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Urban Studies Fieldwork Overview    

I. Expectations 

o You should have a field placement set up by the time classes start in January.  
o You should commit to spend approximately 15 hours per week at the setting, for a total of at 

least 200 hours over the course of the semester. 
o This activity in your field placement is unpaid. (If you are concerned about work study hours, let 

Elaine know. We have arrangements with SFS to address financial concerns.) 
o You should think of URBS300 as two of your courses next semester.  Because of the time 

commitment, ideally, you should only take two other cus the semester you do Fieldwork, for a 
4 cu semester. 

 

II. The process of finding a fieldwork placement1  

Decide on an area of interest 

o What courses did you really enjoy? What experiences in those courses really captured your 
imagination or stimulated a question you would like to explore in a practical setting? 

o What career path are you considering? The placement can help you try on a career to see if it 
fits you. 

o What topics do you want to learn more about? (e.g., neighborhood revitalization, welfare 
reform, transportation, education policy) 

Find a work setting that fits your interest and style using sources that may include: 

o Fieldwork Online database 

The Urban Studies Program has created a database of agencies and organizations where past 
students have worked and and/or which have expressed an interest in having an intern.  

You will be prompted for your Pennkey and password to search the database.  

You can search by agency name, topic, or you can type in a keyword.  You can put in more 
than one topic to refine your search.  

Each entry in the database includes:   
● the agency description,  
● an address and contact information,  
● the agency URL 
● the name of a contact person and of the most recent supervisor 
● the year that the agency last updated its information 
● student evaluations if available for that site. 

 
You can see how active an agency is by noting the date when the last time the agency sent us 
new material and the last time information was updated.  If there have not been updates in 
recent years, then you might have to do some research or consult with someone to get up to 
date contact information.  

                                                 
1 For students who are abroad during the fall semester, see notes later in this document. 
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Example: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
NOTE: The database is updated every summer, but in some cases, personnel may have changed, or 
other circumstances may have changed at the agency, so if you have difficulty contacting the agency, 
be resourceful, ask us to help figure it out, and let us know if we need to update our information.  

 

o Printed Material in the Urban Studies Office 

Index to Fieldwork agencies and past fieldwork placements 

A loose leaf notebook located in the Urban Studies office contains an index to the database 
and other useful information, such as agencies where we’ve placed interns by year, new 
agencies this year, etc.  

 

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) 

Skills and Interests 
Analytical, Communication, Independent 
Projects, Interviewing, Statistical/Quantitative, Writing, Advocacy, Education, Ethnicity, 
Law/Criminal Justice, Urban Culture/Arts, Urban History 

Description 
The ACLU works to defend and promote the principles and values embodied in the Bill of 
Rights and the Constitution, including freedom of speech and religion, the rights to 
privacy, equality and due process of law. 

Contact Information 
Address 
P.O. Box 60173 
Philadelphia, PA 19102 
Phone: 215-592-1513 ext. 123 
Website: http://www.aclupa.org 
Contact: Harold Jordan, Senior Policy Advocate 
Email: hjordan@aclupa.org 

Supervisor Information 
Harold Jordan, Mr 

Information Updated 
Last Updated: 2019 
Evaluation on file: Yes 

Admin 
Agency returned form: 2019 
Last Placement:2019A 
Status: active 

 
 

https://urban.sas.upenn.edu/taxonomy/term/110
https://urban.sas.upenn.edu/taxonomy/term/111
https://urban.sas.upenn.edu/taxonomy/term/113
https://urban.sas.upenn.edu/taxonomy/term/113
https://urban.sas.upenn.edu/taxonomy/term/114
https://urban.sas.upenn.edu/taxonomy/term/116
https://urban.sas.upenn.edu/taxonomy/term/117
https://urban.sas.upenn.edu/taxonomy/term/88
https://urban.sas.upenn.edu/taxonomy/term/91
https://urban.sas.upenn.edu/taxonomy/term/94
https://urban.sas.upenn.edu/taxonomy/term/101
https://urban.sas.upenn.edu/taxonomy/term/106
https://urban.sas.upenn.edu/taxonomy/term/108
tel:215-592-1513ext.123
http://www.aclupa.org/
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o Evaluations of Past Placements 

As noted above, student evaluations of their placement experiences can be viewed from the 
database with that agency. Not every agency has a student evaluation.  

o Other resources 

You are not limited to finding a placement on the fieldwork database.  In addition to the 
materials that we have in the office, there are many other ways of finding out about 
possible placements: 

 
● Networking 

Use your networks – fellow students, faculty, family, etc. If you know what you are interested 
in, ask people you know about settings that engage in this work, or people they know who 
engage in this work, etc. 

 
● Other printed and web-based resource guides   

There are many associations of certain types of organizations, and these associations usually 
publish or have available on a web site or at their offices, a list of member organizations.  
Examples:  

● If you are interested in the arts, the Greater Philadelphia Cultural Alliance (GPCA) website 
includes a guide to members that is quite extensive. 
https://www.philaculture.org/members  

● If you are interested in architecture and design, there is also the American Institute of 
Architects (AIA). You could intern at the association, or by using the tool for “find an 
architect” look for architecture/planning offices on the agency’s website. 
http://www.aiaphiladelphia.org    

● If you are interested in community development, there is a Philadelphia Association of 
Community Development Corporations (PACDC), which lists members on its website 
www.pacdc.org.   

● If you need tips for creating a resume, finding a placement, interviewing, and so on Career 
Services’ has a wealth of information including placement lists and links to other lists of 
placement opportunities.  Career Services uses Handshake to list jobs and internships, so 
you should set up an account and search Handshake through the Career Services site. 

 

● A Conversation with someone in Urban Studies  

Once you identify several places you might want to work, you can email your list for feedback to 
Elaine (esimon@sas.upenn.edu) or another professor that teaches a section of Fieldwork, or 
someone you have a relationship with.  We have a good sense of what the agencies are like, 
past students’ experiences, and other agencies and projects going on in the city that might fit 
your interests.  

 

 

https://www.philaculture.org/members
https://www.aiaphiladelphia.org/find-an-architect
http://www.aiaphiladelphia.org/
http://www.pacdc.org/
https://www.vpul.upenn.edu/careerservices/
https://www.vpul.upenn.edu/careerservices/
mailto:esimon@sas.upenn.edu
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Interviewing 

Before you make any phone calls or send emails, be sure you are ready by preparing the following: 

o A one-page resume that lists not only your jobs, etc. but your interests and relevant courses (See 
Career Services website for sample resumes.)  

o Read the Fieldwork Fact Sheet, which is in Q & A format and quickly explains what fieldwork entails 
and expectations of students and site supervisors.  You can download it onto your computer in order 
to attach it to your email to potential placement supervisors.  

o Prepare talking points for your interview -- a sketch of your interests and what you hope to learn 
from your placement.  See learning plan outline at the end of this document for suggestions for 
coming up with goals for the experience that you can use in your cover letter and interview (e.g., 
how politics affects city decisions, careers in the field of planning, how to analyze real estate for 
investment, strategies for community economic development, etc.)  

 
You should identify at least three possible sites to contact and secure an interview.  The reason to look 
into more than one setting is that it is important to see a range of possibilities, to meet people face to 
face and get a feel for what they are like, how they respond to your questions. 

 

Contacting potential fieldwork sites  

o Email a cover letter (see below) and resume to the contact person.  Follow up with a phone call if 
you do not hear back in a week.  

o In the cover letter, explain that you are an urban studies student looking for an unpaid placement 
for the spring semester, 15 hours per week, and explain a little of why you are interested in the 
agency.  A sample cover letter is available on the Urban Studies website.  

o ALWAYS FOLLOW UP WITHIN A WEEK WITH A PHONE CALL OR ANOTHER EMAIL IF YOU DON’T 
HEAR. 

o If you decide to call first, call the contact person and introduce yourself as an urban studies student 
looking for a placement for the spring semester.  Offer to send a resume so that it will arrive before 
your meeting or to bring one with you.  (Always bring a resume with you to an interview.)  

 

Selecting a site  

Consider your preferences and personality in answering these questions. These should also give you 
some ideas about what to ask about in the interview. 

o What will I actually be working on?  
Will I be working on my own, as part of a team, getting out of the office to talk to people, staying in 
an office analyzing information or writing? Will I be working directly with the people the program is 
intended to serve, or indirectly by working on policy issues. 

 
o What is the work environment like?  

Does this place “feel” right or comfortable to me? What do people wear? How do they address each 
other? How formal or informal is it? Do people close their doors? Are there any doors? Are desks 
tidy? Messy? All in all, does the setting feel comfortable? Is it a place I can picture myself in? 

 

https://www.vpul.upenn.edu/careerservices/writtenmaterials/resumes.php
https://urban.sas.upenn.edu/fieldwork/students/fw-forms
https://urban.sas.upenn.edu/sites/default/files/Fieldwork%20letter%20of%20inquiry%20template%2010-15.pdf
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o What will my supervision be like?  
Is the person I will be working with someone with a high level of experience and expertise, someone 
I can learn from? How much time will my supervisor have to devote to me?  Will I have the 
opportunity to learn from other people in the setting as well, those in other departments? Will I be 
working on a project on my own with minimal supervision, or will I be working closely with my 
supervisor and others?   

 
o What will I learn? 

Am I going to get the most out of this experience?  Will this experience be worth the time I’m 
putting into it? (Bottom line: You will be spending a lot of hours in this setting, so it better be worth 
it.  Don’t just accept the first offer that comes along or take a placement because it is convenient.)   

 

*FOR STUDENTS STUDYING ABROAD IN THE FALL SEMESTER:  

1. Choose several agencies that look interesting to you and email Elaine Simon 
(esimon@sas.upenn.edu) with your list, along with a statement of what you are interested in 
and what you hope to get out of the placement. Elaine will try to give you some feedback and 
may suggest other agencies that might be appropriate but are not on your list. You are not 
limited to the agencies listed in our database; feel free to suggest another that you may be 
interested in. 

2. Contact the agencies either by email or letter and let them know that you are interested in 
the organization for your urban studies placement in the spring semester, and that you will be in 
further contact to set up a meeting (whenever you can – early January, for example.)   

3. You can interview via skype or phone, or when you return in early January.  The semester 
doesn’t start until the middle/almost 3rd week in January, so you should have time to follow up 
on the leads you develop before you return.   

 

If you have any questions, feel free to email Elaine Simon (esimon@sas.upenn.edu) or Vicky 
Karkov (vkarkov@sas.upenn.edu).  

about:blank
mailto:esimon@sas.upenn.edu
mailto:isabelb@sas.upenn.edu
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III. The Fieldwork Seminar 
 

URBS300 meets weekly on Tuesday evenings from 6:00 - 8:30 PM  

Objectives: 

You will do a series of assignments designed to help you reflect on your experience, link theory and 
practice, and to get you to be conscious about 1) what you are learning, and 2) the process of your 
learning. 

Format: 

o We will meet sometimes as a large group for activities that involve everyone. 

o Mostly, we will meet in small groups (sections) or individually to talk about your placement 
experiences 

Assignments: 

The assignments include a 1) learning plan, 2) ethnography, 3) organizational analysis, 4) research 
proposal, and 5) portfolio including learning goal write-ups and the final draft of the research proposal.  

 

The Learning Plan:  An exercise to help you clarify your interests 

Before you write your cover letter or do the interview, make sure you can articulate what you want to 
get out of the placement and what you want to learn.  You might not be able to be specific at this point, 
but you can frame some general interests and goals. Start out brainstorming some ideas using the 3 
categories of learning plan goals described below as a jumping off point.  Once you’ve done this, you 
should have some great talking points for your cover letter and interview.  

 

TYPES OF LEARNING PLAN GOALS (From the Fieldwork syllabus) 

To create structure for your placement as well as to develop a standard against which you can evaluate 
your expectations and accomplishments, you will design a statement of placement goals. 

Workplace goals vary in their complexity and type. You should organize your goals by dividing them into 
three different types: 1) Conceptual or cognitive goals, 2) Practical or skills goals, and 3) Normative or 
attitude goals. 

 

Cognitive or conceptual goals involve abstract and systemic knowledge. They ask broad questions of 
organization, development, and process. A student working at the Planning Commission might come up 
with the following cognitive goals:  

 

 

 

 
 

Knowledge of how the Planning Commission relates to other 
branches of city government. 
An understanding of the history of city planning. 
Knowledge of the internal organization of the Commission, 
how the departments of the agency are organized and function 
as a whole. 
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Practical or skills goals can be measured concretely by demonstrating the acquisition of a specific 
workplace skill. The same Planning Commission student may decide that the following practical skills are 
important: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Normative or attitude goals involve the questioning and articulation of values related to the work 
process and its wider social context. Thus, our Planning Commission student may formulate some very 
specific personal, political, and ethical inquiries.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
While the three kinds of goals overlap in reality, the distinction between cognitive, practical, and 
normative goals is intended to provide an opportunity for you to think through your own situation and 
generate a personal document that will cover all of the bases.  

Learn how to read architectural documents and economic 
development pro formas 
Learn how to use GIS programs for research and mapping. 
Learn how to write a comprehensive economic development 
plan for a specific region. 
 
 

How do I like working in a public agency as opposed to the 
private sector; what are the relative 
advantages/disadvantages? 
What does it mean to develop plans for communities of which I 
have relatively little direct knowledge? 
Should politics play a role in the planning and development 
decisions that cities make? 
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