
Engaging technology to support, facilitate and 

develop social work students’ interpersonal 

skills



Background 
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• There were two subjects involved in this project WS2510 

(BSW) and WS5516 (MSW)

• Traditionally they were both taught on campus (Cairns 

and Townsville) and limited mode

• Reflection on our teaching and shared peer reflection 

raised the question ‘Could online platforms provide 

limited mode students the opportunity for practice across 

time to simulate the on campus experience?’ 



Background 
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• Previous experience indicated that, yes, online 

platforms could assist in teaching social work and 

interpersonal practice skills. 

• We then successfully applied for an internal 

Learning & Teaching grant to design and implement 

changes in both subjects with a specific focus on 

technology enabled assessment. 



Literature

4

• Face to face traditionally the preferred method but blended methods 

have proved successful (Goldingay & Land, 2014; Jerry & Collins, 2005; Maple, Jarrott & Kuyini, 

2013; Ouellette, Westhuis, Marshall, & Chang, 2006)

• Comparing the development of skills between face to face and online 

it has been found that there is no significant difference (Ouellette et al., 2006)

• Counselling sessions, role plays, real time supervision are traditional 

face to face strategies - now being used for online and blended 

learning (Rockinson-Szapkiw & Walker, 2009)

• The theoretical principles underpinning blended courses and 

approaches to teaching remain unchanged from traditional courses 
(Jerry & Collins, 2005; Levin, Whitsett, & Wood, 2013)



Literature
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• It is suggested that blended and online can have issues in the areas 

of engagement and participation, learning activities, technological 

challenges, socialisation, etiquette, ethics and nonverbal cues 

across the semester (Levin et al., 2013)

• However, it has also been suggested that the online and blended 

options are better in some areas e.g. privacy and easy management 

of online breakout rooms (Levin et al, 2013)

• Levin et al (2013) also highlight the issue of managing student 

expectations re online being the easy option – I would extend this 

argue to the management of Institutional expectations, re workloads. 



Context
• Push by Universities to move to online and blended learning – often seen 

as a cost saving process. 

• Tension with AASW - Online, synchronous, and simulation learning 

modes are not perceived by the AASW as meeting the learning 

objectives of practice skills subjects with the presumption that this can 

only occur face to face (Goldingay & Land, 2014) 

• Online learning approaches can be utilized as an inclusionary strategy 
Goldingay & Land (2014) 

• Authentic skills development – need for skills in the use of online 

technologies and use of interpersonal skills online
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Context

• The redesign of our subjects then required us to 

consider how to balance the competing agendas 

re AASW, University and we as Social Work 

Educators? 
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Process - Design
• Research and evidence informed e.g. Rockinson-Szapkiw & Walker 

(2009) provide thorough overview of online methods and platforms 

and also provide practical list of things to consider

• Recruited assistance from JCUs educational designer, academic 

developer, LearnJCU team and Mediasite manager

• Content extended to include information re use of technology and 

online interpersonal skills
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Process - Design
• Assessments redesigned to support the development of online interpersonal 

skills and online submission – Peer assessment/feedback core aspect of 

assessment

– Generally required students to practice skills online, record interviews provide peer 

feedback, produce and record final interview to be used for self reflective piece. Both 

subject also had a face to face interview recorded and submitted for assessment. 

– All interviews used a combination of technology and online programs/platforms: 

recorded by phone, Zoom recording, recordings uploaded to YouTube and YouTube 

link submitted electronically to LearnJCU. 

• Resources developed to guide students through the use of specific online 

technologies e.g. Zoom recording, making Google account and making and 

submitting YouTube video. 
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Process – teaching 
• Managing student expectations – dispelling the myths and linking to 

practice – making it relevant

• Getting the students to workshop what face to face skills would be 

transferrable to screen to screen, how could face to face skills be 

adapted to screen to screen, what new skills or considerations would 

be required?   

• Modelling the use of technology 

• Fostered a collegial environment that recognized we all had different 

levels of skills in the use of  technology and that we could support and 

learn from each other
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Findings….
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• Response rates to student pre and post surveys were extremely low –
yielding no reliable data. 

• Ethics approval was then acquired to administer a survey to the teaching 
staff associated with teaching these subjects – 8 in total. Response rates 
were low again but it has allowed for some qualitative data to be 
captured within the open questions. Analysis is ongoing with initial 
themes identified as: 

– A level of face to face is still needed to teach practice skills

– Neither approach is seen as the absolute but a combination seemed acceptable 

– Online skills are professionally relevant to current and future social work practice

– Lecturer’s competence and attitude towards online technology and skills impacts 
students ability and willingness



Reflections – what students expressed
• Some students mentioned that once they could see the relevance to practice they were 

happy to move in to the online/digital space. 

• Some students reflected that is was easier and more convenient to meet with their 
assessment partners online as they were able to be more flexible around other time 
commitments e.g. family.

• A common reflection was on the difficulties with connection and the quality of the internet 
service. But, they spoke about plans and solutions in place to manage this. 

• Many expressed a sense of developing new skills in technology both practically and 
interpersonally.

• Reflections demonstrated that they were able to identify differences between face to face 
and screen to screen skills – sometimes seen as a positive sometimes seen as a negative. 

• Some expressed that seeing their image clearly throughout helped them to develop their 
skills as they had ‘instant feedback’ – e.g. they could see the expression on their own face. 

• Communication before the actual meeting is important re set up
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Reflections – My thoughts
• Management of expectations and providing a rationale for including online skills 

development was important. 

• Students engaged in peer review process beyond expectation and this 
facilitated reflection and development of skills

• Some students complained that there was too much assessment and practice 
while others complained there was not enough opportunity to practice – Such an 
approach actually expects more from students. 

• That there is a difference between face to face and screen to screen and we 
need to develop skills to communicate effectively in this space e.g. use of 
silence, personal space, lag, eye contact, privacy and the physical environment.

• SFS illustrate that most students felt the subject prepared them to use 
interpersonal skills both face to face and screen to screen and that practicing 
online helped to prepare them for working as a professional in the future. 
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Looking forward – design 
• Supervised online learning environment in Collaborate breakout 

rooms from week 1 – to encourage practice and allow immediate 

and regular formative feedback. 

• Explore potential options for recording to occur within JCU platform 

– Mediasite. 

• Development of further resources e.g. how to remove the YouTube 

video or delete google account. 

• Instruction on how long the YouTube link needs to stay active to 

allow for process such as student challenges a grade, peer review, 

moderation, benchmarking etc. 
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Looking forward – evaluation 
• Explore methods of evaluation that do not burden the 

students. 

– Inclusion of additional questions on SFS and SFT surveys. 

– Analysis of student assessments – section where reflection on 

difference between face to face and screen to screen is required.

– Capturing discussion and workshopping in on campus intensive 

about the differences, how to adapt skills, on screen specific 

skills and other considerations.
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Thank you

ann.carrington@jcu.edu.au
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Any Questions? 

mailto:ann.carrington@jcu.edu.au

