Engaging students’ interest in tertiary learning:

An experience based model of social work education

Dr Debbie Plath

Lecturer in social work and 1st year BSW coordinator

School of Social Sciences

The University of Newcastle

ABSTRACT

How do we effectively engage students’ interest in learning? The Bachelor of Social Work degree at the University of Newcastle, Australia, uses an experience based model of education that emphasises the creative engagement of students on personal, interpersonal, professional and intellectual levels. This paper describes the model with reference to the educational theories on which it is based. The paper then explores three aspects that contribute to the student engagement process in first year. The first aspect is the use of learning “triggers”. The second is the encouragement of creative expression in the learning tasks undertaken. The third is facilitating the establishment of a professional social work identity for students. While these three aspects contribute to engaging the interest of students in tertiary education, they are not without their difficulties. The final section of the paper addresses some of the challenges faced in the process of student engagement.

Engaging the interest of students in learning involves more than entertaining students. While classes can be entertaining in themselves, they may not contribute to the ongoing learning process in a very constructive way. To effectively engage students’ interest will trigger their curiosity to learn and put effort into understanding more.

The Bachelor of Social Work degree at the University of Newcastle, Australia, uses an experience based model of education that emphasises the creative engagement of students on personal, interpersonal, professional and intellectual levels. This paper describes the experience based model with reference to the educational theories on which it is based. The paper then explores three aspects of the teaching approach that contribute to the engagement process in the first year of the Bachelor of Social Work. The first aspect is the use of learning “triggers”. The second is the encouragement of creative expression in the learning tasks undertaken. The third is facilitating the establishment of a professional social work identity for students.

While these three aspects contribute to engaging the interest of students in tertiary education and their professional development as social workers, they are not without their difficulties. The final section of the paper addresses some of the challenges faced in the process of student engagement.   

Features of the experience based learning model

The experience based model of social work education at the University of Newcastle had its origins when the degree began in 1991. The model has been described elsewhere by the founders of the degree program (English, Gaha & Gibbons 1994, Gibbons 1992, 2002, Gibbons & Gray 2002, Plath 1994, Plath, English, Connors & Beveridge 1999). The experienced based model of social work education has drawn upon problem based learning (Boud & Feletti 1991), experiential learning (Kolb 1984, Mulligan & Griffen 1992) and critical reflective practice (Schon 1987, Gould and Taylor 1996) in its development. To summarise briefly, the features of the model are as follows:

· Learning through doing: The construction of learning experiences that engage the students in an active way and build on prior experiences.

· Critical thinking and reflection: Self examination, clarification of values and concerns, exploration of different ways of understanding and identification of gaps in knowledge are processes facilitated by staff.

· Self directed learning: Within the boundaries of learning goals and professional ethics, students are encouraged to explore areas of particular interest and different ways of approaching tasks and assignments.

· Small group learning: Drawing on a range of resources and “input sessions”, students work on tasks in small groups. Students develop skills in working with others and an understanding of group dynamics.

· Teacher as facilitator: Staff facilitate the learning process as consultants, guides, co-learners and assessors. 

· Theory and practice are integrated: Theoretical principles are constantly related to the practice of social work. Theory and practice of social work is taught as an integrated subject.

· Creativity: Creativity (in both thinking and medium for presentation) is encouraged when students apply new learning to the set tasks.

· Team approach to teaching and curriculum development.

· Social justice framework: The commitment of the social work profession to striving for social justice is explicitly upheld throughout the course.

Figure 1 below represents the cyclical process of learning in an experience based learning model (adapted from Kolb, 1984).

Figure 1: Newcastle’s experience-based model
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Engaging students’ interest in the curriculum: Learning “triggers”

One of the features of the experienced based learning model developed at Newcastle is the commencement of each learning unit with a learning trigger session. The learning trigger differs from the case study or problem that focuses a problem based learning module (Boud & Feletti 1991). The purpose of the trigger is to engage the student’s learning experience and stimulate interest to discover more – to trigger off an interest in the topic. Practitioners or clients presenting their stories, simulations, visits to organisations, powerful videos, guided personal reflections, current news items and case presentations are examples of some of the types of triggers used in the program. Figure 2 describes the features of a learning trigger.

Figure 2: What is a learning trigger?
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The trigger sessions normally take one to three hours of class time. This includes time to discuss individual reactions to the trigger session and the questions that it raises for students. The unit goals, structure and tasks are given after or at the end of the trigger session. This is done to allow students to focus on the learning experience without being distracted by concerns about assignments and task expectations. The features of trigger sessions will be illustrated by the following descriptions of the trigger sessions for the three first year social work learning units in semester one this year (2002).

Racial inequality trigger

The first learning unit for first year social work students this year was on racial inequality. The trigger session was constructed to encourage an exploration of personal values and experiences in relation to race. Staff facilitated workshops on “race and racism” with groups of approximately 30 students. The workshops were based on group exercises developed by Chambers and Pettman (1986). Exercises focused on definitions, feelings, prejudice, individual racism, institutional racism, politics and the role of the media. The process encouraged the exploration of personal values and experiences. The workshop involved sharing experiences and attitudes in the group, which led to some previously held ideas about race being challenged and questioned. The exercises also raised questions for the students, particularly about government programs and policies. The workshop resulted in a higher level of personal and interpersonal awareness as well as a desire to find out more. It also resulted in a certain level of discomfort resulting from the challenges and questions raised. Confusion and discomfort is, however, viewed as a useful stage in the learning process.

Staff facilitating such workshops require skills in group facilitation that enable them to deal constructively with issues of participation, conflict and confrontation in a group setting. This is a demanding process that benefits from a team approach in preparing for and debriefing after sessions. Such work with students requires flexibility and adaptability as interest and energy emerges in the group. At times the planned program is discarded so that group process and experiences can be more adequately addressed.

Gender inequality trigger

The second learning unit was on gender inequality. The trigger session for this unit aimed to encourage creative expression in learning as well as triggering an interest in gender issues. A professional drama instructor was engaged for a 3 hour session with the 80 first year students. After a number of self awareness and dramatic expression exercises, students were required to prepare a brief dramatic piece based on personal experience and understandings. This was done in groups of six or seven and presented to the whole group. The session was highly participatory and experiential, with a lot of movement and energy. For some it freed up impressive creative potential in this mode of expression. For others it was confronting and uncomfortable. This type of work can also be confronting for staff who participate in activities. At times we are ‘put to shame’ by the students! 

The drama workshop raised questions around “What does this have to do with social work?” This question formed the basis for discussion in the next class session that focused on issues of self awareness and communication being vital for effective social work practice. Students were required to prepare a more researched dramatic presentation on gender issues to be presented at the end of the unit on gender inequality.

Income inequality trigger

The third unit was on income inequality. A visit to the Centrelink Call Centre was organised as the trigger session for this unit. Centrelink is the Australian Commonwealth government income support agency. The call centre deals with phone enquiries across the country. Using telephone headsets, students were able to listen in to the range of enquiries, requests and problems that people ring Centrelink in relation to. They got an insight into the organisational environment, the skills of workers and the types of benefits, programs and services available to people. Students were organised into small groups to visit the call centre. The visit was preceded by an orientation session by the call centre social worker. At the subsequent class session students were able to discuss their reactions, share information and ask questions. The visit provided, through direct experience, an insight into the income support system and how income support issues affect the experiences of real people. It is a reference point for subsequent learning on issues surrounding income inequality in Australia and the benefits and services available.

Organising visits such as this rely on good relationships with outside organisations and a commitment to student education by social workers in the field. The roles of the teaching staff are to organise and coordinate the learning experience. 

Facilitating creativity in learning tasks

As is the case for many other professions, social workers work in complex environments and are faced with a unique set of circumstances with each professional task they tackle.  Creativity and lateral thinking are important skills to develop if social workers are to respond effectively in such work environments. Social work has a history of association with creative and artistic processes (England 1986, Fook, Ryan and Hawkins 2000, Siporin 1988). Creativity is fostered through social work training in Newcastle in a number of ways:

· The message that there are many ways of knowing and many appropriate responses to a professional task is reinforced throughout the degree program. As such, students are encouraged to explore a range of possible approaches to set tasks.

· Students are required to experience the use of different media in presenting their work. Visual, verbal, written, electronic and dramatic presentations are utilised through the program.

· The small group process tends to generate creativity as members brainstorm ideas and support each other in experimental approaches.

· Staff continually challenge students to question their assumptions and encourage students to explore new approaches and ideas and to look at issues from differing perspectives.

· Staff aim to model a creative approach in their design of trigger sessions, assessment tasks and other components of the program.

The results of these efforts to foster creativity are that classes are dynamic and varied and students are freed up to experiment with different approaches and media for expression. From a staff perspective it is demanding and extending. The generation of creative ideas is facilitated by a supportive team approach and an ability to draw on the skills, ideas and input of those in other disciplines and from outside the university.

Transition to tertiary education: Establishing a professional identity

The third process that is associated with engaging students in their first year is the establishment of a group identity as “social workers in training”. From the very first class, attention is paid to introducing students to the culture and values of the social work profession. Close attention is also paid to developing interpersonal connections within the class so that a sense of belonging to the group is established. The first year at university can be a lonely and isolating experience. A sense of identity and belonging is regarded as important in this first year, as well as for long term professional development. Some of the strategies employed to develop this group identity are as follows:

The first class:

· Spending time on “getting to know each other” exercises.  A variety of brief exercises are done in pairs and small groups with the sole purpose of establishing connections between students on a personal level. This has been successfully done with up to 90 students in a lecture theatre.

· Sharing of students’ understanding of social work through group brainstorming on “What is social work?”. This places value on prior experiences and understandings as well as promoting the benefits in learning from each other.

· Providing each student with the Australian Association of Social Workers Code of Ethics booklet.

The first few weeks:

· Presentation from the local branch of the Australian Association of Social Workers. This includes an invitation to become student members of the association.

· Presentation from the university student social workers club and invitation to a social function to meet students in other years.

Throughout the first year:
· Referring to students as “social workers in training” and requiring associated professional behaviour (contacting staff to tender apologies for inability to attend class, verbally negotiating extensions when work cannot be completed on time).

· Ongoing use of small group exercises and group tasks in the class program so that by the end of the year all students have a group of people they know well. For assessed group tasks, students generally work in the same group of 8 to 10 for a semester. Other class activities are done in smaller groups and different combinations of students.

· All assessed tasks are designed as the type of tasks that a real social worker would carry out in the field. For example, rather than write and essay on… the task may require a letter to the editor of a newspaper, an information sheet for a community centre, a funding submission, a report to the board etc. Rather than prepare an oral presentation on … students may be required to role play a presentation to a politician, speak at a mock public meeting or discuss an issue with their professional supervisor. The drama presentation task mentioned above was presented to students as a project that would raise community awareness on gender inequality issues. Student groups were asked to decide the community setting in which their performance could take place. These real tasks require students to get into the shoes of a social worker, research the context and appropriately gear their work to the audience.

· At least one practising social worker is invited as a guest speaker in each first year unit. The social worker presents on an aspect of the content area of the unit, but also discusses their social work role and values in the field of work and how social work training has prepared them for this.

· Regularly monitoring and discussing with students how their social work knowledge, skills and experiences are building.

Challenges

Despite the efforts of academic staff to engage students in the learning process, the strategies described above do not always achieve their desired goals. Some of the difficulties encountered in the process of student engagement are described below in terms of a number of tensions that educators face.

Engagement v. Entertainment

Classes can be fun, entertaining and memorable. As such they can engage students’ interest in the here and now. Everybody likes to have fun together or join in a memorable experience together. The tension here is not allowing the fun to be an end in itself. At times engaging students’ interest in learning will be fun, but at other times it is a level of discomfort, confusion or responsibility that instils a curiosity to learn more.

Engagement v. Everyday event

A real challenge for educators is developing learning triggers and tasks that engage interest in all or most students. What can seem a powerful learning experience in the planning phase may have only a small impact when implemented in class. What can be powerful for some students may seem an everyday event to others. For example, the Centalink call centre visit is an entirely new experience for some students while others, who have worked in similar organisational settings, are not as engaged by the visit.

Engagement v. Expulsion

One way of engaging students in learning is to facilitate the process of exploring and challenging assumptions and values. This can lead to awareness raising and a desire to learn more. Such a process was employed in the race and racism workshop referred to above. Challenging student values is, however, a delicate process. Students can be confronted with the notion that they hold some racist ideas and subsequently put up defensive barriers to subsequent learning. Rather than engaging students in the learning process, the student rejects or expels the new ideas. Some students may actively voice their viewpoints in an antagonistic way, while others may withdraw for fear of attack. The exploration of personal beliefs is difficult to manage through the group discussion process, where staff cannot always control what students say to each other. In the efforts to engage students, more defences and barriers may result in some students. Staff fostering an environment where open and honest discussion is valued is important here. This is assisted by group agreements, encouraging alternative viewpoints and an ongoing commitment to exploring the ideas presented.

Engagement v. Endurance

Another tension is between the engaging experiences that instil an interest in a topic and the hard work and perseverance often required in mastering an area of learning. Whilst engaging experiences may instil a curiosity to learn more, at some point hard work is required in the learning process. Students are faced with the realisation that commitment, motivation and endurance are also required alongside curiosity and interest for solid learning to occur. Educators can sensitively acknowledge this fact and also accept students’ ultimate responsibility for their own learning. 

Engagement v. Expectations

The experience based model of education does not always meet the expectations of students. This has become apparent both informally and through course evaluation surveys where more structure and more direction are requested by some students. Staff can feel pressured to provide direct input and move into the more traditional, directive, authoritarian approach to education. Students often want more information, answers and very clear guidelines rather than embark on a process of discovery where directions are unclear. Whilst maintaining a degree of flexibility, it is at these times when a clear educational philosophy is useful.

Engagement v. Exploration

This final tension relates more to the changes in class sizes that the social work program at Newcastle has experienced in the 11 years of operation. What began with 3 staff working with an intake of 30 first year social work students has now moved to 3 staff working with an intake of 90 students. This is still an excellent ratio compared to other first year subjects, but from an experience based learning approach it poses some difficulties. There is less opportunity for each student to talk through their reactions to learning triggers, tasks and other learning activities in class. Staff are less able to facilitate and monitor individual and group exploration of experiences and learning. Staff at Newcastle are now developing the experience based learning model for work with larger groups.

In conclusion, it is important for educators to be mindful of these tensions as we work to effectively engage students in the learning process. Effective engagement of students in the first year can provide the interest and energy required to complete a tertiary degree and also engender a curiosity that sets students up as life long learners.
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