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ABSTRACT

Background: The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly impacted
all areas of life, and graduate education is no exception. Although
prior research points to the effectiveness of delivering course content
virtually, research on the effect of the unexpected and rapid nature
of the transition from in-person to remote social work graduate
education during the COVID-19 pandemic is limited.

Methods: This qualitative study was conducted through an online open-
ended survey in the early weeks of the COVID-19 pandemic. Using
purposive sampling, 20 Social Work faculty members were selected
from 8 universities in Turkey. An online research-made e-questionnaire
with five main essay open-ended questions was used for data gathering.
The data was analyzed using qualitative content analysis.

Results: In total, 20 social work faculty members aged 24 to 49
participated in this study. The faculty perspective on the students’
online experience during the pandemic highlighted challenges faced
by students, such as technical issues, communication difficulties,
decreased engagement, and limited participation in school work.
Faculty also observed students struggling with mental health,
family issues, and pandemic-related financial difficulties. Moreover,
faculty noted limitations in their teaching methods, particularly
the lack of interaction during lectures. However, faculty identified
effective strategies for online teaching, including using a mix of
asynchronous video lectures and live discussions, promoting
independent student work, reducing course content, and modifying
assignments. They also emphasized the benefits of minimizing
reliance on traditional lectures and PowerPoint presentations,
encouraging students to engage with and analyze information.
Conclusion: Findings from this study point to the need for
comprehensive institutional support to improve distance learning,
including attending to students’ social-emotional learning and a
focus on developing faculty skills at teaching in a virtual capacity
and may improve how effectively social work programs deliver
course content online. Both students and faculty prefer a hybrid

approach combining in-person and online methods.
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Introduction

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the
transition to remote learning happened quickly
without adequate preparation or consistency
in implementation across programs, courses,
or faculty members. Faculty members with
no experience of teaching remotely and no
training in best-practices for online education
were suddenly required to deliver their course
content with no clear understanding of how
to modify style or mode of delivery and with
no advanced warning (1).

A significant body of research on remote
education has consistently established
that different forms of preparation and
implementation are required for in-person
compared to online education formats (2-6).
Several key areas have been identified that
require consideration, most notably planning,
course design, teaching pedagogy, academic
staff development, and quality assurance
(5). Further research indicates that effective
remote education requires institutional
leadership, support, and resources tailored
to the unique nature of online learning
and teaching (7). The transition to remote
learning has specific implications for social
work education, setting it apart from other
professions and educational programs, and
warrants specific consideration (8).

In social work education, field practice
is considered the signature pedagogy. To
support this, the traditional teaching method
is an in-person context as ‘“hands-on”
experience simulating clinical interactions
and supporting the development of key
relational skills (i.e., the role of non-verbal
behavior, building clinical rapport, etc.) is
essential. While empirical evidence suggests
that formal, concrete content can effectively
be taught and learned online, little data
suggests that these key relational elements are
equally amenable to an online format (9, 10).

Certainly, careful consideration and
focused effort are essential for creating
opportunities to practice in simulated clinical
situations and developing fundamental
relational skills for remote learning of social
work practice (11). Similarly, specific training
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on modeling relational skills and guiding
simulating learning experiences is essential
for social work faculty to teach this content
effectively. As such, the sudden shift to
remote education at the onset of the pandemic
left little time for adapting course content and
delivery methods, raising questions about
the effectiveness of online learning in this
situation.

Inapriorstudy, we examined the experience
of social work students in graduate education
programs and their perspectives regarding
1) The challenges they faced resulted from
the unexpected switch to remote learning
and 2) the potential benefits gleaned from
remote learning, including successful tools
and methods used to provide instructional
continuity and to create an effective learning
environment (12). We found that students
experienced significant disruption to their
educational experience due to the pandemic
and the sudden shift to online education.
Students reported a general lack of familiarity,
knowledge, and preparedness on behalf of
faculty to effectively modify teaching in an
online environment as a key barrier to their
online learning. Students noted that even
when they felt technologically competent
and prepared for learning, the quality of
teaching and instructors’ technological skill
and teaching style negatively impacted their
learning. Furthermore, students reported
that their ability to engage in and focus
on coursework was negatively impacted
by their stress, anxiety, fear, feelings of
social isolation, and increased pressure to
perform well in classes. Lastly, increased
family problems and pandemic-related
responsibilities further impacted finding a
private space to conduct online sessions and
study without distractions.

These findings of student experience are
consistent with research on other student
populations during the pandemic (13-16). It
is also consistent with the studies examining
online and traditional social work education
prior to the pandemic. For example, Okech
et al. (17) examined master of social work
students’ experiences of remote and face-to-
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face educational formats and found that the
instructor’s role is a fundamental component
in students’ perceptions of their learning
experience. Students were more likely to
report positive experiences when faculty
could help them work through technical
difficulties.

There is considerably less research on the
effectiveness of remote education from the
faculty member’s perspective. The limited
research has found that faculty perceive
remote education as less effective than face-to-
face education. It also suggests that distance
learning could have been more effective in
terms of practice-oriented competencies (18).
However, it is important to note that this
research is mainly pre-pandemic and needs
to consider the unanticipated shift to remote
education that was forced upon faculty.
We aim to enhance our understanding of
the impact of the pandemic on social work
education by examining the experiences of
social work faculty and their perspective on
the online educational experience during
the pandemic. In the current research, in
addition to exploring the socio-demographic
characteristics and learning environment, five
main questions have been addressed:

» What is the faculty perspective regarding
the student online experience?

* What are the effective online teaching
aspects during the pandemic?

* What are the ineffective online teaching
aspects during the pandemic?

» What are the implications for online teaching
and teaching practices that will be retained
post-pandemic?

* What is the future of social work education
and the profession?

Methods
Study Design and Setting

This qualitative study utilized an online
survey with five main essay (Open-ended)
questions to explore the experience of
social work faculty and administrators
approximately 6 months following the
onset of shelter-at-home orders (quarantine)
instituted in response to the COVID-19
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pandemic. Qualtrics was used as the survey
platform. The web-based software enabled
users to create surveys and generate reports
without requiring programming knowledge
or competency. Surveys were distributed
electronically to schools of social work in
Turkey.

Participants and Sampling

Purposive sampling was used to recruit
the study participants from 8 universities
in 8 provinces in Turkey. Surveys were
administered between July 1st, 2020 and
August 6th, 2020. With the approval of
the Institutional Review Board and after
signing consent, 20 faculty members of the
social work program completed the 5 open-
ended essay main questions as well as the 8
close-ended demographic and 2 short answer
questions.

For this study, we included individuals who
taught social work in Turkey in 2020, were
proficient in Turkish, English, or Russian, and
were at least 24 years old. According to the
International Federation of Social Workers
(19), social work is a practice-based profession
and an academic discipline that promotes
social change, fosters development and
social cohesion, and empowers individuals.
Participants who failed to respond to more
than 20% of the questions were excluded
from the study.

Tools/Instruments

A research-made e-questionnaire was
designed to assess five main questions: the
effective and ineffective aspects of remote
education during COVID-19, the faculty
perspective of the student online experience,
online teaching and teaching practices that
will be retained post-pandemic, and the future
of social work education and the profession.

In addition, sociodemographic
characteristics and learning environment data
were asked:

Sociodemographic  Characteristics:
Participants were asked to answer 7
questions indicating their age, gender, race,
level of education, the province in which
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their university was located, how often a
disaster occurs in that province, and whether
their school had a disaster response plan/
educational continuity plan prior to the
pandemic.

Employment Characteristics: Faculty
were asked to answer 5 questions regarding
their employment status. The questions
included their position at the university
(full-time, part-time, doctoral student), title
(Professor, Associate Professor, Assistant
Professor, Lecturer, etc.), type of university
(public or private), size of program, and
number of years teaching.

Pre-pandemic Online Teaching
Experience: Faculty were asked to share
details of their online teaching experience
before the pandemic in 6 questions. The 3
multiple-choice questions included previous
online teaching experience (yes/no), years
of online teaching, and teaching experience
during a disaster (yes/no). Faculty were
also asked to share details of the impact of
previous times of disaster on their teaching
and what worked well in delivering their
courses during those times in 2 open-ended
questions. Lastly, faculty were asked to share
3 things they would have changed to improve
their teaching during previous online teaching
experiences in times of disaster.

Online Education Experience during the
Pandemic: Faculty members were requested
to provide detailed information about their
experiences with teaching online during the
pandemic. The survey contained 9 multiple-
choice questions, including whether they
taught online during the pandemic (yes/no),
the platform they used for course delivery,
changes to their teaching routines due to the
pandemic (such as cancellations, holding live
sessions online, switching to asynchronous
teaching, or stopping teaching because
they couldn’t manage to teach online),
the impact of the pandemic on workload
(increased, decreased, stayed the same), the
impact on productivity, relationship with
other faculty members, and classes (nature
of communication with students, types of
accommodations to students, delivery of
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course content, modifications to assignments,
and so on), the impact on the relationship
with students, and perception of the impact
of the pandemic on students (lack of focus,
problems at home, decreased productivity in
classwork, and so forth). Additionally, there
was an ‘other’ category for each question to
allow faculty members to share their personal
opinions and perspectives.

Faculty were also asked three open-ended
questions, including describing the most
and least effective teaching methods and
the methods that will be retained in future
teaching.

Health and Mental Health Functioning:
The personal impact of COVID-19 and related
response measures (1.e., shelter-in practices)
on faculty health and mental health was also
assessed in the survey. Faculty members
were asked two multiple-choice and two
open-ended questions, including: “Has
your physical health or the physical health
of your immediate circle been impacted by
the pandemic (yes/no)?”, “Has your mental
health or the mental health of your immediate
circle been impacted by the pandemic (yes/
no)?”, “Please share the details regarding how
your physical health or that of your immediate
circle has been impacted by COVID-19.”,
“Please share the details regarding how your
mental health or that of your immediate circle
has been impacted by COVID-19.”

Social Work Profession: Faculty members
were asked to share their perspectives
regarding the role of social workers during
a global crisis and the future of social work
education and the profession in general in a
post-pandemic context. They were asked 5
multiple-choice questions, including “What
are your thoughts about social work education
in the upcoming year?”, “What role do social
workers play during the pandemic?”, “How
do you think COVID-19 will change the
social work profession?”, “What social work
skills need to be strengthened in social work
education to better prepare practitioners for
times of emergency, such as COVID-197”,
“What new skills need to be incorporated
into social work education to prepare students
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for practice during a pandemic/disaster
in the future?” Lastly, one question was
posed to faculty, asking them to share any
additional information they wanted to provide
regarding their teaching experience during
the pandemic.

Validity and Reliability — A researcher-
made questionnaire based on the study’s main
purpose was used to determine the research
objectives. The content validity of the questions
was confirmed by the opinions of five faculty
members from the Department of Social Work
who had experience with virtual education
during the COVID-19 era. A peer evaluation
and consensus method was used to analyze
and interpret the participants’ responses.

Data Collection

Using an online survey tool, the
researchers distributed the questionnaire link
to participants’ email addresses. Additionally,
follow-up reminders were subsequently sent
to ensure they had responded.

Data Analysis

The qualitative data was analyzed using
conventional content analysis, which is a
widely accepted methodology that entails a
robust and systematic process of coding and
classification. This method guides the analysis
and description of qualitative data that has
been used successfully by the principal
investigators in multiple previous research
studies (20, 21). All authors reviewed the
participant data to identify dominant themes.
The first round of coding was conducted by the
authors independently. Once the independent
coding was completed, team meetings were
held to review the coding/categories. Any
idiosyncratic and/or redundant responses
were then removed. Finally, the study team
reviewed any cases of discrepancies in coding
until inter-rater consistency of at least 80%
for these items was achieved, in accordance
with standards in the literature (22).

Ethics - Participation and survey
completion were voluntary. Before conducting
the research, participants were given an
information sheet and consent, and they had
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the right to withdraw from the study. The
study was approved by the Istinye University
Social and Humanitarian Science Research
Ethical Committee to ensure compliance with
ethical standards.

Results
Sociodemographic ~ Characteristics  and
Learning Environment

Table 1 describes the characteristics of
the sample and the context of the educational
program attended. Overall, 20 faculty
members completed the survey. A majority
of the sample identified as female (80%).
The average age of participants was 36+6.04
years old. Faculty participants were mostly
individuals with PhDs (70%), teaching full-
time (85%), and affiliated with a private
university (50%). The majority of faculty
members had less than 10 years of teaching
experience (75%). All but one participant
reported switching to online teaching in
response to the pandemic (95%), with an
equal number of participants reporting using
asynchronous and synchronous sessions.
One participant stopped teaching because
all classes were canceled (Table 1).

In terms of online teaching, 70% of faculty
reported having no experience teaching online
courses before the onset of the pandemic. It is
noteworthy that only two participants (10%)
noted having the awareness that their school
had a disaster/educational continuity plan
before the onset of the pandemic. The most
utilized online teaching platform among the
faculty participants in this study was Perculus
(30%). Furthermore, 60% of the sample
reported that they had no prior experience
teaching during a time of crisis, and that
their university is located in a region where
disasters never or rarely occur (45%).

In response to questions about the impact
of the pandemic on productivity, an equal
number of the participants reported a lower
and higher level of productivity since the
onset of the pandemic (35%). Additionally,
25% of the participants reported feeling
distant from their faculty colleagues and a
lost sense of community as a result of the
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Table 1: Sociodemographic characteristics of
the participants

pandemic, while the majority reported no
change in their relationship to their colleagues
(40%). Similarly, some faculty reported
increased conflict and decreased connection
with students as a result of teaching online
(5%), while one participant did not want to
teach anymore (5%). However, many reported
no impact or an increased connection with
students during their online teaching (35%).
Notably, while only one participant reported
contracting COVID-19 personally (5%), a
majority of faculty reported experiencing
mental health distress related to the pandemic
(65%). Faculty reported the impact of fear,
lack of socializing, and loads of work with a
lack of help on their mental health:

The fact that there were restrictions on
going out, the disease was highly contagious,
and the constant fear that something would
happen to me or someone around me had
a very negative effect on me mentally. In
addition, I think that the feeling of loneliness
is felt more deeply since we have a very low
chance of socializing during this period.
(Teaching Assistant, 30 years old)

Working from home was a real challenge
for me. Previously, [ had a cleaner who would
come to my house once a week to help with
the housework. After the pandemic, she
couldn’t come. My child could not go to
school. Responsibilities have increased too
much. I started using antidepressants in this
process. (Teaching Assistant, 35 years old)

Those faculty members who reported
teaching during a previous crisis (such as
a major earthquake) had experienced both
positive and negative influences on their online
teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. On
the positive side, faculty reported that from
those previous experiences they learned the
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importance of having institutional support for
faculty teaching and psychosocial needs; the
importance of being familiar with the online
platform/technology being used to teach
classes; the importance of being prepared
to adapt/modify lesson times and dates; the
importance of providing coordination for
students during disasters, such as maintaining
close, honest communication, providing clear
instructions, adding additional meetings via
Zoom or phone; holding flexible expectations
regarding timely assignment completion and
submission, and having acquired an ability to
develop new class activities and assessment
and evaluation methods (homework,
presentation, etc.) for the online environment;
having more awareness on the impact of
trauma; having awareness of their own need
to cope with the stress caused by an increased
workload and the disruption of key services
that support their family and work balance
(childcare, schools, etc.); having experience
with working from home and using time
efficiently to prepare for live sessions; and,
having experience with the remote education
environment, including creating online
lessons, arranging online office hours, and
pre-recording lessons.

On the negative side, faculty reported
increased sensitivity to stress due to the
rapidly changing conditions brought on
by the crisis. They also expressed a lack
of confidence in their ability to educate
effectively in an online format, feeling
personally affected by the pandemic, and
feeling overwhelmed while trying to provide
a suitable learning environment for students
under these conditions. Additionally, they
are unable to utilize university facilities to
prepare for classes and have lost the support
of their colleagues.

The Online Student Experience from a
Faculty Perspective

Faculty identified the three academic,
social, and personal domains, in which they
believe their students experienced online
education during the pandemic.

In terms of the academic domain, faculty
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shared their belief that students were generally
dissatisfied, frustrated, and stressed by canceled
classes, decreased class times, and reduced
class sessions. They also reported that students
struggled with technical challenges related to
attending school online, difficulty communicating
with peers and instructors, and decreased sense
of engagement, resulting in limited participation
and completion of schoolwork.

In terms of the personal domain, faculty
observed that students were struggling with
mental health and family-related issues.
For example, they noted that some students
seemed to feel displaced and experience a
loss of connection due to the switch to online
education. Additionally, some students
experienced psychological distress due to
the pandemic, particularly having difficulty
focusing, and they needed more emotional
support. Faculty also reported that they
believed some students were struggling with
pandemic-related financial loss, increased
problems with family members, and increased
caregiver responsibilities.

In terms of the social domain, faculty
members expressed concerns that students
were experiencing difficulties with the
disruption of their social lives as a result of the
pandemic. They pointed out that the inability
to attend campus due to school closures and
shelter-in-place restrictions not only restricted
access to campus facilities for learning, but
also hindered socializing with peers and
participating in social activities and events.

Ineffective Online Teaching Aspects during
the Pandemic

Figure 1 reports the aspects of online
teaching identified as ineffective by faculty
members. Three domains emerged as areas
of online teaching that were particularly
problematic or ineffective, including content
delivery, engagement, and communication.

In terms of content delivery, faculty
highlighted limitations with content
delivery, particularly in relation to extended
lecturing and online exams. They also
noted that administering exams online
seemed ineffective in assessing learning and
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m Content delivery

Engagement m Communication

Figure 1: Percentage of responses about ineffective aspects of remote education during COVID-19

competence. Here are some comments from
faculty members:

“It is my preference to process the course
content in the form of question-and-answer
and discussion in an interactive classroom
environment. However, this could not be done
online in the same way, and the lessons took
place in the form of a one-sided lecture.”

“When the professor only lectures about
the material during the lesson, the students
cannot focus and listen.”

“Exams, PowerPoints,
homework didn’t work”

In terms of engagement, faculty
recognized that difficulty making/
maintaining eye contact with students was
a significant limitation to their teaching
effectiveness. Additionally, they noted that
having limited opportunities to interact
actively with students during online classes
resulted in decreased student performance
and lower homework completion rates,
which they attributed to students not feeling
accountable or responsible in the online
setting. Furthermore, faculty noted that this
accountability also extended to attendance in
online classes and students would often leave
the session abruptly by walking away from
the computer. Faculty also noted a decrease
in student participation during classes. Here
are some comments from faculty members:

“There was limited interaction in lessons.

lecturing,
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In addition, since there is no obligation to
attend the course, the students left us alone
on the online system”

“When I looked into the eyes of the student,
I could feel whether she/he understood the
subject taught in the lesson. However, there
is no such opportunity in online classes.”

“Lessons were not interactive, students’
participation decreased, and they were less
prepared for the lessons because they did not
feel much responsibility.”

In terms of communication, faculty
noted limited interaction with students as
a significant problem with online teaching,
reporting more difficulty with follow-up
with students (doing student check-ins) and
more difficulty effectively communicating
instructions/homework assignments. Here
are some comments from faculty members:

“Student follow-up is more difficult due to
limited communication, but lecturing alone
is not enough.”

“It was very difficult to process the topics
that need to be discussed in class (because of
limited communication).”

“As the teacher (it felt like) I provided one-
sided instruction”

Notably, several participants commented
that, in general, they found the entire online
teaching experience to be ineffective and that
face-to-face instruction provided a stronger
learning experience. The faculty pointed out
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that the traditional face-to-face classroom
experience enables more interaction and
engagement with students. It also allows
for more effective lecturing and the use of
PowerPoints, as well as better utilization of
nonverbal behavior such as maintaining eye
contact and gauging student understanding
and comprehension.

Effective Online Teaching Aspects during
the Pandemic

Aspects of online teaching that faculty
reported were conducive to an effective
learning experience also fell within the three
domains of content delivery, engagement, and
communication (Figure 2).

In terms of content delivery, faculty
members have found it effective to use
a combination of asynchronous video
lectures along with small group discussions
during live online classes. They have also
increased opportunities for students to work
independently, reduced course content,
modified assignments, spent more time
preparing for live sessions, and monitored
students’ participation with course material
(e.g., whether they watched a required lecture
or video, or completed an online module).
Here are some comments from faculty
members:

“I found that asking more questions
and increasing the amount of homework,
particularly homework based on research

and interpretation, is more useful in achieving
the purpose of the course.”

“I had more time to prepare for the class. |
used to spend 4 hours on the road every day.
1 spent this time at home preparing lessons
and reading.”

“Pictures/images and current examples
helped improve instruction.

In terms of student engagement, faculty
identified several effective strategies for
keeping students engaged during online
classes. These included assigning homework
to prepare students for live session content,
delivering shorter lectures, and focusing on
discussions in smaller groups and whole class
sessions. Other strategies mentioned were pre-
session preparation by faculty, incorporating
interactive activities like debates, discussions,
and presentations, giving personalized
homework assignments to small classes, and
using visual materials such as graphics and
videos. Here are some comments from faculty
members:

“Students get more efficiency in the
lessons where they are more active and make
presentations. The students also stated that
the true-false questions at the end of each
unit, consisting of a few questions, were both
fun and instructive.”

“If the lessons are held in small groups,
the students force themselves to be more
active.”

“I used videos for each topic. To make

H Content delivery

I Engagement ®m Communication

Figure 2: Percentage of responses about effective aspects of remote education during COVID-19
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the lessons more fun, I added short videos
such as animations and advertisements that
1 found on the subject to my lessons.”

In terms of communication, the faculty
identified several key considerations that made
teaching effective in the online format. These
included purposefully scheduling additional
check-in meetings with students outside of
live sessions to interact with students (i.e.,
additional small group or individual Zoom
meetings) and attending to the psychosocial
needs of students. Here are some comments
from faculty members:

“l increased the number and hours of
online office hours.”

“I made sure students got in touch with
me in-person to increase their motivation and
to help them better understand the course.”

“I organized extra Zoom meetings with
students.”

Implications for Online Teaching and
Teaching Practices that will be Retained
Post-Pandemic

Faculty have found that scheduling small
group check-ins with students via Zoom was
essential for maintaining communication
and engagement, and they plan to continue
using this approach in their post-pandemic
teaching. Faculty also noted the benefits of
reducing reliance on lectures and PowerPoint
presentations in favor of engaging students to
discover and analyze relevant information,
which proved to be an effective method for
enhancing the learning that will be retained
even after the pandemic. They also found that
shifting the focus and nature of homework to
be viewed as a pre-session preparation activity
helped increase students’ class preparedness
and enhanced their learning. The benefits
of using graphics and videos as a means to
engage students were also highlighted as
a key practice that faculty will continue to
use in their post-pandemic teaching. Some
faculty noted that the ability to monitor
tests administered online increases fairness
(reduces cheating), and they plan to continue
this method of testing.

Despite recognizing some benefits of
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online teaching that had not been identified
before and finding some positive aspects
of the pandemic-related online teaching
experience that actually made their teaching
more effective than before, faculty also
shared several ideas for further improving
online education. Gleaned from their online
pandemic teaching experience, factors
identified fell within the categories of
administration/university-wide efforts as well
as those under the purview of faculty, such
as modes of content delivery and engagement
with students. As far as university-level
efforts, faculty emphasized that it is critical
for the administration to establish a disaster
preparedness guide with clear plans for
education continuity in times of crisis. It
was also pointed out that both students and
faculty members require additional training
to develop the necessary technological
skills for effective teaching and learning
in an online setting, as well as the relevant
effective methods for effectively delivering
course material in a virtual class environment
(rather than relying on traditional in-person
methods, such as lecturing and PowerPoints).
Additionally, training should also cover the
impact of trauma, grief, loss, and cultural
differences related to experiencing and
expressing psychosocial distress. In relation
to this, the faculty highlighted the need for
the administration to provide technological
support during classes. Additionally, they
suggested that universities should provide
resources for childcare support to faculty with
children to ensure uninterrupted teaching.
Lastly, faculty identified the importance
of faculty having an awareness of the
political context of the crisis, facilitating
a greater understanding of the policies the
administration puts into place to manage
educational continuity during these times
and improving communication between
administration and faculty as well as faculty
and students.

In order to improve online teaching during
future crises, several considerations for faculty
members have been identified. These included
increasing communication with students by
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sending them videos and having extra phone or
Zoom meetings; placing extra effort on student
engagement, such as frequently asking students
questions to assess their understanding and
increase their active class participation; being
flexible with and providing accommodations
for students directly affected by the crisis
(i.e., those who contracted COVID-19); and
prioritizing mental health and well-being
during crisis periods.

Future of Social Education and Profession
All participants anticipated that the social
work educational programs would either
remain online or become hybrid, with some
on-campus and some virtual classes as well
as flexible course schedules. All the faculty
members agreed that social workers should
be recognized as essential and should have
a direct role in making decisions during
disasters. They also believe that training in
disaster preparedness and response should be
more emphasized in social work curricula. In
addition, some faculty members expressed
a belief that the social work profession will
increasingly rely on digital technology for
practices such as virtual psychotherapy. They
also suggested that social work will become
more collaborative and interdisciplinary
in nature. Furthermore, they emphasized
the need for social workers to become
more technologically savvy. The faculty
also pointed out that social work programs
currently do not adequately teach skills such
as case management, crisis management,
advocacy, and macro-level practice related
to inequality, economic and social justice.
They stressed that these skills need to be
strengthened to ensure that social workers
can effectively and efficiently address the
challenges posed by the COVID-19 era.

Discussion

This study aimed to further our
understanding of the pandemic’s impact
on social work education by examining
the experiences of social work faculty and
their perspectives on the online educational
experience during the pandemic. The results
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of this study demonstrate that the unexpected
and rapid transition to distance teaching due
to the COVID-19 Pandemic increased stress
and workload levels, particularly among
participants who had limited to no prior
experience or training in effective online
teaching methodology. This is not necessarily
surprising as prior research has demonstrated
that it typically takes two to three iterations
of teaching a course for faculty to feel
comfortable (23).

The stress levels experienced by faculty
in the current study varied based on the
degree of modifications they made to the
course content. Participants who duplicated
their in-person course format using the same
preparation and lecture material experienced
little or no increased workload. However, they
received feedback from students indicating
dissatisfaction with their teaching methods
and reported higher levels of stress and
frustration related to feeling ineffective and
incompetent as online educators.

Those faculty members who opted towards
maintaining a flexible and adaptive approach
and attempted to implement new course
delivery modalities that emphasized student
engagement (i.e., modifying assignments,
individualizing homework, incorporating
new digital material), reported increased
workload and preparation time but higher
levels of satisfaction with their online teaching
and less issues of disengagement by students.
This begs the question, what support/training
do faculty need to feel comfortable adapting
their traditional teaching style to an online
environment to support student experience
and learning?

Our findings indicate that the key to
addressing this question lies in the degree of
training provided to faculty and opportunities
for ongoing exposure to online teaching
formats. Faculty need opportunities to teach
online when they are not in the context of
a global crisis in order to develop a sense
of competence and mastery of the style
of teaching required in a virtual learning
environment and provide students with
an effective educational experience. With
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ongoing exposure, faculty can develop
confidence in developing and modifying
course content as well as delivery methods
to meet students’ needs best. Administration
also needs to support faculty in modifying,
developing, and testing innovative modalities
of delivering course content, engaging
students, and assessing competence through
novel assignments that are more appropriate
for an online environment. Without the
recognition and support of the administration,
faculty will feel compelled to adhere strictly
to traditional syllabi and delivery methods
(i.e., lectures), which may not effectively
address students’ challenges and needs.

Of note, faculty members shared a belief
that students: 1) were generally dissatisfied,
frustrated, and stressed by canceled classes
and decreased class times and reduced
class sessions; 2) struggled with technical
challenges related to attending school online;
3) had difficulty communicating with peers
and instructors; 4) experienced decreased
sense of engagement resulting in limited
participation and completion of schoolwork;
5) felt displaced and experienced a loss of
connection as a result of the switch to online
education; 6) experienced psychological
distress due to the pandemic, particularly,
difficulty focusing; 7) required more
emotional support; 8) were struggling with
pandemic-related financial loss, increased
problems with family members, and increased
caregiver responsibilities; and 9) felt tension
related to restricted socializing with peers
and engaging in social activities and events.

This perspective, however, is not fully
aligned with research suggesting that,
despite challenges and barriers, the student
experience with online education during the
pandemic was far less negative. For example,
the previous study of social work graduate
students in Turkey found that the majority of
the participants in our study (76.5 %) rated
their online education experience as fair
or above (at least 3 out of 5) (12). Students
identified numerous factors related to their
remote learning across the same three domains
that faculty identified as being particularly
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negative, including personal, social, and
academic domains. However, in that study,
students reported the greatest benefits in the
academic domain, which faculty noted as most
negative. Continuity of education, regardless
of immobility (due to lock-down or disease)
(66%); digitalization of materials that did not
exist before the pandemic (27%); and new
access to global expertise and information
(22%) were the most strongly endorsed
academic benefits related to online education
identified by students (12). Students in that
study also reported benefits related to receiving
more compassion and support from instructors
(17%) as well as increased opportunities for
interaction with others through email, chat,
and phone (12). The student participants
emphasized that these benefits were achievable
because they could access improved counseling
and psychosocial services provided by their
universities, engage more with their peers,
and have more positive interactions with their
faculty, all of which would provide them with
the necessary psychosocial and emotional
support. This aligns with pre-pandemic
studies, which have found that online students
report comparable, if not greater, satisfaction
with the quality of the learning environment,
faculty accessibility, helpfulness, and advising
as compared to traditional students (24-27).
Students also highlighted a significant barrier
to their educational experience: a general lack
of familiarity, knowledge, and preparedness on
behalf of faculty to effectively modify teaching
for an online environment (12, 28, 29).

Thus, while faculty correctly perceived
that students required more attending
to their psychosocial needs during their
online pandemic-related education and the
critical role of maintaining open, clear, and
supportive communication with and between
students, they over-estimated the degree of
struggle related to loss of sense of community
and difficulty with engagement in classes
and under-estimated their role in ensuring
a positive and effective learning experience.
That is, while faculty members acknowledged
their personal beliefs that lecturing and online
exams were largely ineffective and that they

137



Social Workers’ Perspectives on Online Education during COVID-19

Zubaroglu-loannides P et al.

needed more training to understand how to
modify and adapt traditional face-to-face
content delivery methods to effectively shift
to the online environment, they did not seem
to understand that students shared this belief
and were able to recognize that faculty lacked
technological savvy and did not use effective,
innovative teaching methods, which served as
one of the key reasons they felt dissatisfied
with their online education. This finding
highlights that students, as well as faculty,
experience frustration related to a lack of
faculty training on online teaching. Other
research during the pandemic (30) supports
this finding, as does research before the
pandemic, which raised similar concerns
about a lack of instructor competence and
training, curriculum quality and rigor, and
student monitoring and assessment (31).

Implications for Graduate Social Work
Programs

To assume that faculty can simply teach
online as they do in the traditional in-
person classroom or that they can intuitively
adapt material without specific support,
understanding, and training on effective
online teaching methods is largely incorrect
and serves as a significant challenge to online
teaching and learning, negating the numerous
benefits that can be gleaned from the virtual
learning environment.

Overall, our findings demonstrate that
faculty lacked the needed institutional
support to facilitate an efficient and successful
transition to remote teaching. Faculty need
training and guidelines on best practices
for online teaching, including chunking
of material, flipped classroom approaches,
effective ways of building community in an
online classroom, and providing emotional
support to students. Before the pandemic,
some recommendations were developed to
increase the effectiveness of and satisfaction
with online education, mainly focused on
personalizing the virtual learning experience
to individual students’ needs (32, 33),
promoting student engagement (32, 34),
and recommended instructional design and
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approaches (35, 36). However, the nature
and challenges associated with the pandemic
require further consideration.

We have developed an updated set of
10 core recommendations for social work
education programs to ensure effective course
content delivery and prepare students with the
relevant skills they need to practice effectively
in a post-pandemic world (12). Our findings
suggest these recommendations are just as
important for faculty experience as they are
for students:

1. Establishing a clear and responsive
emergency preparedness plan for future
crises, including technological considerations
and educational platforms, which will be
distributed to the university community to
ensure awareness and understanding.

2. Delivering course content in smaller
modules to facilitate and enhance student
focus and engagement.

3. Include opportunities for interaction
with peers and faculty in the virtual classroom
through discussion boards, breakout rooms,
and small group activities.

4. Providing training to faculty to
strengthen their online teaching skills.

5. Providing ongoing access to multi-modal
forms of psychosocial support to promote and
support well-being (virtual and/or in-person
peer support groups and access to university
counseling services and interactive events).

6. Updating social work curricula to include
a focus on crisis and disaster management
and complex emergencies.

7. Increasing educational content on multi-
disciplinary work to address structural factors
(i.e., economic inequity).

8. Retaining the positive aspects of online
learning into standard educational practices
after the pandemic remits, including 1)
ongoing development of and access to
digitalized materials, encouraging the use
of global knowledge and expertise, and
incorporation of asynchronous material.

9. Addressing inequities regarding student
access to technology to avoid marginalizing
mature and/or lower-income students.

10. Increasing relevance of social work
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and sustainability of practice by including
training on responsive modes of practice in
the curriculum, including ethical and effective
telehealth and virtual health practices and the
use of AL

We have included three additional
recommendations based on insights gained
from the current study and our better
understanding of the impact of the pandemic
on social work education from the faculty
perspective:

1. Providing faculty with the flexibility
to modify assignments and course structure
to address students’ social-emotional needs
during times of crisis.

2. Providing training to faculty to
effectively identify symptoms of mental
health distress in their students to promote
early identification of those students that may
be struggling and at risk of dropping out of
school and in need of extra support, with
a particular emphasis on the impact of and
signs of trauma, grief, and loss.

3. Providing a forum for faculty support
and, extending attention to mental well-being
to faculty as well as students during times of
crisis to reduce the increased stress reported
by faculty.

Limitations and Suggestions

This study had some methodological
limitations that need to be acknowledged.
First, our sample was full-time faculty and
may not be generalizable to contingent faculty.
Therefore, future research should explore the
experience and needs of adjunct instructors.
Second, our sample was largely Turkish,
with little representation of the Kurdish
population, and therefore, findings may not
be generalizable to that population. Third,
we could not examine differences in teaching
experiences across genders as we had a very
small sample of male respondents. Fourth,
as participation and survey completion were
voluntary, it may be that faculty with more
technological and online teaching experience
self-selected to participate in the study. Future
research should investigate the challenges
faced by social worker faculty who may not be

Interdiscip J Virtual Learn Med Sci 2024, Vol. 15, No. 2

as technologically savvy, yet were required to
teach in an online format due to the pandemic.
Lastly, the overall sample size was rather
small due to potential burnout with remote
work and reduced willingness to participate
in online activities like completing the study
questionnaire. However, as a pilot study in
an area with very little prior understanding
or experience, this study offers meaningful
insights and implications for remote social
work education.

Conclusion

The pandemic is far from over, and
its impact will be felt for decades, if not
generations, to come. Virtual therapy and
support services are a new norm and will
continue to increase in prevalence. Online
education will also persist, if not grow, as
the nature of employment and education
change in response to the pandemic. How
well the social work profession is positioned
to address emerging needs in this context will
depend on the effectiveness of social work
graduate education programs to improve the
delivery of educational content online and
evolve to include content related to clinical
practice in a virtual world. Future research
should continue to explore key components
of the social work curriculum needed to
adequately prepare the next generation of
social workers. Best practices for online
teaching grounded in simulated learning and
promoting the development of relational skills
is also essential.

Acknowledgments

We greatly appreciate the time and efforts
of the faculty who spared their valuable time
to participate in this study and contributed to
the literature on their experiences during the
COVID-19 pandemic, when their lives were
also largely impacted.

Authors” Contribution

Each author contributed to key aspects of
the study preparation, data analysis, and/or
manuscript preparation. PZI, GU, and MA
designed the study and collected the data.

139



Social Workers’ Perspectives on Online Education during COVID-19

Zubaroglu-loannides P et al.

PZI and DA analyzed the data, drafted, and
finalized the manuscript. All authors reviewed
the manuscript and approved the final version.

Conflict of Interest
The authors have no conflict of interest.

Ethical Considerations

The study was approved on May 2lst,
2020, meeting number 2020/6, decision
number 03, by the Istinye University Social
and Humanitarian Science Research Ethical
Committee to ensure ethical standards were
met. No personally identifiable information
was disclosed. Participants received a consent
form before the research and had the option to
withdraw from the study.

Funding/Support

Funding was provided by the Fordham
University Faculty Development Research
Fund.

Availability of Data and Materials
The data set for this study is available and
can be accessed by emailing the first author.

References

1 Hodges CB, Moore S, Lockee BB, Trust
T, Bond MA. The difference between
emergency remote teaching and online
learning. 2020. [Cited 2024 April]. Available
from: http:/hdl.handle.net/10919/104648.

2 Anderson T. Towards a theory of online
learning. Edmonton. AB: AU Press,
Athabasca University; 2008.

3 Lee D, Watson SL, Watson WR. Systematic
literature review on self-regulated learning
in massive open online courses. Australasian
J Educ Tech. 2019;35(1):28-41. doi: 10.14742/
ajet.3749.

4 LiC,Hel, YuanC, ChenB, SunZ. The effects
of blended learning on knowledge, skills,
and satisfaction in nursing students: A meta-
analysis. Nurse Educ Today. 2019;1;82:51-7.
doi: 10.1016/j.nedt.2019.08.004.

5 Rovai AP, Downey JR. Why some
distance education programs fail while
others succeed in a global environment.

140

10

11

12

13

14

15

Internet Higher Educ. 2010;1;13(3):141-7.
doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2009.07.001.
Cochran-Smith M, Keefe ES, Carney
MC, Sanchez JG, Olivo M, Smith RJ.
Teacher preparation at new graduate
schools of education. Teacher Educ
Quart. 2020;1;47(2):8-37. doi: 10.1016/].
iheduc.2009.07.001.

East JF, LaMendola W, Alter C. Distance
education and organizational environment.
Journal of Soc Work Educ. 2014;2;50(1):19-
33. doi: 10.1080/10437797.2014.856226.
Afrouz R, Crisp BR. Online education in
social work, effectiveness, benefits, and
challenges: A scoping review. Australian
Soc Work. 2021;2;74(1):55-67. doi:
10.1080/0312407X.2020.1808030.

Smoyer AB, O’Brien K, Rodriguez-Keyes
E. Lessons learned from COVID-19: Being
known in online social work classrooms.
Int Soc Work. 2020;63(5):651-4. doi:
10.1177/0020872820940021.

Forgey MA, Ortega-Williams A. Effectively
teaching social work practice online:
Moving beyond can to how. Adv Soc Work.
2016;25;17(1):59-77. doi: 10.18060/20877.
Hitchcock LI, Sage M, Smyth NJ. Teaching
Social Work with Digital Technology.
Council on Social Work Education. 22314;
2019.

Zubaroglu, Alonzo, Mashura, and Urhan.
Social Work Education during the COVID-
19 Pandemic: Lessons Learned for
Programming and Practice. Int Sch Soc
Work. 2021;12(1).

Adnan M, Anwar K. Online Learning
amid the COVID-19 Pandemic: Students’
Perspectives. Online Sub. 2020;2(1):4551.
doi: 10.33902/JPSP.2020261309.

Albelbisi NA, Yusop FD. Factors influencing
learners’ self—regulated learning skills in
a massive open online course (MOOC)
environment. Turk Online J Dis Educ.
2019;20(3):1-6. doi: 10.17718/tojde.598191.
Ando S. University teaching and
learning in a time of social distancing: A
sociocultural perspective. ] Hum Behav
Soc Environ. 2021;19;31(1-4):435-48. doi:
10.1080/10911359.2020.1814928.

Interdiscip J Virtual Learn Med Sci 2024, Vol. 15, No. 2



Zubaroglu-loannides P et al.

Social Workers’ Perspectives on Online Education during COVID-19

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

Smoyer AB, O’Brien K, Rodriguez-
Keyes E. Lessons learned from COVID-
19: Being known in online social work
classrooms. Int Soc Work. 2020;63(5):651-
4. doi: 10.1177/0020872820940021.
Okech D, Barner J, Segoshi M, Carney
M. MSW student experiences in online
vs. face-to-face teaching formats? Soc
Work Educ. 2014;2;33(1):121-34. doi:
10.1080/02615479.2012.738661.

Levin S, Fulginiti A, Moore B. The
perceived effectiveness of online social
work education: Insights from a national
survey of social work educators. Soc
Work Educ. 2018;18;37(6):775-89. doi:
10.1080/02615479.2018.1482864.

IFSW. Global definition of social work; 2014
July. [Cited 2024 April]. Available from:
https://www.ifsw.org/what-is-social-work/
global-definition-of-social-work.

Elo S, Kyngds H. The qualitative
content analysis process. J Adv Nurs.
2008;62(1):107-15. doi: 10.1111/j.1365-
2648.2007.04569.x. PubMed PMID:
18352969.

Hsieh HF, Shannon SE. Three approaches
to qualitative content analysis. Qual
Health Res. 2005;15(9):1277-88. doi:
10.1177/1049732305276687. PubMed
PMID: 16204405.

Shek DT, Tang VM, Han XY. Evaluation
of evaluation studies using qualitative
research methods in the social work
literature (1990-2003): Evidence that
constitutes a wake-up call. Res Soc
Work Prac. 2005;15(3):180-94. doi:
10.1177/1049731504271603.

Means B, Bakia M, Murphy R. Learning
online: What research tells us about
whether, when and how. Routledge; 2014.
doi: 10.4324/9780203095959
Cummings SM, Chaffin KM,
Cockerham C. Comparative analysis
of an online and a traditional MSW
program: Educational outcomes. J Soc
Work Educ. 2015;2;51(1):109-20. doi:
10.1080/10437797.2015.977170.

Forgey MA, Ortega-Williams A.
Effectively teaching social work practice

Interdiscip J Virtual Learn Med Sci 2024, Vol. 15, No. 2

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

online: Moving beyond can to how.
Adv Soc Work. 2016;25;17(1):59-77. doi:
10.18060/20877.

Nguyen T. The effectiveness of online
learning: Beyond no significant difference
and future horizons. MERLOT J Online
Learn Teach. 2015;1;11(2):309-19. https://
jolt.merlot.org/Voll1no2/Nguyen 0615.
pdf.

Bernard RM, Abrami PC, Lou Y,
Borokhovski E, Wade A, Wozney L,
Wallet PA, Fiset M, Huang B. How
does distance education compare with
classroom instruction? A meta-analysis
of the empirical literature. Rev Educ
Research. 2004;74(3):379-439. doi:
10.3102/00346543074003379.
Pardasani M, Goldkind L, Heyman
JC, Cross-Denny B. How much does
the distance in distance education
matter? Our students speak. Soc
Work Educ. 2012;1;31(4):406-21. doi:
10.1080/02615479.2011.573547.

Levin S, Fulginiti A, Moore B. The
perceived effectiveness of online social
work education: Insights from a national
survey of social work educators. Soc
Work Educ. 2018;18;37(6):775-89. doi:
10.1080/02615479.2018.1482864.
Hodges CB, Fowler DJ. The COVID-19
Crisis and Faculty Members in Higher
Education: From Emergency Remote
Teaching to Better Teaching through
Reflection. Int J Multidisciplinary
Perspectives Higher Educ. 2020;5(1):118-
22. EJ1273059. doi:10.32674/jimphe.
v5i1.2507.

Reamer FG. Distance and online social
work education: Novel ethical challenges.
J Teach Soc Work. 2013;1;33(4-5):369-84.
doi: 10.1080/08841233.2013.828669.
Bernard RM, Abrami PC, Lou Y,
Borokhovski E, Wade A, Wozney L,
Wallet PA, Fiset M, Huang B. How
does distance education compare
with classroom instruction? A meta-
analysis of the empirical literature.
Rev Educ Res. 2004;74(3):379-439. doi:
10.3102/00346543074003379.

141



Social Workers’ Perspectives on Online Education during COVID-19

Zubaroglu-loannides P et al.

33

34

35

142

Twigg CA. Innovations in Online
Learning: Moving beyond No Significant
Difference. The Pew Symposia in
Learning and Technology. 4" edition.
Phoenix: Arizona; 2000.

Tsai FH, Tsai CC, Lin K. The evaluation
of different gaming modes and feedback
types on game-based formative assessment
in an online learning environment. Comp
& Educ. 2015;1;81:259-69. doi: 10.1016/.
compedu.2014.10.013.

Jonassen D, Spector MJ, Driscoll M,
Merrill MD, van Merrienboer J, Driscoll
MP. Handbook of Research on Educational
Communications and Technology: A
Project of the Association for Educational

36

Communications and Technology.
Routledge; 2008. https:/www.routledge.
com/Handbook-of-Research-on-
Educational-Communications-and-
Technology-Third-Edition/Spector-
Merrill-vanMerrienboer-Driscoll/p/
book/9780415963381

Boettcher JV, Conrad RM. The Online
Teaching Survival Guide: Simple and
Practical Pedagogical Tips. 3™ edition.
John Wiley & Sons; 2021. https:/
www.wiley.com/en-us/The+Online+T
eaching+Survival+Guide%3A+Simpl
e+and+Practical+Pedagogical+Tips
%_2C+3rd+Edition-p-9781119765004.

Interdiscip J Virtual Learn Med Sci 2024, Vol. 15, No. 2



