
As human services professions move towards
globalizing their activities and extending

their research agendas to the wider world context, there
is a growing interest in the international aspect of edu‐
cation, scholarship, and practice. Social work has a long
standing tradition in international exchanges that spans
nearly 100 years. Community organizer and social
activist Jane Addams, who was instrumental in the set‐
tlement house movement in the United States, partici‐
pated in possibly the first international exchange by
visiting Toynbee Hall, a settlement house in London in
1904 (Link & Vogrincic, 2012). While our educational
backgrounds are firmly rooted in social work and we will
use specific examples from the field of social work, we
believe many aspects of this book can inform students
and faculty members from related human services pro‐
fessions who are engaged in international exchanges.

Diverse perspectives are represented in this
book. As authors, we share our personal views, based
on our experience with international social work
exchange students and our work on several interna‐
tional development projects. One of these enterprises
was a five year research project entitled, “Evaluation of
Social Work Field Education,” which received ethics
clearance from University of Calgary and Carleton Uni‐
versity. The primary data source for this study was a
Canadian/EU social work exchange funded by HRSDC
and Eurasmus between four cities in Canada (Calgary,
Kelowna, Montreal, and Ottawa) and four countries in
the EU (Austria, Belgium, Finland, and Poland). Addition‐
ally some of the authors initiated exchanges involving
students who completed international exchanges in
Australia and India. We also share comments made by
students in their journals, on feedback forms, in web
based discussion groups and other assignments. Some
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of the students are Canadians who traveled abroad and
some are international students who came to Canada.
We are forever grateful to all of them and applaud their
courage and wisdom. If you are interested in reading
more about these projects, other publications by the
authors are listed in the references at the end of the
book.

As social work academics, we have organized
and supervised international social work internships for
much of our careers and have witnessed the transfor‐
mative nature of these exchanges. We come together
to share these stories with you in the hope that it will
enhance your international experience. Our main goal
is to create a manual that encourages you as a student
to proceed with an international exchange and to aid
you in planning and achieving a successful experience.
As well, we also hope to assist faculty members as they
guide students through this process. 

We operate from the following four assumptions:
1. International exchanges are a rich and poten‐

tially transformative experience, but these
exchanges can also be potentially horrifying and
traumatic if students are not adequately pre‐
pared and supported.  

2. Gaps exist in the published literature on interna‐
tional exchanges, and in particular the voices of
students are limited. 

3. Self‐reflection is critical to a successful intern‐
ship. 

4. Social justice and anti‐oppressive perspectives
are foundational to international exchanges.

International education is evolving as many stu‐
dents in the human services undertake international
exchanges and from this background various models
have developed. For example, many western universi‐
ties are developing short‐term “study abroad” pro‐
grams for students such that they can complete a
portion of their internship hours in a foreign country. An
internship may consist of an excursion with faculty
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escorts to a country for a period lasting from one day to
several weeks, at times as an “alternate spring break
activity.” Reciprocal arrangements are enabling students
from developing countries to earn internship hours at
human service agencies, NGOs, and governmental
organizations affiliated with western universities and
colleges. In keeping with the move towards internation‐
alization, semester long exchange opportunities are
being offered abroad. 

While there are significant differences between
short term and semester long exchanges, students and
instructors who engage in international endeavors note
the lack of resources to guide them in developing and
maintaining various forms of international exchanges
and in supporting and instructing students. Sherpa in My
Backpack is a unique resource that fills a gap in the liter‐
ature on international exchanges, internships, practica
and short‐term study abroad programs. This seminal
book in the area of education offers a comprehensive
guide for students, and informs faculty members and
field instructors who are participating in international
exchanges, in the following ways:

• It offers practical guidelines for developing inter‐
national exchanges, and for creating university‐
based infrastructures to support these endeavors. 

• It provides detailed information on how to pre‐
pare students for international study and how to
create an environment, both virtually and face‐
to‐face, that supports integrative learning. 

• It represents the student experiences in the
form of case studies and personal narratives.
The data source for this aspect of the book was
from a five year research project, by one of the
authors, which examined the experiences of
social work students in international field place‐
ments, as well as from the five year Canada‐Euro
project.

• It represents the university‐based experience
through the use of case studies based on real‐
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life examples derived from the experience of the
authors, who, for many years, have been
involved in international social work practicum
internships. 

• It can be adapted to on‐line or face‐to‐face set‐
tings.

• It presents learning activities that can be
adapted to a range of settings.

Finally, we hope that this practical guide will pre‐
vent mistakes that we made during these processes and
that it will foster productive international exchanges
with as few headaches as possible. We invite you into
the world of the international exchange and wish the
best as your faculty, students, and field advisors embark
on this exciting adventure.
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