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University 

Missouri State University School of Social Work (MSU 

SSW) 

BSW/MSW Program BSW Program 

Public Agency Partner Greene County Children’s Division/31st Judicial Circuit 

Project Title 
Preparation and Retention for Excellence and 

Professionalism (PREP) 

Location Springfield, Missouri 

Area Served Greene County, Missouri 

 

Scope & Focus 

The PREP program builds on the long-standing, collaborative relationship between the 

Greene County Children’s Division (GCCD) and the Missouri State University School of 

Social Work (MSU SSW).  Ten traineeships are available for each of the five years of the 

program. Stipends pay for tuition, fees, and books during the final two semesters of 

students’ BSW program. In addition, each student receives a monthly stipend for five 

months in their final semester to cover expenses during their practicum. Priority is given to 

students of color.  

 

Main Elements & Components 
Student Recruitment & Selection:  BSW graduates who also are former PREP students 

engage in recruitment activities. In both Fall and Spring semesters, graduates speak in 

social work classes, participate in open houses, and attend dinners held for interested 

students. Three current employees of color in the 31st Circuit were engaged in recruitment 

activities focused on minority students and have agreed to reach out to and mentor 

students of color that express interest.   

 

The selection process is multifaceted.  Interested students first complete “short” shadowing 

of approximately four to five hours.  They shadow staff in the various CD programs.  If they 

still are interested, they complete longer shadowing of about 15 hours.  They can complete 

as many hours as they want to and participate in a wide variety of activities (e.g., a Family 

Support Team meeting or court). Next, the students complete an application packet that 

includes an essay, the CD application, and three letters of reference.  The students 

interview first with the Circuit Manager, the PREP Coordinator and the P.I.  Then they 

spend more informal time visiting with the four Program Managers.  The P.I. seeks input 

from social work faculty and the Coordinator gathers feedback from the workers that 

students shadowed. For those students selected for the program, this application and 

interview process also serves for as the formal process for their hiring at the agency later 

on. 
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Child Welfare Field Placements: The structure of field placements has changed from one 

cohort to the next in order to best meet the needs of students and the partner agency. For 

the first cohort, the agency was able to have all students in one unit focused on the 

investigation and assessment of child abuse and neglect reports under one supervisor for 

the first half of their practicum. This structure allowed the students to have very close 

interactions with one another, experience similar work and process their learning under the 

consistent guidance of one person. The supervisor also developed a relationship with each 

student and could easily recognize successes and struggles not only with individual 

students but also with the PREP program as a whole. At mid-semester some students 

remained in the investigative unit while others chose to explore other areas of the agency 

such as foster care case management and foster home development.  

 

For the second cohort adjustments were made so that every student experienced the 

primary functions of the partner agency: investigations/assessments and foster care. Each 

student completed half of their practicum in each of these areas. While it was helpful for 

them to experience both of these functions, it did not allow them to delve deeply enough 

into any one area. The third cohort of students completed their practicum solely in 

investigations and assessments while building in time to shadow and be exposed to other 

programs. This evolution optimizes their learning time considering that these students are 

most likely to be hired into investigations/ assessments. 

 

Coursework Requirements/Curriculum Enhancements:  The BSW Program prepares 

students to enter generalist social work practice with an emphasis on understanding and 

respecting diversity, challenging social and economic justice, and understanding personal 

and professional values. Relevant BSW electives available for trainees include Substance 

Abuse Interventions, Service for Women, Family Health and Family Violence, and Forensic 

Social Work. Trainees are required to complete coursework designed for the PREP program, 

including Child Welfare Services, Case Management, and Trauma-Focused Interventions.   

 

Student Supports:  The primary feature of the PREP program is the cohort model, 

beginning at students’ acceptance into the program and continuing into employment.  The 

ability to place all students into the same agency has been invaluable. They learn together 

in the classroom and the field; demonstrate a genuine concern for one another; and show a 

collective level of self-confidence not usually seen during practicum. Thus far, all PREP 

graduates have been employed in Greene County/31st Circuit; therefore, the support they 

give each other has continued after graduation, aiding retention. In addition, support 

extends between cohorts, as each cohort supports subsequent cohorts both formally (e.g., 

shadowing, mentoring) and informally (e.g., offering advice, a shoulder to cry on). The 

PREP Coordinator serves as the students’ educational supervisor during their practicums 

and often conducts group supervision, which also enhances their cohesion.  The Coordinator 

is a professional and personal support for both students and graduates, who seek her out 

for advice and direction. The P.I. serves as the practicum liaison and integrative seminar 

instructor, offering guidance and support to students in the seminar course by promoting 

critical thinking, cohesion and guidance. 

 

Work Requirements/Transition to Work Supports:  A great deal of thought and effort 

has been directed towards creating a smooth and successful transition from academia to 

work. Students begin by shadowing, move to working with one intact family, then into 

practicum with extensive hands-on work with families and eventually employment. This 
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progression takes approximately 14-15 months. Thus far all these stages have been 

completed in the same agency office, which has allowed students to develop relationships 

with their future supervisors, managers and coworkers. They are fully aware of the 

landscape and culture of the agency and have huge advantages over employees hired in 

other more traditional ways.  

 

Some additional steps listed below may seem small, yet greatly aid in the transition to 

work. At the beginning of practicum students are provided: 

 

 A cubicle of their own which contains a nameplate, phone and computer. 

 Business cards (with a student designation). 

 An agency email address. 

 All the same training as employees including the required pre-employment training. 

   

The goal is for students to feel like employees long before they graduate. The agency 

includes students in everything offered to their staff. The staff view students as permanent 

instead of temporary, and they are invested in their success. When students graduate, 

there is very little adjustment other than to the workload of a full-time employee. 

 

Each student signs a contract agreeing to work for Children’s Division for two years post-

graduation. The first two cohorts were guaranteed employment in the Greene County office 

where they had completed all their learning. Staffing changes within the Children’s 

Division created the need for the contract and work requirements to be amended to include 

a tiered employment placement system that begins with GCCD and expands out to include 

other Children’s Division offices and contracted foster care case management agencies.  

 

Partnership and Change 
In addition to having a NCWWI University-Agency Partnership, Missouri is considered one 

of three Workforce Excellence sites. These three sites participate in all of NCWWI’s services 

including the Leadership Academy for Deans and Directors (LADD) and the Leadership 

Academy for Middle Managers (LAMM) and the Leadership Academy for Supervisors (LAS) 

and the hosting of four Design Teams. They also receive services from the NCWWI LINKD 

(Leading Information-sharing Networks, Knowledge Management and Dissemination) and 

Evaluation teams.  

 

The partnership between the GCCD and the MSU School of Social Work remains strong.  

The partners and other community members continually engage in efforts to remove 

barriers that prevent or impair GCCD from providing the most effective interventions, such 

as working conditions (open vacancies) and office location. 


