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Use of CMS in social work education: A review of the literature
from the United States, United Kingdom, and Canada

(A\[HtEHETES  Li-Mei Chen)

Introduction

Computer technology in the social work classrooms are progressively
been used in the face of increasingly expanding knowledge and of technological
advancement in higher institutions. The social work professionis also demanding
more than ever from future professionals to have the information and
communication technology (ICT) knowledge and skills to serve a diverse client
needs and expectations effectively. In Japan, the Ministry of Public Management,
Home Affairs, Posts and Telecommunications (2010) states in their white paper
for the need to solve the digital divide especially for older adults and persons
with disabilities. The disparity growing between those with and without needed
information due to limitation or lack of access to technology is becoming a social
problem exacerbating the already existing issues, for example, the wealth and
income gap. Social workers need to be aware of this issue as well as help make
information technology more accessible and useful for their clients. . To do that,
they themselves must be trained and well-versed in ICT.

The author knows of no formal educational standards for ICT presented
by the national association of social workers in Japan despite the pressing need
for mastery in ICT for social workers. Social work education in the United States
has such standards for ICT. The National Association of Social Workers (NASW)
and the Association of Social Work Boards (ASWB) jointly published the
Standards for Technology and Social Work Practice (2005), which encourage
social workers to ‘be responsible for becoming proficient in the technological
skills and tools required for competent and ethical practice and for seeking
appropriate training and consultation to stay current with emerging technologies’
(. 7).

One of the ways in which ICT has been taught is through the use of
web-enhanced class management system (CMS) such as WebCT and
Blackboard. They fulfill the need for teaching students ICT knowledge and skills
and helping professors manage classroom materials such as syllabi, student
grades, and submitted assignments. Many schools of higher institutions abroad
have incorporated the use of CMS into their teaching. This report will provide a
review of the literature on the use of CMS in social work education abroad.
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Methods

Articles evaluating the use of CMS in social work education in the United
States, Canada, and the United Kingdom were searched on the internet using
Google Scholar and articles with links to the Kwansei Gakuin University library
website on studies from 2009 through 2012 were found. Keywords were
selected to reflect the aim of this study. Eight evaluation articles were found
fromthis search as summarized in Chart 1.

Results

Two studies were conducted at the Bachelor level, four studies at the
Master’s level, and two studies at both Bachelor and Master’s level. Five studies
were based on a post-test only evaluation, one used a pre/post test evaluation,
one study was a case study, and was another was a review of 31 evaluation
studies on the use of CMS in the United States.

Overall, the use of CMS was introduced in the social work classes
mainly as a tool for distance education. Three studies had an experimental
group as students who were enrolled in distance education class and were using
only the CMS and a control group as students who were enrolled in the
face-to-face class and were not using the CMS. Two studies used grades or
self-rated gains as an outcome measure, and the results were split. One study
found that the distance learning class (using CMS) was able to score as well as
the face-to-face class (without the CMS), while the other study found that the
face-to-face class scored better than the distance learning class.

Although the outcome was not measured by grades, four studies have
also reported that the levels of comfort among the students produced diverse
learning outcomes. One study reported that students’ self-rated gains in course
outcomes are influenced not only by whether or not students were exposed to
the instructional technology, but how they used it. Two other studies reported
that the instructor played a pivotal role in helping students better engage with the
CMS system. The level of involvement of the instructor affected the outcome on
learning.

In terms as satisfaction as an outcome, distance students using CMS
reported equal, and high, levels of satisfaction with the course and their
instructor’s involvement in, and contribution to, the course. Two other studies
reported that “hybrid” or “blended” courses, in other words, the use of both CMS
and face-to-face teaching, were effective in social work education.
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Implications

This study reviewed eight articles on studies evaluating the use of CMS
in social work education. Overall, the potential of new technologies like the CMS
appeals to students, but caution is needed in claims of superiority in teaching
effectiveness. Findings showed that there is inconsistency in outcomes on using
CMS in social work classes. However, this study suggests that CMS seems to
be effective if used with the traditional face-to-face learning. Most of the studies
reported that students found building online relationships and dialoguing with
each other through discussion boards in the CMS difficult to use. Moreover, the
effectiveness of CMS depended on the instructor’s involvement in encouraging
its use and monitoring students’ access.

There are limitations to this study. First, this study was able to find only
eight articles in the past three years (2009-2012), which evaluated the role of
CMS in social work classes. More studies on the use of CMS are needed to
evaluate its true effectiveness. Second, these eight studies differed in their
research design including sample, instruments, and outcome measures. This is
consistent with an earlier study by Dennison, Gruber & Vrbsky (2010) which
examined the articles prior to this study. Third, most of the studies focused on
the use of CMS in distance learning programs. Hence, the comparison group
was face-to-face classes. More studies on the use of CMS in a “hybrid” or
“blended” classes which complements face-to-face learning are needed to see
whether it improves traditional classroom learning. Moreover, the studies should
not only focus on the effectiveness of CMS on student learning but also on
professor’s management of classes.

Traditionally, social work education has a strong emphasis on teaching
practice skills and knowledge, and the involvement of human interaction
activities in class such as role play, discussions, and group work have been
essential in social work classes. Importing computer technology into classroom
learning, documented anecdotally, has been, feared for its “faceless teaching.”
However, there is a growing need for teaching ICT in the classroom to serve
social work clients and also a great expectation that computer technology can be
exciting for having a lot of potential in creating innovative teaching. As this
review showed, there is still more to do for CMS to become truly effective in the
classroom, but the effectiveness seem to rely on the levels of social work
students and professors to master the use of CMS. By doing so, not only does
social work education, but social work practice may maximize its potential in the
face of changing times.
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Chart 1. 8 articles evaluating the use of Class Management System in social work classes: 2009-2010
Author Aim Methods Findings
Aguirre & To describe and evaluate various | N=71 BSW and MSW students ® Communication (emails) (n=34) were found to be more helpful,
Mitschke, aspects of WebCT in five (37% response rate) followed by lectures/powerpoints (n=24), and assignment
2010 face-to-face foundation courses in | 10-item online survey on submissions (n=23).
BSW and MSW programs in the demographics, satisfaction of ® Discussion boards were found to be the least helpful. Authors
us WebCT, and suggestions for believe that it was due to the lack of prior exposure to this
improvement, recommendation feature.
to others. Post-test only.
Bjornson, To examine how students N=32 past and present students | ® Relationships with instructors played a role in the level of
Pike, Taylor & | experience connection to their in the BSW program between satisfaction and engagement students felt with their learning
Whittington, program, instructors, and each 2005-2008 (76% response rate). environment and the content of the courses they were taking.
2009 other in the BSW online degree Online survey and Group work was a place of tension and unpredictability
program teleconference focus group on Students offered ideas for improvement on voice connections
experiences and opinions about and less emphasis on text-based learning.
online learning. Post-test only.
Cummings, To compare the outcomes of N=100 (n=37 DE students, n=63 | ® DE content is capable of producing outcomes equivalents to its
Foels & students who participated in in-class students), 22-item in-class counterpart.
Chaffin, 2012 | distance education (DE) course leadership skills questionnaire, ® DE students reported equal, and high, levels of satisfaction with

and in-class course in a MSW

program

10-item exams (administered 10
times), group logs, 4-item
students’ evaluation. Post-test

only.

the course and their instructor’s involvement in, and contribution

to, the course.

21




Author Aim Methods Findings
deBoer, To compare the development and | Case studies of three practice ® In-class methods could not be replicated online; creativity was
Campbell & implementation of social work courses within a part-time degree required in translating them to online methods.
Hovey, 2011 | practice courses with blended MSW program. ® Disparity in levels of comfort among students using ICT such as
learning. texting, Facebook, or Youtube.
® \Weakness in building online relationships and dialoguing with
each other. Blended teaching with in-class learning was an
effective approach in social work practice course; it helped
lessen the concerns of “faceless teaching”.
Dennison, To review research studies Review of the literature ® 26 of the 31 studies involved the use of some type of
Gruber & examining instructional methods published between Jan 1998 and technology-based instruction.
Vrbsky, 2010 | reported in social work education | Dec 2008 on courses atthe BSW | ®  More well designed studies at instructional methods at the MSW
(n=11), MSW (n=20) levels using level than the BSW levels
either single pre/post test design | ®  Multiple outcome measures are used but do not match the

or comparison pre/post or post
only of two or more groups, with
at least one student learning

outcome measure

teaching objectives of the course.
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Author

Aim

Methods

Findings

Forte & Root,
2011

To explore the differences and
similarities in student satisfaction
and learning outcomes between a

hybrid and face-to-face

Pretest/ posttest survey of
content knowledge, integrative
assignment, final class grade,

assessment of student progress

Students tended to like the flexibility of the hybrid classes and
the mean scores on learning and satisfaction indicators were
generally more favorable for the hybrid group, there were no

statistically significant differences in learning outcomes.

web-enhanced macro-course in on learning objectives, and ® Potential of new technologies to appeal to students, but caution
MSW HBSE satisfaction survey. Two is needed in claims of superiority in teaching effectiveness for
face-to-face sections (n=35), the ITV with Web-based tools modality.
three hybrid sections (n=41)
using MyClasses (CMS system)
Lee, Brown & | To assess whether students using | Nonequivalent, ® Students’ self-rated gains in course outcomes are influenced not
Bertera, 2010 | an asynchronous ODF (online quasi-experimental comparison only by whether or not students were exposed to instructional
diversity forum) as an adjunct to design. First year MSW students technology such as ODF, but how they used it.
in-class discussions of social work | (n=191) were put in the ® The instructor’'s monitoring of the discussion in class as well as
diversity issues would report experimental condition with ODF online differed from section to section, which may have led to
higher levels diversity values, using Blackboard (n=103) and different experiences among students in the positive versus
skills, and knowledge than other without ODF (n=88). Survey on negative ODF groups
students self-assessed accomplishments.
Post-test only.
Marson, Wei | To address the learning outcomes | Exam scores were compared ® Face-to-face class’ average score was better than that of
& Marson, (final exam scores) of a between blackboard class (n=23) Blackboard classes.
2010 Blackboard course and a and face-to-face class (n=16) in

face-to-face course

a BSW social work values and

ethic class. Post-test only.
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