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Adaptations for teaching social work with groups in the age of technology

Introduction

In recent years social work education has been challenged to find creative
solutions to educating students in general and specifically those not able
to access traditional forms of face-to-face in-class education. This has led
to delivery of teaching methods that meet the needs of students who live
at a distance from teaching centres and cannot relocate; students who
cannot attend full-time or in person due to primary care giving roles
in the family and students who must continue to work while pursuing
education (Mason, Helton & Dziegielewski, 2010; Wolfson, Marsom &
Magnuson, 2005; Frey, Yankelov & Faul, 2003; Conklin & Osterndorf,
1997). Innovative responses to these challenges have included evening
classes, weekend classes and, simultaneous with the development and
growth of technology in society, web-based courses (Mason, Helton &
Dziegielewski, 2010; York, 2005).

There has been enormous growth in the use of web-based instruction
throughout higher education as well as specifically in social work
instruction (Means, B., Toyama, Y., Murphy, Bakia & Jones, 2010;
Gillingham, 2009; Coe Regan & Youn, 2008; MacFadden, Moore, Herie
& Schoech, 2005; Petracchi, 2000). Web-based education may occur
on its own or in combination with traditional methods. Web-based
teaching has been used for a variety of social work courses, including
research (Faul, Frey & Barber, 2004), policy (Moore, 2005), diversity
(Lee, Brown & Bertera, 2010) and has now expanded to include direct
practice courses (Coe Regan & Youn, 2008; Ouelette & Chang, 2004).
In response to the growth in web-based instruction, the accreditation
standards of the Council on Social Work Education now include
standards specific to distance education courses (Www.cswe.org).

This paper will describe the authors’ experiences developing and
teaching two courses in social work with groups using web-enhanced,
non-traditional formats in a Canadian undergraduate program. One
course was delivered fully online and the second combined online and
in-class teaching. The content of the courses, process of delivery and
feedback from students will be compared. The strengths and drawbacks
of each approach will also be presented, along with recommendations
for educators considering teaching groupwork online.
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Use of technology in higher education and in
teaching social work practice with groups

Social work education has long valued the student-instructor and
student-student relationships that develop in traditional classrooms
(Frey, et al., 2003) as well as the socialization and mutual aid that
happens in class groups (Wilke, Randolph & Vinton, 2009; Shulman,
1987). The teaching of social work with groups has particularly relied on
classroom interaction as either an important content element per se, or
asameans of teaching through small group discussion and role-playing.
In considering the learning process in a classroom, there is evidence
in the literature that social groupwork skills can contribute to effective
teachingand that the teaching of social groupwork is enhanced through
student interaction (Getzel, Kurland & Salmon, 1987; Shulman, 1987,
1973, 1970; Birnbaum, 1984; Schwartz, 1980, 1960; Somers, 1971).

The use of web-based technology is changing the face of both social
work practice and education (Sandell & Hayes, 2002). Online courses
are proliferating in social work education. A recent study of North
American MSW programs found that 15% offered at least one course
online (Wilke & Vinton, 2006). In the practice of social work with
groups, web-based online services are proliferating, with practitioners
developing sophisticated approaches to conducting virtual social
groupwork (Dergal, Serafini, Damianakis & Marziali, 2007; Abell &
Galinsky, 2002; Sandell & Hayes, 2002).

While student learning in web-based courses has been shown to be
at least as successful as in traditional courses (Wilke & Vinton, 2006;
York, 2005), studies on student satisfaction with the method have been
more mixed. An early study of one social work program, found lower
satisfaction scores for skills-based or clinical courses taught online
(Ligon, Markward & Yegidis, 1999). A recent large-scale U.S.-based
systematic search and meta-analysis of research studies examining
the effectiveness of online learning, and contrasting online and face-
to-face instruction, found that on its own, online learning seems to be
as effective as face-to-face classroom instruction, but not more so. The
study also found that blending online and face-to-face instruction is
more effective than face-to-face instruction on its own (Means, Toyama,
Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2010). Despite these findings, U.S.-based
university and college instructors are not as uniformly positive about
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online teaching. A survey of post-secondary educators from a wide range
of programs reveals that, for them, online instruction is more costly to
develop, requires more time to teach, is best suited for students with
a high degree of academic discipline and is less effective in meeting
learning objectives (Shieh, 2009). Finally, although research on web-
based teaching has shown overall promise for the approach, it is not yet
known exactly what combination of web-based and traditional teaching
methods is most effective and which courses are most amenable to
online teaching (Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2010; York,
2005; Faul, et al., 2004).

To date, there has been a paucity of information on teaching
groupwork using web-based formats. Fisher, Phelps and Ellis (2000)
described an undergraduate course on group process for social science
students taught fully online. The authors discussed a number of
challenges in using a fully online approach, including a requirement to
think ‘out-of-the-box’ when developing the course, numerous problems
with students’ and instructors’ technological skills, a significant increase
in required instructor time and challenges in creating virtual group
experiences. O'Halloran and McCartney (2004) described a course
in group counselling blending online didactic components with
traditional face-to-face skills training and supervision. Notably, students
in the course found face-to-face activities to be the strongest course
components, as the activities brought the material presented online
to life. A careful search of the social work literature, using ‘Scholars
Portal’ and ‘Social Work’ databases, and key words: online, social work,
education, teaching and groups revealed no information on teaching
social work with groups using online formats.

Case examples of two courses in social work
gractice with groups using fully online and
lended formats

Two examples of courses in social work with groups, one delivered fully
online and the second delivered as a blended model, will be described.
The courses were developed for a baccalaureate social work program
in a university college situated within a large Canadian university. The
university’s extended learning (EL) program was founded in 1968. The
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college, which houses the social work program as well as other programs
in the humanities and social sciences, is recognized for its distance
education program whereby students may complete an undergraduate
degree entirely online. The post-B.A. BSW program, which is not
available fully online, requires completion of specific foundational
social work courses prior to entry to the program. Along with the
expectation that all BSW programs are established to prepare direct
service practitioners, this program offers a number of direct practice
courses at introductory and advanced levels. The program offers both
full and part-time studies, to increase access to professional education
for non-traditional learners.

Groupwork is valued as an essential component of BSW education
at the college, therefore two social groupwork courses are required; one
as an undergraduate prerequisite and the other as an advanced level
course within the BSW program.

The prerequisite course in social groupwork is offered on campus
in a face-to-face format or as an online option for students who live at
a distance, part-time students or those who simply want to take the
course online. The advanced level course was developed around the
same time, in response to the need to teach advanced groupwork skills
within a generalist social work undergraduate program. The course was
designed for delivery in a blended format, with material presented and
discussed primarily online, but with a required on-campus session.

Case example 1: Prerequisite course in social groupwork

Course purpose

The purpose of the prerequisite course in social groupwork is to provide
an overview of the history of groupwork, the basics of group leadership,
group stages, and the application of groupwork within a variety of
social work settings. Students are expected to understand several
theoretical frameworks underlying groupwork. While this course
focuses primarily on understanding groupwork theory and principles
rather than on acquiring group leadership skills, group processes and
dynamics are explored in both formats through group activities carried
out in the class, either face-to-face or online. In order to address group
dynamics, students are encouraged to examine their unique styles of
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group participation and potential group leadership while participating
in the course activities.

Course development

This course was first designed to be delivered fully face-to-face. Howevera
distance education version of the course was developed in response to the
growth of distance education within the university. The original version of
the extended learning (EL) course employed audio taped lectures, a text,
and exercises to be completed by each student on their own. The course
was managed by a marker, rather than an instructor. With the exception
of offering feedback on assignments, the marker had little to no contact
with students, and students had no contact with each other.

Recent university-wide strategic planning called for revisions of
all courses and enhancements in online course delivery. This led to a
complete review of the content and delivery of this course. Changes
included an update of materials; a more interactive, participatory
approach to learning, and the active participation of an online instructor,
rather than the oversight of a course ‘marker’, who previously was
neither readily visible nor available to students. The online course
design process was enhanced by liaison with university administrators,
program consultants and staff from the university’s well-regarded
Extended Learning Service, notably, experts in web-design and online
instructional design.

The online course was intended to mirror the updated face-to-face
on-campus version. The on-campus course was being taught at the time
of the development of the online version, allowing the design team to
audio-tape the face-to-face class. Audio content was extracted from the
tapes, with the voices of students excluded from the recording, and used
as the basis of course lectures.

The course’s web-site includes a wealth of information provided
by the university’s distance education department. This information
focuses on how to navigate the site, offers rules for on-line etiquette,
and provides links to technical assistance.

The course is comprised of twelve weekly units. Each unit contains
alecture, approximately 20-30 minutes in length. The audio mentioned
above is supplemented by written information presented with colourful
graphics, illustrations, diagrams and photos. There are text book and
article-based readings assigned for each week. Students participate as
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members of ‘pods’, small groups of 5-6 students randomly assigned
by computer, for group exercises and discussions. Communication
between students in the pods is carried out through e-mails, stored
on the course web-site. Communication is carried out strictly through
the written word. The pod members have discussions on their own,
without the participation of the instructor. The instructor reads the
postings on a regular basis and adds a comment if an issue arises that
requires facilitation or clarification.

The thirty students generally enrolled in the fully online pre-BSW
course come from a wide geographic area, from coast to coast in Canada
as well as from international locations. Students represent a wide range
of ages and cultural diversity.

Course structure

The course requirements include two written assignments, a quiz and
a final examination. The assignments are completed individually by
students and submitted to the instructor. They include a group analysis,
comprised of examining and analysing a group experience, focusing on
at least two areas of importance (that is, composition, leadership, stages,
diversity, etc.), making links between observations, course readings and
online material. The second assignment is the creation of a reflective
journal, intended to stimulate students to reflect on and analyse group
activities carried out within the pods, integrating material from class
readings and online material.

Group exercises are assigned to be carried out within the pods. While
the activities themselves are not graded, participation is essential for
completion of the reflective journal. The activities are created to provide
students with an experience of working as a group, mirroring group
stages and offering experiential examples of the course material. A
leader is selected by each pod for each activity, with an expectation that
leadership will be rotated. The role of the activity leader is to ensure all
contributions are collected and recorded and a summary of the pod’s
decisions or products is forwarded to a whole-class discussion board.
Exercises include 1) individual introductions; 2) setting of norms for
the pod; 3) reflections on their own and others’” leadership skills; 4)
engagement in discussion of a highly charged issue, designed to elicit
varying viewpoints and to simulate conflict and 5) searching for and
sharing group activities suited to group endings.
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Students’ experiences with the course

While there has not been a formal evaluation of the course, students
were encouraged to provide feedback to the instructor and the college
throughout the course as well as in the reflective journals and in
the course evaluation completed at the course’s end. The following
information was gleaned from the instructor’s observations and the
students’ feedback.

Keen students often log in before the start of the course. Similar to
experiences described by Fisher, et al. (2000) a number of students
begin the course discussing difficulties navigating the technological
features. Interestingly there has been evidence of mutual aid occurring
among students from the outset. Students who have previously taken
online courses have assisted others with navigating the web-site. It
is important to note that while the instructor has taught groupwork
many times in a face-to-face classroom environment, this course was
her first experience with online instruction. The instructor shared her
own inexperience with online education in an early post to the class,
placing herself ‘in the same boat’ as the students.

Students’ reflective journals have indicated that they experience
feelings similar to those typically experienced by members at the
beginning stages of a group. These include uncertainty about other
members, caution in disclosing too much information too soon, but
excitement to get started.

A number of students in the course live at a distance from the
campus in locations in different time zones, some are working during
the daytime and some are raising families. An advantage of online
distance education is that school work can be done at any hour and in
any location that is convenient for students (Means, Toyama, Murphy,
Bakia, & Jones, 2010). Thus, communication in the course is almost
always asynchronous, with posts occurring at various times of the day
or night. This has presented challenges for completion of activities
within pods. Additionally, there are some students who participate in
activities immediately, some who wait until the last minute, while others
take vacations, have illnesses or life crises, any of which can impact
the timing and completion of exercises. This has led to frustration,
anger and resentment in some students. The instructor may not know
about these concerns at the time; however students often disclose these
feelings to the instructor at some point before the end of the course,
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when it is too late to effectively deal with them. Conflicts in pods are
also rarely raised or addressed among pod members, perhaps due to a
lack of tangible reward placed by the instructor on addressing group
process within the expectations of the course (i.e. no mark given for
dealing with group process). When conflicts have arisen in relation to
pod activities, students have tended to forge ahead with completion
of assignments and have left processing of conflicts to the reflective
journals. As the journals are the final assignments and handed in after
completion of the course, it is not feasible to assist students to resolve the
conflicts. The only option has been for the instructor to offer feedback
to individual students through responses to their journals. It has been
our experience that difficulties dealing with conflicts in groupwork
courses are not unique to online courses and also occur frequently in
face-to-face courses.

Students note that they typically only become acquainted with those
in their pod, rather than with members of the class as a whole. They
also note that they miss the opportunity to participate as part of a larger
student cohort. A number of students commented that while the course
teaches them about many forms of groupwork, their group experience
was only in the virtual realm. Some students were grateful to take the
course from a distance but would have preferred to attend a typical face-
to-face groupwork class. Students also reported that they appreciated
the opportunity for a non-traditional approach to learning, interaction
with members of their pods, user-friendliness of the material and the
helpfulness of the reflective journal to consolidate learning.

Instructor experiences with the course

The primary relationship that exists between online students and
educatorsis very different from traditional student-teacher relationships.
The online educator only ‘meets’ the student through monitoring
activities, responding to student questions or marking assignments.
This relationship is sufficient when all is going well. It can be
problematic if a student struggles with course content or assignments.
Despite offers of availability to all students in the course, this instructor
only received e-mails from struggling students who needed extra help.
This can be challenging without the usual acquaintance that happens
in a face-to-face classroom.

For this particular instructor, it is more difficult to remember details
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about students who participate online than in face-to-face classes. The
relationships formed online are experienced as more superficial, lacking
the rich visual and contextual information that comes with meeting
students face-to-face. Additionally in face-to-face classes students
and instructors are present in the same room,; participate in activities
together; experience communications, including conflicts in real-time;
and engage in lively discussions. In this course, the instructor is less
actively involved in pod activities and is a more passive participant.

As previously discussed, communication between students in the
pods is carried out through e-mails, stored on the course web-site. The
pod members have discussions on their own, without the participation
of the instructor. This can present a problem when a group experiences
conflict but does not alert the instructor. While the instructor reads the
postings on a regular basis, students’ discussions have already happened.
It is almost impossible for the instructor to intercede proactively.

As communication in this course is carried out strictly through the
written word, there are no other cues to rely on to understand what
students are thinking, feeling or struggling with in relation to the course.
The lack of visual input from facial expressions and body language is
sorely missed, especially when dealing with a social work course that
emphasizes the importance of these cues when taught in a traditional,
in-class setting (Kurland & Salmon, 1998). This presents a dilemma in
attempting to teach students about the importance of visually scanning
a group, constantly assessing members’ progress and feelings and
clarifying thoughts and feelings. While the use of ‘emoticons’, small
computer icons with expressions of emotions on faces, is increasing,
they are not a full substitute for human nonverbal communication.
The sole use of written language also acts as a communications barrier
between the instructor and students who struggle with literacy issues
such as writing or reading.

As mentioned by Fisher, et al. (2000), the course instructor in an
online teaching format must spend considerable time monitoring the
course. It is important to log on frequently, to monitor work within
the pods and to respond to the many questions posed by students in
relation to assignments and course material. Questions posed by one
student often result in a series of questions from other students. If not
answered quickly, a contagion of worry can develop among students
that requires further attention.
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Finally, a phenomenon known as ‘Online disinhibition effect’
(Suler, 2004) has arisen in this course. Without the physical presence
and responses of others, students have poured out their inner-most
thoughts, feelings and personal histories onto the web. It has been
challenging to prevent this from happening, as the information is
only apparent after it has already been written. It is also a challenge to
assist students with online etiquette (also known as ‘netiquette’, Suler,
2004), which encompasses what is appropriate and not appropriate to
share with virtual classmates. In the online course, there have been
students who freely related detailed histories of emotional problems;
stories of serous family problems and current turmoil at home or work.
This happens much less frequently in face-to-face classes where the
instructor is present to guide discussions toward information suited to
an educational setting and re-focus students if needed. While the topic
of boundaries in groupwork is conveyed in the online course material,
an instructor would likely only become aware of netiquette violations
after they already occur either in a pod or during direct communication
between the students and the instructor. Students within pods may
become confused about how much personal information to share,
especially if one member takes a lead in pouring out personal history
to the group and the instructor does not intervene swiftly or effectively.

Case example 2: Advanced social groupwork course

Course purpose

The purpose of the advanced social groupwork course is to develop
students’ knowledge of different approaches to social groupwork
practice, and the ways in which specialized knowledge of clients’ life
conditions, life circumstances, and significant life events informs social
work practice with groups within a generalist framework. Emphasis
is placed upon conceptualizing and analysing group work skills and
the capacity for self-directed practice with groups. As well, the course
emphasizes how evidence-based group work is an essential part of
ethical practice. The course is taught within a humanistic group work
approach (Glassman, 2009) and the focus is on the worker role across
group type and settings.
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Course development

This course is designed to be offered non-traditionally for part-time
students through a blended, multi-modal format, primarily delivered
online, but with a required on-campus full-day session (comprising
two course modules). The course was developed by two experienced
educators with the technical assistance of the university Extended
Learning (EL) department. Neither educator had developed or taught
a course online prior to this, therefore the learning curve regarding
the translation of traditional course content to multi-media was steep.

The didactic material was contributed by both instructors and audio
recorded specifically for each module. Graphics, course notes and video
clips were added by the technicians from the EL department. As well,
guest speakers in the on-campus course were videotaped and provided
consent to use the tapes for the online course. The course design
allows for students to be randomly assigned to small groups for group
assignments. Expectations for the on-campus component are included
in the online material, along with the details of the date and location
of the face-to-face session.

Course structure

The course is designed to include a series of modules, with learning
objectives and teaching resources attached to each module, including
lecture, discussion, group simulation of practice, role playing, and other
learning exercises. Thisis achieved online through assigned task groups,
with each group required to plan and present (on campus) a workshop
covering some of the course material. The groups meet to plan, discuss
and finalize their projects via e-mail. Student participation in the course
activities is required in order to maintain a helpful and positive active
learning environment for the entire class.

Assignments include a group project and individual written
assessment, a mid-term paper, and a final exam. For the group project,
the class is randomly divided into five task groups at the beginning
of the semester by the instructor. The technical designers created a
platform which allows the groups to meet and communicate online
and facilitates monitoring of the group discussions by the instructor.
Creative and experiential methods for the on-campus presentations
are required, including using resources such as guest speakers, video
tapes, case vignettes, group exercises, and a role play. Task groups
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are responsible for identifying and assigning two articles/chapters for
the class to read prior to their presentation. The group presentations
are given by averaging the grades assigned by the students and the
instructor. Individual grades are based on a written analysis of their
task group completed by each student.

The mid-term assignment is focused on developing skills for
evidence-based groupwork (EBGW) practice. EBGW is defined as ‘the
judicious and skilful application in groupwork of the best evidence,
based on research merit, clinical impact, and applicability, using
evaluation to ensure desired results are achieved’ (Macgowan, 2008,
p. 3). Students are encouraged to utilize their experiences from practice
for this assignment. Students must formulate an answerable practice
question, search for evidence, and undertake a critical review of the
evidence from one journal article or one relevant section from a book.

The third element of evaluation is a final examination, completed
online within a specific time frame.

Experiences with the advanced social groupwork multi-modal course

This course is facilitated by an experienced social work educator who
has been teaching social work with groups for several years. There are
variations in terms of the students’ experiences in working with groups
and in their foundational background. Because of the flexibility of the
part-time BSW program, students may enter courses at any time during
the program, therefore while all students will have had a minimum of
three years work experience, not all students are in field placements
or are working with groups. Discussion is encouraged as is sharing of
field and work/volunteer experiences pertaining to work with groups.
Peer consultation becomes evident in the latter part of the semester, as
some students are in the planning stages for future work with groups,
some students are trying to find their way as leaders or co-leaders of
groups either in their work place or field practicum, and some bring
considerable groupwork experience.

The greatest struggle for the students is working together in task
groups. In their individual analyses, students describe their group
processes over time during the planning, presentation and evaluation
phases of their task groups. Some discussed their lack of productivity
during the early part of their online discussions, the last minute
scramble to accomplish work, and the avoidance of conflict in online
interactions. Asynchronous timing, missed postings, and lack of
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initiative to clarify misunderstandings contributed to frustration and
anxiety, particularly as deadlines approached.

The required individual group analysis gives students time to reflect
on their process, on their own participation in the task group, and on
the actual presentation during the on-campus day. The majority of
students conclude that in considering their work as a task group and the
subsequent learning, they appreciate the opportunity to reflect on their
learning and on the impact of working together online. The educational
intent is to help students begin to integrate theory with their personal
style of working in groups, and to ‘evaluate student performance and
to individualize learning to each student’s particular background and
learning pattern’ (Getzel, Kurland & Salmon 1987, p. 50). As well,
students do develop a deeper appreciation of the challenges presented
by working together online and of the issues they will face should they
be facilitating groups online in the future. This is particularly evident
in the required course evaluations completed by students at the end
of the course.

Experiences with the intensive on-campus experience

The students composing this course often create an interesting classroom
dynamic. Many of the students already know one another from the
program, while others meet for the first time online and in person
during the on-campus component. In addition, the intensity of the
on-campus format quickly brings the students together as a group in a
different way from their online meetings. The group presentations are the
culmination of a semester of working together online and experiencing
their first opportunity in the course to apply theory to practice within the
workshop. As one of the requirements of the assignment is for each group
to structure a role play, students have opportunities to try out new skills
and to have fun in the process. The on-campus time is also valuable for
the instructors to get to know the students and to help mediate conflicts
that were not dealt with online. This does not always happen, but when
it does it has the potential to have a significant impact on the students’
learning. Feedback from the students has consistently affirmed that the
on-campus component was the most interesting and exciting part of the
course, yet many also acknowledge that they recognize that it may not
have been feasible for them to take the course entirely on-campus due
to heavy work schedules and other responsibilities.
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Some of the same teaching challenges of the foundations groupwork
course occur in the advanced course. While most students are generally
familiar with the technology of online course delivery, ‘glitches’ early
on in the course tend to result in frustration for students and for
the instructor and time is lost negotiating and correcting technical
problems. For groups that experience conflict and do not consult with
the instructor, negativity towards groupwork may persist and a valuable
‘teaching moment’ is lost. The instructor has some opportunities online
to post questions and themes occurring with individual emails from
students and this models groupwork skills and ways of interacting
with groups online. In the most recent delivery of the updated online
course the new EBGW assignment generated extensive email interaction
between the students and instructor. The instructor posted the questions
to the entire class to encourage collegial consultation and to demonstrate
similar themes arising from individual communications. This facilitated
greater mutual aid amongst the students.

Discussion

The two courses highlight the university’s approach to creatively
designing courses using current technology to address universal
accessibility of education. The issues for the delivery of social work
education raise many dilemmas for educators who have a dual purpose:
to educate future practitioners (knowledge, values and skills) and to act
as the first gatekeepers to the profession.

In the foundation groupwork course, online learning provided
students with the basics of social groupwork theory and a specific
type of online educational group experience. The course did not
claim to teach groupwork skills but rather groupwork knowledge. The
difficulty is that traditional groupwork education has been designed to
combine educational material with a group experience. In this version
of online groupwork education, the instructor is present but invisible
and communication is asynchronous. The students interact with one
another in cyberspace and as long as the interaction occurs without
conflict or negativity, the instructor’s role can be one of observation
and monitoring. However, in an asynchronous online course, written
communication is visible on the screen to the instructor and students
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when they log on. Any negative or harmful communication has already
occurred which leaves the instructor in a position to do damage control
rather than intervening immediately to shape the group experience.
Modeling of appropriate communication is a key aspect of groupwork
communication and would be a basic component of face-to-face
classroom instruction. This difficulty could be addressed by insisting
on synchronous interaction. However this would be unrealistic for most
students and the manner in which they are able to be present online. In
order to meet the needs of a diverse student population, asynchronous
online work will likely remain the norm. With this in mind, course
designers in groupwork will have to pay close attention to guidelines
for assignments and web-based discussions, in order to deal with the
‘interactivity and responsivity integral to e-learning’ (Madoc-Jones &
Parrot, 2005, p. 766).

In the advanced groupwork course, the multi-modal format provided
a blend of online and face-to-face learning, a model that seems to
hold significant promise for course delivery. Some of the same issues
arise in relation to asynchronous communication, but the on-campus
component provides an impetus for the students to deal with some of
their issues prior to the on-campus meeting. Some groups also choose
to meet the day before the on-campus modules for further preparation.
Feedback from the students, verbally and through course evaluations,
indicates that these meetings proved to be excellent cohesion-builders
for the small groups.

In today’s technologically enhanced environment, online groupwork
is becoming a much more common modality (Rains & Young, 2009;
Barak, Boniel-Nissim & Suler, 2008; Eysenbach, Powell, Englesakis,
Rizo & Stern, 2004). This calls for the enhancement of knowledge about
online group processes as well as for the training of competent group
leaders. Because there is a growing availability of groups online, social
work educators and practitioners have a responsibility to ensure that
groupwork practice is happening in an ethical and responsible way,
with experienced leadership. Mandatory standards of online groupwork
practice must include informed consent, privacy and confidentiality,
and a duty to protect and monitor clients (Dergal, Serafini, Damianakis
& Marziali, 2007). Tt is also important to build in the development
of specific norms for online discussions. The norms should reflect
Standards for Social Groupwork practice, such as those developed by
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AASWG (2006). These would include:

» Explicit and clear expectations about the purpose and use of online
discussions

* The development of explicit group norms: Agreements on content
and timing of postings

* The development of norms around interpersonal safety: Details
about what is considered to be appropriate online disclosure
(‘Netiquette’ and online disinhibition effect )

» Attention to confidentiality

* Attention to group stages: proper introductions, development of
norms, monitoring of conflict and preparation for endings

* Enhancement of the development of mutual aid

* Instructor (leader) involvement in monitoring and leading group
discussions

* Attendance standards

Educators need to adapt the teaching of groupwork practice to
address the special issues that emerge from online groups. An online
groupwork course has the potential to better model online group
practice and to prepare students to work with online groups. It is
incumbent upon educators to evaluate all models of teaching to improve
curriculum and curriculum design and to create ways of teaching a new
form of groupwork.

Whether face-to-face or online, the instructor has the ability to
work with small groups and facilitate interaction and problem-solving.
A combination of in-class and online teaching could be seen as
encompassing key aspects of both approaches. Computers and web-
assisted technologies have added new elements to in-class teaching.
Distinctions ‘...between distance learning and traditional courses is
rapidly diminishing because most ‘traditional’ courses now utilize
computer technology to some extent’ (Frey, Faul & Yankelov, 2003,
p. 444). The challenge is to ensure that in professional programs such
as social work, we do not completely lose the experience of face-to-face
human contact.

The literature reflects some concerns that universities are pushing
online course delivery as it is perceived to be less expensive and more
efficient than traditional in-class teaching. Our experience is that there

22 Groupwork Vol. 21(1), 2011, pp.6-27




Adaptations for teaching social work with groups in the age of technology

is a significant learning curve for faculty to learn how to develop course
content and to use the various technological methodologies available to
achieve the course objectives. In particular, to address the needs of all
types of learners requires a different conceptualisation of experiential
learning. Creative enrichment materials such as structured online group
discussions, videos clips, specially developed role plays, and links to
other sites are all enormously time-consuming and require expertise to
develop. Universities need to support online teaching with specialized
technical expertise in course design, adaptation of technologies to
achieve learning objectives, and on-going trouble shooting during
the course delivery. As well, the time commitment for faculty for
development and delivery need to be recognized.

Summary

Challenges of today’s social work education call for flexibility in how
social work courses are delivered. While there may be advantages and
disadvantages to face-to-face, fully online and combination approaches,
we believe that the combination of online with some face-to-face
opportunities is the optimal approach to teaching social groupwork
for today’s realities. With the growth of online group practice, there is
increasing urgency for social work students to become familiar with
computer and internet technology and with the experience of learning
and receiving support online.

Those teaching courses in social work with groups must also become
familiar and comfortable with online formats. There is a need to better
understand how practice principles play out in online settings. However,
as the majority of social groupwork practice is still occurring face-to-
face, educating social work students to lead groups requires programs
to take the best of traditional teaching and enhance on-campus learning
with technology. Technology should not be seen as the preferred method
of course delivery simply because of cost and perceived convenience.

Groupwork Vol. 21(1), 2011, pp.6-27 23




Barbara Muskat and Ellen Sue Mesbur

References

AASWG: The Association for the Advancement of Social Work with Groups,
Inc., (2006) Standards for Social Work Practice with Groups, second edition,
downloaded from the website of The Association for the Advancement
of Social Work with Groups, October 7, 2006, http://www.aaswg.org/
Standards/standardsl.pdf

Abell, M. and Galinsky, M. (2002) Introducing students to computer-based
group work practice. Journal of Social Work Education, 38, 1, 39-54

Andrews, J. (2001) Group work’s place in social work: A historical analysis.
Journal of Sociology and Social Welfare, 28. 4, 45-65

Barak, A., Boniel-Nissim, M. and Suler, J. (2008) Fostering empowerment in
online support groups. Computers in Human Behavior, 24, 1867-1883

Birnbaum, M. (1984) The integration of didactic and experiential learning in
the teaching of group work. Journal of Education for Social Work, 20, 1, 50-58

Birnbaum, M. and Auerbach, C. (1994) Group work in graduate social work
education: The price of neglect. Journal of Social Work Education, 30, 3,
325-335

Coe Regan, J.R. and Youn, E. (2008) Past, present and future trends in teaching
clinical skills through web-based learning environments. Journal of Social
Work Education, 44, 2, 95-115

Conklin, JJ. and Osterndorf, W. (1997) Distance education and social group
work: The promise of the year 2000. in A. Alissi, and C.G. Corto Mergins
(Eds.), Voices from the Field. Group work responds. Binghampton, NY: Haworth
(pp.163-172)

Council on Social Work Education (CSWE), Guidelines for Using Distance
Education in Social Work Programs, downloaded October 6, 2006 from the
website of the Council on Social Work Education, www.cswe.org

Dergal Serafini, J., Damianakis, T. and Marziali, E. (2007) Clinical practice
standards and ethical issues applied to a virtual group. Social Work in Health
Care, 44, 3, 225-243

Eysenbach, G., Powell, J., Englesakis, M., Rizo, C. and Stern, A. (2004) Health
related virtual communities and electronic support groups: Systematic
review of the effects of online peer to peer interactions. British Medical
Journal, 328 (7449), 1166-1171

Faul, A, Frey, A. and Barber, R. (2004) The effects of web-assisted instruction in
asocial work research methods course. Social Work Education, 23,1, 105-118

Fisher, K., Phelps, R. and Ellis, A. (2000) Group processes online: Teaching

24 Groupwork Vol. 21(1), 2011, pp.6-27




Adaptations for teaching social work with groups in the age of technology

collaboration through collaborative processes. Educational Technology and
Society 3, 3, 484-495

Frey, A., Yankelov, P. and Faul, A. (2003) Student perceptions of web-assisted
teaching strategies. Journal of Social Work Education, 39, 3, 443-457

Gillingham, P. (2009) Ghosts in the machine: Student participation and grade
attainment in a web-based social work course. Social Work Education, 28,
4, 423-435

Glassman, U. (2009) Group Work: A humanistic and skills building approach 2nd
ed.) Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage

Goodman, H. (2006) Organizational insight and the education of advanced
group work practitioners. Social Work with Groups, 29, 2/3, 104-114

Goodman, H. and Munoz, M. (2004) Developing social group work skills for
contemporary agency practice. Social Work with Groups, 27, 1, 17-33

Kurland, R., Salmon, R., Bitel, M., Goodman, H., Ludwig, K., Newmann, E.,
etal. 2004) The survival of social group work: A call to action. Social Work
with Groups, 27, 1, 3-16

Kurland, R. and Salmon, R. (1998) Teaching a Methods Course in Social Work with
Groups. Alexandria, VA: Council on Social Work Education

Lee, E.O., Brown, M., and Bertera, E.M. (2010) The use of an online diversity
forum to facilitate social work students” dialogue on sensitive issues: A
quasi-experimental design. Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 30, 3, 272-287

Ligon, J., Markward, MJ. and Yegidis, B.L. (1999) Comparing student
evaluations of distance learning and standard classroom courses in graduate
social work education. Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 19, 1/2, 21-29

Madoc-Jones, 1. and Parrott, L. (2005) Virtual social work education: Theory
and experience. Social Work Education, 24, 7, 755-768

Macgowan, MJ. (2008), A guide to Evidence-Based Group Practice. New York:
Oxford University Press

Mason, J.A., Helton, L.R. and Dziegielewski, S. (2010) Psychosocial
environmental relationships among MSW students in distance learning
and traditional classrooms. Journal of Social Service research, 36, 3, 230-247

McNicoll, P. and Lindsay, J. (2002) Group work in social work education: The
Canadian experience. Canadian Social Work Review, 19, 1, 153-166

Means, B., Toyama, Y., Murphy, R., Bakia, M and Jones, K. (2010) U.S.
Department of Education, Office of Planning, Evaluation, and Policy
Development. Evaluation of Evidence-Based Practices in Online Learning: A Meta-
Analysis and Review of Online Learning Studies. Washington, DC: Government
Printing Office. Downloaded 31-10-2010 from: http://www2.ed.gov/rschstat/
eval/tech/evidence-based-practices/finalreport.pdf

Groupwork Vol. 21(1), 2011, pp.6-27 25




Barbara Muskat and Ellen Sue Mesbur

Mesbur, E.S. (2003) Group field consulting: Building a learning community.
in J. Lindsay, D. Turcotte, and E. Hopmeyer (Eds.), Crossing Boundaries
and Developing Alliances through Group Work. Binghampton, NY: Haworth.s
(pp.59-74)

Mesbur, E.S. (2002) Social group work practice: The Canadian experience.
in FJ. Turner (Ed.) Social Work Practice: A Canadian perspective, Toronto:
Prentice-Hall

Mesbur, E. S. and Sullivan, N.E. (2005) Groupwork. In J.M. Herrick and Paul H.
Stuart (Eds.) Encyclopedia of Social Welfare History in North America. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage

Moore, B. (2005) Faculty perceptions of web-based instruction in social work
education: A national study. in RJ. MacFadden, B. Moore, M. Herie, and D.
Schoech (Eds.) Web-based Education in Human Services: Models, methods and
best practices. Binghampton, NY: Haworth (pp.53-66)

O’Halloran, T.M. and McCartney, TJ. (2004) An evaluation of the use of
technology as a tool to meet group training standards. The Journal for
Specialists in Group Work, 29, 1, 65-74

Oulette, PM. and Chang, V. (2004) The acquisition of social work interviewing
skills in a web-based classroom instructional environment: Preliminary
findings. Advances in Social Work, 5, 1, 91-104

Petracchi, H.E. (2000) Distance education: What do our students tell us?
Research on Social Work Practice, 10, 3, 362-376

Rains, S.A and Young, V. (2009) A meta-analysis of research on formal computer-
mediated support groups: Examining group characteristics and health
outcomes. Human Communication Research, 35, 3, 309-336

Sandell, K.S. and Hayes, S. (2002) The web’s impact on social work education:
Opportunities, challenges and future directions. Journal of Social Work
Education, 38, 1, 85-99

Schwartz, W. (1980) Education in the classroom. Journal of Higher Education,
51, 3, 235-254

Shieh, D. (2009) Professors regard online instruction as less effective than
classroom learning. Downloaded May 17, 2009 from the website of The
Chronicle of Higher Education. http://chronicle.com/fre/2009/02/11232n.htm

Shulman, L. (1987) The hidden group in the classroom: The use of group process
in teaching group work practice. Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 1, 3-31

Shulman, L. (1970) The hidden group in the classroom. Learning and
Development, 2, 1-6

Somers, M.L. (1971) Dimensions and dynamics of engaging the learner. Journal

26 Groupwork Vol. 21(1), 2011, pp.6-27




Adaptations for teaching social work with groups in the age of technology

of Education for Social Work, 5, 2, 61-73

Suler, J. (2004)The Online Disinhibition Effect. The psychology of cyberspace.
Downloaded December 24, 2009 from http://www-usr.rider.edu/~suler/
psycyber/disinhibit.html

Sullivan, N.E. and Mesbur, E.S. (2005) Groupwork practice. in FJ. Turner
(Ed.) Encyclopedia of Canadian Social Work. Waterloo, ON: Wilfred Laurier
University Press

Wilke, D. Randolph, K.A., and Vinton, L. (2009) Enhancing web-based courses
through a mutual aid framework. Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 29, 1,
18-31

Wilke, D. and Vinton, L. (2006) Evaluation of the first web-based advanced
standing MSW program. Journal of Social Work Education, 42, 3, 607-620

Wolfson, G.K., Marsom, G. and Magnuson, C.W. (2005) Teaching notes:
Changing the nature of the discourse: Teaching field seminars online. Journal
of Social Work Education, 41, 2, 355-361

York, R. (2005) Comparing three modes of instruction in a graduate school
program.Journal of Social Work Education, 44, 2, 157-172.

Groupwork Vol. 21(1), 2011, pp.6-27 27




