervene at the individual, group, and community levels

(9) Evaluate
Practice with
Individuals, Families,
Groups, Organizations, and
Communities

Engage in praxis (dialogue, critical
reflection, and action)
Use research, outcome measures,
supervision, self-evaluation, and client
input to evaluate practice

Rotation Two
The second rotation is assignment to a unit in the Intermediate Treatment Program
(ITP). The goals of Intermediate Treatment are to internalize CHCF’s mission, hone
clinical and assessment skills, and develop reflexive/reflective self-evaluation.
Activities in Rotation Two involve assisting patients in becoming psychologically
stable, aiding patients with insight into their mental illness, helping patients assume
a meaningful role in managing their mental illness, and supporting patients as they
acquire and refine adaptive coping skills. These ambitions are monitored through:
• Intern observation of individual therapy and treatment groups facilitated by
the field instructor and/or task supervisor
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• Intern co-facilitation of individual therapy and treatment groups with the field
instructor and/or task supervisor
• Interns being observed by the field instructor and/or task supervisor while
they conduct individual therapy sessions and facilitation of treatment groups.
Table 2 details congruence between CHCF-PIP learning objectives, CSU Stanislaus
MSW Program indicators, and CSWE EPAS competencies.
Table 2 Alignment of Agency, University and CSWE (Rotation Two)
Agency Learning Objectives
for MSW Students
Troubleshoot and resolve

Alignment with
CSWE EPAS
(1) Demonstrate

Alignment with MSW
Program Indicators
Recognize the complexity of ethical

ethical dilemmas which act as
barriers to practice

Ethical and Professional Behavior

dilemmas and manage professional
behavior in accordance with ethical
practice

Observe Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy, Dialectical Behavioral
Therapy, and Motivational Interviewing between therapists
and patients
Examine and make decisions
about patients’ self-determination when easy decisions may
not be clear
Theorize reasons for patient
transference and clinician
countertransference

(2) Engage
Diversity and
Difference in
Practice
(3) Advance
Human Rights and
Social, Economic,
and Environmental
Justice
(4) Engage in
Practice-informed
Research and Research-informed
Practice

Address how biases, attitudes, power,
authority, and values impact interactions
with clients
Modify and adapt interventions to meet
the needs of diverse populations

Challenge existing assumptions and facilitate change to implement greater balance
of power

Demonstrate a spirit of inquiry characterized by a motivation to learn about others
and the strengths utilized by those individuals and groups
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Participate in group therapy
sessions with a limited clinical
coordinator role

Complete required clinical
reports and case notes and
assist patients in identifying
(patient-centered) strategies
which address specific maladaptive behaviors

(6) Engage with Individuals, Families,
Groups, Organizations, and Communities

(7) Assess Individuals, Families,
Groups, Organizations, and Communities

Conduct psychosocial clinical
assessments with consultation
from a task supervisor or field
instructor
Identify patient DSM-V
diagnoses with consultation
from a task supervisor or field
instructor

Write intervention plans in collaboration with a forensic team
Implement case plans which
operationalize patients’ goals
Help patients describe a manageable long term living plan
and an accountability system
when/if things go awry
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Utilize conceptual frameworks to understand people and systems within the
social environment
Engage in authentic dialogue to build
relationships with clients and client
systems across all levels
Utilize contextual knowledge to collaborate with clients and communities
Understand the ways that social systems
promote or deter people in maintaining
or achieving health and well-being
Utilize a participatory framework to
conduct assessments of clients’ concerns,
challenges, and needs at all system levels
Collaborate with clients to capitalize on
curative factors vital to change when conducting assessment and intervention
Engage in praxis (dialogue, critical reflection, and action)

(8) Intervene
with Individuals,
Families, Groups,
Organizations, and
Communities

Collaborate with clients to capitalize on
curative factors vital to change when conducting assessment and intervention
Demonstrate ability to apply a micro
practice approach with clients and client
groups
Demonstrate ability to apply a macro
practice approach to social work practice
Collaborate with clients to select appropriate intervention strategies capable of
achieving client-driven outcomes
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Rotation Three
The third rotation is assignment to a unit in the Acute Treatment Program (ATP). The
duration of this rotation is four months. The Acute Treatment units provide tailored
and immediate psychological and psychiatric treatment for patients exhibiting mental
health symptoms of danger to themselves, others, and/or a grave disability. These
patients have been assessed as requiring current stabilization. Interns are expected to
articulate and demonstrate the difference between ITP and ATP.
The goals of Rotation Three are to apply academic course content to field practicum,
examine and evaluate patients’ rights and advocacy, describe patient impact of
CHCF-PIP programming and policy change initiatives, and experience effective team
cohesion. Table 3 details congruence between CHCF-PIP learning objectives, CSU
Stanislaus MSW Program indicators, and CSWE EPAS competencies.
Table 3 Alignment of Agency, University and CSWE (Rotation Three)
Agency Learning Objectives
for MSW Students
Reduce mistakes and errors in
report writing by increasing
autonomy in locating reference
resources to review
Expand use of agency language
and jargon by demonstrating appropriate knowledge and understanding during participation in
intra- and interagency meetings
Provide elaborate reasons for
utility of cultural humility as
a tool to deescalate situations
which need a strengths-based
approach

Alignment with
CSWE EPAS
(1) Demonstrate
Ethical and Professional Behavior

Alignment with MSW
Program Indicators
Communicate professional perspectives to others in both verbal and
written formats

(2) Engage
Diversity and Difference in Practice

Modify and adapt interventions to
meet the needs of diverse populations
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Theorize human rights and
advocacy based approaches to
self-determination when death
sentences have been adjudicated

Propose trauma-related causes
as contributing factors to
patients’ behavioral compositions
Address organizational conflicts
in philosophical approaches by
providing pros and cons of at
least two perspectives
Present intervention plans to a
forensic team when solutions
need a team approach

(3) Advance
Human Rights and
Social, Economic,
and Environmental
Justice

(7) Assess Individuals, Families,
Groups, Organizations, and Communities
(9) Evaluate
Practice with Individuals, Families,
Groups, Organizations, and Communities
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Challenge existing assumptions and
facilitate change to implement greater
balance of power
Demonstrate knowledge of the
political, economic, cultural, and environmental issues of the region
Understand the ways that social
systems promote or deter people in
maintaining or achieving health and
well-being
Use research, outcome measures, supervision, self-evaluation, and client
input to evaluate practice

Discussion
There are a plethora of factors which impact the relationship between students and
agencies, such as, a weak cultural fit, failure to create or strengthen team relationships,
lack of clarity or alignment around performance goals and metrics, poor political
skills, and the absence of a formal assimilation process (Ross, Huang, & Jones, 2014).
Coleman Selden and Sowa (2015) recommend careful attention to onboarding as
a strategy to reduce voluntary turnover. Klein, Polin, and Sutton (2015) explored
organizational onboarding practices and found that organizations believe employees
are experiencing more onboarding activities than may be the case. Volunteers, or
in this case MSW interns, fare better when psychological contracts (i.e., mutual
obligations) are not breached when a person perceives a discrepancy between what the
organization promised and what the organization is actually delivering (Vantilborgh
& Van Puyvelde, 2018). These elements make it imperative to provide systemic and
structured onboarding activities for MSW students, who will inevitably become part of
a workforce expected to deliver favorable client outcomes. Ross et al. (2014) suggest an
onboarding checklist as a strategy to redress disruptions.
CHCF-PIP leadership is committed to the Graduated Forensic Learning Model and MSW
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student learning in a professional environment. The GFLM prototype has applicability
for countless MSW field placement settings. A similar structured approach allows
interns to have a firm understanding of the agency policies, the role and expectations
of a practicing social worker, and the tasks involved for competence and mastery.
Within the GFLM, supportive supervision, mentorship, and coaching are embedded
throughout the placement cycle. A hands-on approach demonstrates an obligation
by the field placement agency to equip students with marketable professional
competencies. The social work profession postulates that field is the signature
pedagogy for academic programs (CSWE, 2015) and the GFLM supports placement
agencies in shared responsibility for developing a work-ready labor force.
The Graduated Field Learning Model is being offered as a useful approach for field
placement agencies, especially new internship sites. Onboarding MSW student interns
is an operative recruitment and retention strategy for prospective job candidates who
best match with agencies’ needs and student learning goals.
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