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ABSTRACT
The COVID-19 pandemic challenged higher education institutions to close their

campuses for the purpose of managing and controlling the spread of the coronavirus
during the national lockdown. Institutions had to migrate from blended learning and
teaching to emergency online learning and teaching only, posing challenges to the
learning experiences of student social workers. This study aimed to explore and
describe the experiences of student social workers and educators regarding online
learning and teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic, and the influence of
socioeconomic factors on student social workers’ academic experiences. The study
was conducted from an interpretive research paradigm and followed a qualitative
approach. A combination of the contextual, explorative, and descriptive research
designs supported the choices of research methodology. The population consisted of
student social workers and social work educators. The non-probability sampling
method and the purposive sampling technique was used to select full-time registered
third-year student social workers at the University of the Western Cape who had
experience with blended learning and teaching prior to the pandemic, and full-time
employed social work educataors who taught at third-year level in the Department of
Social Work at the University of the Western Cape with experience of blended learning
and teaching. Semi-structured interviews and focus groups were employed as data
collection methods. Data was thematically analysed using Tesch’s (1990) eight steps
of data analysis. This research study was ethically approved by The Humanities Social
Science Research Ethics Committee. Credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability was utilised to verify the research findings. Ethical considerations
included debriefing, voluntary participation, informed consent, privacy, anonymity,
confidentiality, and the management of the research data. The findings illuminate
student social workers’ economic, psychological and social realities and their
academic experiences during the pandemic. It also describes the learning and
teaching resources and support for online learning and teaching during the pandemic,
and provide suggestions for blended learning and teaching post the pandemic. The
findings of this research study resulted in recommendations for social work education

post the pandemic, and also for focus areas post the pandemic.

KEYWORDS: Social Work Education, COVID-19, Flexible Learning and Teaching,

Blended Learning and Teaching, Online Learning and Teaching
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

1.1 INTRODUCTION

The novel coronavirus, known as COVID-19, was first observed in Wuhan, China,
during 2019. The outbreak of the virus quickly spread to the rest of the world, and in
2020 the World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 a global pandemic
(WHO, 2020a). In response to the spread of the virus in South Africa, the government
announced a national lockdown on 26 March 2020 (Ramaphosa, 2020). This then
resulted in higher education institutions (HEIs) having to adhere to social distancing
regulations through the urgent conversion to and implementation of online learning
and teaching (OLT) activities. In South Africa, only the University of South Africa
(UNISA) is an open distance education institution (Letseka, 2020; Qayyum & Zawacki-
Richter, 2019), while the other universities make use of blended learning and teaching
(BLT) methods, which consist of online platforms and traditional classroom methods
(Bosch et al., 2020; Ubah et al., 2019). The COVID-19 lockdown came about quickly,
which questions the preparedness and readiness of HEIs to migrate from BLT to OLT

within a short period of time.

The White Paper for Post-School Education and Training (RSA, 2013) was introduced
by the South African Department of Higher Education (DHE), emphasising a flexible
learning and teaching (FLT) approach within the South African context. The aim is to
obtain a user-friendly, transformative, accessible, and diverse post-school education
and training system. Previously, Kaminer and Shabalala (2019) and Webb and Cotton
(2018) asserted in this regard that the different socioeconomic backgrounds of
students might affect access to resources and skills needed for OLT as a form of FLT,
since most students enrolled in HEIs come from poverty-stricken backgrounds. This
meant that students with socioeconomic challenges might not be able to access

technology-supported options for learning and teaching.

This study aimed to investigate how the sudden conversion to OLT affected the

learning experiences of student social workers. Social work is known as a helping
1
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profession that has to do with direct services, requiring not only academic knowledge
and skills, but also personal attributes (Graf et al., 2014; Darjan & Thomita, 2014).
Therefore, student social workers are required to develop and consolidate a
professional identity as a social worker to understand the self as an important
instrument of intervention (Council for Higher Education [CHE], 2015). This study was
interested in how student social workers experienced the movement to OLT with

regards to their preparation for social work practice.

As an introduction, the key concepts related to the present study will be defined and
described. This will be used as a backdrop to the preliminary literature review that will
be presented, followed by the theoretical framework underpinning this study and the
research problem that informed this study’s focus. The research questions that were
identified based on the research problem-will be provided together with the research
aims and objectives. The chapter concludes with a description of the significance of

the study and an outline of the forthcoming chapters.

1.2 DEFINITION OF KEY.CONCEPTS

This section defines the key concepts used in this study, namely: social work
education; COVID-19; flexible learning and teaching; blended learning and teaching;
and online learning and teaching. These are described in more detail below.

1.2.1 Social Work Education

Social work education involves learning and teaching activities that are based on
trusted, scientific, and reliable professional knowledge and skills aimed at developing
competent social work practitioners (Cabiati, 2017). All education and training
activities are further aligned with professional and academic standards consistent with
practice (Austin et al., 2016). In this study, social work education refers to the Bachelor
of Social Work (BSW) standards described by the CHE (2015), which support the

integration of theory and practice.
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1.2.2 COVID-19

The WHO (2020b) refers to COVID-19 as the Coronavirus disease 2019, which
causes a respiratory tract infection. This virus spreads easily through human-to-
human contact. Thus, social distancing is one way to prevent or slow down the spread
of the virus. In line with this description, on 26 March 2020 South Africa’s President
announced a national lockdown to limit social contact to flatten the curve of infections
(Ramaphosa, 2020). Papu and Shreyasi (2020, p. 1) assert that the need for social
distancing and the fact that little is known about this virus and the treatment thereof
requires different sectors in society to find “a new normal”. This study focused on how
the national lockdown impacted on the learning and teaching activities of student
social workers who are used to blended learning, and who now, due to the pandemic,

had to vacate the university campuses and convert to OLT.

1.2.3 Flexible Learning and' Teaching

Veletsianos and Houlden (2019) view flexible learning and teaching as a model
characterised by learning and teaching activities that are not limited by time and place.
In addition, the authors assert that this pedagogy is student-centred and allows
students to learn at their own pace without restricted access to course content. It uses
online tools to maximise learning and teaching and offers students a variety of learning
choices (Huang et al., 2020). In this study, the pedagogy of FLT was used as a
theoretical framework to better understand student social workers’ experiences of

online learning and teaching during the COVID-19 national lockdown.

1.2.4 Blended Learning and Teaching

Bryan and Volchenkova (2016) describe blended learning and teaching as a
combination of theoretical approaches and models to learning and teaching and
modes of delivery. Similar to a FLT pedagogy, the aim is to provide students with a
variety of learning experiences and options through the use of traditional classroom
learning and teaching activities in combination with information and communication
technologies (ICT). Some advantages are that students have more time to engage
with learning material through online options, and that they can also develop digital

skills (Lalima & Dangwal, 2017). In this research study, it refers to the learning and

3
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teaching activities at residential HEIs that combine face-to-face (F2F) classroom and

online activities.

1.2.5 Online Learning and Teaching

Online learning and teaching comprise online or web-based learning and teaching
methodologies where ICT facilitates the learning procedure, and students and
educators are not required to be accessible simultaneously (Valente & Marchetti,
2019). As such, online learning and teaching is believed to be simpler than the F2F
method, as it allows students to participate and access course content in their own
time and place (Tasira, 2020). For the purpose of this research, OLT refers to web-
based learning and teaching activities that can be accessed at any time and from

anywhere by students and educators.

The key concepts above were used to guide the review of literature to identify a
suitable theoretical framework and to formulate the research problem for the present

study.

1.3 PRELIMINARY LITERATURE REVIEW

The COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on social work education and training
informed the focus of this study. In the sections below, attention will be given to the
COVID-19 pandemic and the national lockdown, followed by a discussion of social
work education and training and traditional BLT practices. The literature review will
conclude with a description of OLT that had to be implemented during the pandemic.

1.3.1 COVID-19 Pandemic

The term ‘pandemic’ refers to a global outbreak of a deadly disease in a short period
of time (Maclntyre, 2020; Surico & Galeotti, 2020; Qiu et al., 2017). In the case of the
COVID-19 pandemic, the rapid increase in confirmed cases influenced the pandemic
to become a global public health emergency, which required immediate attention
(Phaswana-Mafuya et al., 2020). Therefore, the South African government declared a

national state of disaster and introduced effective measures to reduce and control the
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spread of the virus. The regulations and directives to control the spread of the COVID-
19 virus included, among others, restrictions on international travel, prohibitions of
mass gatherings, and closure of schools and HEIs. In addition, restrictions on social
distancing and the introduction of personal hygiene practices include social distancing
of at least 1.5 metres and staying at home unless in need of essential services
(Ramaphosa, 2020).

1.3.1.1 National lockdown

On the 23" of April 2020, the President of South Africa announced five alert levels for
the gradual resumption of economic activities from the 1st of May 2020. Level 5 was
characterised by strict measures required to control the spread of the virus and save
lives. In level 4, some activities could resume subject to extreme precaution measures
to limit the transmission of the virus. Level -3 involved easing of certain restrictions
such as work and social activities. In level 2,a further easing of restrictions took place,
but with high maintenance of social distancing and physical restrictions. In level 1,
normal activities resumed subject to precaution measures and adherence to health
guidelines (RSA, 2020). The latter level still required social distancing, meaning that

in certain spaces, such as classrooms, a limited number of people could be allowed.

Following President Ramaphosa’s announcement on alert levels, Dr. Blade
Nzimande, the South African Minister of Higher Education, declared a gradual and
phased approach by the DHE (Republic of South Africa. Department of Higher
Education, Science and Innovation, 2020). This meant that universities would follow
the guidelines of the national alert levels regarding learning and teaching in HEIs.
Nzimande (Republic of South Africa. Department of Higher Education, Science and
Innovation, 2020) emphasised that, while no students would be allowed on campuses
during level 5, in level 4 medical students and other categories of students were
allowed to return to campus. These included students who were in their final year of
study and had to complete laboratory or practical work. Students who had adverse
home circumstances or lack of learning resources such as devices, data, and access
to libraries were allowed to return to residences and campus. These students, which

included student social workers, continued to participate in OLT and did not return to
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F2F instruction or practice. Level 3 was characterised by a return of 33% of the student
population across all HEIs. In level 2, a further 66% of the student population were
allowed to return to campus. It is only in level 1 that 100% of the student population
would be allowed to return to HEIs, directed by the continuation of social distancing
practices. However, most HEIs motivated for remote and OLT for the remainder of the
second semester of 2020, and the first and second semester of 2021 due to the
COVID-19 third wave. It was envisioned that this phased approach would enable an
easing of the return of students to campuses. In addition, due to the uncertainties
related to how the spread of the virus would occur, no timeframes could be provided

to indicate when on-campus learning and teaching would resume.

1.3.2 Social Work Education and Training
The International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) developed the following global
definition of social work (IFSW, 2014) that also directs the education and training of

social workers in South Africa:

Social work is a practice-based profession ‘and an academic discipline that
promotes social change and development, social cohesion, and the
empowerment and liberation of people. Principles of social justice, human rights,
collective responsibility and respect for diversities are central to social work.
Underpinned by theories of social work, social sciences, humanities and
indigenous knowledge, social work engages people and structures to address

life challenges and enhance well-being (IFSW, 2014).

In South Africa, the academic discipline for social work consists of theoretical and
fieldwork modules that are underpinned by standards for the BSW, as set out by the
CHE (Poggenpoel, 2018; CHE, 2015). These standards are aimed at promoting
education and training in terms of knowledge and skills, and also in terms of the
personal and professional self (CHE, 2015). All theory and practice modules are
informed by these standards, which should result in competencies related to nine core
areas, namely:
1) The development and consolidation of a professional identity as a social worker,
2) Application of core values and principles of social work,
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3) Holistic assessment and intervention with individuals, families, groups and
communities,

4) Demonstrated competence in the use of codes of ethics vis-a-vis the moral
impulse,

5) Working with a range of diversities,

6) Ability to undertake research,

7) Knowledge, practice skills and theories,

8) Policy and legislation, and

9) Writing and communication of professional knowledge.

The IFSW and the International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW)

compiled a document that outlines Global Standards (GS) for the Social Work

Education & Training curriculum (IFSW-& IASSW, 2020:10). The two international

bodies stated that schools of 'social work must adhere to the following standards:

1. The curricula and methods of instruction are consistent with the school’s
programme objectives, its expected outcomes, and its mission statement.

2. Clear mechanisms for the organisation’s implementation and evaluation of the
theory and field education components of the programme exist.

3. Specific attention to continuous review and development of the curricula.

4. Clear guidelines for ethical use of technology in practice, curriculum delivery,
distance/blended learning, big data analysis, and engagement with social media.

Before the COVID-19 pandemic and national lockdown, traditional residential social

work education and training used a BLT approach.

1.3.2.1 Blended learning and teaching

BLT make use of a combination of online tools and traditional F2F instruction (Stein &
Graham, 2020; Dziuban et al., 2018; Kintu et al., 2017). Hrastinski (2019) agrees that
the conceptualisation of BLT highlights that students get to experience some aspects
of online learning, as well as F2F instruction. BLT in social work education and training

is guided by Kolb’s theory of experiential learning and teaching (ELT), which implies
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that students learn from experiences (Poggenpoel, 2018). The theory is based on a
four-stage learning cycle, namely:

= Concrete experience,

= Reflective observation,

= Abstract conceptualisation, and

= Active experimentation (Kolb, 2015; Poggenpoel 2018).

The following learning cycle supports the emphasis on the integration of theory and
practice in the BSW programmes, as well as the development of the self (CHE, 2015).
According to Roberson (2019), this basically means that effective and meaningful
learning occurs through experiencing, thinking, reflecting, and doing, as illustrated in

Figure 1 below.

T Mo
I |
Experience Think gé
A
Do Reflect

Figure 1: A meaningful learning experience
(Roberson, 2019)

Roberson (2019, p. 1) further argues that “while the instructor may create the
experience, it is the learner who engages in the cycle and, thus, plays the primary role
in the learning process”. The ELT is central to students’ preferred way of learning
(Kolb, 2015), while learning styles play an essential role in assisting them to adapt to

online learning environments (Salloum et al., 2019; Truong, 2016). Therefore, one
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assumes that exposure to BLT prior to the COVID-19 pandemic could have supported

students’ ability to adapt to OLT during the pandemic.

1.3.3 Online Learning and Teaching

Through the use of ICT, OLT is conveyed through online tools only. OLT, also known
as electronic learning, centralises the concepts ‘learning’ and ‘technology’ that are
employed in the process of acquiring knowledge and skills (Al-Fraihat, 2020; Aparicio
et al., 2016). In this case, ICT enables the learning and teaching process through
online learning systems (Aparicio et al., 2016).

Online learning systems make use of various electronic tools to enhance the process
and experience of learning and teaching (Al-Fraihat, 2020; Pham et al., 2019).
Aparicio et al., (2016) reiterate that online-learning tools include:

= Writing technologies,

= Communication technologies,

* Visualisation, and

= Storage.

In terms of advantages, OLT improves education access, as it is not limited by time or
place. Students and instructors only need a device and Internet connection to be able
to access course content (Pham et al., 2019).

Most South African HEIs implement a BLT approach, and often the main focus is on
F2F learning and teaching, with ICT as a tool that is used from time to time (Bosch et
al., 2020; Ubah et al., 2019). The sudden move to OLT posed a variety of challenges,
leading to heated debates. It has been reported that the divide between so-called
historically privileged and historically disadvantage universities became more visible
during the COVID-19 pandemic and the national lockdown. Also, students could be
divided into three groups, namely:

1) Students who were immediately able to engage with OLT.

2) Students who were able to engage online while also being faced with issues such

as access to good quality devices and data.
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3) Students who are not able to engage because of a variety of reasons that are
mainly poverty related (Kaminer & Shabalala, 2019; Shay, 2020; Webb & Cotton,
2018).

Looking at the BSW standards, it raises the question of how social work education
and training were affected by the move to online learning and teaching. In order to
explore student social workers’ experiences of OLT during the COVID-19 national
lockdown, FLT as a theoretical framework was viewed as relevant. This will be
discussed in the next section.

1.4 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Joan (2013, p. 37) defines flexible learning as

a set of educational philosophies and systems, concerned with providing
learners with increased choice, convenience, and personalisation to suit the
learner. Flexible learning provides learners with choices about where, when, and

how learning occurs.

Research conducted on this educational model goes back as far as the 1980s
(Veletsianos & Houlden, 2019). FLT have become an essential model for online
education (Joan, 2013), and often a response to higher education policy demands
(Palmer, 2011). This is in line with the South African White Paper for Post-School
Education and Training (RSA, 2013) that emphasises FLT with the aim to ensure a
learning experience that is:

= User-friendly,

= Transformative,

= Accessible, and

= Diverse.

The above aim relates to the enhancement of access and the quality of online
education as advantages of FLT (Andrade & Alden-Rivers, 2019; Joan, 2013).
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However, FLT has been mostly criticised for the lack of consideration given to the
impact of social factors on learning (Veletsianos & Houlden, 2019). In this study, FLT
was used as the theoretical framework from which the social factors of student social
workers that impacted their learning experiences during the national lockdown was
explored. In addition to the inclusion of socioeconomic factors that impacted on
learning and teaching, the researcher used the following dimensions of flexibility
associated with this pedagogic approach to learning and teaching, as described by
Huang et al., (2020), to guide the present study:

= When and where the learning occurs,

= What and how students will learn,

= How to deliver instruction,

=  What strategies could be used for organising learning activities,

= What types of learning resources should-be provided to students,

=  What technologies are truly useful for learning, teaching and administration,

= When and how to provide assessment and evaluation, and

= What kind of support and services should be provided to students and educators?

The preliminary review of the literature, within the theoretical framework of FLT,

informed the problem statement for this study.

1.5 PROBLEM STATEMENT

Research studies are informed by a problem that needs to be investigated to add to
the existing knowledge base and/or practice. It requires a preliminary review of
literature on the research topic to identify what is known and what needs further
exploration (Taylor et al., 2016). The focus of this study was on OLT that replaced BLT
in social work education and training during the COVID-19 national lockdown. A
preliminary literature review was conducted to explore this focus, and to identify a
theoretical framework that could support the study. The literature review supported the
researcher to identify the following research problem to be addressed through this

study.

11

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



Theoretical and fieldwork modules underpinned by the BSW standards form an
integral part of social work education in South Africa (CHE, 2015). As such, social
work education requires specific learning and teaching methods to accommodate the
BSW standards (Poggenpoel, 2018). The COVID-19 pandemic posed a demand for
HEIs to migrate from blended to online learning and teaching only (Phaswana-Mafuya
et al., 2020), posing specific challenges for higher education in general, and for social
work education specifically. In order to address these challenges not only during the
pandemic, but also by reflecting on the use of technologies in social work education
and training going forward, an understanding of experiences related to social work
education and training during the COVID-19 pandemic was needed. The FLT
approach was viewed as a suitable framework from which to explore the experiences
of OLT. In addition, it was important to include the socioeconomic realities of students
to contribute to the discourse on FLT (Veletsianos & Houlden, 2019).

The research problem guided the researcher to formulate the research questions,

aims and objectives.

1.6 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Research questions emanate from the research problem and provide a specific focus

for a research study (Neuman, 2014). The above research problem resulted in the

identification of two research questions, namely:

1) What are the experiences of student social workers and educators regarding online
learning and teaching during the COVID-19 national lockdown?

2) How did socioeconomic factors influence student social workers’ experiences of

online learning and teaching during the COVID-19 lockdown?

1.7 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

The research questions above provided a focus for this study. This then supported the
researcher in formulating the research aims and objectives. Kumar (2011) asserts that

the aim directs what will be researched and what the desired outcome of the research
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would be. The objectives have to do with the application of relevant methodology to

attain the aim.

In order to answer the research questions, the aims of this study were:

= To explore and describe the experiences of student social workers and educators
regarding online learning and teaching during the COVID-19 national lockdown.

= To explore and describe the influence of socioeconomic factors on student social
workers’ experiences of online learning and teaching during the COVID-19

lockdown.

The objectives that support the attainment of the aims were:

= To conduct focus group interviews with student social workers and educators
regarding their experiences of online-learning and teaching during the COVID-19
national lockdown.

= To describe the experiences of student social workers and educators regarding
online learning and teaching during the COVID-19 national lockdown.

* To conduct individual interviews with student social workers to explore their
experiences of the influence of socioeconomic factors on their online learning and
teaching during the COVID-19 lockdown.

= To describe the influence of socioeconomic factors on student social workers’

experiences of online learning and teaching during the COVID-19 lockdown.

1.8 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

The significance of this study is that it provided social work educators with the
opportunity to explore and develop an understanding of what worked and what did not
work when learning and teaching activities took place online only. This study was
framed within the theory of FLT to inform learning and teaching pedagogy in social
work education and training. To further contribute to FLT, the influence of
socioeconomic circumstances of students was explored to determine the impact this
has on OLT.
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1.9 OUTLINE OF CHAPTERS

Chapter 1 introduced the research study to provide a background of the research
topic. This was done by defining the key concepts used, a preliminary review of the
literature, and an explanation of the theoretical framework that underpins the study. In
addition to this, the problem statement, research questions, aims and objectives, and
the significance of the study that explains the motive and value of this research were

discussed.

Chapter 2 presents the research methodology that was employed. This will be
discussed in terms of the choices that were made and the implementation thereof.

Chapter 3 presents the literature review of the study.
Chapter 4 presents and discusses the research findings.
Chapter 5 concludes the document with a summary and conclusion of the research

methodology and findings, and with recommendations.for social work education and

training.

1.10 CONCLUSION OF THE CHAPTER

Chapter 1 served as an introductory chapter. In addition to describing the topic under
investigation, the main elements of the research process were outlined.

Attention now shifts to the methodology that was used to conduct this study.
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CHAPTER 2
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

2.1 INTRODUCTION

In Chapter 1, the focus of this study was presented by means of a preliminary literature
review, the theoretical framework that was used during this study, the research
problem, and the research questions, aims, and objectives. This, then, served as the
basis for the choices regarding the methodology that was implemented in this study,

which will be elaborated on in this second chapter.

This chapter describes the research paradigm, the research approach, and the
research designs that were chosen, as well as the sampling, data collection and
analysis, and data verification-methods and techniques that were used in this study.
This will be presented in terms of the choices that were made, the reasons behind the
choices, and the implementation thereof. An explanation of the research ethics that
guided the research will also be provided, followed by a discussion of the limitations

of the study and the conclusion of the chapter.

2.2 RESEARCH PARADIGM

A research paradigm is a worldview that enables the researcher to see or to study the
research topic in a scientifically sound manner. It informs the choices of research
strategies so that the study would be reliable and credible (Glnbayi & Sorm, 2018).
The researcher conducted this study from an interpretive research paradigm. It
supported her to explore the subjective experiences of participants in the social work
education and training context, and to include different perspectives of people
associated to the specific field of interest, namely, student social workers and social
work educators (Bryman, 2016). Their viewpoints were then interpreted to inform the

findings of this study.
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2.3 RESEARCH APPROACH

The researcher followed a qualitative research approach to explore the experiences
of student social workers and educators regarding OLT during the COVID-19 national
lockdown, as well as the influence of socioeconomic circumstances on the learning
and teaching that took place. In line with the interpretive paradigm, the qualitative
approach allowed her to explore in-depth experiences of individuals or groups of

people (Carey, 2013).

Berg and Howard (2012) refer to the following characteristics of the qualitative
research approach that were viewed as relevant for this study. It is interested in
descriptions of meanings provided by people who have knowledge about the research
topic, and also focuses on the natural settings-in which the research problem occurs.
De Vaus (2014) supports the above description, and adds that it provides data about
real life situations that can be used to interpret into findings. The qualitative data
therefore provides researchers with descriptions that guide interpretations, and can
therefore be seen as a bottom-up approach to develop knowledge and understanding
(Daniel, 2016). Daniel (2016), however, warns that qualitative findings are dynamic
and not static, and that on-going research is required to ensure that findings reflect
current needs, experiences, and viewpoints. This present study is interested in the
experiences of student social workers and social work educators regarding the current
pandemic to ensure that it is incorporated in the learning and teaching practices, and

acknowledges that new research might be needed in the future.

The researcher specifically employed this approach because it primarily involved
verbal data that provided a better understanding of how student social workers and
their educators experienced OLT, which informed the interpretation of the findings in
this study. In addition, the interpretation of the findings included the descriptions of
student social workers regarding the influence of socioeconomic aspects on their
learning and teaching experiences during the COVID-19 lockdown (Hadi & Closs,
2016; Creswell, 2014).
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2.4 RESEARCH DESIGNS

The researcher used a combination of the contextual, explorative, and descriptive

research designs to support her to make choices regarding the research methods and

techniques to incorporate in this study. The use of these designs will be presented in

terms of the reason for using each design, and how each design supported the choices

of research methods.

The contextual research design: This design, in line with the description of the
gualitative research approach above (cf. De Vaus, 2014), aims to interpret findings
in specific contexts (Ormston et al., 2014). Leavy (2017) refers to this as
contextually rich research findings. The contextual research design was
particularly relevant because the researcher was interested in the influence of the
COVID-19 pandemic on learning and teaching within the context of HEIs and social
work education. As such, the design supported her to identify a population, as well
as sampling methods and techniques that reflected the lived experiences of
student social workers and their educators in South African HEIs.

The explorative research design: Cohen et al., (2018) assert that this design is
used when little knowledge about a topic of interest exists, and that it is aimed at
developing new knowledge that could contribute to a specific field or discipline.
Building on the choice of a contextual research design discussed above, the
researcher took note of the fact that the COVID-19 pandemic which resulted in a
conversion to OLT is a new experience, which highlighted a need to explore how
OLT affected learning and teaching, as well as how the socioeconomic contextual
realities of student social workers need to be considered when OLT is explored.
As such, the explorative research design was used to support the researcher to
gain new insights in a new phenomenon of which little is known. Similar to the
contextual research design, this design supported the researcher’s choices of
sampling and data collection methods and techniques (Nassaji, 2015).

The descriptive research design: Taylor et al., (2016) link the explorative and
descriptive research designs and argue that when one explores a new topic, the
aims should be to develop not only new knowledge, but also a new understanding.

In this study, the descriptive research design was used to complement the
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explorative design in that the researcher wanted to develop an understanding of
the experiences of student social workers and their educators through rich
descriptions by the participants. As such, this design directed the researcher’s
choice of method for data analysis to be able to provide a description of the
participants’ experiences that were used to interpret the findings (Ritchie &
Ormson, 2014).

This combination of research designs guided the researcher to choose and apply
relevant methods and techniques for the research study. This will be described next.

2.5 RESEARCH METHODS AND TECHNIQUES

Research methods and techniques represent a series of processes and steps taken
to carry out the research. According to Maruster (2013), qualitative research methods
and techniques are applied for the purpose of accurately obtaining knowledge that
addresses the research question concerning social phenomena and contexts. In this
section, the researcher will outline the methods and techniques that were chosen and
implemented to collect and analyse data for the purpose of ensuring the credibility of

the research findings and answering the research questions.

2.5.1 Population and Sampling

A research population refers to a well-defined group of people or objects that are used
as the focus of the research study to gain knowledge about the phenomena (Asiamah
et al., 2017). In other words, it is a unit that represents the majority of the population
of a particular setting or context. This research inquiry consisted of two population
groups, namely: 1) student social workers, and 2) social work educators who have
experienced OLT at undergraduate level at the University of the Western Cape (UWC)
during the COVID-19 lockdown. The research setting was the UWC campus, and

specifically the Department of Social Work.

A non-probability sampling method was applied, which refers to the ability to draw

samples from a large population without requirements of random selection (Devlin,
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2018). This means that a representative sample was drawn purposefully to be able to
answer the research question best, while all the members of the population did not
have the same chance of being selected to participate. Therefore, the purposive
sampling technique was implemented to draw samples of student social workers and
social work educators as participants for this study. Participants were selected
according to attributes of the population and the aim of the study (Ritchie et al., 2014).
Table 1 below provides a description of the inclusion criteria for sampling purposes in

this study.

Table 1: The inclusion criteria

Population of Student Social Workers Population of Social Work Educators
* Full-time students = Full-time social work educators
* Registered for the Bachelor of Social | = Appointed in the Department of Social
Work (BSW) degree at the University of Work at the UWC

the Western Cape (UWC) = lLecturing in the undergraduate
= On third-year level programme
= With experience in blended learning and | = With experience in blended learning and
teaching (BLT) teaching (BLT)

In line with the research obijectives, the aim was to select participants who would
provide insight into their experiences of OLT. The reason why the researcher focused
on third-year students is that they would have had two years of BLT experience and
therefore could reflect on moving from BLT to OLT during the pandemic. The criteria
for lecturers were based on the fact that they must have had experience in BLT, so as
to compare this with the emergency OLT that took place during the pandemic. For

confirmability reasons, the researcher focused on the third-year level for both samples.

2.5.1.1 Data saturation

In order to guarantee credibility and make sure that the findings will represent an in-
depth description of the answers to the research questions, the researcher collected
data until data saturation was reached, that is, when no new information came to the
fore (Jensen, 2016). The sample size was 15 student social workers for individual
interviews and three focus groups. One focus group had six student social workers
and the second group had four student social workers and the third group had four

social work educators attending.
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Data saturation was observed after 13 individual interviews and two focus groups with
10 student social workers. Two more individual interviews were conducted to ensure
that no new information was shared by the participants. One focus group was
conducted with educators.

The researcher obtained ethical approval from the Humanities and Social Science
Research Ethics Committee of the UWC to conduct the research (see Annexure A).
The researcher then requested permission from the UWC registrar to approach
students to participate in the study (see Annexure B). After obtaining permission the
researcher, through a lecturer in the relevant year-level, provided students who
adhered to the inclusion criteria with an information sheet and an invitation to
participate, and requested those who were willing to participate to contact her via
email. These students, then, were provided with an opportunity to ask questions if
needed, and to sign consent forms. The social work educators were contacted by e-
mail and provided with an information sheet (see Annexure C) that contained all the
relevant information of the study. 15 student social workers were selected out of 96
third year student social workers, to participate in individual interviews. Due to the
sensitive nature of discussing socioeconomic challenges, the researcher emphasised
that participation was voluntary and that debriefing opportunities were available should
participation leads to any form of discomfort.

Once the patrticipants agreed to participate, they were requested to sign informed
consent forms (see Annexure D) and confidentiality agreements (see Annexure E) for
the focus group discussions. The times and dates for the interviews and focus groups
were arranged according to the needs and preferences of the participants. This,
however, was influenced by the COVID-19 infection rates in the Western Cape
province, which meant that interviews took place on the Google Meet platform to
protect participants from being exposed to the virus during the third wave. Once the

times and dates were agreed upon, the researcher proceeded to collect the data.
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2.5.2 Data Collection

Qualitative data collection relies on the verbal descriptions offered by participants.
Interviews and focus groups are therefore often used as methods to collect data
(Kumar, 2011). In terms of the setting, as mentioned previously, the researcher was
guided by the COVID-19 regulations. She therefore made use of an online meeting
platform, namely, Google Meet — also regarded as one of the Voice over Internet
Protocol (VolP)-mediated technologies for data collection (Purwanto & Tannady,
2020; Archibald et al., 2019).

The researcher made use of individual interviews to collect data from the students on
the socioeconomic factors that influenced their learning experiences during the
COVID-19 lockdown. The reason for this was that the discussions focused on
sensitive and personal information, where privacy and confidentiality were of particular
importance. It was also considered that students might not be comfortable to fully
discuss and disclose these factors among peers (Devlin, 2018). As part of the
information they received, participants were informed that they could withdraw from
the interviews at any time and that debriefing would be available to them.

To explore the OLT experiences of both students and educators, the researcher made
use of focus groups consisting of either students or educators. The reason behind the
choice of focus groups is that the researcher hoped that interaction between
participants would stimulate an in-depth exploration of the research question
pertaining to the focus groups (Harding, 2019). As previously mentioned, due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, health and safety protocols as prescribed by the South African
government and the UWC guided the procedures that were followed for data
collection. This implied that student social workers and social work educators were
requested to meet the researcher on an online platform. Data was recorded on this
platform and stored on Google Drive with encryption on a password protected

computer.

During both the interviews and focus groups, the researcher followed a semi-

structured approach. It means that she provided participants with open-ended
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questions that explored the research questions, while not limiting the participants’

contributions (Harding, 2019). The questions were compiled in an interview guide (see

Annexure F), which was piloted through one interview and one focus group. The

participants were also provided with the interview guide prior to the interviews or focus

groups as part of informed consent.

The following questions were asked during the interviews with student social

workers to guide the discussion and ensure that the research aims would be attained:

= Can you tell me about your economic and social situation during the COVID-19
lockdown?

= How do you think these circumstances negatively influenced your ability to do
online learning during the COVID-19 lockdown?

= What supported you with online learning during the COVID-19 lockdown?

= Who supported you with online learning-during the COVID-19 lockdown?

The following questions were asked during the focus groups with student social

workers and social work educators:

What online learning and teaching tools were used to support the online learning
and teaching?
o What tools worked well? Why?
o What tools did not work well? Why?
= How did communication between the lecturer and students take place during the
online learning and teaching?
o What worked well? Why?
o What did not work well? Why?
*» How did assessments take place during the online learning and teaching?
o What worked well? Why?
o What did not work well? Why?
» How did students communicate with each other during the online learning and
teaching?
o What worked well? Why?
o What did not work well? Why?
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= Thinking back, what of the online learning and teaching experiences during the
COVID-19 lockdown should be incorporated once learning and teaching continues
on campus?

= Do you have any suggestions on how students and staff can be prepared to have
the skills to engage with emergency online learning and teaching should the need
occur in future?

Through the pilot interview and focus group, the researcher collected the data by using

the interview guide. The data was analysed to determine if the method of data

collection was effective, and if the questions are sufficient to be able to reach the

research aims of this study (Majid et al., 2017; Bryman, 2016). The analysis pointed

to the fact that the research questions were indeed answered.

Permission was obtained from the participants beforehand to record the interviews
and focus groups. At the end of the interview, the participants were asked to check
the field notes for accuracy (Harding, 2019). The interviews and focus groups that
were recorded were transcribed immediately after the interview or focus group, and
field notes of non-verbal information were included. Participants were assured that
their identity would be protected, and that their personal details would not be shared
in the research report. The researcher explained that all documents and recordings

would either be stored in a locked safe or on a password protected computer.

Following data collection, the researcher analysed the data that was gathered from
the interviews to gain a more in-depth understanding of the experiences of the student

social workers and social work educators.

2.5.3 Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data gathered from the semi-structured
interviews and focus groups for the purpose of discovering main themes, sub-themes
and categories, which enabled her to describe the findings and answer the research
questions (Tesch, 2013). Thematic data analysis is a method of managing large
volumes of data without losing context (Yegidis et al., 2018). The eight steps of Tesch

(1990), as described by Creswell (2014), were applied by both the researcher and the
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independent coder to analyse the data. Table 2 outlines the data analysis process that

was followed, and how it was implemented in this study.

Table 2: The implementation of Tesch’'s eight steps of qualitative data analysis

(Creswell, 2014)

Steps

Application

Step 1: Forming an overall picture
of the data and identifying ideas
that emerge.

The researcher transcribed the data in a table with an
empty column on the right, and then proceeded to read
through all the transcripts. She made notes of all the ideas
that she identified on a separate page to obtain an overall
picture of the data.

Step 2: ldentifying main ideas in
each transcript and indicate this in
the margin.

Each transcript was read while the researcher wrote down
keywords that related to the research questions in the right
column.

Step 3: Listing all the topics
indicated in the margins. Similar
topics are grouped together into
columns, which consist of main
topics and sub-topics.

The researcher listed all the keywords on a separate
sheet. She then grouped them in terms of main topics.
Once she completed this, she looked for sub-topics under
each topic. The topics and sub-topics were then listed with
their related keywords.

Step 4: Returning the list of topics
and sub-topics to the transcripts.

Next, the researcher went back to the transcripts and put
the topic or sub-topic name next to the keywords in the
transcripts.

Step 5: Describing the main
themes, and identifying the sub-
themes related to each main
theme.

The main topics were listed as themes, and the sub-topics
were listed as sub-themes. The researcher now also
looked for categories under each sub-theme. Each theme
and sub-themes were described. A table with themes,
sub-themes and categories was compiled.

Step 6: Deciding what themes
would best answer the research
questions.

The researcher read and compared the research question
with the themes, sub-themes, and categories to ensure
that they would address the aims of the research and
answer the research question.

Step 7: Placing corresponding
data under each theme and sub-
themes.

The researcher used direct quotes from the transcripts
under each theme, sub-theme, and category to be able to
present the findings.

Step 8: Verifying the themes and
sub-themes with literature.

The researcher compared and contrasted the themes,
sub-themes and categories with existing literature to
ensure the credibility of the findings.

The methods and techniques discussed above were also aimed at data verification

through a scientific research process to ensure accuracy and quality of the findings.

This will be elaborated on in the next sub-section.
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2.5.4 Data Verification

To maintain the quality of the data that inform the findings, Hadi and Closs (2016) and
Morse (2015) argue that rigour must be applied through the implementation of a
scientific research process. In this study, the researcher focused on the components
of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability to support the rigour of
the study (Hadi & Cross, 2016). Each component will be described and related to this

study in the discussion below.

2.5.4.1 Credibility

Credibility refers to the degree of truth of the findings, based on methods of data
collection and analyses, as well as the interpretation of the data (Jordan et al., 2015).
In order to achieve credibility, the researcher made use of Tesch’s (1990) eight steps
of data analysis as cited in Creswell (2014) to guarantee that the findings represented
the inputs of the participants and not her own viewpoints. Data obtained from the digital
recordings and field notes were transcribed and participants’ experiences were
accurately captured. Direct quotations were used to describe the experiences and
insights of the participants. The researcher also made use of supervision as a form of
peer debriefing. She also made use of triangulation of data sources by including
student social workers and social work educators. In addition, she made use of
triangulation of data collection methods by collecting data through interviews and
focus groups to ensure the credibility of the findings (Anney, 2014).

2.5.4.2 Dependability

The credibility of the data is underpinned by the dependability of the research findings.
Therefore, dependability strengthens the credibility of the research findings.
Dependability refers to the consistency or stability of the findings (Anney, 2014). Using
the suggestions by Anney (2014), the researcher provided descriptions of the choices
behind, and the implementation of the research methods and techniques in this
chapter. This could be viewed as an audit trail. She also made use of literature to
ensure that the identified themes, sub-themes, and categories are being compared
and contrasted with existing literature. Moreover, the researcher’s supervisors

oversaw the process and implementation of the research methodology, the outcome
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of the analyses, as well as the interpretation and documentation thereof to further

increase the dependability of the findings.

2.5.4.3 Transferability

Transferability is the degree to which the results of qualitative research can be
transferred to other contexts with other participants (Anney, 2014). In this study, the
findings were contextual in nature. The researcher provided a clear description of the
sampling method and technique that was employed, the inclusion criteria, as well as
the implementation of the research methodology, which supported the transferability
of the findings (Anney, 2014). This means that researchers in other contexts can follow

the research methods that were applied and compare the findings.

2.5.4.4 Conformability

Confirmability refers to the'researcher'sability to demonstrate that the findings
represent the experiences and perceptions of the participants and not the researcher’s
biases (Anney, 2014). The researcher made use of direct quotes from the data
collected without disclosing the identity of the participants to describe the relevant
themes, sub-themes, and categories. She also made use of an independent coder to
affirm that the findings are a true reflection of the inputs of the participants. In addition,
the researcher made use of reflexivity to guarantee the confirmability of the findings.
Berger (2015) advises that the researcher must regularly reflect on how her own
interpretation of the research topic might influence the outcome of the study, and also
reflect on how the research methods enabled her to ensure that the findings represent
the stories of the participants. The researcher therefore made use of peer debriefing
in the supervision sessions to reflect on these aspects to support confirmability in this

study.

Ethical considerations were adhered to in the research process making sure that no
harm was inflicted on the participants and that the findings represent the participants’

experiences and perceptions in the most accurate manner.

2.6 ETHICS
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Debriefing, informed consent, privacy, anonymity, confidentiality, and the
management of the data were aspects that were considered and implemented in this
study. The researcher consistently considered the fact that an online platform was
used, and therefore included this aspect in the ethical considerations for this study.

2.6.1 Avoidance of Harm and Debriefing

Brew et al., (2013) assert that it is the responsibility of the researcher to minimise risks
and increase opportunities for the participants to provide reliable and valid input. This
means that the researcher must ensure that the participants are protected from

physical and emotional harm.

In this study, the researcher arranged the times and dates in terms of what suited the
participants best, which minimised inconvenience. She was also cognisant of the fact
that the discussions could lead to emotional responses, and therefore arranged for a
registered social worker to be available online for debriefing should the need arise.
However, no participant reported a need to be debriefed.

2.6.2 Voluntary Participation and Informed Consent

Informed consent means that the participants received all the needed information to
make an informed decision to participate or not. Therefore, participation was based
on a voluntary decision that was informed by knowledge about the purpose and nature
of the study. Voluntary participation includes the freedom to withdraw from
participating at any point, which was emphasised in this study (Harding, 2019; Devlin,
2018). Before deciding to participate or not, all the participants were provided with an
information sheet (see Annexure C) that comprised information regarding the research
aims, the nature of their participation, and how anonymity, confidentiality and privacy
would be upheld. The researcher also emphasised that participation was voluntary,
and that debriefing opportunities were available if needed. In addition, the possible
risks and benefits were explained to the potential participants. Those who agreed to

participate were then requested to sign an informed consent form (see Annexure D).
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2.6.3 Anonymity, Confidentiality and Privacy

Anonymity implies that the data collected cannot be traced to individual participants.
Confidentiality and privacy have to do with protecting the personal information of the
participants (Harding, 2019). These concepts were dealt with in an interrelated manner
in the present study.

The transcripts did not include the personal information of the participants. A code that
includes a data set and a number was assigned to each participant, for example,
Participant 1, Il (Individual Interview), and was included on the transcripts. Individual
interviews were referred to as Il; focus group interviews with students as F1 and F2;
and focus group interviews with educators as F3. Therefore, the independent coder
did not have access to personal details to link data to a specific person. The researcher
did not link verbatim responses to participants when disseminating the findings. In
addition, confidentiality agreements {see Annexure E) were signed by the participants
to ensure that the discussions and input of the individual participants are not discussed

with others after the focus group discussions.

2.6.4 Data Storage and Management

Webster et al., (2014) explain that data storage and management has to do with
ensuring that personal information are not available to anybody else other than the
researcher. In this study, only the researcher and her supervisors had access to the
documents, recordings, and the digital interviews that included the personal
information of the participants. All documents were stored in a locked safe, and the
recordings and digital interviews were safely stored on password protected computer
accessible only to the researcher. The data will be disposed of in an appropriate

manner after five years.

As with all research studies, limitations are encountered. These are described next.
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2.7 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

Theofanidis and Fountouki (2019) highlight that researchers need to consider
weaknesses, which are mostly aspects outside the researcher’s control that could
impact the findings. The authors advise that researchers should report on these
limitations, as well as on how it affects the finding or how it was managed. Three
primary limitations were experienced during the implementation of this study.

Firstly, this study only included student social workers at one South African university.
The findings are therefore context-related. However, the description of the
implementation of the research methodology may contribute to further research to be
conducted at other universities, and in other study programmes, to compare and

contrast the findings.

Secondly, the sample size for social work educators is small, but represented all the
social work educators involved in third-year learning and teaching in the Department

of Social Work that participated in the study.

Thirdly, the COVID-19 pandemic required that certain regulations had to be followed
to prevent the spreading of the coronavirus. This meant that the researcher could not
plan ahead for collecting the data, and had to arrangement times and dates for data
collection shortly before commencement. The researcher was able to manage this
challenge due to the fact that the lecturers could support her with access to student
social workers on the online platform via inclusion on the learning and teaching
platform of one module. In this way, the researcher could provide students with
relevant information and invite them to participate. The student social workers and
educators were comfortable with the use of the online platform by the time data was

collected.
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2.8 CONCLUSION OF THE CHAPTER

Chapter 2 described the methods and techniques used to conduct the study. It outlined
the research paradigm and the qualitative research approach that was followed, as
well as the combination of the contextual, explorative, and descriptive research
designs that were employed. The population and sampling methods were explained,
followed by descriptions of data collection, data analysis, and data verification. The
ethics considerations adhered to were discussed, and the limitations of the study

acknowledged.

The next chapter presents the literature review of the study.
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CHAPTER 3
LITERATURE REVIEW

3.1 INTRODUCTION

To recap, Chapter 1 explored the research topic by means of a preliminary literature
review to discover what is known and not known about the topic, to identify a suitable
theoretical framework, and to formulate the research problem, questions, aims and
objectives (Grant & Osanloo, 2014). Chapter 2 presented in-depth descriptions of the
choices made and the processes followed regarding the research methodology. In this
chapter, an in-depth literature review will be conducted to 1) build on the preliminary
review of literature, 2) develop an understanding of the current descriptions of terms
related to this study, and 3) compare and contrast the qualitative findings with existing
literature (Creswell, 2014).

This chapter will be introduced by a description of the social work profession in terms
of key concepts, principles, and values. This will be related to social work education
and training, which will also be framed within the GS and the norms and standards for
social work education. Psychosocial and academic challenges experienced by student
social workers prior to the COVID-19 pandemic will be described, followed by the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. The literature review concludes with a presentation
of learning and teaching approaches relevant to this study, namely: FLT, BLT, and

OLT approaches.

3.2 SOCIAL WORK

The Global Definition of Social Work outlines three focus areas of social work as an
academic disciple and a practice-based profession, namely: (1) social change and
development, (2) social cohesion, and (3) the empowerment and liberation of people
(Jaswal & Kshetrimayum, 2020; Bhatt & Sanyaal, 2019; IFSW, 2014). These
components are supported as follows in recent literature as the core aspects of social

work.
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Rambaree (2020) asserts that the social work profession is known for being
transformational and developmental in its very nature.

Focusing on social cohesion, Lofredo (2020), Fonseca et al., (2018) and Gearhart
and Joseph (2018) explain that social work aims to create a willingness among
members of society to work together for the purpose of promoting peace and
prosperity. Kyllonen (2019) further argues that members of socially cohesive
societies do not necessarily share identical values and beliefs. In contrast, the
author postulates that community members benefit from diversity in a society
where social cohesion is experienced. Therefore, social workers facilitate the
process of creating a sense of belonging for members of society and strengthen
relationships among community members (Lofredo, 2020).

The empowerment and liberation of the oppressed and marginalised is described
by Brophy (2020) and Bragg (2018) as the key focus of the social work profession.
Social work’s interventions aimed at -empowerment are focused on issues of
unemployment, healthcare, discrimination, poverty, and social injustices (Joseph,
2019; Toft & Calhoun, 2020). It involves empowerment strategies to advocate for
access to resources, services, and equal opportunities to all people (Joseph,
2019). However, Stark (2018) notes that neoliberal influences have shifted the key
focus of the social work profession from empowering people to monetarising
welfare services and withholding resources from the vulnerable. This viewpoint
was highlighted by the way in which inequalities became more visible during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Arndt et al., 2020). Notwithstanding that, social workers are
trained to advocate for social justice, human rights, as well as value collective

responsibility, and respect for diversities (Bhatt & Sanyaal, 2019).

According to the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) (NASW, 2008, cited

in Moore et al., 2018), social justice is one of the core values of social work. Social

justice enables members of societies to become responsible members who can all

share and enjoy human rights (Alseth, 2020). The promotion of human rights is linked

to social work activism by Briskman (2020). Collective responsibility is an ethical

collaboration to develop and contribute to the well-being of the society (Le Fevre,
2020; Giubilini & Levy, 2018).
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The NASW (2017) provides ethical principles for social work practice. The ethical
principles are embedded in the revised Code of Ethics that was first approved in 1996,

and are based on the core values of social work practice, as indicated in Table 3.

Table 3: Values and ethical principles of social work practice
(NASW, 2017)

No. Values Ethical Principles

1. Service The primary goal of social workers is to help people in need
and to address social problems.

2. Social justice Social workers challenge social injustice.

3. Dignity and worth of | Social workers respect the inherent dignity and worth of all

the person people.

4, Importance of human | Social-workers recognise the central importance of human
relationships relationships.

5. Integrity Social workers behave in a trustworthy manner.

6. Competence Saocial workers practice within their areas of competence and

develop and enhance their professional expertise.

Social work practice is guided by the above values .and,ethical principles. On the one
hand, each ethical principle is informed by a specific value, while on the other hand,
the respect for these values is seen in the implementation of the ethical principles in

social work practice.

The above-mentioned components, principles, and values guide the education and
training of student social workers. The next section will discuss the components of

social work education and training in more detail.

3.2.1 Social Work Education and Training

The Global Definition of Social Work (IFSW, 2014) discussed above informs the focus
and content of social work education and training. In terms of the promotion of social
change and human development, Rambaree (2020) asserts that student social

workers are equipped with knowledge, values, and skills to improve human well-being.
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Similarly, Smith and Rasool (2020) argue that student social workers are trained not
to maintain inequalities, but to be change agents that support the well-being of
individuals, families, groups, and communities through interventions that support
social justice and social cohesion. In addition, social work education and training equip
student social workers to be able to work with diverse groups of people using anti-
oppressive and non-discriminatory approaches to empower communities (Nunev,
2019; Pack & Brown, 2017). As such, they develop competencies to advocate against
social injustices aimed at social transformation (Moore et al., 2018). In essence,
student social workers are provided with knowledge, understanding, and skills to
restore the value of human rights that have been taken for granted or exploited
(Laidlaw et al., 2020) through the development of collective responsibility (Gotea &
Rosculet, 2019).

Vandekinderen et al., (2020) posit that, in-order to be able to work within the Global
Definition of Social Work, student social workers are taught to ethically challenge
diverse social problems experienced by individuals, families, groups, and
communities. In line with this viewpoint, Mehrotra et al., (2019), Drechsler et al., (2019)
and Pitner et al., (2017) argue for social work education and training that support
students to embrace diversity and difference in practice. In this regard, Pitner et al.,
(2017) recommend that student social workers acquire the following attributes to
understand and embrace diversity: 1) cultural humility, 2) commitment to learn about
different cultures and societies, and 3) continuous reflection of one’s own culture,
background, feelings, and identity.

In this section, social work education and training will be discussed in terms of the
South African BSW degree programme, and linked to the Global Standards for Social
Work Education and the South African Norms and Standards for Social Work

Education.

3.2.1.1 The Bachelor of Social Work
The social work qualification was introduced in South Africa in 1937 (De Jager, 2013).
The qualification evolved over the decades, and currently the BSW is a four-year

degree programme, which is equivalent to an Honours qualification. This qualification
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prepares students at the undergraduate level to be able to conduct research at a
master’s level (Faculty of Community and Health Sciences [CHS], 2015; De Jager,
2013). It is also designed to prepare students for professional practice, with a diverse
range of careers (CHS, 2015). The BSW programme is aimed at the development of
nine core areas of applied competence and skills that are assessed in a specific

context under particular conditions, as listed in Table 4 below.

Table 4: BSW core standards, applied competence and skills & context and conditions
for assessment (CHE, 2015, pp. 10-14)

Core standard 1: The development and consolidation of a professional identity as a
social worker

Knowledge, understanding & skills

= Understanding the power of process and building-sound relationships;

demonstrated ability in advancing-human-rights, and working with and for the most

disadvantaged groups in society;

commitment to work towards social justice and egalitarian societies;

understanding the self as an important instrument of intervention;

commitment to caring, building humane societies and mutual inter-dependence;

use of validation as one of the core empowerment strategies in working with individuals,

families, groups and communities;

= willingness to be for the Other,-and-abhility: for-empathic entry into the life worlds of
people;

= demonstrated skills in critical thinking and scholarly attitudes of reasoning, and
openness to new experiences and paradigms;

= commitment to professional ethics and to on-going professional development;

= ability to deal with complexity and ambiguity and to think on one’s feet;

= understanding of social work as a context-embedded, proactive and responsive
profession;

= ability to use supervision effectively in practice;

= demonstrated ability to understand the links between the personal and the professional
dimensions of life and the relationship between the micro- and the macro-aspects of
students’ lives and the lives of people with whom they engage.

Core standard 2: Application of core values and principles of social work

Knowledge, understanding & skills

= Demonstrated ability to respect the inherent worth and dignity of all human beings;

= demonstrated understanding that every person has the ability to solve his/her problem;

= demonstrated ability to separate acceptance of the person while challenging and
changing conditions and behaviours that are self-destructive or harmful to others;

= upholding the value of doing no harm and practising beneficence;
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= understanding the mutual inter-dependence among human beings and between human
beings and other living entities, and a commitment to inter-generational equity and
continuity (third generation rights) as advocated by ‘green’ social work;

= respecting the rights of people to inclusion in decision-making and in the planning and
use of services;

= respecting rights to self-determination (with due consideration to potential structural
constraints);

= respecting rights to confidentiality within legislative constraints.

Core standard 3: Holistic assessment and intervention with individuals, families,
groups and communities

Knowledge, understanding & skills

= Recognising humans as bio-psycho-social (BPS) beings, as the biological,
psychological and social (including the spiritual) dimensions of life are interconnected
and mutually reinforcing;

= undertaking holistic BPS assessments to facilitate holistic intervention directly and/or
through referrals to appropriate professionals and resources;

= understanding of the Person-in-Environment gestalt, appreciating that the environment
consists of the natural, geographic-environment and the various social systems, both
proximate and distal, that surround and impact individual and family functioning;

= understanding of how historical and contemporary BPS approaches impact on human
functioning and capabilities development;

= abilty to undertake  appropriate | interventions ranging from  direct
protective/therapeutic/educational interventions with individuals, families and groups to
broader community interventions, including education, social activism and/or advocacy
at local, regional and/or international levels;

= ability to use a range of strategies to monitor and evaluate interventions.

Core standard 4: Demonstrated competence in.the use of codes of ethics vis-a-vis
the moral impulse

Knowledge, understanding & skills

= Awareness of international, regional and national statements of ethical principles and
codes of ethics;

= critical engagement with codes of ethics;

= recognising the interrelatedness between the moral impulse and codes of ethics;

= awareness of the boundaries of professional practice and what constitutes
unprofessional conduct;

= understanding of principled ethics and feminist relational ethics, and skills of negotiating
ethical decision-making through discourse ethics and dialogue, and through peer
consultation and supervision.

Core standard 5: Working with a range of diversities

Knowledge, understanding & skills

= Demonstrate self-awareness regarding personal and cultural values, beliefs, traditions
and biases and how these might influence the ability to develop relationships with
people, and to work with diverse population groups;
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awareness of self as individual and as member of collective sociocultural groups in
terms of strengths and areas for further development;

competence in non-discrimination on the basis of culture, nationality, ethnicity, religion,
language, race, gender, language, physical status, and sexual orientation;

ability to minimise group stereotypes and prejudices and to ensure that racist, sexist,
homophobic and xenophobic behaviour, policies and structures are not reproduced
through social work practice;

ability to form relationships with, and treat all persons with respect and dignity
irrespective of such persons’ cultural and ethnic beliefs, gender, nationality, language,
religion, disability and sexual orientation;

ability to serve as cultural mediators through the use of constructive confrontation,
conflict-mediation, discourse ethics and dialogue where local cultural values, traditions
and practices might violate universally accepted human rights, as entrenched in
national, regional and international human rights instruments;

awareness of the importance of inter-sectoral collaboration and teamwork across
disciplines and among social service professionals

Core standard 6: Ability to undertake research

Knowledge, understanding & skills

Demonstrate appropriate skills in the use of qualitative and/or quantitative research
methods;

ability to recognise and apply the ethical requisites of social work research;

ability to use research to inform practice and vice-versa;

appreciate the value of practice-based research, of practice as research, and of
research as practice;

ability to document and communicate research findings to professional and non-
professional audiences.

Core standard.7: Knowledge, practice skills and theories

Knowledge, understanding & skills

Ability to make judicious selection from the wide range of available knowledge and
theories to facilitate conceptualisation at higher levels of abstraction;

ability to select from a range of theoretical perspectives and practice skills to facilitate
effective interventions at the level of the individual, family, group, organisation and
community;

demonstrate an understanding of the structural determinants of people’s lives and how
criteria such as race, class, gender, language, religion, geographic location, disability
and sexual orientation might constitute sources of privilege and/or oppression.
demonstrate an understanding of the complex relationship between the power of
structural determinants and the power of human agency, and the relationship between
freedom and responsibility;

show awareness of strategies to facilitate praxis and consciousness-raising to enable
people to understand and challenge structural determinants of normalisation, and of
oppression and/or privilege;

demonstrate critical understanding of how socio-structural inequalities, discrimination,
oppression, and social, political, economic, and environmental injustices impact on
human functioning and development at all levels.
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Core standard 8: Policy and legislation

Knowledge, understanding & skills

Demonstrate an understanding of how social welfare policy and legislation influence the
conception of issues as social problems, interventions, and resource allocation;

ability to analyse, formulate, evaluate and advocate for policies that enhance human
well-being and environmental sustainability;

demonstrate an understanding of the relationship between law and social work;
applying knowledge of global, regional and national declarations, policies and legislation
relevant to social welfare and social work;

applying knowledge of national, provincial and local governance structures, and the
general laws and charters governing social welfare policy and social work services in
South Africa;

identifying understanding the historical, political, and economic dimensions of welfare
policies.

Core standard 9: Writing and communication of professional knowledge

Knowledge, understanding & skills

Ability to write coherent, logical, grammatically correct and well considered
reports/memos, whether for internal or externat use;

awareness of the ethical and legal aspects of report writing;

awareness of the targeted audience of any particular communication; the central
messages to be communicated and how these are to be communicated, for example,
probation reports; reports for children’s court-enquiries, divorce settlements, referrals
for medical/psychiatric assessment and treatment; support for a social action campaign;
demonstrate clear, coherent and engaging oral communication skills;

ability to apply interviewing skills;

ability to record and disseminate social work research findings and knowledge;

ability to function in a multilingual context and to use oral and/or written translation and
interpretation when necessary.

Context & | = A variety of assessment strategies, including summative and
conditions  for formative assessment, is used on a continuous basis to monitor
assessment students’ progress.

= Assessment of practice includes a range of forms from simulated
teaching on real life issues to work-based learning in field
placements, the latter being mandatory to achieve all the graduate
attributes.

= Assessment is done by appropriately qualified institutional and/or
field supervisors who have adequate infrastructural resources
available in order to achieve the purpose of the qualification.

= An adequate student: staff ratio is available to ensure that students
receive individual and group supervision on a continuous basis to
facilitate their personal and professional development.

= Mechanisms are in place for peer and self-assessment, particularly
with regard to field practice.

= A scaffolded approach to assessment from first to fourth-year of
study is adopted to ensure the incremental integration of theory and
practice and the capacity for reflexive practice.
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While Standards 2 and 4 specifically emphasise the core values and principles of the
social work profession (cf. NASW, 2017), as well as the code of ethics, Standard 1
(professional identity) relates to integrity and service. Standard 3 (holistic assessment
and intervention) aligns with the dignity and worth of the person and also with the
importance of human relationships, while Standard 5 (working with diversities) has to
do with social justice, the dignity and worth of people, and the importance of human
relationships. Standards 6 (research), 7 (knowledge, skills and theories), 8 (policy and
legislation) and 9 (writing and communication skills) relate to both service and

competence.

The purpose of the BSW degree programme is to provide a thoroughly grounded and
inclusive professional education and training. As such, the programme includes a
practice or fieldwork component that is designed to prepare students to “be broad and
flexible enough to be responsive to different contexis” (CHE, 2015, p. 6). In line with
the above discussed Global Definition of Social Work, the BSW degree equips and
enables students to promote social change and social cohesion, and to liberate,
empower, and develop people and the environment from micro to macro level. It is
grounded on principles of respect for human dignity and diversities, social justice, and

the promotion of human rights (Laidlaw et al., 2020; Stepney & Thompson, 2021).

Since social work is a practice-based discipline and profession, the theory taught
needs to be applicable in practice. However, concerns have been raised about the
existing gap between theory and practice in social work education and training
(Alpaslan, 2019). It has been highlighted that social work programmes do not foster
the necessary skills and knowledge required for practice (Morley & Stenhouse, 2021,
Alpaslan, 2019; De Jager, 2013). For example, participants in research conducted by
De Jager (2013) reflected on their undergraduate training in the BSW programme,
acknowledging the fact that they lacked the confidence and ability to implement
legislation in practice, and reporting that they felt underprepared for practice post the
attainment of the BSW qualification. Alpaslan (2019) conducted a study that focused
on social work employers’ perspectives of the employability of newly qualified social

workers. It was discovered that factors such as lack of passion for the profession,
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inability to function independently, lack of exposure to statutory work, poor report
writing, and inability to integrate theory in practice hampered unemployed newly
gualified social workers (UNQSWs) to be viewed as employable (Alpaslan, 2020). This
calls for a review of social work curricula to ensure that students are equipped with the
required knowledge, understanding, and skills needed in the profession of social work
(Laidlaw et al., 2020).

To reflect on what the focus of social work education and training could entail, the
following section will outline the Global Standards for social work education.

3.2.1.2 The Global Standards for Social Work Education

Social work education and training in South Africa is underpinned by the Global

Standards for Social Work Education set out by IFSW and IASSW (2020). The main

objectives of the GS are set to:

= Facilitate consistency in the provision of social work education while appreciating
and valuing diversity, equity, and inclusion.

= Ensure that social work education adheres to the values and policies of the
profession as articulated by the IFSW and IASSW.

= Support and safeguard staff, students; and service users involved in the education
process.

= Guarantee that the next generation of social workers have access to excellent
guality learning, and opportunities that also incorporate social work knowledge
deriving from research, experience, policy, and practice. °

= Nurture a spirit of collaboration and knowledge transfer between different social
work schools and between social work education, practice, and research.

= Support social work schools to become thriving, well-resourced, inclusive, and

participatory teaching and learning environments (IFSW & IASSW, 2020).
The main aim of the GS is to promote the universality of social work values through

three interrelated components that will be discussed below (IFSW & IASSW, 2020).
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Component 1: School. This term refers to those HEIls where social work
education and training takes place in schools, departments, or institutes. The GS
focuses on the structures, administration, governance, and resources of schools.

Related to this study, the IFSW and IASSW (2020) assert that OLT should not
permanently replace the F2F mode of learning, and advise that F2F learning and
teaching is essential in social work education and training. Contrary to this, Reamer
(2019) argues that technology has transformed social work education and training
significantly. Boddy (2016), however, suggests that policies and standards need to
be developed with regards to how student social workers and educators should

engage in online platforms for educational purposes.

Component 2: People. This component includes educators and students. In
accordance with the GS, schools of secial work are expected to appoint qualified
educators with adequate experiencein—social work practice and research.
Educators must be included in the decision-making processes related to the
development of the programme and its main purpose. Alarmingly, in a recent study
regarding social work educators’ perspectives on challenges of social work
education in India, Baikady et al., (2020) discovered that social work educators
were unable to provide a clear definition of what social work entails as a practice-
based profession. Findings in a study examining competencies among social work
educators in Malaysia by Zuraiju et al., (2020) indicated that continuous training
and long-life learning are pivotal strategies to ensure that social work educators
remain competent in social work knowledge and practice. Furthermore, Wenocur
et al., (2020) noted that new social work educators face a number of challenges,
such as carrying out their responsibilities, managing workloads, and managing
student trauma. The latter may also relate to students’ experiences during the
pandemic. This points to a need for the development of a social work educator
workforce in terms of knowledge and skills that include educational practices of
student centredness. This is also highlighted in the GS, which emphasises that
students must be provided with opportunities to increase and develop self-

awareness regarding their personal life experiences and how that has the potential
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to impact how they develop relationships with diverse groups of people in the

profession.

Schools of social work are tasked with setting and providing transparent and sound
admission criteria for the BSW programme (IFSW & IASSW, 2020). This is
supported by Street et al., (2016) and Street (2018), who contend that admission
in social work education plays an important role in affording students the
opportunity to enrol in the BSW programme. In the South African context, Khan
(2020) argues that academic admissions and selection processes into HEIs are
based on the country’s political and socioeconomic history. HEls have a
responsibility to maintain high academic standards while increasing access, equity,
and social justice for students who fall under previously disadvantaged groups
(Khan, 2020; Mahlangu, 2020). A caoncerning aspect is that, according to Mahlangu
(2020), most HEIs in South Africa use basic selection criteria that is based on the
merit of the prospective student. In this regard, Matsepe et al., (2020) argue that
merit-based selection criteria favour students from racially privileged backgrounds.
On the other hand, the findings of Khan’s (2020) study revealed that potential
student social workers at the University of Cape Town (UCT) were only required
to meet the basic requirements in order to be enrolled in the BSW programme; this

improved access into the BSW programme.

= Component 3: Profession. To uphold a shared understanding of the profession,
the GS stipulates that schools should associate with the necessary stakeholders,
including regulators and regional associations of the social work profession and
education. Social work education in South Africa is regulated by the South African
Council for Social Service Professions (SACSSP) and CHE (Nkomo, 2020).
Schools should also ensure registration of students and staff with the regional
professional bodies. In South Africa, student social workers and social workers are
required by The Social Service Professions Act 110 of 1978 (RSA, 1978) to register
with the SACSSP (Nkomo, 2020).

The norms and standards for social work education in South Africa are outlined below.
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3.2.1.3 The Norms and Standards for Social Work Education

The SACSSP (2020) has set the minimum norms and standards for social work
education and training in South African HEIs to maintain the quality education of the
BSW programmes. The aim is to ensure that the BSW programmes offered in HEIs
produce well-equipped social workers who are well-educated about the profession, its
principles and values, and ethics (SACSSP, 2020). According to the SACSSP (2020),
the quality assurance applied by the SACSSP to evaluate BSW programmes focuses
on what is being offered, how it is being offered, and by whom. To assess the quality
assurance of BSW programmes, the SACSSP uses an Assessment Tool that focuses
on five components, namely: (a) admission, (b) academic programme management
and resources, (c) curriculum content and teaching, (d) practice experience, and (e)

assessment.

Table 5: BSW norms and standards (SACSSP, 2020)

Admission (SACSSP, 2020, pp. 7-9)

Norms Standards

The admission procedures | = _ Information provided to market the programme spells

are sufficiently clear to give out the-entry requirements.

both the applicants and the | = -  Full costs of.the programme and bursaries, if any, are

institutions information they provided.

require to make informed | = Non-discrimination and equal access to the programme

decisions. are ensured.

» Funding arrangements, e.g., loans and bursaries, are
stipulated.

= Accommodation arrangements are described.

» Duration and content of the programme are stated.

= Length of field instruction and who is responsible for
travelling costs are disclosed.

» Information is provided for international students

Admission criteria indicate | = Admission criteria are clearly stated.
selection and entry criteria, | = The requirements for vetting of students are aligned

including evidence of with the SACSSP requirements for registration of a
English language social worker and are clearly stated.
proficiency. = The implications if an applicant does not pass the

vetting requirements are clearly stated and alternative
educational options identified.

» Proficiency in English is compulsory. Applicants are
required to have obtained at least 50% in their final
Matric examination for English.
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» The admission procedures allow for the recognition of
prior learning (RPL) and apply selection and entry
criteria, including accreditation of prior learning and
other inclusion mechanisms.

Education criteria are set out
clearly.

= A typical applicant has at least a minimum National
Qualifications Framework (NQF) Level 4 qualification,
equivalent to matriculation (bachelor) with a full
exemption or an appropriate access-route qualification
approved by the HEI.

= Applicants with the Certificate in Social Auxiliary Work
(NQF Level 4) are considered for entry into the BSW
programme.

Screening is done to ensure
fit and proper’ social work
students.

= Prospective students are required to produce
documentation required by the SACSSP for registration
at the time of BSW registration or by the time they apply
for SACSSP student registration, in accordance with
the SACSSP’s Policy on the Fit and Proper Person
Requirement (2017). This may include:
o-—Police Clearance Certificate
o National Child - Protection Register (Part B)
clearance
o Children’s Act 38 of 2005 (Form 30)
o Register of persons convicted of abuse of older
persons (Older Person’s Act 13 of 2006).
= Screening mechanisms, such as character reference
from a credible source or echometrically-valid tests, are
conducted.

Equality and diversity
standards are aligned with
South African standards.

There is a policy.-on diversity, non-discrimination, and equal
access to the programme and how it is implemented and
monitored.

Enrolment is planned in line
with workforce
requirements.

An enrolment strategy is available and takes into
consideration the employment of programme graduates.

Academic programme management and resources (SACSSP, 2020, pp. 10-14)

Norms

Standards

The programme is securely
located in the institution’s
academic programme
offering or other relevant
strategic documents.

» There is a commitment for long-term provision of
adequate resources by the institution for programme
delivery.

» There are minimal institutional risks or threats to
programme delivery to ensure maximum support, and
response plans to deal with unforeseen disasters.

The programme is managed
effectively.

= The management structure, attendant roles and
responsibilities, and linkages to practice placement
providers are reflected in an organogram.
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There are administrative, human resource and financial
systems in place to manage the programme.

In instances where there are teaching and learning
partnerships, partnership agreements or contracts are
in place.

Monitoring and evaluation
(M&E) are integral to the
programme.

M&E systems are in place to ensure programme
effectiveness.

M&E focuses, inter alia, on lectures, practice
placements, supervision, access to information and
safety.

Mechanisms to utilise M&E data to improve the
programme and its delivery are in use.

There is a suitably qualified
and experienced person to
manage the programme
overall.

The

person responsible for overall professional

responsibility (Head of Department or BSW Coordinator) is
a registered social worker with appropriate qualifications
and experience.

At least 75% of lecturers
have at least three years of
practical experience.

The ratio of full-time equivalent (FTE) students per FTE
lecturer (including part-time teaching staff but excluding
supervisors) should not exceed 35:1.

Lecturers (both full-time and part-time) are social
workers registered with the SACSSP.

Quality checks are in place in instances where
specialist visiting | lecturers, including non-social
workers, are engaged.

At least three-quarters of lecturers have at least three
years of practice experience.

All practice supervisors are SACSSP-registered social
workers.

Supervisors of first to third-year students have at least
two years’ practice experience.

Supervisors of fourth-year students have at least three
years’ practice experience.

There is adequate administrative, management,
technical and pedagogical support for staff.

The staff complement, across the ranks, is diverse in
terms of race and gender, and well-represented by
South Africans.

Continuing professional
development is ensured
through staff development
programmes.

There is a staff development policy and availability of
accessible staff development opportunities.

Staff have a suitable Continuing Professional
Development [CPD] portfolio and meet the
requirements of the Policy on continuing professional
development policy (CPD) for social workers and social
auxiliary workers (2019).
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Adequate provision is made
for resources to enhance

student learning in all
settings to support the
required learning and

teaching activities.

Sufficient and useful resources are available, including
student handbooks and module guides, Information
Technology (IT) and related facilities, academic and
support staff, student supervisors, remedial support,
texts and journals, equipment and materials.

Provision is made for ease of access to these
resources.

These resources are up to date, and there should be
budgets to replace stocks.

Infrastructure is available and appropriate for the
delivery of the programme, including lecture theatres,
tutorial rooms, presentation equipment, specialist labs,
computer laboratories, Wireless Fidelity (Wi-Fi), studio
space and equipment.

All facilities are accessible to people with disabilities.
Mechanisms are available to monitor the utilisation of
resources.

There are adequate and
accessible  facilities  to
support the welfare and well-
being of students in all
settings.

Facilities are available for student support, e.g.,
counselling services, health centres and medical
advice.

Students are informed about these facilities and how to
access. them.

A system of academic guidance and counselling
support, including support, is available for students with
learning difficulties and students with disabilities.
Supervisors land lecturers monitor the mental health
and psychaosocial well-being and functioning of
students and refer them for services where appropriate.

A student complaints
process is in place.

There -are - formal student complaint processes in
respect of all areas of teaching and learning.

Palicies and-systems are in place to handle cases of
sexual harassment and other forms of gender-based
violence within the university and practice placements
(i.e., involving lecturers, supervisors, students, etc.).
Students are informed about these processes.

The department draws annual data on student

Student  throughput is
monitored throughput. .
' » The department discusses and makes plans to address
any concerns regarding student throughput.
Curriculum content and teaching (SACSSP, 2020, pp. 16-20)
Norms Standards

The curriculum is set out
clearly in accessible HEI
documentation.

The curriculum is described in the University, Faculty,
or Department’s Yearbook or Prospectus.

The curriculum lists the mandatory social work and
elective (ancillary) modules that students must/may
take.

The total credit load of the BSW is at least 480 credits.
The ratio of social work to non-social work modules
increases over the four years.
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At least 50% of the BSW credits derive from social work
modules

Curriculum content is
organised in course outlines
(e.g., study or learning
guides and/or

learning/teaching plans) that
ensure the ease of flow and
enhance the understanding
of content.

Module titles and codes are stated.

Learning objectives and outcomes are stated clearly.
Methodology for the delivery of content is stated clearly.
Assessment tasks and marking criteria are stated and
reflect the levels of proficiency intended by the module.
There is alignment between course titles, outcomes,
content, and assessment criteria.

Students are given paper or digital copies of the course
outlines.

Social work’s philosophy,
core values, skills and
knowledge are reflected in
the curriculum.

The programme reflects the profession’s philosophy, core
values, knowledge and skills and their relationship to the
values enshrined in the Constitution of the Republic of
South Africa (RSA, 1996), and in the Social Service

Professions Act

110 of 1978 and accompanying

regulations and policies.

Core social work knowledge
is addressed adequately
across the curriculum.

All the core knowledge domains, as set out in the CHE
BSW Standard, are covered by the curriculum.
Each-area of knowledge is addressed more than once
and over at least two different years.

Knowledge increases in complexity over the four years.
Significant use is made of South African literature (i.e.,
Western literature does not dominate the curriculum).
Indigenous, local and/or African knowledge is taught.
Curriculum content draws on and reflects a variety of
theories relating to all aspects of social work.

Theory-practice
is at the core of
curriculum.

integration
the

The design-of .the programme indicates how theory is
reflected in practice, i.e., demonstrates how theory
impacts on -practice :and also how the practice is
informed by theory.

There are quality assurance mechanisms to enhance
theory integration.

The curriculum is relevant to

Curriculum development keeps pace with practice
contexts as they change over time.

current practice in local ; .
contexts. » Relevant current research impacts curriculum
development.
= Recent and local peer-reviewed journal articles and
books are used to enrich and enhance curriculum
content.
» Recommendations from Quality Assurance reports are
integrated to improve curriculum content.
= |nputs from placement agencies and supervisors are
elicited and incorporated into curriculum development.
The curriculum ensures | Knowledge and understanding of professional ethics and
student understanding of the | standards as set out by the SACSSP are fostered and
implications of the | firmly located in the curriculum.
SACSSP’s standards of

conduct, performance, and
ethics.
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The delivery of the
programme supports and
develops independent and
reflective thinking.

The programme encourages student activities about,
e.g., self-appraisal, individual and group discussions,
practice simulations and debriefing, reflective diaries or
logs, professional development portfolios or personal
development plans and practice placement reviews.
Multiple ways of evaluating autonomous, systematic
analysis and reflective thinking are utilised.

The delivery of the
programme encourages
evidence-informed practice.

Students can demonstrate evidence-informed learning in
their practice modules.

The range of learning and
teaching approaches used is
appropriate to the effective
delivery of the curriculum.

A variety of learning and teaching approaches are utilised
towards the delivery of intended outcomes.

Where interdisciplinary or
multi-professional learning
is indicated, the profession-

specific skills and
knowledge of each
professional group are

adequately addressed.

In instances where interdisciplinary learning is indicated,
content affords students the ability and opportunity to work
with other professionals and teamwork.

Sound teaching practices
are applied

The department and individual staff members have an
articulated teaching philosophy for the BSW.

Each module is allocated to one or more module
lecturer(s).

Attendance registers are kept for all classes.

Tutorial -~ * (discussion, ' ‘supplementary  instruction)
classes are held at least for first-year level

Practice experience (SACSSP, 2020, pp. 21-26)

Norms

Standards

Practice  experience is
integral to the programme

A departmental policy on field instruction is available
that addresses, among others, hours per year, skills
development activities, number of sessions of
micro/meso/macro practice per level, reporting
requirements, supervision, and a scaffolding approach.
The practice placement component of the BSW is
overseen by the Head of Department or Programme
Leader and forms an integral part of the department’s
management activities.

Theory and practice are integrated at all levels. The
theoretical modules are aligned with field instruction
modules at each level.

Integrated field instruction is offered to students from
the first-year to the fourth-year.
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Practice experience
appropriately supports the
delivery of the programme
and the achievement of the
learning outcomes.

Over the four years, students complete and provide
evidence of at least 700 hours of actual social work in
the field (excluding report writing).

Placements are structured in such a way that students
can cover all areas of the set outcomes and have
access to a wide range of learning experiences in a
variety of practice environments which reflect the
practice setting of social work practice.

Students have multiple opportunities (i.e., at more than
only one year of study) to practice at each of the micro,
meso and macro levels.

The placements are well structured per year/level, to
facilitate increasing levels of practice complexity and
proficiency and time in the field.

Logbooks are used in the entire field instruction
experience of a student.

All second-level social work students are registered
with the SACSSP before the commencement of their
field instruction placement.

Students are oriented to each new placement.
Each-student is-assigned a suitable supervisor for the
duration of the placement, such that all work is done
under supervision.

Students get experience at different placements each
year.

Students who are more than one year over time have
an individualised educational development plan.

The practice placement
setting provides a safe and
supportive environment.

The organisations where students are placed have a
safety policy in place and conduct periodic risk or safety
assessments to ensure adherence to their policy.
Students are oriented to the placement’s safety policy.
Cases that are allocated by the organisation to a
student are appropriate to his/her level of skill and
competence, and to the learning requirements of that
level of study.

Placements have a policy regarding the safety of
students on aggression and sexual harassment from
service users and placement staff.

HEIs monitor the incidence of violence (muggings,
assaults, rapes, etc.) as students move between the
HEI and practice placements.

HEIs make efforts to reduce the likelihood of these
incidents and to improve responsiveness to these
incidents.
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The HEI must maintain a
thorough and effective
system for approving and
monitoring all placements.

Practice placement selection criteria and the
accreditation process of placements are documented.
The programme has on-going documented partnership
arrangements (e.g., Memoranda of Understanding)
with agencies, setting out the roles and responsibilities
of the agency, supervisors, HEI and student.

Individual student placement contracts are in place for
each student placement pairing that sets out
expectations, limitations, rules, rights, and grievance
procedures.

A process for monitoring placements is documented
and applied.

Student placements are terminated by the HEI at the
end of the student placement.

Case files are appropriately and ethically stored, and
cases are referred at the termination of placements.
Placements are terminated or re-contracted by the end
of each academic year.

The placement providers
have equality and diversity
policies concerning
students, together with how
these will be implemented
and monitored.

The placement provider has proof of implementing the
Employment Equity Policy about its staff profile.
Students -are -informed about the policies of the
organisation on diversity, how to gain access to them
and to utlise them if they feel that they are
discriminated.

Adequate  numbers  of
appropriately qualified and
experienced staff are
available to offer students
appropriate supervision.

Only SACSSP-registered social workers with at least
two years’ (three less than stipulated in the national
Supervision Framework) practice experience supervise
students, except for supervisors of fourth-year students
who require at least three years’ practice experience.
Supervisors - are -oriented to the practical training
requirements of the social work programme.
Supervisors receive regular in-service training from the
HEI or agency relevant to supervision and/or the
competencies required for the year group they are
supervising.

Supervisors who are involved in both formative and
summative assessment are provided with appropriate
training and guidance, which is CPD accredited.
Supervisors are provided with opportunities for
professional development to enhance the quality of
supervision (e.g., access to the university library,
provision of course-related readings, CPD activities).

There are appropriately
enough mandated staff at
the HEI to manage field
experience of social work
students at all levels.

Sufficient academic staff are tasked to work on the field
instruction programme.
Staff are mandated, according to workload allocation
and authority, to coordinate and/or run the field
instruction programme.

Unethical conduct is

managed.

Students are not permitted to practice as student social
workers until they are registered as student social
workers with SACSSP.
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Supervision and practice workshops address ethical
conduct in practice.

Supervisors receive training on the ethics of providing
supervision and the accountability of supervisors for
student conduct.

Mechanisms are in place to deal with unethical conduct
by student social workers and by academic staff,
supervisors, or placement agency staff.

Service users are protected from unethical
unprofessional conduct by student social workers.
Severe cases of ethical misconduct are reported to the
SACSSP.

or

The field has the opportunity
to contribute to the quality of
the BSW programme.

Supervisors and practice placements are invited (at least
annually) to give feedback on various aspects of the BSW
programme, including field placements, supervision,
preparation of students for practice, theory, course content,
ethics, HEI-placement relations, and community projects.

Assessments (SACSSP, 2020, pp. 28-30)
Norms Standards
Each HE has an | The policy includes the assessment of theoretical

assessment and moderation
policy as adapted from the
South African Qualification
Authority (SAQA) policy.

knowledge, values or attitudes and practical skills.
University procedures for submitting marks to the next
level are available and applied.

Assessment strategy and
design ensure that students
who complete the
programme have met the
standards for proficiency.

The strategy includes ‘a direct reference to graduate
attributes in the CHE BSW Standard and methods of
assessments.

Each module includes how it is assessed.

Learning outcomes and assessment criteria are
included in the learning programme before learning
takes place.

Students are not permitted to attempt a field instruction
module more than twice.

Learning achievements of
students are appropriately
moderated (internally or
externally).

For summative assessments, primarily where more
than one marker is involved, internal moderation is
undertaken to ensure assessment procedures are fair,
authentic, valid, and reliable.

External moderators are suitably experienced and
registered social workers.

All fourth-year modules are externally moderated.

Assessment policy specifies
the right, requirements, and
procedure for students to
appeal assessment results.

Information is provided to students about the HEI’'s appeals
procedure. The appeals procedure outlines how a student
can ask for a review of a decision made on assessment,
progression and achievement, including how the procedure
works, is judged, and who is responsible for it.
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Sound assessment | Academic staff V\(ho teach the module design; and
practices are applied. |mpleme’nt formative gnd summatlve. assessments of
students’ competencies for recording results and

feedback to students.

= Procedures are in place and followed to receive, record,
mark and return assignments within a time frame that
allows students to benefit from feedback before the
submission of further assessment tasks.

= Assessment tasks address a wide range of academic
and professional competencies using a variety of
assessment methods.

= Assessment tasks are meaningfully aligned to the
module topic and outcomes, the CHE BSW Standard
and the relevant NQF level.

= Students are informed of what assessment tasks they
are required to complete and how they will be
assessed.

= QOpportunity is provided for students to learn from their
assessments through meaningful and individualised
feedback on assessment tasks.

= Assessment of practice competencies draws on the
insights _of the supervisor, the staff at the practice
placement (even if not social workers), and the lecturer
and student, to provide a comprehensive picture of the
students’ competencies.

= Lecturers take responsibility for the final mark allocation
of assessments, even when others (e.g., supervisors)
contribute  to the assessment, to ensure the
maintenance. .of .a sound and level-appropriate
academic standards.

Norms and standards for admission into the BSW programme direct how information
related to applications and selections are provided; the selection and education criteria
for admissions; how equality and diversity should be upheld; and how admissions
should reflect the needs and requirements of the social service profession’s workforce.
This component for the academic management and resources relates to the human
and material resources and processes that should be in place for the proper

management and implementation of the BSW programme.

The norms and standards provide guidelines in terms of the programme’s placement

in the university structures, the management and M&E of the programme, the staff

component, resources for learning and teaching, support to students, and the

assurance that successful throughput is facilitated. The norms and standards of

curriculum content and teaching for the BSW programme relates to the quality of
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the curriculum content, and how teaching and learning should take place. Specific
focus is placed on the integration of theory and practice, the use of indigenous
knowledge and local literature, and the importance of the relevance to the practice
context. Curriculum development is viewed as an integral part of social work education
and training, and it should be demonstrated in social work teaching and practice to
develop competent social work candidates who are knowledgeable about social work

principles, values, knowledge, skills, and attitudes of the profession.

The norms and standards of practice experience highlight the need for practice
education to be an integrated part of learning and teaching. Descriptions are provided
to guide the selection of placement settings, supervision and lecturing, and the
management of unethical conduct. Assessments are guided by the norms and
standards to ensure the quality of the qualification. It requires assessments to be
based on the HEI's assessment and moderation policies that should be aligned with
that of the SAQA assessments and moderations to be conducted by skilled staff; and

that an appeal process is in place.

The next part provides a discussion on- academic and psychosocial challenges

experienced by student social workers prior to and after the COVID-19 pandemic.

3.2.2 Psychosocial and Academic Challenges of Student Social Workers Prior
to the COVID-19 Pandemic

The process of attaining a tertiary education in general is said to pose psychosocial
and academic challenges on students (Dlamini et al., 2020; Govender, 2020;
Ramachandiran & Dhanapal, 2018). Zondi (2018, p. 1) posits that “life and academics
stress” often impact students’ psychosocial well-being and academic performance
negatively. This author explored factors that generate stress in the lives of university
students at the University of Venda (UNIVEN), and identified four factors: 1) Personal
factors: This includes financial problems, anxiety about the future, and poor time-
management. 2) Relationship factors: This involves established poor relationships
with family, partners and friends, university roommates and lecturers. 3) Academic

factors: This comprises the fear of failure, fear of not qualifying for examinations, and
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fear of not adapting to the university environment. 4) Environmental factors: This refers
to poor accommodation facilities, poor academic facilities, climate related stress, and
changes in students’ personal lives. A number of studies (Ramachandiran &
Dhanapal, 2018; Karaman et al., 2017; Hetolang & Amone-P’Olak, 2017) have
identified academic factors as a primary contributor to stress, which also impacts on

personal and relationship factors (Barker et al., 2018).

Van Breda (2018) notes that a number of students at South African universities are
psychosocially vulnerable due to poverty, loss of family members and high levels of
crime, and that these adversities negatively impact their academic progress, resulting
in students failing or dropping out of tertiary education. Walker (2020) describes
poverty and a lack of income as a threat to students’ well-being. Focusing on
opportunities and inequalities experienced by low-income students who migrate from
rural areas to urban universities, Walker-and Mathebula (2020) highlight that they
experience serious challenges to afford university accommodation, study materials,
food, transport, and clothes. This, then, results in students working part-time, which
affects academic progress and mental well-being (Baglow & Gair, 2018). A term
associated with poverty among students is that of ‘food insecurity’. In the United States
of America (USA), Miles et al., (2017) found that female Black student social workers
were more susceptible to food insecurity; Raskind et al.’s (2019) study found a relation
between food insecurity and poorer psychosocial health, and Weaver et al., (2019)
drew a link between food insecurity and academic performance. In Nigeria, Ukegbu et
al., (2019) found that students need multiple sources of income to address food
insecurity successfully. In the South African context, Sabi (2018) found that food
insecurity was more prevalent among male undergraduate students, contrary to Miles
et al.’s (2017) finding mentioned above. Sabi (2018) also found a link between food
insecurity and academic engagement and progress. The costs of tertiary education
are seen as a challenge for low-income South African families (Bitzer & De Jager,
2018), resulting in national student protests such as the 2015/2016 #FeesMustFall
Movement (Hendricks, 2018; Naidoo & McKay, 2018), where students demanded free

education (Cini, 2019). However, although some students are funded by the National
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Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) and other independent bursaries, the majority
of students are not funded (Naidoo & McKay, 2018).

In social work education and training, field work placement is an essential component
of the BSW programme, which allows students to develop skills and to integrate theory
and practice (Amadasun, 2021; Wu, 2020). Malka and Langer's (2019) study
illuminated the importance of the development of the core social work values to build
a rapport with clients in certain cultural contexts. In Nigeria, Amadasun (2020)
indicated that some of the challenges that were experienced by student social workers
in their fieldwork placements included a lack of supervision resulting in self-doubt, and

inadequate report writing skills training resulting in feelings of incompetence.

Similarly, a study by De Bie et al., (2020) explored the experiences of racialised,
indigenous, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Questioning (LGBTQ), and
disabled students in social work field placements. Findings highlighted concerns about
vulnerability to discrimination, a lack of proper supervision, and inadequate training of
basic skills, such as report writing. A study by Thobela (2020) focused on male student
social workers at the University of KwaZulu-Natal's (UKZN) experiences regarding
field practice with school learners. Some of the challenges experienced by these
students comprised of gendered stereotypes, gendered perception, and stigma from
the learners and society since social work is mistakenly considered to be a feminine
profession (Labra et al., 2018; Thobela, 2020). In this regard, Malka and Langer (2019
assert that social work educators need to be aware of the emotional experiences of
student social workers during field practice. Tarshis and Baird (2019) proffer that
supervision can be utilised as a platform to support students to deal with trauma
exposure in the field practice. Other support systems offered by universities are also
needed to provide students who experience challenges, such as disabilities, with
academic and personal support to ensure academic success (Sellmaier & Kim, 2020).
Zondi (2018) and Hetolang and Amone-P’Olak (2017) recommend that universities’
health promotions can support students to develop stress-management skills. Turner

and Price (2020), referring to personal factors of past trauma, affirm that students need
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to be supported and counselled before they can provide support to others in field

placements.

In terms of the development of the self and a professional identify, Keesler (2019)
explored student social workers’ experiences and attitudes towards people with
psychiatric, physical, and developmental disabilities. Findings indicated that education
and life experiences were influential factors that contributed towards their
understanding about disabilities. Therefore, Keesler (2019) proposes that social work
educators promote dialogues and teachings about different types of disabilities to

empower students on how to respond to and support people with disabilities.

The next section will expand on the discussion of psychosocial and academic
challenges by focusing on the impact of the- COVID-19 pandemic.

3.3 THE IMPACT OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

Flynn (2020) asks for a transnational practice approach to successfully address the
challenges experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic.imposed by globalisation. In
terms of social work education and :training, Amadasun (2021) challenges
stakeholders in Africa to reimagine and rebrand social wok education and training due
to the negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Mclaughlin et al., (2020) argue that
while the pandemic brought about tremendous change in the administration of social
work education and training, it also sparked innovation and challenged social work

programmes to be delivered via online platforms.

This study focused on the OLT experiences of student social workers and their
educators during the pandemic. In addition, considering the factors identified as
stressors to academic success identified by Zondi (2018) described above, the
researcher was also interested in the influence of socioeconomic factors on the
learning and teaching experiences. It has been reported that the socioeconomic
inequalities in South Africa became illuminated during the pandemic, and that it was

also visible among previously disadvantaged and previously advantaged universities
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and their students (Czerniewicz, 2020). It becomes essential to understand the
psychosocial influence on students to be able to identify what is needed for academic

success, also during a pandemic.

In a developing country like South Africa, access to technology and technology literacy
interfere with the effective implementation of BLT (Cloete, 2017). Van der Westhuizen
et al., (2021) argue that, prior to the pandemic, some student social workers were
challenged by a lack of technological skills and access to resources. This, then, had
a negative impact on the transition to online learning platforms. The challenges
experienced by students and educators must therefore be viewed in terms of the
existing issues of social capital, poor living conditions, high data costs, limited
bandwidth, and psychosocial factors that adversely affect students from lower
socioeconomic groups (Motala & Menon,2020; Wangenge-Ouma & Kupe, 2020).

In terms of the academic programme, the SACSSP (2020) provided interim ethical

guidelines for social workers in South Africa regarding technology-supported social

work services. These guidelines serve as a framework for the development of

knowledge and skills of student social workers. The following aspects were

highlighted:

» Inclusion and updating of emerging knowledge and skills needed for the utilisations
of technologies that support e-social work.

= The use of consultation and supervision when using technologies in social work
practice to protect the client system.

= Developing technological skills based on best practices supported by research
findings.

= Technological skills development to use a variety of platforms and applications, to
ensure that security matters are in place, and to document information in an ethical

manner.

These guidelines point to the need to include the development of technological skills
in the BSW programme, but it does not focus on how learning and teaching on an

online platform could support the development of technological knowledge and skills.
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This study explored the online experiences of both student social workers and

educators.

The learning approaches relevant to this study will be discussed next as a conclusion

to the literature review.

3.4 LEARNING AND TEACHING APPROACHES

3.4.1 Flexible Learning and Teaching

Most HEIs in South Africa have temporarily put on hold on-campus learning and

teaching activities to limit and manage the spread of the coronavirus, by opting for a

FLT approach. FLT promotes undisrupted learning and teaching (Huang et al., 2020),

and furthermore, supports access to quality learning even during disruptions (Andrade

& Alden-Rivers, 2019). As outlined in Debnath et al.; 2013:37), FLT comprises of the

following characteristics:

= Itis a student-centred learning and teaching approach,

= Flexibility is seen through choices offered in the following learning dimensions:
time, location, methods, learning styles, content, organisational infrastructure, and
entry requirements.

= Learning and teaching is flexible rather than fixed,

= Promotes easy, engaged, and effective learning and teaching,

= Learning is self-paced.

In a study conducted by Abenes and Caballes (2020:65), results show that students
used the following gadgets, also known as devices, to engage in FLT:

= Smartphone

» Laptop

= Tablet

= Desktop computer
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Findings also revealed that they accessed the Internet using the following sources of
Internet connection (Abenes & Caballes, 2020:65):

= Mobile data

»  Wi-Fi

In addition, Abenes and Caballes (2020, p. 67) found that students preferred the
following learning platforms when engaging in FLT:

= Zoom

= Google Classrooms

= Google mail (Gmail) and Yahoo mail

= Hangouts

= Viber

= Facebook Page/Messenger

The following section outlines the characteristics of BLT and resources used in the

learning and teaching process.

3.4.2 Blended learning and teaching

The rapid development of IT has provided educators with creative ways to teach
course content through F2F and online platforms, to improve student learning
(Anthony et al., 2019). BLT has two instructional components: 1) A F2F learning and
teaching mode (which formally takes place on campuses), and 2) an OLT mode (which

takes place via the Internet through online learning platforms).
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Face-to-Face mode Blended Online mode

of learning and Learni ng and of learning

teaching and teaching

Teaching

Figure 2: Blended learning and teaching modes (Albiladi & Alshareef, 2019).

The above figure illustrates BLT as it relates to F2F and online modes of learning and
teaching. Educators use both modes to foster quality learning and teaching
experiences, and in addition to produce a coherent unified course (Soomro et al.,
2018; AlKhaleel, 2019). During the online made of learning and teaching, the educator
makes use of technologies to distribute the relevant knowledge and to upload the
course resources (Edward et al.; 2018).-Anthony etal.; (2019) and Evans et al., (2019)
pointed out that the effectiveness of the online component of BLT depends on the
educator’s ability to navigate and interact with different technologies. A systematic
review of challenges in the online component of BLT by Rasheed et al., (2019) also
confirms that one of the challenges of the online component relates to educators’
ability to use technology for teaching. However, Van der Westhuizen et al., (2021)
acknowledged the value of the online component in BLT, as it offered student social
workers and social work educators with diverse modes of learning and teaching. F2F,
also referred to as the offline mode by Sun and Qiu (2017), is a learning and teaching
interaction that formally takes place in a lecture room environment. The educator
facilitates learning which allows students to engage in discussion, ask questions, and
provide instant feedback on course content (Anthony et al., 2019). The F2F mode has
proven to increase interaction and participation among students which result in the
promotion of quality learning and teaching experiences (Baragash & Al-Samarraie,

2018; Anthony et al., 2019; Rasheed et al., 2019). According to Baragash and Al-
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Samarraie (2018), educators and students make use of the following preferred tools,

material, resources, and activities when participating in BLT:

Table 6: Tools, material, resources, and activities used in blended learning and

teaching (Baragash & Al-Samarraie, 2018)

Tools and Material Human Resources Activities
E-mail = |ecturer = Discussions
Discussion forum » Fellow classmate =  Weekly assignment
Lecture slides = Family =  Quizzes

Virtual classroom = Graduate students = Examination

The Interactive e-book =  Tutors

Recoded Lectures
Printed Textbook
YouTube
WhatsApp
Facebook

Twitter

Both components of BLT need tools, material, resources, and activities to balance the
combination of the two components for the purpose of increasing quality and access
to learning and teaching, and for effective delivery of course content. The
technological tools listed above might have played a valuable role in exposing
students and educators to OLT. The following section explains the characteristics of
OLT.

3.4.3 Online Learning and Teaching

The electronic or OLT approach allows students and educators to make use of digital
technologies to enhance the delivery of course content and interaction between
students and educators, and peers, for the purpose of learning and teaching (Ferri et
al., 2020; O’Doherty et al., 2018). Universities across the globe responded to the
disruptions in learning and teaching caused by the COVID-19 pandemic by
implementing the OLT approach to sustain and maintain learning and teaching during
this difficult period (Ferri et al., 2020; Mukhtar et al., 2020; Panergayo & Almanza,
2020). The following are characteristics of OLT taken from ‘Online learning design
options (moderating variables)’ cited in Hodges et al., (2020, p. 5):

= Modality: Learning takes place fully online and can allow for web-based F2F.
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Instructor role online: The educator actively provides instructions online with
minimal presence online.

Student role online: Includes listening and reading, problem solving or answering
guestions, exploring simulation and resources, and collaborating with peers.
Pace: Learning and teaching is self-paced, class paced, or self-paced with a blend
of class paced.

Source of Feedback: Feedback is automated or provided by the educator or
peers.

Online Communication Synchrony: Communication and engagement between
students and educator is asynchronous only, or synchronous only, or a blend of
both.

Though Hodges et al., (2020) noted that the move to OLT increased the flexibility of

learning and teaching anywhere and anytime, O’Doherty et al., (2018) argue that the

transition from BLT to OLT has not been without challenges. Therefore, Van der

Westhuizen et al., (2021) recommended that students need to the prepared for

technology-based learning and teaching in HEls. Findings by Panergayo and Almanza

(2020, p. 6603) revealed the following tools as educational technology tools for ELT:

Office Productivity Tools (Micrasoft Office, LibreOffice, etc.).

Social Media (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram).

Online Collaboration Tools (Google Docs, OneDrive, etc.).

Virtual Classroom (Google Classroom, Edmodo, Schoology, etc.).
Messaging Tools (Gmail, Yahoo mail, Messenger, etc.).

Video sharing sites (YouTube, Vimeo).

Videoconferencing applications (Zoom, Google Meet, Microsoft Teams, etc.).
Statistical Tools (SPSS, Stata, MS Access).

Programming Tools (Windows Movie Maker, OBS).

Video and image editing tools (Adobe Photoshop, Canva).

Panergayo and Almanza (2020) assert that familiarity and capability to use the

educational technology tools makes ELT effective. Some concluding remarks follow

next.
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3.5 CONCLUSION TO THE CHAPTER

This chapter reviewed existing literature on the topic under investigation to enable the
researcher to answer the research question and compare and contrast the study’s
findings. The literature reviewed components related to social work education and
training, including psychosocial and academic challenges experienced by student
social workers, as well as the impact of COVID-19 upon student social workers. The
chapter concluded with a review of the learning and teaching approaches, namely:
FLT; BLT; and OLT.

The following chapter presents a discussion of the research findings.
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CHAPTER 4
RESEARCH FINDINGS

4.1 INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this research was to explore and describe the experiences of student
social workers and educators regarding OLT during the COVID-19 pandemic that
resulted in a national lockdown. This exploration also included a focus on the influence
of socioeconomic factors on academic experiences. As such, this study afforded social
work educators and students an opportunity to explore and describe what worked and
what did not work when learning and teaching activities took place online during the
pandemic, while also reflecting on how students’ personal circumstances affected their
academic experiences. It was envisaged that their descriptions can contribute to
learning and teaching pedagogy in social work education and training post the
pandemic, which will also acknowledge the socioeconomic realities of students during

pandemics in the future.

The first three chapters presented an introduction to the research study, the research
methodology, and an extended literature review. The current chapter presents the
research findings of the study. The first section provides a description of the profiles
of the participants, while the section thereafter presents and discusses the findings of
the study, supported by participant excerpts.

4.2 PARTICIPANT PROFILE

This research inquiry consisted of two samples, namely, third-year student social
workers and third-year social work educators who had experienced OLT at
undergraduate level at the UWC during the COVID-19 lockdown. The intention was to
select participants who could reflect on and compare experiences of F2F and BLT

prior to the pandemic, and experiences of moving to OLT during the pandemic.
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The data was collected from student social workers through individual interviews and
two focus groups, and from the educators through a focus group. The data sets will
be referred to as:

1) Individual interviews with students, indicated as Participant (x =1, 2, 3 etc.) and

Individual Interviews (Il) — Px, Il

2) Student focus group 1 — F1

3) Student focus group 2 — F2

4) Educators focus group — F3

In total, 15 students participated in individual interviews. In addition to that, three focus
groups were conducted. The first focus group had six student social workers and the
second group had four student social workers and the third group had four social work
educators attending. The following two-sub-sections will describe the biographic

profiles of the participants.

4.2.1 Student Social Workers
Fifteen third-year student social workers consented to voluntary participate in
individual interviews that took place on the Google Meet online platform. The

demographic information of these participants is presented in Table 7 below.

Table 7. Demographics of student social workers who patrticipated in the individual

interviews
Participants | Gender | Age Group Marital Home Home Town
status Province
Participant 1, | Female 40-49 Married | Western Cape Parow
Il
Participant 2, | Female 30-39 Married | Western Cape Ravensmead
Il
Participant 3, | Female 20-29 Single Western Cape Philippi
Il
Participant 4, | Female | Prefer not to Single Western Cape Bellville
Il say
Participant 5, | Female 20-29 Single Eastern Cape Grahamstown
Il
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Participant 6, | Female 20-29 Single Eastern Cape | Mdantsane, East
Il London
Participant 7, | Female 20-29 Single Northern De Aar
1 Cape
Participant 8, | Female 20-29 Single Western Cape Paarl
Il
Participant 9, | Female 20-29 Single Western Cape Kuils River
Il
Participant Male 20-29 Single Eastern Cape Queenstown
10, 1l
Participant Female 20-29 Single Western Cape Brackenfell
11,11
Participant Female 30-39 Married | Western Cape Khayelitsha
12, 1l
Participant Male Preferred not Single Eastern Cape Not disclosed
13,11 to say
Participant Female 20-29 Single Western Cape Montagu
14, 11
Participant Female 20-29 Single Western Cape | Crawford, Athlone
15, 1l

Thirteen females and two males were interviewed individually. The number of female
participants, as compared to the male participants, mirrors the social work profession
being viewed as a ‘female-dominated profession’, which is contrary to what Labra et
al., (2018) alluded concerning the social work profession being mistakenly considered
a feminine profession. Khunou et al., (2012), referring to the South African context,
confirms that traditionally more female students enter social work studies than males.
These authors ask for more attention to recruitment and retention strategies to ensure
that male students are encouraged to enter the profession. Two-thirds of the
participants were single females who were in the age group of 20 to 29.
Khakimjanovna (2021) looked at the psychosocial profile of undergraduate students
and affirm that most female undergraduate students are in this age group.
Furthermore, most students were from the Western Cape Province, followed by the
Eastern Cape Province and the Northern Cape Province. The findings therefore
represent students who had to move to their provinces when the national lockdown
was implemented.
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Table 8 presents the demographics of the student social workers who participated in

the two focus groups, F1 and F2.

Table 8: Demographics of student social workers who participated in the focus groups
FOCUS GROUP 1 (F1)

Participants Age Group Gender Nationality
Participant 1, F1 Not disclosed Male South African
Participant 2, F1 40-49 Female South African
Participant 3, F1 30-39 Female South African
Participant 4, F1 20-29 Male South African
Participant 5, F1 30-39 Female South African
Participant 6, F1 20-29 Female South African

FOCUS GROUP 2 (F2)
Participant 1, F2 20-29 Female South African
Participant 2, F2 20-29 Female South African
Participant 3, F2 20-29 Female South African
Participant 4, F2 20-29 Female South African

Focus Group 1 consisted of six participants, two males ‘and four females. This focus
group included different age groups; 1 participant in'the age group 40 to 49, two in the
age group 30 to 39, two in the age group 20 to 29, and one participant who preferred
not to disclose their age. Focus Group 2 had four female participants who were

between the ages of 20 to 29.

4.2.2 Social Work Educators
Four social work educators participated in Focus Group 3. Their demographic

information is presented in Table 9 below.
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Table 9: Demographics of social work educators who participated in Focus Group 3

FOCUS GROUP 3 (F3)
Participants Age Group Gender Nationality Highest
Qualification

Obtained
Participant 1, F3 50-59 Female South African PhD
Participant 2, F3 30-39 Female South African PhD
Participant 3, F3 50-59 Female South African PhD
Participant 4, F3 50-59 Female South African PhD

All of the educator participants were: females; three were between the ages of 50 and
59, and one was between the ages of 30 and 39; South African nationals with a PhD
qualification in social work. This is in line with the Global Standards for Social Work
Education set out by the IFSW and IASSW (2020), which stipulates that social work
educators must at least possess a Master of Social Work qualification in order to teach
social work modules and courses. The information in this section contextualised the

findings that will be presented next.

4.3 FINDINGS

Data was collected on the Google Meet platform, and then thematically analysed using
Tesch’s (1990) eight steps of qualitative data analysis, as explained in Chapter 2
(Creswell, 2014). Based on the analysis, the findings are presented in the form of
themes, sub-themes, and categories. In terms of the ethical considerations mentioned
in Chapter 2, the participants were informed that their identity would be protected
throughout the research process, including when explaining the findings. Therefore,
the findings are described as a collective story through themes, sub-themes, and
categories identified during the data analysis phase of the study. Verbatim quotations
are used to support the findings, and pseudonyms are used to conceal the
participants’ identities. Table 10 presents the themes, sub-themes, and categories that
emerged from the data analysis.

68

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



Table 10: The study’s themes, sub-themes and categories

Theme

Sub-theme

Category

Theme 1: Student social
workers’ economic,
psychological and social
realities during the pandemic

Sub-theme 1.1: Economic
realities

Category 1.1.1: Economic
challenges of students’ families

Category 1.1.2: Sources of
funding

Teaching resources

and Teaching material

Sub-theme 1.2: | Category 1.2.1: Trauma due to
Psychological realities COVID-19 deaths and sickness
Category 1.2.2: Mental health
Sub-theme 1.3: Social | Category 1.3.1 Home
realities environment
Category 1.3.2: Isolation from
family and human interaction
Category 1.3.3: Roles within the
household
Theme 2: Student social | Sub-theme; 2.1 Study | Category 2.1.1: Lack of access
workers’ academic | environment to campus
experiences during the
pandemic
Category 2.1.2: Lack of access
to academic resources
Sub-theme "2.2: Academic:| Category 2.2.1: Motivation
participation
Category 2.2.2: Engagement
Category 2.2.3: Time
management
Sub-theme 2.3: Academic
performance
Theme 3: Learning and | Sub-theme 3.1: Learning | Category 3.1.1: Material that

supported learning and teaching

Sub-theme 3.2: Learning
and Teaching tools

Sub-theme 3.3: Learning
and Teaching platforms

Category 3.3.1: iKamva

Category 3.3.2: WhatsApp

Category 3.3.3: Google Meet

Sub-theme 3.4: Methods of
communication

Category 3.4.1: Different
methods of communication with
different role-players
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Category 3.4.2: Challenges

regarding communication
methods
Sub-theme 3.5: | Category 3.5.1:  Preferred
Assessment methods methods of assessment
Category 3.5.2: Challenges
experienced by students
Theme 4: Support for online | Sub-theme 4.1: Formal
learning and teaching during | support
1113 [PEVTEETIE Sub-theme 4.2: Informal | Category 4.2.1: Support from
support peers

Category 4.2.2: Support from
family

Theme 5: Suggestions for
blended learning and
teaching post the pandemic

Sub-theme 5.1: Access to
data and devices

Sub-theme 5.2: Access to

facilities that support
blended learning and
teaching

Sub-theme 5.3: Availability
of training and tutorial videos
for using online learning and
teaching tools

The themes follow a storyline that focuses on : (1) the economic, psychological, and
social realities during the pandemic; (2) academic experiences; (3) learning and
teaching resources that were available, or not, during the pandemic; (4) the support
received, or not, for OLT during the pandemic; and (5) finally, suggestions for BLT

post the pandemic will be presented.

Theme 1: Student Social Workers’ Economic, Psychological and Social Realities
During the Pandemic

Previous studies have emphasised that the process of attaining a tertiary education in
general poses both psychosocial and academic challenges for students (Dlamini et
al., 2020; Govender, 2020; Ramachandiran & Dhanapal, 2018). The researcher
considered that challenges might have been different during the pandemic. Therefore,
this study was interested in the nature of both psychosocial and academic realities

during the pandemic. Theme 1 highlights the challenging realities that student social

70

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



workers experienced economically, psychologically, and socially during the Covid-19
pandemic and lockdown period. This theme is based on data obtained from the

individual interviews with the student social workers.

Sub-theme 1.1: Economic realities

This sub-theme captures the challenging economic realities described by the student
social workers during the individual interviews. These challenging realities include the
economic challenges of their families and the participants’ sources of funding. The
findings resonate with the conclusions made by Czerniewicz (2020) who alluded that
the socioeconomic inequalities in South Africa became illuminated during the
pandemic, and that it was also visible among previously disadvantaged and previously

advantaged universities and their students.

Category 1.1.1: Economic challenges of students’ families
The student social workers described how their families were economically challenged
during the pandemic, as illustrated by the following comments:
“‘Economically it was a bit tough. Umh, why | say this is because my aunt
lost a job, and she has a 15-year-old daughter. So, it was a bit tough cause
my grandparents are pensioners” (Participant 8, II).
“My cousin lives next door; [ think he’s two years older than me. He has
been unemployed since end of March. And he recently found a job ... But
then he has been unemployed so obviously that affected all of us. Cause

we see what he’s going through and how he’s suffering” (Participant 9, II).

In addition, another participant explained that the situation worsened over time:
“‘Even though my parents were not working, they were still getting paid.
There was no problem at first but again the problem started when they
had to like half the salary and stuff. So, we had to go to the bank to make
settlements and stuff. So, it became a problem there. And then again, this
year we had to like sell the other house because my brother couldn’t pay
it” (Participant 10. II).
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The findings from this sub-theme pointed out that the students’ family members
became unemployed, which led to loss of income for the family. This, then, put
pressure on other family members to provide support and help fill the gaps. It was also
highlighted that the situation became worse as the pandemic continued. The
participants’ descriptions resonate with statements made by Nwosu and Oyenubi
(2021) and Jain et al., (2020) who reported on how the arrival of the COVID-19
pandemic resulted in employment losses, which also led to the loss of household
income in South Africa. The participants’ descriptions further highlighted how
extended family members were also impacted. The category below describes the

sources of funding that were or were not available to the participants.

Category 1.1.2: Sources of funding
The sources of funding referred to by the participants were not only for their studies,
but included sources that assisted their family economically. A participating student
social worker identified the NSFAS as a primary source of funding in the following
words:

‘I mean, | still had my NSFAS which was coming out every month. That

was quite helpful” (Participant 5, 11).

Another student confirmed the value of the NSFAS financial support and included
further financial assistance from the government:

“Yah and then | am funded with NSFAS... that was a huge help. And then

I'm receiving a SASSA grant for my son” (Participant 9, II).

The South African Social Security Agency (SASSA) is aimed at providing social grants
to citizens with specific challenges (South African Government, 2021). Family income
was another source of funding identified through the following statement:

“So we basically just have to rely on my husband’s salary and obviously

the money that | get from NSFAS” (Participant 2, 1).

Bitzer and de Jager (2018) emphasise that the cost of tertiary education is particularly

challenging for low-income South African families. In this regard, Yende (2021)

72

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



confirms the significance of the NSFAS in that it funds many students from
marginalised communities in South Africa who cannot otherwise afford to pay for
tertiary fees. The findings in this study alluded to the fact that the NSFAS became a

form of income for families who were challenged during the pandemic.

Contrary to the above description of sources of funding as support, other participants
described challenges of payments that have not been received, applications that have
been rejected, and not having family who can support them financially:
“I actually applied for NSFAS for this year because things did start to get
a little tough with COVID when my mom couldn’t work. So, | got accepted
but | haven't received any payments yet” (Participant 11, II).
“l am a full-time student so obviously | wasn't working. | was rejected, my
application by NSFAS was rejected..They say it is because | have a
previous qualification. So, they rejected me on that. So, | didn't have any
funding also. But then I appflied to the university, their funding ... | don't
know but | got a bursary by Sector Education and Training Authority
[SETA]” (Participant 1, II).
“As you see I'm a matured student right. And at home there isn’t anyone
like sending me money in terms of taking care of basic things” (Participant
13, 11).

Participant 1, Il alluded that the UWC supported her to find alternative funding, which
addressed the challenge. However, Participant 2, Il and Participant 11, Il revealed that
payments were late, or that the NSFAS does not cater for students who already have
a qualification. Naidoo and McKay (2018) mention that while some students are
funded by the NSFAS, others receive independent bursaries, and the majority are not
funded. The statement above by Participant 13, Il resonates with the conclusions
made by Walker (2020) regarding how a lack of income threatens students’ well-being.
Walker and Mathebula (2020) also note that low-income students who migrate from
rural areas to universities often experience serious challenges to afford university
accommodation, study materials, food, transport, and clothes. The loss of income

during the pandemic exacerbated the financial situation of the students, impacting on
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their well-being, including their psychological well-being. This is discussed in more

detail below.

Sub-theme 1.2: Psychological realities

Van Breda (2018) notes that, prior to the pandemic, a number of students at South
African universities were psychosocially vulnerable due to poverty, loss of family
members and high levels of crime, and that these adversities impacted their academic
progress negatively, resulting in students failing or dropping out of tertiary education.
With this in mind, this sub-theme focuses on the psychological impact of the COVID-
19 pandemic on student social workers that may have affected their academic
engagements. The categories below describe the participants’ experiences of trauma

due to COVID-19 deaths and sicknesses, and the impact on their mental health.

Category 1.2.1: Trauma due to COVID-19 deaths and sickness

One student reported that she lost her grandparents during her examination in the

following words:
“My grandparents unfortunately passed away due to COVID. They passed
away in a space of a week from each other. And that was in November
during my exam time, which was the worst” (Participant 5, I1).

This loss was related to the impact on her ability to engage with her academic work
during a time of grief. Another student shared how she got infected with COVID-19,
while also losing some of her colleagues, friends of the family when she was working
as an auxiliary nurse during the pandemic:
“It was very difficult, | lost colleagues and also got sick. There were times
when | was working and one of my colleagues would die on my shift or |
would get to work and | would be there and family friend of family would

pass away on my shift” (Participant 8, 1).

This excerpt also shows that the student worked to support herself, related to category
1.1.2 above, while attempting to engage with academic work. However, the nature of

the work impacted on her psychological well-being.
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Focusing on becoming infected with COVID-19 together with family members, a
participant reported the following:
“Actually, also | think what was really traumatic for me during the mid-year
exams, was that my mom had COVID and nearly died. My dad had a heart
operation, got COVID in the hospital and almost died. And then
subsequently everyone in my house also got COVID and we were sick”
(Participant 2, 11).

All of the above statements indicated the link between being traumatised by losses,
fear of losing loved ones, and being sick and the effect on academic engagements.
South Africa recorded 125,744 COVID-19 related deaths between May 2020 and
January 2021 (Okoniji et al., 2021). The infection rates in South Africa have been noted
to be high among individuals of African descent and other minority populations due to
social and health inequalities (Hughes et al., 2021). Related to the descriptions in this
category, Morris et al., (2020) warn that the death of a loved one can have a negative
lifelong impact on the bereaved individual's psychological health. This could be viewed
as a possible long-term effect of the pandemic, and is related to mental health which

will be discussed next.

Category 1.2.2: Mental health
The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic triggered increased levels of fear and anxiety
among individuals, resulting in major disruptions in behaviour and psychological well-
being (Sherman, 2020). The participants in this study reported on how the pandemic
affected their mental health as follows:

“Yes, yes and it's tough. Last year | felt like | was gonna have a

breakdown” (Participant 1, II).

“Another thing that made me panic the most, the other day | was sitting in

a room, | have to share this. | was sitting in a room there at home, neh,

and | was watching the news, | was reading, yah it was on WhatsApp, it

was those stats, the COVID-19 stats. As | was reading through them a

quick thought came to my mind. That thing about the future, my

academics and everything. Actually, it my first time having a panic attack.
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I've heard people saying that they’ve had panic attacks, but | had a panic
attack so much that | had to literally stand up, go outside and try to breathe
because | was so overwhelmed. So, | decided | need to cut on these stats,
| need to cut on the news. | need to focus more on the positive things that
are happening around me” (Participant 13, 11).

‘I was fine but where | was starting to get worried was | would suddenly

just breakdown and cry, then | would not know why” (Participant 8, I1).

When reflecting on their psychological and mental well-being, the students reported
experiencing what they described as a ‘breakdown’ and ‘panic attack’ during the
COVID-19 lockdown which they had not experienced before the pandemic. Prior to
the pandemic, Zondi (2018) voiced a concern about the fact that academic and
environmental factors are some of the major stressors that impact on students’
psychological well-being. The statements-illustrate the interplay between living in the
pandemic and academic experiences. Studenis added how academic pressure
heightened their level of anxiety during the pandemic. One participant explained that
“anxiety would peak up”. Other participants reiterated that academic pressures added
to their anxiety during the pandemic, which was expressed as follows:

‘I get anxious before my tests mostly. Like | write psych [referring to

psychology] now, probably gonna cry before | write it” (Participant 15, II).

“I went through such a phase where | would, wait, | would literally feel my

heart racing when | get a notification on my phone [referring to academic

notifications]” (Participant 9, II).

The findings above highlight how academic demands, together with dealing with
losses and illness, resulted in anxiety that was described as breakdowns and feeling
panicked. Similarly, previous studies identified academic challenges as a primary
contribution to increased stress and anxiety (Ramachandiran & Dhanapal, 2018;
Karaman et al., 2017; Hetolang & Amone-P’Olak, 2017). During the pandemic, Hsu
and Goldsmith (2021) concur that academic performance and pressure to achieve
academic goals contributed to increased stress and anxiety among tertiary students.
Thus, Zondi (2018) and Hetolang and Amone-P’Olak (2017) recommend that tertiary
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institutions should empower students to develop stress-management skills. This,
according to the findings, becomes even more essential during the pandemic. The

social realities of student social workers will be discussed next in sub-theme 1.3.

Sub-theme 1.3: Social realities

This sub-theme captures the students’ family life during the COVID-19 lockdown
period. It focuses on three aspects, namely: 1) students’ home environment; 2)
isolation from family and human interaction; and 3) students’ roles within the
household. This sub-theme resonates with a previous study by Lee et al., (2020) who
concur that COVID-19 indeed provided family members with opportunities to
strengthen emotional ties. However, some family members experienced relational

problems in their home environment.

Category 1.3.1: Home environment

Concerning the home environment, the students acknowledged that their home

environments were not conducive for learning, which was expressed as follows:
“So, it’s like a storing place basically where the washing machines are, so
| was able to set up a little study situation,.but the problem was that it was
winter right, and that room doesn’t have any lighting. So, it's a matter of |
have to like be using flash lights and things like that, and I don’t have the
greatest eye-sight. So, that was definitely the biggest challenge”
(Participant 7, 11).
“You know when people are in each other’s faces for too long. Arguments
eventually start, you get irritated with each other. | think just like with
everything that is happening, everyone is on edge, and it just not pleasant
at the stage. We all got used to tolerating each other, everyone was
working from home and obviously | was studying from home. So,
everyone just kept to themselves” (Participant 11, I1).
“It was very difficult focusing, especially since | have other people around
me and I’'m not at Res [referring to the university residence] alone where

| can do my stuff at whatever time | please. At home there’s a routine that
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| have to follow and chores that have to be done so it was very difficult”
(Participant 6, I1).

The findings from this category reveal that students struggled with the following: 1)
studying from home during the COVID-19 lockdown period due to a lack of space; 2)
forming healthy relational ties with some of their family members; and 3) adjusting
from the campus environment to the home environment. Lee et al., (2020) agree that
many homes had to accommodate other major activities such as working, studying,
and quarantining during COVID-19, resulting in dysfunctional home environments, as
people did not have enough time to prepare their homes for the sudden adjustment.
Although the outbreak of COVID-19 forced people to work and study from home, it is
important for families to establish relational boundaries and working schedules to

improve their homes to healthy environments for working and learning.

Category 1.3.2: Isolation from family and human interaction
In contrast to the comment made above about the lack of personal space, the
participating students also described how the outbreak of COVID-19 increased
isolation from family and human interactions, which was expressed as follows:
‘I have a big brother that stays here in Cape Town, in Khayelitsha. So, |
would randomly visit them. Though | knew that was risky for them. Umh
in terms of things | would need, | would go to them. But eventually | had
to make a decision that, because they had a small baby at the time, so |
made a decision of staying on campus” (Participant 13, II).
“So, | stay at KOVACS, it's a Res here on campus. So, the thing is with
KOVACS everybody has a single room in my floor, and I didn’t have any
friends or anything like that right. So, it was a matter of | was always
cooped up in my room. There was a lack of human interaction and | feel
like at some point | had a mini breakdown. Because it was a matter of |
go to the library, | go to Res life, | work, work, work, work. There wasn’t
much interaction with people. | wasn’t going to my mom as often as |
would have liked to. And it was just like me being cooped up in my room

and doing schoolwork” (Participant 7, II).
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“Well, I think like the fact that | don’t usually go out that much and then
COVID happened, and then | just ended up isolating myself from

everyone as well. Well, it kind of had an impact” (Participant 4, I1).

A study by Padmanabhanunni and Pretorius (2021) noted that prolonged isolation and
lack of human interaction among young people can lead to loneliness. Consistent with
their findings, the researcher’s findings suggest that loneliness was a major challenge

among young people during the COVID-19 lockdown in South Africa.

Category 1.3.3: Roles within the household

Student social workers who participated in this study described three roles they play
within their families that impacted on their social well-being: Parental, spousal, and
provider roles.

In terms of parental roles, Dotterer et al., (2021) report that student-parents experience
a number of struggles that negatively impact their academics as they balance the roles
of being parents and students simultaneously. In this study, the participants described
the challenges of balancing academics and parenting during COVID-19 lockdown as
follows:

“So last year was very overwhelming and also with [son’s name] not being

able to go to school. | woke up in the morning and | had to sit with him,

and | would write out a programme. This is what you gonna do. Luckily for

me, he has his own laptop. So, he had online learning and things like that,

it was called Worksheet Cloud9. So, then | would go in and type in that. |

would first have to sort him out and then after that | can sit with myself”

(Participant 9, 11).

“I'm sometimes in my pyjamas the whole day sitting with my laptop and

stuff. You don't make time for yourself, and you just get up, make

something for the kids to eat, then they come with their stuff, and you have

to sit with them. | must say that being on campus does make a big

difference. Because you break away from all these destructions and you
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can focus there on your academics. But now you at home, you have all

the distractions” (Participant 1, I1).

Ajayi et al., (2021) explain the motivation behind parents being students, saying that,
once they have obtained their qualification, they will be able to secure financial and
economic securities not just for themselves but also for their children. In addition to
that, their education will enable them to reduce socioeconomic and political
inequalities in society. In corroboration with these findings, Masilela (2019) suggests
that guidance, assistance, and support should be provided to student-parents by

families and the university.

Spousal roles were, according to the participants, affected by the financial burdens of
being a student. The participants verbalised-this as follows:
“‘Because also now that | am-still-a full-time student, we are like one
income home. So, we basically just have to rely on my husband’s salary
and obviously the money that | get from NSFAS” (Participant 2, II).
‘I am married. | have two boys. Just after the first lockdown my husband
couldn't continue working because he works in construction and stuff like
that. And | am a full-time student so obviously | wasn't working”
(Participant 1, 11).

The findings highlight the fact that the married student cannot contribute to the family’s
finances. When spouses lost employment due to the pandemic, it had a serious impact
on the family’s well-being. This is supported by Azonuche (2021) who in their study
pointed out that the marital roles and family size of married students did not impact on

their academic performance, but rather their socioeconomic status.

In terms of family provider roles, the participating student social workers explained
how they attempted to support their families financially. In line with sub-theme 1.1
above, a participant explained how the NSFAS monthly allowance was used to

support their family:
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“‘I'm a NSFAS recipient. NSFAS always came through also to assist.
Though you know some of us senior students also assist at home with
these allowances that we get from NSFAS. So, part of it was going there”
(Participant 13, 1I).

Other students explained that they found employment to support the family that was
affected by financial hardship related to the pandemic, and also how this supported
professional development:
“Mmh, my husband ran a business. His business wasn’t the same. There
were some changes to his business. But then we had some savings and
also the fact that | got a job during the lockdown, it helps a lot. It did help
us a lot with finances, so we didn’t struggle with finance” (Participant 12,
).
“But luckily for me, before | started doing social work, | qualified and
enrolled as [a] nursing: auxiliary. So, | werked for Mediclinic for 4 years
before | started doing this. So, | could go work and the nice thing was that
| actually got capped as a COVID nurse. So now | can put that in my CV
because | only work with COVID patients that’s what | do. So, | could work.
| worked throughout all the waves” (Participant 8, I1).

The latter statements are supported by Baglow and Gair (2018) who concur that
poverty and a lack of income led students to seek employment, which impacted their
academic progress and mental well-being. According to these authors, the added role
can be viewed as a challenge. Chinyakata et al., (2019) agree that working while
studying is a global phenomenon among tertiary students; students who study and
work simultaneously are associated with poor academic performance due to stress
and fatigue. In this study, the last statement above, however, also accentuates how

working contributed to professional development.

This theme highlighted specific personal realities experienced by student social
workers, and also pointed to the impact thereof on their academic experiences. This

is discussed in the next theme.
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Theme 2: Student Social Workers’ Academic Experiences During the Pandemic
Hermanto et al., (2021) note that the COVID-19 pandemic had a major impact on
students’ attitude and motivation in general. The participating student social workers
also described how the pandemic affected their motivation and engagement in
learning and teaching activities, and referred to being challenged by time
management. They also described how the change in study environment affected their

academic experiences. This will be unpacked in the discussion below.

Sub-theme 2.1: Study environment

The rapid move to OLT and the national lockdown regulations announced at the start
of the pandemic (cf. Ramaphosa, 2020; Republic of South Africa. Department of
Higher Education, Science and Innovation, 2020) resulted in students having to swiftly
vacate their university campuses in a short period of time. De Haas et al., (2020)
reported that during this time students were dissatisfied with not having access to
conducive study environments, such as campuses, as they missed interactions with
their peers and educators. Moreover, Kapasia et al., (2020) referred to the limited
study conditions in their homes, such as a lack of Internet access, as impacting on
their academic experiences during the pandemic. In this study, the participants
particularly referred to the lack of access to campus and academic resources, which

indicates how the change in study environment affected them.

Category 2.1.1: Lack of access to campus
The participating students expressed their dissatisfaction with their home study
environments as compared to the campus environment. In reflecting on their lack of
access to campus, they lamented the following:
“I must say that being on campus does make a big difference. Because
you break away from all these destructions and you can focus there on
your academics. But now you are at home, you have all the distractions”
(Participant 1, II).
“Whereas if | was on campus | could go to the library, go to Res, like |

could go work in my room like regardless of the time” (Participant 7, ).
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The participants explained that while they were able to move between study areas
throughout the day, for example, the library or the rooms in the residences, while on
campus, their study environments at home became distracting during the pandemic.
A participant concluded that, even in terms of OLT, the campus provided a more
conducive environment: “Honestly, being on campus is the best environment for you
to learn. Also, when it comes to online learning” (Participant 13). The literature also
alludes to the fact that a lack of Internet connectivity and data had an impact on
learning and teaching, despite universities providing devices and data to students
(Chisadza et al., 2021; Mpungose, 2020).

In an effort to address the challenges in the study environment experienced during the
pandemic, a participant reported the following:

“I applied for my permit, and | received my permit. I'm like just to sit there

you know, to get out of the house. So, | really think I missed that

environment” (Participant 9, ).

The findings in this category point out that although campus closure was aimed at
protecting students from community transmission, it impacted on access to a study
environment that supports learning and teaching. Both Wilczewski et al., (2021) and
Oluka et al., (2021) confirm that unfavourable home conditions prevented students
from full engagement in online learning, and that the pandemic highlighted how a
conducive environment and access to campus infrastructure promotes learning.
According to the participating students, a lack of access to campus environment

resulted in a lack of access to academic resources. The latter is discussed next.

Category 2.1.2: Lack of access to academic resources

In this category, the participants drew a link between a lack of access to campus and
a lack of access to academic resources. In confirmation, Di Pietro et al., (2020) note
that students from low-income backgrounds may face more challenges than their
peers from affluent backgrounds due to a lack of digital skills and limited resources. A
participant explained how the lack of access to human resources, such as educators,

became frustrating during the COVID-19 national lockdown:
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‘Because we know what it’s like to be on campus to have the help right
now. | could have physically run to a lecturer’s room, knocked on the door,
asked my question, gotten the answers and left, you know what | mean?”
(Participant 2, 11).

Furthermore, another student explained that the lack of access to the library was a
challenge:

“And the fact that | was at home, | guess it kinda impacted the fact that

you can’t even get access to library, now you have to Google everything,

just everything is online” (Participant 10, 1l).

This statement points to a lack of skills to access the online library services. This is in
line with Van der Westhuizen et al., (2021) who assert that prior to the pandemic some
student social workers were challenged by a lack of technological skills. Other
previous studies explain that such a challenge must be viewed in terms of the existing
issues of social capital, poor living conditions, high data costs, limited bandwidth, and
psychosocial factors that adversely affect students from lower socio-economic groups
(Motala & Menon, 2020; Wangenge-Ouma & Kupe, 2020).

A student explained that economic realities, as discussed in Theme 1, and finding a
conducive study environment led to difficult decisions that had to be made:
“So, it was a struggle for me because they [family members] had offered
that how about | leave campus and go and stay with them. But | had to
weigh between the comfort of having everyday meal[s] versus the comfort
of having daily Wi-Fi so that my academics would continue” (Participant
13, 11).

In this study, the participants also reflected on their own participation in OLT during

the pandemic. This is discussed in the next sub-theme.
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Sub-theme 2.2: Academic participation

Magableh and Alia (2021) concur that some of the challenges experienced by students
concerning OLT involves time management, distractions, and reduced focus. The
participants in this study, confirming this viewpoint, referred to motivation, engagement
and time management as aspects that influenced their academic experiences. This is

described in the categories below.

Category 2.2.1: Motivation
The student social workers reflected on how the lack of resources discussed above
and emotional challenges (see Theme 1) negatively affected their motivation to
engage in online learning. One student participant explained how not having data and
Wi-Fi resulted in demotivation to complete academic assignments:
“It kinda made me lazy. Like it put me-in the mind-set of like | don’t actually
have to do this thing. ‘Cause of the data and the not having Wi-Fi itself.
Cause of those implications; | ended up not feeling like doing the
assignments. Cause how am | even gonna be able to do the assignments

if I don’t have the resources and stuff” (Participant 14, 11).

Other students further explained how emotional difficulties negatively impacted their
ability to engage in online learning. Participant 11, Il proclaimed how she felt like doing
nothing during moments of being emotionally overwhelmed, and Participant 1, I
described how she almost gave up on the study programme in the following words:
“Okay, | can say that once I'm down, | have the motivation to do absolutely
nothing. | just wanna lie in bed all day. | don’t wanna speak to anyone.
Don’t wanna do anything” (Participant 11, ).
“I must say that it had a negative impact on me because | felt like giving

up also. I really felt like giving up” (Participant 1, II).

The descriptions in this category are confirmed by Visser and Law-Van Wyk (2021)
who explain that students experienced emotional difficulties and discomfort in

adjusting to OLT during the COVID-19 lockdown. Students’ demotivation also resulted
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in lack of engagement in online learning. This forms the topic of the next category

below.

Category 2.2.2: Engagement
The participating student social workers viewed the lack of data and balancing work
with studies as the main factors that contributed to them missing classes and not being
able to engage fully in OLT. One student participant made the link between a lack of
data and academic engagement when stating the following:

“Umh, there was a bit of difficulty with my online learning. First of all, |

would miss classes because of data” (Participant 6, II).

While South African universities did attempt to provide students with devices and data,
the economic challenges faced in lower-income areas still affected access to such

resources (Chisadza et al., 2021; Mpungose, 2020).

As highlighted in Theme 1, some students started to work to address economic
challenges. These participants described how balancing work with studies negatively
impacted their academics:

“So, then | would work a 12-hour shift, come home and I'd be ftired.

Sometimes | didn’t even attend classes or tutorials” (Participant 8, II).

“Also, | didn’t have time to, if I'm at work, | didn’t have time to engage with

other students for that certain time” (Participant 12, 1l).

The statements above indicate that economic challenges resulted in students finding
employment, which then affected their ability to engage with OLT. This study was
framed within a FLT model. Within this model, students are provided with more choices
to cater for a diversity of needs (Joan, 2013). The participants in this study, however,
indicated that their socioeconomic circumstances limited their ability to engage with
choices (cf. Veletsianos & Houlden, 2019). Recognising the fact that students might
be affected by socioeconomic realities, Batbaatar and Amin (2021) advise that
education needs to include students’ ability to control their motivation to assist them
to manage time and ignore setbacks.
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Category 2.2.3: Time management
Time management plays a crucial role in online learning. Djidu et al., (2021) note that
time management is one of the difficulties that students experience when engaging in
online learning. Again, pointing to the link between personal realities and academic
experiences, the participants described how procrastination, studying from home, and
working to provide for their families were factors that contributed to the
mismanagement of time allocated to their academic work:

“So, | was unmotivated, and | procrastinated like a lot. That was a

challenge, that’s really a challenge for me” (Participant 6, Il).

“Like I'd always end up leaving things to the very last minute and in turn

get even more stressed” (Participant 11, ).

“So, I couldn’t really fully allocate my time to my academics like when |

am at res. So, | think that was definitely the biggest challenge” (Participant

7, 10).

“‘Well, I'd have to say itimpacted severely on my time management. That

was the one thing that suffered, my time management because | was only

working night shift because | had classes during the day” (Participant 8,
10).

Drawing a link between time management and emotional realities, as described in
Theme 1, Participant 6, Il and Participant 11, 1l indicated that procrastination led to
mismanagement of time, which resulted in increased stress levels among students.
Batbaatar and Amin (2021) confirm that procrastination is dysfunctional behaviour that
results in undesirable outcomes. Online learning is self-paced (Hodges et al., 2020)
and therefore, from a FLT approach, time management skills are needed to ensure
academic progress. In addition, Participant 8, Il emphasised that working to provide
for families or to pay for studies can place a burden on the student, which could be
supported by the development of time management skills. However, Djidu et al.,
(2021) argue that students cannot perform academically well when they are
overburdened, as this causes time management difficulties. The discussion in this
theme will conclude with the participants’ descriptions of how they experienced their

academic performances.
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Sub-theme 2.3: Academic performance
Student academic performance is measured through to student’s overall marks
gathered from assessments allocated in a course within a particular period of study
(Adebola, 2021). Reflecting on academic experiences during the pandemic, the
participants referred to experiences of performing lower than during the time prior to
the pandemic:
“So, in my head | wasn't really failing, but | was failing. So that was the
negative impact. | wasn't getting the marks that | usually get” (Participant
7, 1).
“If | compare my marks for the first year and start of second year you
know, much better, much better. It’'s been going down slightly but it’s not
bad” (Participant 15, 1l).

Confirming the findings above, Chisadza et al, (2021) found low academic
performance among students who experienced difficulties with transitioning to OLT
during the COVID-19 lockdown. Yuan et al., (2021) argue that one of the factors that
contribute to students’ low academic performance is the fact that students do not
review academic feedback from lecturers and therefore remain ignorant of areas they
need to improve in. This was confirmed by a participant who echoed the following:

“l would have liked to do better. But | just feel like if | had maybe gone

through the feedback that my marks and my performance would’ve been

better” (Participant 11, ).

In this theme, a lack of resources was included in the descriptions of academic
experiences during the pandemic. However, during the focus group discussions the
participating students and educators described the learning and teaching resources

they utilised during the pandemic. This forms the focus of the next theme.

Theme 3: Learning and Teaching Resources
The first two themes reflected the student social workers’ descriptions of how they
were affected by the pandemic in terms of their personal and academic experiences.

The themes that follow describe the experiences of both the student social workers
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and educator participants. Focusing on the topic of learning and teaching resources
in this theme, the participants referred to learning and teaching material, tools,

platforms for communication, and assessments.

Sub-theme 3.1: Learning and teaching material

Previous studies confirm that OLT is supported by the use of e-tools to enhance the
experience of online learning and teaching (Al-Fraihat, 2020; Pham et al., 2019). In
the categories below, material that supported OLT, as well as challenges that were
experienced by the participants are discussed.

Category 3.1.1: Material that supported learning and teaching
Baragash and Al-Samarraie (2018) refer to printed textbooks as traditionally used in
BLT. Similarly, the findings in this study revealed that students valued textbooks as
sources of information for OLT tasks:
“I still have textbooks from the first year and very few from second year,
so | think they were also able to help me. They were able to give me more
information” (Participant 3, 11).

“I have some books. | still have some books” (Participant 14, 11).

In terms of online resources, the following descriptions by student participants point to
YouTube videos, online tutorials, and online literature as valuable learning material:
“We could access tutorials, videos on YouTube, we could also go to other
sites to get more books and more readings and more PDF text, articles
on whatever subject we were doing” (Participant 3, F2).
“l now and again made use of YouTube videos that were in line with the
module or the subject of the module that we're discussing at that time”
(Participant 1, F1).

Although students experienced challenges with adjusting to OLT due to a lack of
resources (see Theme 2), the findings in this category indicate that students were able
to maximise available BLT material to complete OLT activities. In addition, the

educators referred to narrated PowerPoints and videos as material they found
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valuable for students to use as a guide. One participant, however, mentioned that
converting the PowerPoint to a video did not work effectively.
“So, | made a little video of my narrated PowerPoint. It took me an hour
or more, and then the students alerted me that it's a disaster. They could
not hear anything. But it was nice that we could pick this up in the online
chatroom and that was a nice thing. | felt it was more interactive than |

expected” (Participant 1, F1).

A participating social work educator further spoke about the value of narrated
PowerPoint slides to help students adjust to OLT:
“Initially, we were encouraged to use predominantly text and narrated
PowerPoints. Until students basically comfortably transition into this

online and teaching and learning platforms (Participant 3, F3).

This participant referred to being flexible to find out what works best to successfully
engage students with learning and teaching material. This is supported by Essel et al.,
(2021) who concur that learning and teaching that is underpinned by FLT makes use
of flexibility to explore learning and teaching material that meets the needs of students,
instead of having a fixed set of material. In addition, another educator described how
narrated PowerPoints assisted students with disabilities:

“Also, we have a student who’s partially sighted, and narrated PowerPoints

assisted her. | got a lot of positive feedback from her how the PowerPoints

helped her” (Participant 3, F3).

The value of the narrated PowerPoints was confirmed by a participating student social
worker:
“The PowerPoint slides. | really enjoyed the narrated voiceovers of the
PowerPoint slides. That really helped me a lot to go back to listen how
lecturers would make example so that you're not reading from the slides,
but they would actually try to make examples. | feel like | understand it
better that way” (Participant 6, F1).
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Sub-theme 3.2: Learning and teaching tools
While students referred to textbooks that they had access to in sub-theme 3.1, they
also reflected on how access to mobile data assisted them to be active in the OLT
activities:
“l didn't really have resources but the data that UWC sent helped a lot”
(Participant 1, 11).
“One thing that really helped was the data that we received. So obviously

| would hotspot my laptop” (Participant 9, ).

While the above statements focus on the value of support by the university regarding
access to data, a participating student also shared a laptop from the university
assisted her:

“Okay, umh, firstly | received the laptop from the university. And also, |

received the data for every month”(Participant 12, 11).

Salubi (2021), referring to university support to students to have access to devices
and data, mentions that this was done to prevent a digital divide among students from
low-income backgrounds. Pather et al., (2021) and Abenes and Caballes (2020) also,
in support of the participating students’ descriptions, assert that the implementation of
FLT requires students to have devices such as smartphones, laptops, tablets, or
desktop computers. These authors also stress the importance of access to mobile
data or Wi-Fi for effective FLT.

Furthermore, a participating student described that she used her cell phone and laptop
for academic purposes in that it supported her with contact to get support from
supervisors and peers:
“I would say my laptop and my cell phone. They are my besties. Because
when we were still on campus, | would use only my laptop to type, and I'd
use lkamva there and there. But like | would attend lectures, lecturers and
supervision. But now | had to like go online [referring to having contact
with supervisors and peers on her cell phone]. The phone became very
important to me” (Participant 3, Il).
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This student explained how the lack of F2F contact was managed via contact with
supervisors and classmates via a cell phone. The next sub-theme further elaborates

on platforms that were used for learning and teaching.

Sub-theme 3.3: Learning and teaching platforms
The official iKamva learning and teaching online site, WhatsApp, and Google Meet

were identified as platforms that fostered OLT during the COVID-19 lockdown.

Category 3.3.1: iKamva
iKamva is the UWC zero-rated learning and teaching platform. It enables educators to
engage with students through OLT activities. Students are able to access learning and
teaching content on this platform, while they can also engage interactively with social
work educators and other students, and-upload their academic work on the platform
for assessment purposes (Petersen, 2020). A participating student described the
benefit of having free access to the iKkamva platform:
“We know that iKamva now is zero-rated. So, there isn't data that a person
needs to access it and you do not have to worry if you have enough data.”
(Participant 1, F1).

The educator participants also referred to the iKamva platform as valuable to share
information with students and to structure modules according to lesson plans:
“I think iIKamva was a big help. | think what | enjoyed was the lesson plans,
setting out lesson plans very nicely on iKamva” (Participant 3, F3).
‘And so, what worked well, obviously was the iKamva, like
announcements to be sure all the students will receive the information”
(Participant 2, F3).

The descriptions in this category are confirmed by Lawrie et al., (2017) who explain
that it is the responsibility of the institution to promote inclusive education by
addressing the needs of diverse students, such as providing access to platforms that

will ensure participation.
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Category 3.3.2: WhatsApp
WhatsApp was identified as a valuable platform. Similar to the description regarding
how access to data supported learning and teaching discussed in sub-theme 3.2, a
participant reported the following:
“l would say WhatsApp definitely worked well for me, because it's very
convenient. As much as the messages were a bit too much at times ...,
because tutorials were held there, lectures were held there. And they were
like also the group discussions. But regardless of that, | would say it really
worked out well. And another thing is WhatsApp doesn't really consume
a lot of data” (Participant 2, F2).

This description points out that this was a communication platform for tutors, lecturers,
and peers. Another participant explained-that, on the one side, it is flexible in nature
as students can communicate at different times on the platform, while on the other
side, communication was, according to the participant, smoother and faster than with
other platforms:
“l find WhatsApp very, very convenient. | feel like you can access it at a
later stage and not miss out on anything. Also, everyone responds a bit
faster than they do via the discussion, the then discussion forum or via e-
mail” (Participant 1, F2).

Another participating student liked the fact that WhatsApp was user friendly and
affordable:
“But like, because everyone is on WhatsApp, it's easier to communicate
there than anything else. Because people even though there was Google
Meet as an option, and any other ones, but because of data issues it's not
okay. WhatsApp is easier. So most of our work was done through
WhatsApp” (Participant 4, F2).

The above description of the value of WhatsApp by student participants was echoed

by the participating educators:
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“WhatsApp became the most accessible platform to reach students, to get
information out additionally to the other platforms that you would use. So,
then we started using WhatsApp, because WhatsApp also has the option
to attach documents to send text, to add a video or recording, to add a
normal voice recording. So, it was also those options that kind of
expanded the standard or the ability to reach students to access students,
to get information out, to get lecture content out, and things like that”
(Participant 2, F3).

The descriptions in this category point out that WhatsApp is: 1) convenient and
affordable for learning and teaching, 2) user friendly, 3) quick and flexible, and 4) easily
accessible to students and educators. Descriptions in this category are confirmed by
Mabaso (2021) who found that WhatsApp-was an essential learning and teaching
platform for students and educators during prior periods of disruption, such as student
protests at universities in South Africa. Recognising the impact of WhatsApp as a FLT
platform, Nyembe (2021) suggests that increased collaboration on WhatsApp can

improve learning and teaching outcomes.

Category 3.3.3: Google Meet
The participating educators described their satisfaction with the Google Meet platform
and also their dissatisfaction with other platforms, which are similar but posed a
number of challenges towards the implementation of FLT. They described their
satisfaction and dissatisfaction in the following statements:
“And so, Zooming became sort of a limitation to us even though it’s quite
big and quite popular for meetings, training and things like that. But
teaching with a bigger group wasn'tideal. Later on, | discovered for myself
that | felt like Google Meet lectures then became a better suited option.
And that was then predominantly what | used” (Participant 2, F3).
“‘What didn't work well was the blue button [on the iKamva site]. We
wanted to use it on the iKamva platform, but it did not work. So, we, you
know, then went on to Google Meet, which worked very, very well for us”
(Participant 3, F3).
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During an individual interview, a participating student mentioned that she used Google
Meet for collaborative discussions with her peers as well as for learning and teaching
consultation with social worker educators:

“And then Google Meet of course made things very easy for us because

now we were able see each other. And then the lecturers were able to

teach and explain things using Google Meet” (Participant 3, 1l).

Various authors describe Google Meet as a video conferencing tool that provides a
F2F experience between students and educators without physical contact (Bunt, 2021;
Panergayo & Almanza, 2020). In an attempt to enhance FLT, Panergayo and Almanza
(2020) explain that familiarity with and capability of using educational technology tools
is what makes OLT effective. The ability to use OLT platforms, according to these
authors, does affect the methods of communication between students and educators.

This is discussed further in the next sub-theme.

Sub-theme 3.4: Methods of communication

Previous studies concur that methods of communication between students and
educators can affect students’ academic engagement, participation, and performance
(Kgabo, 2021; Lumadi, 2021). This sub-theme focuses on 1) students’ methods of
communication with their peers and academic staff members, and 2) students and

educators’ challenges regarding communication methods.

Category 3.4.1: Different methods of communication with different role-players

One student participant described some social work educators’ preferred methods of

communication with students as follows:
“Okay, so I think it differs between which model meets which module we're
talking about. Because some lecturers, we communicate with them
through e-mail, and then some lecturers communicate through e-mail and

through the class reps” (Participant 3, F2).
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An educator confirmed different methods used to communicate with students, while
class discussions or communication between students was encouraged in the
following statement:

“And they could e-mail me, or they could message me via their class reps.

They could tell the class reps what is the issue. And if they felt comfortable

with it, if it was not a confidential issue, the class reps would just send me

a message and say this is the issue that has been discussed. So, in terms

of the challenges in the class they had to go through the Class Reps and

talk about it if there were any challenges, if they wanted time changes, if

they wanted an extension and so forth, so forth” (Participant 2, F3).

This statement points to a specific structure that was followed, which is also supported
by Fajrie and Arianto (2021) who advise that there should be communication ethics
and guidelines in place so that communication between students and social work

educators is not disrupted.

The participating students also described the significance of communication via e-

mails and WhatsApp to tutors as follows:
“I'm saying, yeah, | think e-mail worked really well. | know last year, |
personally struggled. I'm not sure if everyone had this problem. But |
know, the response rate was a bit slower, | think because the lecturers
were very overwhelmed with the amount of e-mails that they got. At that
stage, we didn't really have our tutors to mediate or be the messenger,
because | know now, | can message my tutor to ask my lecturer before |
speak to my lecturer directly” (Participant 1, F2).
“And one thing that worked for me was the tutors that we have, they were
the person connecting us to the lecturers. And | feel that because we
have, we meet weekly or even more than once a week, you have more
[of] a bond with your tutor maybe than with a lecturer, and that helps. So,
if | needed clarity, instead of e-mailing the lecturer, | would WhatsApp or,
you know, speak to my tutor, which will then, you know, just reassure me

or be like, look, I'll get back to you as soon as possible” (Participant 6, F1).

96

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



Tutors were described as intermediaries who connected students and educators,
while also providing reassurance during OLT throughout the pandemic. The
participating students also referred to clarity that was provided. The above
descriptions are in line with Maré and Mutezo (2021) who found that academic
engagement between students and tutors increases academic performance among
students. Thus, Tella et al., (2021) suggest that tutors should continue to use ICTs to

support the students’ learning and teaching process post the pandemic.

As mentioned above, communication between students was coordinated by class
representatives, who are selected by the majority of the class members to
communicate with the lecturer on behalf of the class. A participating social work
educator described how helpful class representatives became during the early days
of lockdown in locating students’ whereabouts:
‘But in those early days whenstudents had to leave the campus
immediately, when we wouldnt know who was where, that was wonderful
to ask the class reps. Can you just talk to your classmates and tell us
where they are, what is happening? And that was really something that
worked well” (Participant 1, F3).

However, a student participant described how this resulted in the class representatives
being overburdened with having to communicate on behalf of the class:
“Some, of the lecturers advised that we should, because of the number
that we are as students, right, we should send our communication via our
class reps, which, now that my colleagues are mentioning it, we didn't
think that the same load that will be going to lecturers now will be going to

our colleagues” (Participant 1, F1).

Sosibo (2021) reiterates the value of class representatives as key role players in
keeping students informed with learning and teaching information through the use of
low-technology strategies, such as WhatsApp platforms. However, as mentioned by
an educator above, sensitive issues cannot be addressed in this way. Sosibo (2021)

also concurs that students may feel dissatisfied with having their challenges
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addressed by class representatives instead of direct contact with the lecturer. Other
challenges experienced regarding communication during the pandemic are unpacked

below.

Category 3.4.2: Challenges regarding communication methods

Miscommunication was reported by the student social workers as an aspect that led

to them feeling panicked:
“The only thing where | had a bit of an issue was the miscommunication
between the lecturers, and then maybe supervisors and tutors. So, the
lecturer would tell us do this, do that. Now we do what the lecturer says,
and then the supervisor and tutors expect something else. So that is the
only thing that didn't work for me, the miscommunication” (Participant 2,
F1).
“Another thing that happened is that you would get that in different
supervision groups, a different communication was sent or different
understanding was established. And then you get some students who
panic because they are not sure which is the right information” (Participant
1, F1).

Previous studies emphasise that the role of a lecturer is to support learning and
teaching through supervision and tutoring with an aim to increase students’ academic
performance (Eloff et al., 2021; Lumadi, 2021). This normally took place on campus.
During the pandemic, according to the findings, a challenge was to ensure that the
lecturer, supervisors, and tutors are on the same page. The above statements
highlight how crucial clear communication between social work educators, tutors, and
supervisors is. In addition, a participating student also described how communication
between students and the class representatives became a challenge:

“It was tricky in the sense that some lecturers didn't want to be contacted

by students directly. So, they would prefer to communicate with the class

reps, meaning that the class reps are in between the students and

lecturers. And that was really, it was really challenging because everyone

98

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



would contact the class reps. And it was it was very difficult for the class

reps to get all the information on time and all of that” (Participant 4, F1).

A social work educator reflected on how the allocation of mobile data (night time data)
affected communication between students and educators, saying that:
“When the students had the night time data they say, they only log on at
12 o'clock. And then they would send through their messages or e-mail or
WhatsApp, or whatever it might be. And | responded, | was up at night
working, bedtime, you know. So, | think it was the realities around
students’ circumstances, which allowed them to communicate at certain
times, and our flexibility and abilities also to respond and be available at
that particular time frames. | think those were some of the things that that
really impeded on communication with_me personally. And | think it was

really draining the communication part of things” (Participant 2, F3).

Another social work educator described how social work educators were challenged
by student expectations:

“And | have to say, with respect, that students took their frustrations out

on us. And you were on the receiving end of quite a lot of disrespect and

disregard, of which | experienced” (Participant 4, F3).

Naidu and Modise (2021) also reported on the night time data provided to students
during the pandemic, and how this resulted in academics working beyond office hours.
With regards to the reference to students being disrespectful during online
communication, Boddy and Dominelli (2016) suggest that policies and standards need
to be developed with regards to how student social workers and educators should

engage in online platforms.

Sub-theme 3.5: Assessment methods

Assessments in social work education are guided by the norms and standards of
social work to ensure the quality of the qualification (SACSSP, 2020). This, then,
guides the assessment methods and content. In this study, the participants reflected
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on preferred methods of assessment, as well as on challenges that were experienced,

which will be presented in the categories below.

Category 3.5.1: Preferred methods of assessment
During the pandemic, examinations had to be changed from the traditional
examinations that took place on campus at a specific time and venue to an
examination that had to be conducted online, known as a take-home examination.
This method supported the use of limited data due to the fact that it took place on the
university’s zero-rated platform (cf. Ngqondi et al., 2021; Pather et al., 2021). The
student participants reported the following on this aspect:

“For me, the take-home tests worked very well. And honestly, between a

take-home test and a sit-down exam, /'d choose a take home-test any

day. That doesn't mean that | don't want to return to face-to-face classes,

I missed that environment” (Participant 1, F1).

“l just want to say the take-home exams are working well for me, because

we have more time to work on them. And | can just do one question and

feel like okay, this is overwhelming me, / can take a break” (Participant 3,

F2).

“Let's just say | like the take-homes, they’re more convenient. It's not that

it's easier. But you have time to breathe” (Participant 4, F2).

A participating educator reflected on how she was able to adjust to redesigning take-
home examinations based on experience:
“If you guys can remember, just before this COVID lockdown there was
this intense taxi striking period happening. Before that in 2015, 2016, 2017
we had, the Fees Must Fall. And we also had to do things differently. |
remember that sit-down exams were cancelled that particular year. And
we then had to redesign our examination format into a take-home exam.
And that's when | was initially introduced [to] the take-home exam. And
when COVID hit and when we had to do our summative assessments, |
could tap into that” (Participant 2, F3).
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Naidoo and McKay (2018) also refer to how alternative learning and teaching had to
take place during previous disruptions in South Africa. Educators were able to manage
and sustain leaning and teaching during the COVID-19 lockdown using prior
experience and knowledge (Ngqgondi et al., 2021).

Another educator shared about group work activity as an assessment activity in her
modules and how students found it challenging:
“They found group work as an assessment activity challenging. So, if you
group the certain students together, you'll find that maybe one or two are
not performing. And also, we found what was evident was that students
learn differently. And some students don't want to be part of a group, they

want to just work on their own” (Participant 2, F3).

Group work is a crucial aspect of social- work education and training, and therefore
Thomas and Brown (2021) acknowledge that the frustrations experienced should be

explored further to find solutions for OLT in groups.

Category 3.5.2: Challenges experienced by students
Landa et al., (2021) assert that OLT can be overwhelming to students accustomed to
BLT. This was confirmed in this study, where the participating students asserted that
they felt overburdened with assessments during the pandemic. Their viewpoints are
expressed in the following statements:
“‘What | didn't like, was the amount of assignments that we got in such a
short period of time. It's like we got more work during the pandemic than
we would do during class. We could sometimes get like two to three
assignments which are due in the same week. And on top of that still
attend classes as well on online platforms. It's quite a lot. It's stressful
because all you're thinking about is | need to hand in my work” (Participant
4, F2).
“l feel like last year there was a lot of pressure in terms of assignments
since we were adapting to online learning. So, we had deadlines almost

every week. It was really draining” (Participant 4, F1).

101

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



“It's difficult because we had over 30 submissions this semester. So
basically, I'm living from submission to submission, and there's no time to
actually like, comprehend the work that | studied. So, the only time |
actually get to my lectures is when | have to do an assessment or

assignment or writing exams” (Participant 1, F2).

Similar to the descriptions above, Almossa (2021) concurs that sources of academic
pressure emanate from fast delivery of content, which results in a heavy workload.
While the take-home examinations were identified as a preferred method of
assessment, other students felt that it was a challenge:
“I really feel like lecturers, take advantage of the fact that these are not
sit-down exams. So, | wouldn't say | like the fact that we're doing online
exams” (Participant 2, F2).
“They definitely make' the take-home-exams harder, because we have

more time to work on it” (Participant 3, F2).

The findings above resonate with conclusions made by Guangul et al., (2020) who
found that the challenge with take-home examinations is that they are designed in
such a way that answers cannot be easily and directly found in sources such as
websites or textbooks. A participating educator described how student challenges
should be considered:

“So in terms of the assessments, | think for me, it's all about looking at

how did you assess your student taking all their challenges into

consideration as well” (Participant 3, F3).

This participant, however, raised a concern regarding the amount of time available to
students for the take-home examination:

“And for me, it's just about the time aspect, how long do we allow them to

do it? A take-home test for three days? Can’t we just have it for one day

or two days and all of those things?” (Participant 3, F3).
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This statement pointed to a concern regarding quality assurance. Another educator
spoke about the pressure emanating from ensuring academic integrity, which is
captured in the following statement:

“l would like us to just think about assessments. Online assessments have

a lot of risks. And so that also put[s] a lot of pressure on us to make sure

that there’s some protection built into our assessments” (Participant 1,

F3).

In line with the above concerns, several studies allude that further research should be
conducted on how authenticity, honesty, quality and integrity in OLT assessment
methods can be maintained (Aplin-Snider et al., 2021; Mavundla & Mgutshini, 2021;
Nabee et al., 2021).

The descriptions of learning and teaching resources used during the pandemic
highlighted some challenges experienced by both the lecturer and student
participants. This required support during the OLT during the pandemic, which will be
discussed in Theme 4 below.

Theme 4: Support for Online Learning and Teaching During the Pandemic
Several studies refer to the significance of academic and social support to enable
students to overcome challenges and achieve academic during academic disruptions
(Brubacher & Silinda, 2021; Eloff et al., 2021). This theme focuses on formal and
informal support to students during the COVID-19 lockdown.

Sub-theme 4.1: Formal support
Uleanya (2021) asserts that academic staff play a crucial role in supporting students
throughout the course of their academics. During individual interviews, students
reflected on how academic staff such as social work educators, tutors and supervisors
supported them during OLT:

“And lecturers of course. The lecturers were very supportive. Whenever

you need to ask a question, you just e-mail, and they will respond. So,

they were very supportive” (Participant 3, Il).
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“And also, the lecturers and tutors and our supervisors” (Participant 1, ).
“But a lot of lecturers especially my 201 lecturer, he’s very nice. He was
always so nice to us. He started joining our WhatsApp group when he
spoke to us. Even when we had our lectures online. Everything was very
convenient to all of us. So, we were all capable, able to complete our
assignments and if we didn’t understand we could ask easily” (Participant
14, 11).

“It’'s actually our lecturers, and mostly our lecturers, supervisors and also
other students” (Participant 12, ).

The descriptions point to social work educators, supervisors, and tutors as key role
players in students’ academic life. Participants specifically mentioned quick responses
and availability as aspects that were valued. Participant 14, Il referred to this support
that made academic performance possible, which is confirmed by Adebola (2021).

The latter statement also refers to support from peers, which will be discussed next.

Sub-theme 4.2: Informal support
The informal support identified by the participants includes peers and family members,

which is described in the categories that follow.

Category 4.2.1: Support from peers
The participating students described how their peers from the university supported
them:
“Okay, so at university we have the small group of friends, we four friends,
four females. So that was my biggest support from the university side in
terms of people, the individuals. The four of them helped me a lot”
(Participant 8, II).
‘And then my classmates, they were also supportive. | have a few
classmates that | am quite close with, they live not far away from my
house. We would meet at a community centre to discuss some

assignments, tests” (Participant 3, Il).
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The descriptions above are in line with the viewpoint of Baragash and Al-Samarraie
(2018) that friends and classmates are social resources that have been proven to
improve academic outcomes. Sekonyela (2021) thus recommends that universities

formalise peer support structures.

Another student referred to both friends and family members who assisted her: “And |
had to ask for a lot of assistance from my friends sometimes and my family. They were
very nice in order to just reach out a hand and help” (Participant 14, 1l). The support

from families is further unpacked in the next category.

Category 4.2.2: Support from family
A student participant described how her husband supported and encouraged her when
she wanted to quit:
“l just have to mention that my husband was and is an amazing supporter.
| wanted to quit studying so many. times since lockdown started. And he’s
always like, it’s almost finished man, it's almaost finished, just don’t quit.
And so, like he puts no pressure on me to do anything in the house for

instance, you know what | mean?” (Participant 2, 11).

Another student reflected on how her family supported her emotionally. Due to their
understanding, she was able to continue with her studies, which she succinctly
expressed as follows:

“Yoh, my family first. They were very supportive of course emotionally not

like academic wise. They were very supportive. They always made sure

that like | was studying. They gave me my space” (Participant 3, I).

Another participant described how her family supported her to engage in OLT:
“As | said, online learning is a little bit difficult because like it made me
hesitant to ask for help like from lecturers. So, | could always go to my
family. My parents, like my stepmother is a social worker. | could always

get help easily and they motivated me quite well” (Participant 4, 1l).
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Brubacher and Silinda (2021) and Wainwright and Watts (2019) concur that family
members are valuable sources of social support in dealing with academic challenges

and life uncertainties.

The findings in this theme highlighted the role and significance of academic and social
support. Students were academically supported by educators, tutors, and supervisors.
Social support was also provided by peers, friends, and family members during the
pandemic. The final theme describes the suggestions made for BLT post the

pandemic.

Theme 5: Suggestions for Blended Learning and Teaching Post the Pandemic
The participants expressed the need to have F2F classes, as described by the
following statement: “/ would love for UWC to avail the live class again, this will make
learning so much easier” (Participant 1, F2).-inline with this sentiment, the participants
reflected on the further use of BLT post the pandemic, and identified what is needed
for BLT to be effective. They referred to (1) access to data and devices, (2) access to
facilities that support BLT, and (3) availability of training and tutorial videos for using
OLT tools.

Sub-theme 5.1: Access to data and devices
The importance of access to data was highlighted in Themes 2 and 3 above. In this
sub-theme, a participating student social worker reiterated that for BLT to work
effectively, data as well as devices must be provided:
“The university will have to provide the necessary devices that students
may need. And the data ... because even though they give us data, it's
not necessarily enough, because there's a lot of classes. We need to
attend this main lecture classes and tutorials. And then there's attached
to what lecturers sometimes give us which are like videos to watch, that
also costs data as well. So, | think the university will have to give us more
data” (Participant 4, F2).
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During a focus group discussion, another participant echoed the need for sufficient
data to be provided by the university: “Definitely, UWC needs to add more data
because the data we get now is too little for everything that we have to do online”
(Participant 3, F2). The data provided to students, according to the above statements,

must therefore be related to the OLT activities.

Two concerns were raised, namely: (1) data that ensures daytime learning and
teaching, and (2) continued provision of data post the pandemic. An educator
participant referred to the night time data that affects interactive learning and teaching
activities:

“So, if the students receive night owl data, it means that they need to work

in the night, and the lecturer cannot be available day and night. Going

forward, a better structure is needed to ensure all students can be active

at the same time” (Participant 1, F1).

A student raised a concern that the provision of data during the pandemic will not

continue post the pandemic, and that it will impact on the ability to engage with BLT:
“But my only concern_is, if we do return to normal campus life, | don't
know, if the university would still provide everyone with that data. And |

feel like in order to learn online, you need that data” (Participant 1, F2).

Sub-theme 5.2: Access to facilities that support blended learning and teaching
In order for BLT to be effective, the participating students referred to access to the
online library as well as the library on campus. A participating student suggested for
the online library to be more user-friendly:
“There should be a tutorial on how to use certain things, like using the
library, for example. You know, you're not really sure where to look for a
certain book or something like that. You could have a tutorial of that as
well, how to use the online library or the online library platform”
(Participant 4, F2).
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Another student spoke about access to the library on campus, and also highlighted
the value of textbooks, as discussed under category 3.1.1 (cf. Baragash & Al-
Samarraie, 2018):
“l would love for UWC to open the library again. Textbooks are very, very
expensive. And some people don't have a means buy the textbooks,
especially the students who are not funded or financially inclined”
(Participant 1, F2).

In support of the above statements, Walsh and Rana (2020) acknowledge that the
COVID-19 pandemic interrupted access to library services on campus. They further
suggest that libraries should digitalise material that was previously only available in

hard copies.

The participants also referred to technology within classrooms as an important aspect
for BLT to be effective. A participating student explained this aspect as follows:
“The option of using the technology more ... even if we are going back to
class, our university should consider buying good material ... mics and
cameras that will record a lecture while it's happening so that some of the
students that cannot be there can attend the class online. Probably people
have different issues. One might be sick, for example” (Participating 1,
F1).

This statement refers to the aim of FLT to be accessible to students. Van der
Westhuizen et al., (2021) agree that it offers students and educators with diverse
modes of learning and teaching. A participating educator echoed that for learning and
teaching to take place on campus, venues need to be upgraded to manage the
pandemic:
“The problem is for that to happen our building needs to be revamped. We
cannot go into our building at the moment simply because it's not
ventilated” (Participating 1, F3).
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Sub-theme 5.3: Availability of training and tutorial videos for using online
learning and teaching tools
BLT require digital skills from both students and educators. A participating student
suggested that educators should increase their knowledge of online platforms and
students should be offered tutorial training:
“Our lecturers should upgrade their knowledge when it comes to these
different platforms and the technological devices that we are using. And
also, there should be training that are done also for students so that we

can work online better” (Participant 1, F1).

As captured below, another student also suggested tutorial videos:
“So yeah, definitely tutorial videos on how to use these platforms.
Because sometimes you need to see what he [the person doing the
tutorial] was doing visually and followall the steps that he is doing”
(Participant 3, F2).

Evans et al., (2019) further argue that the effectiveness of the online component of
BLT depends on students and the educators’ ability to navigate and interact with

different technologies.

Prior knowledge and skills about the online platforms and tools were accentuated by
an educator who referred to the use of what was learned during the pandemic going
forward:

“So, I'm thinking blended learning in the future... we are in a digital world.

We are much better equipped now to use these tools. We should really

reflect, 1 think we've learned to do blended learning in a much more

creative and pedagogical sound manner for the future” (Participant 1, F3).

As a conclusion to the findings, another educator described the value of the future use
of the BLT approach in terms of flexibility, as follows:
“Some students learn differently, and some lecturers teach differently.

And so, | would like to see more flexibility. I'd like to see elements of face-
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to-face and online being infused in future modules. | don't think we now

can go back. We've learnt a lot along the way” (Participant 4, F3).

4.4 CONCLUSION

The first part of this chapter described the biographic profile of the participating student

social workers and social work educators. The second part presented the findings of

the study arranged under five overarching themes and a number of related sub-

themes and categories that emerged from the analysis of the data. These were

supported by verbatim quotes and comparisons with the literature in terms of:

1) Student social workers’ economic, psychological, and social realities during the
pandemic.

2) Student social workers’ academic experiences during the pandemic.

3) Learning and teaching resources.

4) Support for OLT during the pandemic.

5) Suggestions for BLT post the pandemic.

The next chapter draws conclusions and. makes recommendations based on the

findings of the research.
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CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1 INTRODUCTION

This section briefly summarises the main points of the five chapters of this study.

Chapter 1 introduced the topic under investigation as well as described the
background and purpose of this study. A preliminary literature review was also carried
out and an explanation of the theoretical framework underpinning this study was
provided. In addition to this, the research questions, aims, and objectives of the study
were clearly stated. Moreover, the research problem was highlighted, and revealed
what the researcher ought to do to answer the research questions and achieve the

aims and objectives of the study.

Chapter 2 provided thick descriptions of the choices of research methods and
techniques implemented in this study. The research methodology was chosen based
on the research problem, and supported the researcher to achieve the aims and
objectives of the study. The research methods and techniques provided in this chapter
informed the researcher of how to select the participants, how to collect and analyse
the data, and to present and confirm the research findings using the literature review

in Chapter 3.

Chapter 3 presented the literature review and theoretical framework underpinning the
study. The main concepts of this study were explored and described to support and

confirm the research findings in Chapter 4.

Chapter 4 discussed the research findings as a collective story of the participants’
experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. The themes, sub-themes and related
categories that emerged from the data analysis were presented and discussed further

in this chapter.
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Chapter 5, the current chapter, provides a summary of the previous chapters as well
as of the study’s findings. Recommendations are made based on the insights of the

research, conclusions are drawn, and some final remarks bring the study to a close.

5.2 SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This section summarises the study’s findings, and draws conclusions and makes

recommendations based on these findings.

5.2.1 Summary

Theme 1 focused on the student social workers’ economic, psychological, and social

realities during the pandemic, which were described in terms of three sub-themes:

Sub-theme 1.1 described the economic realities of the participating student social
workers. The loss of employment by family members was highlighted as a challenge,
as it impacted on the rest of the family who needed to provide added support. This
was also affirmed by Nwosu and Oyenubi (2021), Jain et al., (2020) and Czerniewicz
(2020) who referred to the economic impact of the pandemic and how the loss of
employment affected households. A category identified the sources of funding of
students during the pandemic, which included NSFAS bursaries, SASSA child grants,
and the salaries of spouses. However, late payments by the NSFAS and a lack of
student funding were identified as challenges. This was confirmed by Naidoo and
McKay (2018) who agree that there is a need for alternative student funding in HEIs

since some students do not meet the requirements of NSFAS funding.

Sub-theme 1.2 focused on the psychological realities of student social workers.
COVID-19 infections and the loss of family members, friends, and colleagues were
identified as contributing factors to increased trauma among student social workers.
This study discovered that students were being traumatised by the abovementioned
losses, fear of losing loved ones, and fear of being sick, or family members and

themselves being sick. These factors affected students’ academic engagements
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negatively and contributed to increased levels of anxiety. This was confirmed by Morris
et al., (2020) who explain how the loss of a loved one can have a permanent effect on
the psychological well-being of an individual. The participants reported to also have
experienced emotional breakdowns and panic attacks during the lockdown period.
Academic pressure combined with loss and illness were identified as factors that
heightened stress and anxiety among participating students. While the participants
referred to the mentioned combination, several authors identified academic
challenges and pressure to achieve academic outcomes as primary factors that
contribute to increased stress and anxiety (Ramachandiran & Dhanapal, 2018;
Karaman et al., 2017; Hetolang & Amone-P’Olak, 2017). Stress-management skills
were thus recommended for students dealing with increased stress and anxiety
(Zondi, 2018; Hetolang & Amone-P’Olak, 2017).

Sub-theme 1.3 discussed the social realities of student social workers, which included
students’ home environments, isolation, lack of human interactions, and roles
occupied by students within the household setting. Regarding the home environment,
participating students reported that their home environments were not accommodating
learning and studying. Contributing factors include lack of space, relational challenges
with family members, and adjusting from campus to home. This was affirmed by Lee
et al., (2021) who indicated that the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic put many
families at a disadvantage as they had to accommodate additional activities such as
learning and working from home. The authors proposed that family members need to

find ways to accommodate and respect one another in the home environment.

The participating students also described how the outbreak of the COVID-19
pandemic increased isolation from family and significantly reduced human
interactions. This was conferred by Padmanabhanunni and Pretorius (2021) who
mentioned isolation and lack of human interaction during the COVID-19 lockdown
period and how it resulted in loneliness among young people when prolonged. The
participating students described three roles they play within their families that

impacted on their social well-being, namely: parental, spousal, and provider roles.

113

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



Concerning parental roles, student-parents described the challenges of balancing
academics and parenting duties during COVID-19 lockdown. Although the evidence
from this study shows that student-parents are susceptible to more challenges
compared to non-student-parents, Ajayi et al., (2021) identified a link between student-
parents’ resilience, motivation, and the desire to obtain a formal qualification so as to
be able to provide for themselves and their children. Additional support to student-
parents was suggested by Masilela (2019) who asserts that support from family and

the institution of learning can help student-parents achieve their academic goals.

Second, in addition to this, students also described occupying spousal roles.
Regarding spousal roles, financial burdens placed on the spouse due to studies was
highlighted as a major challenge. This finding was supported by Azonuche (2021) who
contends that students’ academic -performance was challenged by their

socioeconomic status, rather than their marital-roles.

Third, in terms of family provider roles, the findings indicate that financial hardships
related to the pandemic forced students to find employment to support their families
while juggling academics. The evidence of the study indicate that students used two
sources of income to support their families, namely: NSFAS monthly allowance and
salaries from their employment. It was highlighted that students’ academic progress
and mental health was affected during the process of balancing academics with
employment. This was confirmed by previous studies, which refer to the implications
of working while studying and how poor academic performance was noted among
students who study and work simultaneously due to lack of income and poverty
(Chinyakata et al., 2019; Baglow & Gair, 2018). On the contrary, working was also

noted as a key factor that contributes to students’ professional development.

Theme 2 captured student social workers’ academic experiences during the

pandemic. Three sub-themes emanated as follows:

Sub-theme 2.1 described the study environment with the focus on the lack of access

to campus, and the lack of access to academic resources. In terms of the lack of
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access to campus, the participating students described how their home environments
were not conducive for studying when compared to the campus environment. The
home environments at times became distracting during the COVID-19 lockdown
period. Previous studies noted the lack of Internet connectivity and mobile data as
challenges that hampered the effectiveness of OLT, regardless of HEIs providing

students with devices and data (Chisadza et al., 2021; Mpungose 2020).

In addition to this, the findings indicated that campus closure impacted on access to a
study environment that supports learning and teaching. This was conferred by both
Wilczewski et al., (2021) and Oluka et al., (2021) who argue that unfavourable home
conditions hinder students to fully engage in online learning. The authors further
explain that the pandemic has underlined the value of a conducive environment and
access to campus for learning and teaching activities. The participating students
identified the following challenges regarding the lack of access to academic resources,
which included (1) educators, (2) the library, and (3) a conducive study environment.
This is confirmed by Van der Westhuizen et al., (2021) and Di Pietro et al., (2020) who
highlight that the pandemic had a greater impact on students from low-income
backgrounds compared to students from affluent backgrounds due to the lack of

technological skills and limited resources.

Sub-theme 2.2 focused on academic participation. Three categories emerged from
this sub-theme, namely: motivation, engagement, and time management. The
participating students described how the lack of resources, summarised above, and
emotional difficulties had an adverse impact on their motivation to engage in online
learning. These findings were supported by Visser and Law-van Wyk (2021) who point
out that the majority of students experienced emotional difficulties and discomfort
during the adjustment from BLT to OLT. The mentioned lack of mobile data and
balancing work with studies resulted in students missing classes and not being able
to engage fully in OLT during the pandemic. This was confirmed by Batbaatar and
Amin (2021) who suggest that students need to be self-motivated to prevent academic
setbacks. Students’ time mismanagement was associated with socioeconomic

realities, psychological realities, and academic realities. The participating students
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ascribed demotivation, procrastination, lack of planning, and balancing work with
academics to their inability to manage time allocated to their academic activities. This
was confirmed by several authors who agree and explain that students who engage
in OLT often experience challenges with time management due to factors such as
procrastination and self-paced learning (Batbaatar & Amin, 2021; Djidu et al., 2021).
In addition to this, Hodges et al., (2020) emphasise the need for students to be
equipped with time management skills to improve academic engagement since OLT

is self-paced in nature.

Sub-theme 2.3 described the participating students’ academic performance. The
participating students reported that their academic performance deteriorated during
the pandemic. They noticed how their aggregate marks had declined since the
beginning of the pandemic. These findings were supported by authors who discovered
that low academic performance was associated with students who (1) experienced
difficulties in transitioning to OLT, and (2) did not review educators’ feedback and thus
remained ignorant of areas where they needed to improve (Chisadza et al., 2021;
Yuan et al., 2021).

Theme 3 focused on the learning and teaching resources, which were described in

five sub-themes. These are summarised below:

Sub-theme 3.1 captured the OLT material that was used during the pandemic. In
terms of material that supported learning and teaching, the participating students
pointed to printed textbooks, YouTube videos, online tutorials, and online literature as
valuable learning material. In addition to this, the participating educators also
mentioned how they found narrated PowerPoints and videos as material valuable for
both students with and without disabilities to use for learning purposes. The findings
of the study were supported by Essel et al., (2021) who refer to the characteristic of
FLT and how it makes use of flexible methods to explore learning and teaching

material that meets the needs of students, instead of having a fixed set of material.
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Sub-theme 3.2 described the learning and teaching tools that were utilised. The
participating students described that the provision of mobile data and devices, and the
use of laptops and smartphones supported them to participate in OLT during the
COVID-19 lockdown. This was corroborated by previous research, which affirmed the
use of digital devices for the effective implementation of FLT (Pather et al., 2021;
Abenes & Caballes, 2020). In addition to this, the student participants also
acknowledged the sponsorship of mobile data and devices by the university. In further
support of this, Salubi (2021) mentions that most HEIs in South Africa provided
students from low-income backgrounds with devices and mobile data during the
pandemic. This author underscores the value of access to the Internet for continued
FLT.

Sub-theme 3.3 focused on the learning and teaching platforms that were used.
iKamva, WhatsApp, and Google Meet were-identified as platforms that fostered OLT
during the COVID-19 lockdown.

The participating students and educators identified the following benefits of using
iKamva: (1) it is zero-rated, (2) valuable to share information with students, and (3)
valuable to structure modules and setting lesson plans. This was confirmed by Lawrie
et al.,, (2017) who contend that efforts to promote inclusive education are the
institution’s responsibility and should be reflected in how the institution ensures access

to learning and teaching platforms for increased participation.

In relation to WhatsApp, descriptions by students and educators point out that
WhatsApp is 1) convenient and affordable for learning and teaching, 2) user friendly,
3) quick and flexible, and 4) easily accessible to students and educators. This was
confirmed by previous studies which attested to WhatsApp as being a valuable
learning and teaching platform, especially during periods of disruption in learning and
teaching activities, and that the use of WhatsApp contributes to improved learning and

teaching outcomes during such times (Mabaso, 2021; Nyembe, 2021).
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In terms of Google Meet, the participating educators reported to have used Google
Meet for teaching weekly lessons and students indicated using it for collaborative
discussions with their peers. This was validated by authors who acknowledged that
Google Meet provides a F2F experience without physical contact for educators,
students, and peers (Bunt, 2021; Panergayo & Almanza, 2020). The literature,
however, emphasises the importance of familiarity and capability to use OLT

platforms, and how that makes OLT effective.

Sub-theme 3.4 reported on the methods of communication. The first category focused
on various methods of communication with different role-players, and the second
category focused on the challenges regarding communication methods.
Communication between students and educators took place through class
representatives and tutors, using platforms such as e-mails and WhatsApp. Regarding
communication, Fajrie and" Arianto(2021) highlight the importance of having
communication ethics and guidelines in place to improve communication between
educators and students. Concerning class representatives, Sosibo (2021)
acknowledges the key role they play in keeping students updated with learning and
teaching information through accessible platforms, such as WhatsApp. Referring to
the significance of tutors, Maré and Mutezo (2021) mention that tutors increase

students’ engagement, which results in high academic performance.

Challenges regarding communication methods included: (1) miscommunication from
educators and supervisors to students, (2) students’ communication through class
representatives that created a burden on the class representatives, (3) allocation of
night owl data that affected communication between students and educators during
study hours, and (4) disrespectful attitudes from students to educators. The findings
in this study were confirmed by Naidu and Modise (2021) who recognise the
disadvantage of night owl data, particularly how it forces educators to work beyond
prescribed working hours, and Boddy and Dominelli (2016) who highlight the need for
policies and standards that guide educators and students on how to communicate

respectfully on online platforms.
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Sub-theme 3.5 focused on the assessment methods that were implemented.
Students reported that they prefer to be assessed through take-home examinations
since more time is allocated for the completion of the assessment as compared to the
traditional sit-down exam. Ngqgondi et al., (2021) and Pather et al., (2021) who mention
that, due to the pandemic, educators had to find quality alternative assessment
methods that use low-data consumption. Past experience was also found to be an
advantage for educators when they had to redesign take-home examinations during
the pandemic. Naidoo and McKay (2018), referring to the advantage of prior
disruptions, such as national student protests that inspired educators to design take-
home examinations to ensure the continuation of assessments, assert that educators
were able to draw ideas from those experiences and were able to manage and
continue learning and teaching during the COVID-19 lockdown. However, group work

activities were reported to be challenging for-students during the lockdown.

In terms of group work activities, Thomas and Brown (2021) advise that solutions for
group collaboration in OLT should be further explored. Challenges experienced by
students regarding assessment methods include heavy workloads and difficulty levels
of take-home examinations. Regarding heavy workloads, Almossa (2021) confirms
that the fast delivery of content can result in heavy workloads due to academic
pressure. In addition, Guangul et al., (2020), referring to one of the disadvantages of
take-home examinations, highlight that such examinations are designed to be difficult
to foster innovation and critical thinking among students. Educators also reported their
concerns regarding assessments. These included the duration allocated to take-home
examinations and the pressure to maintain quality assurance emanating from ensuring
academic integrity. Several studies suggest that further research should be conducted
to explore how integrity can be maintained in OLT assessment methods (Aplin-Snider
et al., 2021; Mavundla & Mgutshini, 2021; Nabee et al., 2021).

Theme 4 reported on support for online learning and teaching during the pandemic.

This was described in two sub-themes as follows:
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Sub-theme 4.1 described the formal support that students received during COVID-19
lockdown. The participating students reported that they received support from social
work educators, supervisors, and tutors. The participants acknowledged how
academic staff provided quick responses to their queries and were available to assist
them. This is confirmed by Adebola (2021) who remarks that academic support makes
academic performance possible. Students reported that their friends from university
and classmates also supported them during the COVID-19 lockdown. These findings
were supported by Baragash and Al-Samarraie (2018) who identify friends and
classmates as social resources within the academic environment that improve student
academic performance, Sekonyela (2021) thus recommended formalised peer

support structures for universities.

Sub-theme 4.2 focused on support from-family. Family members were reported as an
effective support system for students. This finding correlates with previous studies that
found families to be significant sources of social support in dealing with academic and
life challenges (Brubacher & Silinda, 2021; Wainwright & Watts, 2019).

Theme 5 provided suggestions for BLT post the pandemic which was described in

terms of three sub-themes.

Sub-theme 5.1 described the importance of access to data and devices for BLT to be
effective. The participating students suggested that the university should continue to
supply them with mobile data post the pandemic to support engagement with BLT. In
addition, the student participants suggested an adjustment to ensure an increase in
the amount of mobile data to enable daytime learning and teaching. In terms of
connectivity in FLT, Abenes and Caballes (2020) noted that mobile data enables

students to have Internet access, which is needed in the online component of BLT.

Sub-theme 5.2 focused on access to facilities that support BLT. The participating
students suggested increased access to the online library, as well as the library on
campus. Walsh and Rana (2020) advise that university libraries should find ways to

digitalise learning and teaching material that is only available in hard copy. In addition
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to this, latest technology in lecture rooms was also suggested to enhance BLT. This
was further supported by Van der Westhuizen et al., (2021) who acknowledge that the
online and F2F components of BLT provide students and educators with diverse
modes of learning and teaching, and increases access to education that will support
FLT. Thus, it was also suggested that in order for learning and teaching to take place

on campus, venues need to be upgraded.

Sub-theme 5.3 highlighted the need for the availability of training and tutorial videos
for using OLT and platforms. The student participants suggested that (1) educators
should increase their knowledge regarding online platforms, and (2) students should
be offered tutorial training. This was conferred by Evans et al., (2019) who, referring
to the online component of BLT, stress that for BLT to be effective, students and

educators need to be trained on how to use-and interact with the latest technologies.

Next, the conclusions based on the findings are provided.

5.2.2 Conclusions

Theme 1 highlighted how a lack of income in the family puts pressure on students,
who then attempt to find access to finances through bursaries or work. Students who
are forced to work to provide for their families and their studies are under pressure to
manage their academic workloads. Similar to the latter statement, Djidu et al., (2021)
conclude that unmanageable workload affects students’ academic performance
negatively. On the one hand, FLT is aimed at providing different spaces for students
where they can work at times that are suitable for them. BLT, on the other hand,
merges F2F and OLT activities, which requires students to attend either the online or
the on-campus class. This means that students who are working will experience

challenges to engage with BLT if they are unable to attend classes.

In addition to this, students’ experiences of trauma due to COVID-19 deaths and
illnesses impacted on their mental health negatively. Students who lost loved ones or

fell ill could not engage effectively in learning and teaching. As a result, their mental
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health deteriorated due to increased stress and anxiety. The fears, stress, anxiety,
and depression experienced must be considered in a post-pandemic learning and
teaching environment. Furthermore, students’ learning experiences were adversely
impacted by the lack of conducive learning environments, isolation from family, and
additional roles such as parental, spousal, and provider within their families. Although
conclusions made by Andrede and Alden-Rivers (2019) highlight the characteristic of
student-centredness in FLT, BLT on the other hand does not consider the social and
psychological impact on students’ learning experiences. The findings related to the
financial, psychological, and social well-being of students during the pandemic

highlight the need to include this in BLT activities in the future.

Theme 2 pointed out that the students’ home environments were not conducive for
learning due to the lack of access to resources that support OLT, which impacted their
academic participation and "performance. The impact of COVID-19 on students’
academic participation and performance resulted in-an interplay between students
being demotivated to engage in academic activities, experiencing difficulties with time
management, and low academic performance (cf. Chisadza et al., 2021; Yuan et al.,
2021). In FLT, students can engage in learning and teaching on a variety of digital
devices that can increase motivation to complete academic activities without
limitations of time and place (Abenes & Caballes, 2020). However, BLT offers students
two modes of learning, online and F2F sessions. Thus, learning is not self-paced,
instead it is a fixed process aimed at ensuring student participation that requires
students to manage their time. Time management becomes an essential skill to

effectively engage in BLT activities.

Theme 3 highlighted how access to a variety of learning and teaching material and
platforms supported students and educators to engage in OLT. iKamva, WhatsApp
and Google Meet are valuable learning and teaching platforms that enabled OLT
during the COVID-19 lockdown period. Both pedagogies of FLT and BLT
accommodate the use of e-tools for learning and teaching. Before the pandemic,

students and educators made use of iKamva and WhatsApp only. However, the
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Google Meet platform can be used in the online component of BLT to promote access

to education and to encourage a F2F experience.

Online learning experiences during the pandemic highlighted the importance of
communication between academic staff and students. A lack of communication
guidelines for students and educators impacted on channels of communication, which
is confirmed by Boddy and Dominelli (2016). This would require that a BLT protocol
be developed to ensure clear, respectful, and effective communication. Additional
support from supervisors, tutors, and class representatives makes communication
possible, and is supported by Eloff et al., (2021) and Lumadi (2021). FLT allows for
quick and large scale of communication. Academic staff and students can maximise
on the online component of BLT to ensure effective and quick communication to
promote academic engagement. During-OLT student social workers were assessed
through assignments, group work activities, and take-home examinations on the
online platforms. In FLT, flexibility is seen in methods of assessment. Students are
provided enough time to engage with and complete their online assessments. In BLT,
students traditionally write examinations in a selected venue and submit hard copy
assignments. Post the pandemic, and to support FLT, online assessments in BLT will
need to be explored and monitored to ensure quality assurance and academic

integrity.

Theme 4 pointed out the value of academic and social support, and how it helps
students to overcome academic and personal challenges that impact on their well-
being. The pandemic had an adverse impact on the well-being of students, which
affected their academic progress and, as a result, increased stress and anxiety. For
students, support from academic staff, family, friends, and peers enabled them to
navigate their academics beyond the challenges they experienced during the COVID-
19 lockdown (Adebola, 2021). In FLT, the availability of academic support reflects the
characteristic of a student-centred learning and teaching approach. In terms of BLT,

students will have access to academic staff physically and through online platforms.
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Theme 5 highlighted the need for continued provision of data and devices to students
post the pandemic should universities opt to encourage BLT going forward. Referring
to the online component of blended learning and teaching, the provision of data and
devices will enable students to engage in learning with ease. The need for tutorial
training and revamped lecture rooms was also highlighted, in terms of preparations
for BLT post the pandemic. The training of students and educators will improve their
skills and knowledge to navigate the online component of BLT (cf. Baragash & Al-
Samarraie, 2018). The latest technologies will have to be incorporated in lecture
rooms to increase flexibility and access to education (Evans et al., 2019).

The conclusions were used to identify recommendations for the inclusion of a BLT

approach post the pandemic.

5.2.3 Recommendations

Based on the conclusions above, the following recommendations are suggested:

= Students who find it difficult to leave employment due to continued unemployment
and poverty post the pandemic will have to be considered. It is recommended that
a flexible approach be considered to not exclude these students, while interactive
participation is not compromised. This will require an institutional approach to FLT,
on the one hand, and consideration for discipline specific requirements, on the
other hand. Student social workers are required to do fieldwork and to work in
groups, which could be compromised if students are not able to attend to these
aspects of learning and teaching in social work. A recommendation is that
employers are encouraged to support academic development.

= Students who lack income to afford basic needs or to assist their families should
be considered for a work-study position by the institution. This will mean that
students will be working on campus where they are close to academic
infrastructure and resources. Students will be able to pay for their fees and sustain
themselves throughout the study period. Their academic progress will no longer
be disrupted.

= Students who experienced trauma and increased anxiety due to COVID-19 deaths

and iliness should be considered for bereavement and trauma counselling. It is
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recommended that the institution’s student support service should identify these
students and provide counselling services based on students’ psychological
needs. Student social workers will be able to function well in their fieldwork if
additional psychological support is provided.

In terms of future pandemics, universities should consider how students who do
not have conducive home study environments could be accommodated while
health and safety protocols are taken into account. Consideration should be given
to how students with such needs would be identified.

Time management skills should be developed as a part of the curriculum. It is
recommended that student support services together with departments provide on-
going time management skill development sessions through webinars and F2F
trainings. This will enable student social workers to manage the time allocated to
their academic activities.

iKamva, WhatsApp and Google Meet are valuable learning and teaching platforms.
In terms of WhatsApp and Google Meet, it is recommended that the institution
formalise these as learning platforms used by students and educators post the
pandemic. These platforms accommodate a FLT approach and have been found
to increase academic participation. These platforms can also be used to ensure
communication and support to and among students.

Guidelines to assist students and educators to engage in online platforms will have
to be drafted to increase the effectiveness of communication between student
social workers and educators. A protocol for communication in BLT should be
developed to ensure the effective transfer of knowledge and the provision of
support.

Online assessments and examination have been found to decrease anxiety among
student social workers. Students are able to complete take-home examinations
within the allocated timeframe. It is thus recommended that online assessments
be considered as part of the online component of BLT post the pandemic.
Institutions, however, will have to evaluate the risks of online assessments for
academic integrity and quality assurance purposes.

Academic support has been reported to improve academic engagement and

performance. It is recommended that more academic support training be
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considered for social work educators, supervisors, and tutors on how they can
continue to support students now and beyond the pandemic. This will encourage
a holistic approach to support student well-being and development.

= Data and digital devices enabled students to engage in OLT effectively. To support
BLT going forward, it is recommended that institutions continue to provide students
with mobile data and the necessary devices. This will enable student social
workers to engage in the online component of BLT effectively.

= There is a need for students and educators to learn how to use the latest
technologies and online platforms. It is thus recommended that training on how to
use the latest technologies be provided to students and educators. In addition to
this, it is recommended that tutorial videos of such training be made available for
students to access them at a later stage should they need to refer back to them.
Skills to use these latest technologies will enable students and educators to adjust
well to BLT.

= BLT will require lecture rooms to be upgraded for ventilation and provided with the
latest technology that will make education accessible. The upgrade of technologies
will enable educators to connect with students on virtual platforms and, in addition,
record lectures that students can have access to, should the need arise.

= The findings also highlighted different role players that were essential for OLT
during the pandemic. Apart from the student social workers and their educators,
supervisors, tutors and class representatives became essential to ensure an
effective learning experience. It is recommended that clear roles be assigned to
these role players, and also that communication is structured and formalised to

prevent miscommunication.

This section provided recommendations based on the study’s findings to contribute to
BLT in social work education and training. Recommendations for further research are

presented next.
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5.2.4 Recommendations for further research

It is recommended that further research should focus on:

= Support for employed students to actively participate in BLT activities.

= Guidelines for digital social work education and training methods and tools.

= Resources needed for BLT from a FLT approach to ensure that staff members
have the capacity to manage the specific needs of students.

= How to ensure academic integrity in the online component of BLT assessments.

= Holistic support to student social workers which considers the impact of

socioeconomic realities on students’ learning experiences.

5.3 CONCLUDING REMARKS

The aim of this research study was to explore and describe the experiences of student
social workers and educators regarding OLT during the COVID-19 national lockdown,
and the influence of socioeconomic factors on student social workers’ experiences of
OLT during the COVID-19 lockdown. The researcher was interested in answering the
following questions: (1) What are -the experiences of student social workers and
educators regarding OLT during the COVID-19 national lockdown? (2) How did
socioeconomic factors influence student social workers’ experiences of OLT during
the COVID-19 lockdown? The findings provided insight into the student social workers’
economic, psychological, and social realities, and the impact thereof on their academic
experiences. Academic experiences were further described in terms of learning and
teaching resources and support. Finally, the participants were able to make
suggestions for what is needed to develop BLT strategies post the pandemic based
on their experiences. The research questions of this study were thus sufficiently
answered, which contributed to the conclusions and recommendations for social work

education and training and future research.

The hoped-for outcome of this study is that it will assist schools of social work to
improve the delivery of social work education and training from a BLT approach in a

post pandemic era based on lessons learned. It is also envisaged that future social
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work education and training will focus on the holistic well-being of student social
workers, and that it will include the psychosocial well-being of the next generation of

social workers.

Anthony J. D’Angelo’s (n.d.) succinct statement aptly brings this study to a close:
“Develop a passion for learning. If you do, you will never cease to grow”.

The passion to learn and achieve, despite their often very challenging and difficult

circumstances, was exhibited by all of the participants of this study. From them we

derive inspiration.
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ANNEXURE B: REQUEST AND APPROVAL TO CONDUCT
RESEARCH

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE
Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa
Tel: +27 21-959 2851, Fax: 27 21-959 2845

n E
VE [d . .
SPICE prOSF E-mail: mvanderwesthuizen@uwc.ac.za

Title of Research Project: Social work students’ experiences of online learning and
teaching during the COVID-19 national lockdown

The Registrar

University of the Western Cape

My name is Lindokuhle Hlatshwayo. | am a Masters in Social Work (MSW) student in
the Department of Social Work at the University of Western Cape. For the purpose of
this degree, | am conducting a research study that has been approved by the
University of the Western Cape’s Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics
Committee. The research aims are:

= To explore and describe the experiences of student social workers and educators
regarding online learning and teaching during the COVID-19 national lockdown.

= To explore and describe the influence of socioeconomic factors on student social
workers’ experiences of online learning and teaching during the COVID-19 lockdown.

| am requesting permission to gain entry into the students and staff at the Department
of Social Work to ask them to participate in this study. Those who are interested will
be provided with an information letter that will also be provided to you. Those who
agree to participate will then be requested to meet with me to discuss the nature of
the project, and to arrange a time and place for me to interview them. Please note that
participation is voluntary and that ethical practice of limitation of harm, availability of
debriefing opportunities, privacy, confidentiality and anonymity will be implemented.
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, health and safety protocols as prescribed by the
South African government and the UWC will guide the procedures that will be followed
for data collection. This might imply that student social workers and the social work
educators will be requested to meet the researcher on an online platform, as
prescribed. Data will then be recorded on this platform and stored on a password
protected computer.
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Your willingness to support me will be much appreciated. | am also providing you with
the information letter to the participants, as well as proof of ethical clearance for you
to be able to make an informed decision to support me.

Should you have any questions regarding this study or wish to report any problems
you have experienced related to the study, please contact the study supervisor:

Prof M. Van der Westhuizen
Social Work Department
University of the Western Cape
Private Bag x17

Bellville

7535

Telephone: (021) 959 2851

E-mail: mvanderwesthuizen@uwec.ac.za

Should you have any further questions regarding this study and your rights as a
research participant or if you wish to report any problems you have experienced
related to the study, please contact:

Prof Marichen van der Westhuizen Prof Anthea Rhoda

Department of Social Work: Head of Department | Dean: Faculty of Community and Health

Faculty of Community and Health Sciences Sciences

University of the Western Cape University of the Western Cape
Tel: 021 9592851 Private Bag X17

E-mail: mvdwesthuizen@uwc.ac.za Bellville 7535

chs-deansoffice@uwc.ac.za

This research has been approved by the University of the Western Cape’s Humanities
and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee.

Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee
University of the Western Cape

Private Bag X17

Bellville 7535
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Tel: 021 959 4111
E-mail: research-ethics@uwc.ac.za
REFERENCE NUMBER: HS20/10/22

Thank you.
Kind regards.

Miss Lindokuhle Hlatshwayo
E-mail: 3553881@myuwc.ac.za
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PERMISSION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH AT THE UNIVERSITY OF
THE WESTERN CAPE

Dear LINDOKUHLE PRECIOUS HLATSHWAYO

This serves as acknowledgement that you have obtained and presented the necessary
ethical clearance and your institutional permission required to proceed with the project
referenced below:

Name of Researcher: LINDOKUHLE PRECIOUS HLATSHWAYO

Research topic: Student social workers’ experiences of online learning and teaching during
the COVID-19 national lockdown

Date permission is valid till: 01-12-2024 (or as determined by the validity of your ethics
approval)

Ethics reference: HS20/10/22
Reference code: UWC4985434855619082301
Additional comments: No-additional commenis

You are required to engage this office in advance if there is a need to continue with research
outside of the stipulated period. The manner in which you conduct your research must be
guided by the conditions set out in the annexed agreement: Conditions to guide research
conducted at the University of the Westem [Cape.

Please be at liberty to contact this office should you require any assistance to conduct your
research or require access o either staff or student contact information.

Regards
Dr Ahmed Shaikjee
Deputy Registrar Academic Administration
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ANNEXURE C: INFORMATION SHEETS

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE

/ Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa
= 5 Tel: +27 21-959 2851, Fax: 27 21-959 2845

E-mail: mvanderwesthuizen@uwc.ac.za

INFORMATION SHEET: Social work students

Title of Research Project: Student social workers™experiences of online learning
and teaching during the COVID-19 national lockdown

What is this study about?

This research project will be conducted by Lindokuhle Hlatshwayo for a Master’s of

Social Work degree at the Department of Social Work at the University of Western

Cape. The research aims are:

= To explore and describe the experiences of student social workers and educators
regarding online learning and teaching during the COVID-19 national lockdown.

= To explore and describe the influence of socioeconomic factors on student social
workers’ experiences of online learning and teaching during the COVID-19
lockdown.

You are invited to participate in this study because you have been identified as a

person who could provide relevant information on the topic to assist the research to

attain the aim of this study.

What will | be asked to do if | agree to participate?

You will be requested to sign a consent form, which confirms your decision to
participate voluntary. The researcher will conduct an individual interview with you and
you will be asked to participate in a focus group interview, which will last between 45
minutes and 60 minutes each. You will be asked to share your experiences and
perceptions on the topic. Although you will be requested to participate in the interview
and the focus group, you can decide if you want to only participate in one of the two,
and you can withdraw your participation at any time. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
health and safety protocols as prescribed by the South African government and the
UWC will guide the procedures that will be followed for data collection. This might
imply that you will be requested to meet the researcher on an online platform, as
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prescribed. Data will then be recorded on this platform and stored on a password
protected computer.

Would my participation in this study be kept confidential?

You will be asked permission that the researcher can audio-record the interview and
focus group discussion. Should you choose not to give permission for this, your
answers and contributions will be recorded by means of field notes. Should the
interview or focus group take place online, the discussion will be recorded with your
permission. The recordings will be transcribed immediately after the interview and
focus group, and the recordings will be locked into a safe space to which only the
researcher and her supervisors will have access. The researcher undertakes to
protect your identity and the nature of your contribution. To ensure your anonymity,
your name will not appear on the transcript of the interview or focus groups. A number
will be assigned to your name, for example ‘Participant 17, and a list will be made that
links the numbers to the identity of the participants. This list will be stored on a
password computer to which only the researcher will have access. All documents will
be destroyed five years after that study was completed. If | write a report or article
about this research project, your identity will be protected.

In accordance with legal requirements and/or professional standards, any disclosure
of abuse or harm made during the research process by you or any other participant,
has to be reported. In this event, | will inform you that | have to break confidentiality to
fulfil my legal responsibility to report to the designated authorities.

What are the risks of this research?

Discussing personal experiences and perceptions carry some amount of risks. The
researcher will nevertheless minimise ‘'such risks and act promptly to assist you if you
experience any discomfort, psychological or otherwise during the process of your
participation in this study. Where necessary, an appropriate referral will be made to a
suitable professional for further assistance or intervention.

What are the benefits of this research?

This research is not designed to help you personally, but the results may help the
researcher to make recommendations for learning and teaching practices in social
work education and training. In this way, social work educators, students and practice
could benefit from your participation.

Do | have to be in this research and may | stop participating at any time?

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take
part at all. If you decide to participate in this research, you may stop participating at
any time. If you decide not to participate in this study or if you stop participating at any
time, you will not be penalised in any way.

Is any assistance available if | am negatively affected by participating in this
study?

Should you feel, at any stage during the interview uncomfortable or afraid to
continue, your participation will be stopped even though you consented. Even
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though your experience and insight are valuable to this research, the researcher will
respect your decision to terminate. Should you wish to terminate your participation
because you feel uncomfortable due to any form of disclosure, the researcher will
refer you for counselling.

What if | have questions?

This research is being conducted by Lindokuhle Hlatshwayo under the auspices of the
Social Work Department at the University of the Western Cape. If you have any
guestions about the research itself, please contact her at 0734036747 or at
3553881@myuwec.ac.za.

Should you have any questions regarding this study or wish to report any problems
you have experienced related to the study, please contact the study supervisor:

Prof M. Van der Westhuizen, Social Work Department
University of the Western Cape

Private Bag x17, Bellville, 7535

Telephone: (021) 959 2851

E-mail: mvanderwesthuizen@uwc.ac.za

Should you have any further questions regarding this study and your rights as a
research participant or if you wish to report any problems you have experienced
related to the study, please contact:

Prof Marichen van der Westhuizen Prof Anthea Rhoda
Department of Social Work: Head of Department | Dean: Faculty of Community and Health
Faculty of Community and Health Sciences Sciences
University of the Western Cape University of the Western Cape
Tel: 021 9592851 Private Bag X17
E-mail: mvdwesthuizen@uwc.ac.za Bellville 7535
Chs-deansoffice@uwc.ac.za

This research has been approved by the University of the Western Cape’s Humanities
and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee.

Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee
University of the Western Cape

Private Bag X17

Bellville 7535

Tel: 021 959 4111

E-mail: research-ethics@uwec.ac.za

REFERENCE NUMBER: HS20/10/22
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- vl
E&8&Y  UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE

R 5 Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa
Tel: +27 21-959 2851, Fax: 27 21-959 2845

E-mail: mvanderwesthuizen@uwc.ac.za

INFORMATION SHEET: Social work educators

Title of Research Project: Student social workers’ experiences of online learning
and teaching during the COVID-19 national fockdown

What is this study about?

This research project will be conducted by Lindokuhle Hlatshwayo for a Master’s of

Social Work degree at the Department of Social Work at the University of Western

Cape. The research aims are:

= To explore and describe the experiences of student social workers and educators
regarding online learning and teaching during the COVID-19 national lockdown.

You are invited to participate in this study because you have been identified as a
person who could provide relevant information on the topic to assist the research to
attain the aim of this study.

What will I be asked to do if | agree to participate?

You will be requested to sign a consent form, which confirms your decision to
participate voluntary. You will be asked to participate in a focus group interview, which
will last between 45 minutes and 60 minutes each. You will be asked to share your
experiences and perceptions on the topic. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, health and
safety protocols as prescribed by the South African government and the UWC will
guide the procedures that will be followed for data collection. This might imply that you
will be requested to meet the researcher on an online platform, as prescribed. Data
will then be recorded on this platform and stored on a password protected computer.

Would my participation in this study be kept confidential?

You will be asked permission that the researcher can audio-record focus group
discussion. Should you choose not to give permission for this, your answers and
contributions will be recorded by means of field notes. Should the focus group take
place online, the discussion will be recorded with your permission. The recording will
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be transcribed immediately after the focus group, and the recordings will be locked
into a safe space to which only the researcher and her supervisors will have access.
The researcher undertakes to protect your identity and the nature of your contribution.
To ensure your anonymity, your name will not appear on the transcript of the interview
or focus groups. A number will be assigned to your name, for example ‘Participant 1”,
and a list will be made that links the numbers to the identity of the participants. This
list will be stored on a password computer to which only the researcher will have
access. All documents will be destroyed five years after that study was completed. If |
write a report or article about this research project, your identity will be protected.

In accordance with legal requirements and/or professional standards, any disclosure
of abuse or harm made during the research process by you or any other participant,
has to be reported. In this event, | will inform you that | have to break confidentiality to
fulfil my legal responsibility to report to the designated authorities.

What are the risks of this research?

Discussing personal experiences and perceptions carry some amount of risks. The
researcher will nevertheless minimise such risks and act promptly to assist you if you
experience any discomfort, psychological or otherwise during the process of your
participation in this study. Where necessary, an appropriate referral will be made to a
suitable professional for further assistance or intervention.

What are the benefits of this research?

This research is not designed to help you personally, but the results may help the
researcher to make recommendations for learning and teaching practices in social
work education and training. in this way, social work educators, students and practice
could benefit from your participation.

Do | have to be in this research and may I stop participating at any time?

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take
part at all. If you decide to participate in this research, you may stop participating at
any time. If you decide not to participate in this study or if you stop participating at any
time, you will not be penalised in any way.

Is any assistance available if | am negatively affected by participating in this
study?

Should you feel, at any stage during the interview uncomfortable or afraid to
continue, your participation will be stopped even though you consented. Even
though your experience and insight are valuable to this research, the researcher will
respect your decision to terminate. Should you wish to terminate your participation
because you feel uncomfortable due to any form of disclosure, the researcher will
refer you for counselling.

What if | have questions?
This research is being conducted by Lindokuhle Hlatshwayo under the auspices of the
Social Work Department at the University of the Western Cape. If you have any
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guestions about the research itself, please contact her at 0734036747 or at
3553881 @myuwc.ac.za.

Should you have any questions regarding this study or wish to report any problems
you have experienced related to the study, please contact the study supervisor:

Prof M. Van der Westhuizen
Social Work Department
University of the Western Cape
Private Bag x17

Bellville

7535

Telephone: (021) 959 2851

E-mail: mvanderwesthuizen@uwc.ac.za

Should you have any further questions regarding this study and your rights as a
research participant or if you wish to report any problems you have experienced
related to the study, please contact:

Prof Marichen van der Westhuizen Prof Anthea Rhoda
Department of Social Work: Head of Department. | Dean: Faculty’ of Community and Health
Faculty of Community and Health Sciences Sciences
University of the Western Cape University of the Western Cape
Tel: 021 9592851 Private Bag X17
E-mail: mvdwesthuizen@uwc.ac.za Bellville 7535
chs-deansoffice@uwc.ac.za

This research has been approved by the University of the Western Cape’s Humanities
and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee.

Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee
University of the Western Cape

Private Bag X17

Bellville 7535

Tel: 021 959 4111

E-mail: research-ethics@uwec.ac.za

REFERENCE NUMBER: HS20/10/22
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ANNEXURE D: CONSENT FORMS

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa

Tel: +27 21-959 2851, Fax: 27 21-959 2845

(S E

E-mail:

mvanderwesthuizen@uwc.ac.za

CONSENT FORM: Student social workers

Title of Research Project: Student social workers’ experiences of online learning and
teaching during the COVID-19 national lockdown. The study has been described to
me in a language that | understand. My questions about the study have been
answered. | understand what my participation will involve and | agree to participate of
my own choice and free will. | understand that my identity will not be disclosed to
anyone. | understand that | may withdraw from the study at any time without giving a
reason and without fear of negative conseguences or loss of benefits.

| agree to participate in the research study

| do not agree to participate in the research study

| agree to be audio-recorded

| do not agree to be audio-recorded

| agree that the online interview/focus group can be recorded

| do not agree that the online interview/focus group can be recorded

Thank you.
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ANNEXURE E: CONFIDENTIALITY FORMS

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa

Tel: +27 21-959 2911 Fax: 27 21-959 2851

E-mail:

mvanderwesthuizen@uwec.ac.za

CONFIDENTIALITY AGREEMENT

Research topic: Student social workers’ experiences of online learning and teaching
during the COVID-19 national lockdown

The study has been described to me in language that | understand. My questions
about the study have been answered. | understand what my participation will involve
and | agree to participate of my own choice and free will.” | understand that my identity
will not be disclosed to anyone. I understand that I may withdraw from the study at any
time without giving a reason and without fear of negative consequences or loss of
benefits. | understand that confidentiality is dependent on participants’ in the focus
group maintaining confidentiality. | hereby agree to the following:

| agree to uphold the confidentiality of the discussions in the focus group by not
disclosing the identity of other participants or any aspects of their contributions to
members outside of the group.

| agree to maintain confidentiality of what is being discussed in the focus group.

If you have any questions regarding this study or wish to report any problems you have
experienced related to the study, please contact the study supervisor at the contact e-
mail/number above.
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ANNEXURE F: INTERVIEW GUIDES

(S E

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa
Tel: +27 21-959 2851, Fax: 27 21-959 2845

E-mail: mvanderwesthuizen@uwc.ac.za

Title of Research Project: Student social workers’ experiences of online learning
and teaching during the COVID-19 national lockdown

Individual interviews with students:-Secioeconomic circumstances impacting
on online learning and teaching during the COVID-19 lockdown

Can you tell me about your economic and social situation during the COVID-19
lockdown?

How do you think these circumstances influenced your ability to do online learning
during the COVID-19 lockdown negatively?

What supported you with online learning during the COVID-19 lockdown?

Who supported you with online learning during the COVID-19 lockdown?

Focus groups with students and educators focusing on learning and teaching
experiences during the COVID-19 lockdown

What online learning and teaching tools were used to support the online learning
and teaching?

o What tools worked well? Why?

o What tools did not work well? Why?
How did communication between the lecturer and students take place during the
online learning and teaching?

o What worked well? Why?

o What did not work well? Why?
How did assessments take place during the online learning and teaching?

o What worked well? Why?

o What did not work well? Why?
How did students communicate with each other during the online learning and
teaching?

o What worked well? Why?

o What did not work well? Why?
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Thinking back, what of the online learning and teaching experiences during the
COVID-19 lockdown should be incorporated once learning and teaching continues
on campus?

Do you have any suggestions on how students and staff can be prepared to have
the skills to engage with emergency online learning and teaching should the need
occur in future?
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ANNEXURE G: EDITOR’S LETTER

DR LEE-ANNE ROUX

EDITOR PROOFREADER
@ +27 82 825 7325
P R O O F _ R E A D I N G © leeanne@proof-reading.co.za

® www.proof-reading.co.za

PROEESSIONAL EDILTINIG S ERVICES

PHD PRACTICAL THEOLOGY (su) MTH PRACTICAL THEOLOGY (su) BA (Hons) PSYCHOLOGY (unisa)
BTH (Hons) PRACTICAL THEOLOGY (unisa) BTH PASTORAL COUNSELLING (unisa)

19 October 2021
TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN
RE: LANGUAGE EDITING
This letter serves to confirm that | have edited the dissertation titled:

Student social workers’ experiences of online learning and teaching during the
COVID-19 national lockdown

By
Lindokuhle Hlatshwayo

Please feel free to contact me if you need any further information.

Yours sincerely,

Dr Lee-Anne Roux
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