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Abstract

Social workers continue to feel the ramifi cations of COVID-19 on professional and 
personal development in almost all domains—in the classroom, in fi eld practice, and 
as future practitioners. In this qualitative study, researchers illuminate undergraduate 
social work students’ perceptions of how COVID-19 has impacted their fi eld education 
and social work practice, and in turn sheds light on the implications for future social 
work education. The study explores students’ unique perspectives through content 
analysis of personal refl ective writing. Results highlight how students continue to 
experience collective trauma, and how, as newly emerging social worker professionals, 
they perceive the new landscape of service delivery. Results also highlight the need to 
integrate new teaching practices, especially around the use of technology. 
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For the past several years, the social work fi eld has grappled with COVID-19 and 
its effects on student engagement, teaching modalities, fi eld education, and the 
profession. Recent years have been fi lled with changes in safety regulations, shifts 
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to online service delivery, and the “great resignation,” which has resulted in staff 
turnover and career changes not seen since World War II (Thompson, 2021). It is 
imperative to explore the enormity of these changes and learn how to adapt to meet 
emerging needs. BSW students begin to formulate their identities as social workers 
during their fi eld placements, and this qualitative study seeks to shed light on the 
impact of COVID-19 in three areas: students’ personal development, professional 
development, and perceptions of future social work practice. A framework of collective 
trauma is utilized to elucidate the effects of COVID-19 as an ongoing traumatic event 
that continues to deliver fear and uncertainty (Tosone et al., 2021). This study gives 
voice to students immersed in fi eld practice and illustrates how COVID-19 has deeply 
affected their views on the needs of clients, the profession, and their capacity as human 
beings.

Literature Review

Trauma and Collective Trauma

Trauma has been widely understood as a reaction to a sudden and severe event 
that can impact an individual physically, psychologically, and emotionally, often 
with lasting effects (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 
2014). This defi nition has evolved to take into account the collective experience of 
trauma encapsulating the experiences of a large group of people, with impacts on an 
entire culture or society. According to Hirschberger, collective trauma “refers to the 
psychological reactions to a traumatic event that affect an entire society; it does not 
merely refl ect an historical fact…the recollection of a terrible event that happened to 
a group of people” (Hirschberger, 2018). Compared to an individual trauma, which 
is experienced and understood by one person or a small group, collective trauma 
involves an experience shared by an entire community, a shared memory of and 
meaning attributed to the traumatic event, and a shared understanding of the causes of 
the trauma (Bologna, 2021). 

The concept of collective trauma has been widely associated with the impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Berger, 2022; Silver et al., 2021). Losses in all areas of life—
including economic/employment, socialization, education, and health and mental 
health—and the sheer magnitude of the death rate globally have altered our world 
view, a hallmark of any collective trauma (Hirschberger, 2018). 

Researchers have acknowledged that, for some groups, the pandemic has represented 
more of a collective stressor while, for others, the experience of living through the 
pandemic rises to the level of trauma (Kaysen, n.d.). For example, marginalized 
groups, such as people of color and those with heightened social and physical 
vulnerabilities, are at greater risk of broader negative impacts due to compounding 
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and intersecting risk factors as well as previous trauma exposures (Kaysen, n.d.; 
Snowden & Snowden, 2021; Watson et al., 2020). 

Impact of COVID-19 on College Students

College students have been uniquely affected by the pandemic and its associated 
impact of collective trauma (Ruberman, 2014). COVID-19 disrupted the very rhythms 
of student life, from classroom interactions to personal and social gatherings (Tasso 
et al., 2021). The college environment should provide stability and structure, and a 
safe and predictable environment in which to learn and grow; instead, the pandemic 
upended these expectations.

Emerging literature illustrates how the mental and physical health challenges of 
college students were exacerbated due to COVID-19 (Krupnick, 2022; Scofi eld & 
Locke, 2022) with increasing rates of anxiety, depression, and suicidal ideation (Center 
for Collegiate Mental Health, 2022; Jones et al., 2022). College attrition rates rose by 
over 3%, with 26% of freshmen failing to return (Krupnick, 2022) and with students 
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds and those in the community college system 
most likely to discontinue their education (Krupnick, 2022). This brief picture shows 
the magnitude of the untimely challenges faced by students already in a critical life 
transition (Isselbacher & Su, 2020).

Even within a seemingly homogenous college student population, research shows 
that some students were especially impacted by the impacts of trauma or a collective 
traumatic event. For example, Correia et al. (2022) found that women, gender-
expressive students, students of color, and college students from urban areas 
experienced signifi cantly higher levels of stress, worry, and food insecurity during the 
pandemic. Molock and Parcham (2022) found similar results in their study of college 
students of color, who experienced signifi cant disruptions in fi nances, living situations, 
academic performance, and career plans, as well as stress, anxiety, and depression. 
These differences suggest that the pandemic exacerbated preexisting structural and 
individual challenges faced by marginalized groups in college.

The Impacts of Trauma/Vicarious Trauma on Social Work Students

Social workers are at particular risk for experiencing and responding to trauma as they 
support members of the community who are most impacted (Clemans, 2004; Miller 
& Grise-Owens, 2022). Vicarious trauma is an example of this risk, and refers to “the 
cumulative effects of working with survivors of traumatic life events, such as rape, 
incest, child abuse, or domestic violence…[and the subsequent] emotional, physical, 
or spiritual transformations experienced by those who work with traumatized 
populations” (Clemans, 2004; McCann & Pearlman, 1990).
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Little research is available regarding the impacts of vicarious trauma on social work 
students. In situations like the COVID-19 pandemic, where social workers themselves 
are experiencing the same traumatic event as their clients (albeit in potentially 
different ways), vicarious trauma may be compounded and broadened to represent 
a more collective experience; hence, collective trauma. Before the pandemic, studies 
identifi ed collective traumatic phenomena among social work students in response 
to events such as Hurricane Katrina and 9/11. Following these events, social work 
students were found to have experienced trauma symptoms, such as increased rates 
of depression, anxiety, diffi culty concentrating, and experiencing intrusive thoughts 
(Lemieux, et al., 2010; Matthieu et al., 2007; Tosone et al., 2003). More recently, in her 
research on collective (or shared) trauma among social work students, Tosone writes, 
“The COVID-19 pandemic reminds us that we are all connected as individuals and as 
communities and that the reactions and emotions [social work students] see in clients 
may be refl ected in ourselves” (Tosone et al., 2021, p. 352). 

Impact of COVID-19 on the Field of Human Services  

Labor Market Changes

COVID-19 brought with it large-scale layoffs, shifts in the economy at large, and 
completely altered models of service delivery (Parker et al., 2020). From 2020 to 2022 
the United States experienced “The Great Resignation”: millions of Americans went 
searching for new job or career opportunities, while others left the workforce entirely 
(Parker & Horowitz, 2022). Further, the pandemic brought a demand for mental health 
workers that was the highest in decades (Dunne & Henderson, 2022). As a result, social 
service systems experienced increased workloads and across the country reached a 
“breaking point,” reporting staff vacancy rates as high as 60% (Johnston, 2021; Pho, 
2022). 

Shifts to Virtual Platforms and Remote Work

The pandemic magnifi ed the need to be fl exible and creative in order to meet client 
needs, particularly in the area of remote work. Many services, such as assessments, 
support groups, family meetings, and benefi ts counseling, were moved online, often 
with mixed success given that clients were also trying to access and navigate the new 
online world themselves (Pascoe, 2022). 

As a precursor of what was to come, in 2015 the Council on Social Work Education 
(CSWE) added technology-related outcomes to the competencies (CSWE, 2015). A 2018 
report elucidated the challenges and tasks associated with meeting these competency 
requirements (Hitchcock et al., 2018). Though the accelerated use of technology was 
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required, signifi cant (pre-pandemic) gaps existed in the education and training of 
social workers on effective and ethical use of virtual service delivery (Ramsey & 
Montgomery, 2014).

Questions of ethical practice also arose, such as the use of informed consent, privacy 
and confi dentiality, boundaries and dual relationships, and professional competence 
(Reamer, 2013). Concerns emerged around social workers’ ability to gather complex 
information by telephone and/or video and the ability to form a therapeutic 
relationship without being able to pick up on nonverbal cues (Ashcroft et al., 2022; 
Reamer, 2013). Most organizations and institutions were ill-prepared to make the 
transition to remote service delivery in an effective and evidence-based manner 
(Schweitzer, 2020). Child and family service workers struggled to meet growing client 
needs (Daftary et al., 2021). The U.S. General Accounting Offi ce (GAO) reported that, 
while COVID-19 led to enhanced opportunities for remote services (in the Social 
Security Administration, for example), vulnerable populations were still not able to 
benefi t due to limited access to the internet and technology overall (GAO, 2022). These 
challenges and concerns in human services trickle down to the needs of students 
entering the social work discipline, particularly in the area of fi eld education, where 
practice skills are fi rst developed.  

COVID-19 and Social Work Education/Field Education

The CSWE reported in the spring of 2021 that 36.5% of traditionally in-person 
programs moved entirely online (Bradshaw, 2021) and 55% of baccalaureate social 
work programs had partial online course delivery (CSWE, 2020b). COVID-19 had 
particular implications for fi eld work. By the spring of 2021, over 70% of programs 
were reporting diffi culty in fi nding appropriate placements, more than three quarters 
of programs (77.4%) offered remote fi eld placement settings, 60.4% modifi ed the 
number of fi eld hours, and 28.3% reported substituting simulations for fi eld hours 
(Bradshaw, 2021). Even before the pandemic, faculty reported that online learning was 
less effective than in-person learning (Levin et al., 2018).
 
While the academic year 2021-2022 brought more normalcy, agencies were still 
taking fewer student interns or none at all (Bradshaw, 2021). The Omicron variant 
emerging in January 2022 brought renewed uncertainty and, according to the National 
Association of Social Workers (NASW), the majority of social work education 
programs continued to provide some level of online instruction (Bradshaw, 2021). 
CSWE lowered its fi eld education hours requirements for the second year in a row 
and approved simulated fi eld experience (CSWE, 2020a). Notably, in the Member 
Pulse Survey Results (Bradshaw, 2021), faculty reported “we are concerned that fi eld 
placement agencies will continue to utilize remote services for the foreseeable future—
this is not a sustainable model for supervision for our students; we have to steer clear 
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of settings that primarily provide remote services…” (p. 11).
 
Given the broad changes introduced by the pandemic, social work educators have 
come to understand the importance of supporting students’ mental health needs in the 
face of this collective trauma. The Member Pulse Survey identifi ed that many students 
(63.4%) were reporting mental health challenges (Bradshaw, 2021). The ongoing nature 
of the COVID-19 pandemic introduces a more chronic form of collective trauma, with 
its continued uncertainty, underlying consequences, and consistent reintroduction of 
the initial trauma, which can trigger repeated stress responses. When viewed through 
the lens of social work education, it is important to consider the long-term impacts of 
COVID-19 on fi eld education and how students are managing their emerging roles 
as beginning social workers. It is not suffi cient to approach our understanding of 
student needs through a one-time glimpse at coping and well-being; rather, a true 
trauma-informed perspective requires providing students with ongoing opportunities 
for refl ection (Sanders, 2021). Further, while the COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in 
what many refer to as a collective trauma, any exploration of the impacts should also 
account for differential or disproportionate impacts on those students who were most 
vulnerable before the pandemic.

Methods

Study Design and Context

With approval from the university Institutional Review Board, the two researchers 
embarked on an exploratory study using the refl ective writings of undergraduate 
students in social work fi eld practice class. The study investigated the question of 
what impact COVID-19 had on students as developing professionals and how they 
perceived their future professional career as a result. Researchers utilized content 
analysis for understanding written documentation. As an empirically grounded 
method, content analysis has been described by Krippendorff (2019) as “a research 
technique for making inferences from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the contexts 
of their use” (p. 18) and in this study was the primary methodology used to explore 
the underlying meanings of written content. In this instance, conceptual analysis was 
used to examine three guided writing prompts. This approach allowed the researchers 
to examine preliminary insights into the professional development of students in a 
subjective but scientifi c manner. A set of systematic procedures was used to collect and 
analyze the data as identifi ed by Zhang and Wildemuth (2009), providing guidance 
for the researchers from the beginning preparation of data all the way to drawing 
conclusions. These steps are laid out in the subsequent sections and help to support the 
validity and reliability of the study.
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Setting and Context

The study took place in a moderate-sized southeast public university with an 
undergraduate enrollment of approximately 4,400 students in the spring of 2022, at 
the same time the world was navigating a second year of living through a pandemic. 
Classes at the university were fully in-person, and students were predominantly 
practicing at in-person fi eld placements. For this study, students used terms such as 
“remote work” and “virtual work” interchangeably to describe engaging with clients 
in spaces other than the agency and providing services through the use of technology 
(cell phones, laptops) or the use of virtual platforms such as Zoom. 

Participants 

Twenty-two undergraduate social work majors enrolled in their senior fi eld practice 
class served as the participants. Each student completed three separate writing 
prompts over the course of six weeks. Of the 22 students, 20 identifi ed as women 
and two identifi ed as men; they were an average age of 22 and predominately white, 
though some diversity existed, with students identifying as Lebanese, Filipino, African 
American, and LGBTQ. They represented 20 unique fi eld placements servicing a 
multitude of diverse populations and unique service needs, including the court 
system, law enforcement, medical care, veterans’ services, after-school programs, 
nursing care homes, and domestic violence agencies, to name a few. 

Data Collection

Content analysis begins with acquiring written text. In this instance, fi rsthand 
knowledge of students’ experiences was gained through refl ective writing assignments 
in the fi eld practice class. Students received details of the study through an informed 
consent process, and while writing assignments were graded, students could choose 
to opt out of sharing their responses without penalty, and data was not reviewed until 
the end of the semester. The following three writing prompts were designed by the 
researchers to elucidate the impact of COVID-19 on developing professionals. 

1. How has COVID-19 impacted you personally? What stands out to you related to 
COVID-19 over the past academic year? What are your thoughts about the health 
and wellness restrictions lifting and moving toward a more “pre-pandemic” 
world? How have you coped with challenges and uncertainty introduced by 
COVID-19?

2. Refl ect on your experience with COVID-19 as it relates professionally to fi eld; 
you may consider how this has impacted your clients, yourself, and/or your 
learning experience.

3. In what way do you think COVID-19 may impact the future of social work 
practice and your own work opportunities, in particular related to working in 



8Moving from Darkness to Light: Social Work Students’ Refl ections on COVID-19 in Practice and the Future of the Profession

a remote and/or hybrid environment? How do you feel about the prospect of 
working remotely?

Data Analysis

Data analysis consists of the systematic examination of the materials collected by 
fi rst, understanding the information; next, organizing ideas; and fi nally, interpreting 
fi ndings. The review of the data was facilitated in a way that best supported internal 
validity: each researcher conducted independent reviews; narratives were analyzed 
after the semester was complete and grades were fi nalized; and personal identifi ers 
(name and course section) were removed from responses. The process of analysis 
begins with the researcher becoming intimately knowledgeable about the data 
(Rossman & Rallis, 2003 ). Each researcher became familiar with the written narratives 
by immersing themselves in the documentation and reading and rereading the 
information. Narratives were stored in a shared drive accessible only by the two 
researchers and will be destroyed at the end of the study. 

Next, a conceptual content analysis of 66 written narratives responding to the three 
research questions, each about a page long, was completed independently by each 
researcher, who assessed explicit and implicit terminology. Individual themes based 
on single words, sentences, or longer paragraphs assessing expressions of ideas 
were identifi ed. Through this process, researchers defi ned emerging ideas and color-
coded them to identify independent thoughts. Following this, the researchers came 
together weekly to discuss fi ndings and to group ideas into appropriate themes. As 
consistency within the interpretation of the data emerged between the researchers, 
themes developed into patterns and patterns into categories. This iterative process of 
reviewing the data independently and collectively increases the reliability of fi ndings.

Continued categorical strategies were used to identify similarities and differences 
in data through the process of coding, or formal representation of analytic thinking. 
This process provides a means of linking data to conceptual issues (Rossman & 
Rallis, 2003 ). Once this process was complete, categories and coding schemes were 
developed using descriptive language and inductive content analysis, a bottom-up 
approach in which codes emerge through the process. This approach is particularly 
useful when little or no other information exists on the topic being analyzed, as is the 
case with COVID-19. As a fi nal step in this process, inferences among fi ndings and 
reconstruction of meaning from the data was developed. Patterns that emerged were 
used to develop descriptive conclusions, which are discussed in the results section.
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Results

Results Related to RQ1: Personal Impacts—Emotional, Academic, and Social 

Students experienced signifi cant social and emotional events during the pandemic. 
Student A explained, “I started wondering how I was going to remain healthy and 
still see friends, go to school, and live life as a 20-year-old.” Student B summed up the 
academic experience by stating, “I never could have imagined that, three years later, 
I would be graduating college never getting to see most of my classmates’ faces in 
person without a mask on.”
 
Students expressed concern about following the rules as well as about their own health 
and safety and the safety of friends and family. Student C shared, “I was scared that if 
I did something wrong (forgot my mask, didn’t get boosted) I would be yelled at and 
ostracized.” According to another student, “I live with dread and anxiety everyday 
with getting it, even with being vaccinated and boosted, because of the possible 
repercussions that are still yet unknown of the virus” (Student D).

Perspective taking and personal growth was also evident. According to Student E, “I 
learned self-love, confi dence, an appreciation for my own existence, and the necessity 
of emotional intelligence.” Student F shared, “Self-care was something I never really 
paid attention to before the pandemic but now I realize it is important to care for 
myself and my well-being since COVID-19 has really affected my life.”

Results Related to RQ 2: Impacts on Professional Development in Field Education

Students reported challenges engaging in fi eld practice. For example, Student G 
shared, “this year I tested positive for COVID-19 and had to isolate at home for 10 
days, missing two days of fi eld…additionally, we went online the fi rst two weeks of 
the spring semester, taking away a week of fi eld.”

Agency Protocols Related to COVID-19 

Agencies established safety protocols, as shared by Student C: “The rules for wearing 
a mask, social distancing, vaccination, exposures, and quarantining are constantly 
changing, and it is diffi cult enough to keep up when I am also worried about myself.” 
Safety precautions had the potential to limit clients’ access to services. For example, 
Student B said, “To avoid overcrowding in the offi ce, no one is allowed to enter the 
lobby without an appointment… [clients are] required to check their temperature 
in the lobby and wash their hands before receiving any services.” Student J shared 
challenges in working with clients with cognitive impairment, stating “they had 
trouble with making sure to wash their hands, maintaining physical boundaries, not 



10Moving from Darkness to Light: Social Work Students’ Refl ections on COVID-19 in Practice and the Future of the Profession

sharing drinks/food, etc.” Student K shared the challenges her clients faced when 
required to test negative for COVID-19 before receiving services: “While you may be 
thinking, ‘Oh just go to the rapid testing clinic,’ etc., this is not so easy for a patient that 
is actively dying.” Regardless of the safety precautions, one student expressed feeling 
inevitably exposed to risk: 

Doing my fi eld placement at the height of a worldwide pandemic was intensely 
terrifying... I could either go to the court where I would come in contact with 
up to 100 people or enter the home of someone who has taken no COVID-19 
precautions. When doing home visits, we had no right to ask clients to wear a 
mask in their own homes…I was constantly subjected to unmasked and possibly 
contagious clients (Student E).

The virus introduced new complexities with practice decisions, creating ethical 
dilemmas. Student L frames the issue in terms of work-culture differences: “For 
instance, [my fi eld placement] has not required its workers to wear a mask since I got 
there…and 95% of their workers have not worn one.” In another setting, referring to 
staffi ng shortages impacting patient care, another student shared,

Family members of residents were not able to see their loved ones, resulting in 
feelings of isolation as well as loneliness among the residents…there was even 
a three-day period where I was the only social worker who could enter the 
facility…which, although it was a great learning experience, caused me a great 
deal of stress and anxiety (Student M).

Another student in a hospice setting shared, “We work with an extremely vulnerable 
population…no matter what my personal beliefs are related to mask mandates or other 
guidelines, I fi nd it is my duty to these patients and as a social worker, to protect their 
health” (Student K).

Impacts on Professional Development and Service Delivery 

Students discussed how the pandemic caused them to have increased anxiety and fear. 
Student B stated, “When preparing to enter fi eld, I experienced heightened anxiety...
since the pandemic brought about so much uncertainty, I felt myself clinging to any 
sense of direction for the school year.” According to another student, “I have diffi culty 
speaking to how COVID-19 has affected my own fi eld experience because I do not 
know anything outside of what I have experienced” (Student N).
 
COVID-19 resulted in shifts in the work environment. “People were already on 
their way to experiencing burnout…no one was willing to admit it because it wasn’t 
‘normalized’…. If you were feeling burned out before COVID-19 happened, you 
looked as if you couldn’t handle your job” (Student L). Exposure to the virus often 
resulted in the absence of supervisors and colleagues, compounding missed learning 
opportunities. On one hand, Student O said, “I’m often not allowed to sit in the 
courtroom unless it is one of my cases or my supervisor’s cases.” At the same time, 
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they also shared, “I have had to fi ll in for staff members who are sick…which has 
given me more experience and made me more competent in the victim advocate role” 
(Student O).

Students described situations where demand has outpaced agency resources, 
creating a gap in service delivery. Student D noted, “Some community partners have 
lost resources of their own …some partners have been so overloaded with other 
patients and their own clients that they have to push some people away or create a 
long waitlist.” They were also aware that COVID-19 has affected the prevalence of 
problems like domestic violence. One student shared,

I believe COVID-19 has allowed for domestic violence and human traffi cking 
especially to increase, although there was a decrease in reports since no one 
was in public to witness the crimes, as well as those in need not having the 
opportunity to reach out for help because their abusive partner was always in 
the home with them (Student O).

Engaging with Clients in Person and Virtually

Protocols around managing COVID-19 impacted students’ abilities to engage one-
on-one with clients, most noticeably regarding diffi culties with mask requirements. 
Student P, who was working in early childhood intervention, discussed the importance 
of being able to see an individual’s face during home visits: “If a client is working on 
improving their speech, they often will have to look at the mouths of the provider 
in order to help them see how to form the words with their own mouth.” Student I 
shared, “COVID-19 has defi nitely impacted my ability to interact with my clients…
the masks have made it extremely diffi cult to see facial expressions…I have to rely 
heavily on body language and verbal cues when dealing with clients.” Finally, Student 
B shared that wearing masks and the inability to read body language was challenging 
for learning engagement skills, saying, “Especially when leading a psychosocial 
rehabilitation group, it has been diffi cult for me to judge what lessons and discussion 
questions yield the most engagement.” 

Many agencies placed restrictions on services, moving some or all services online. In 
doing so, students gained a unique opportunity to develop skills specifi c to online 
and remote service delivery; however, they were still faced with the challenge of 
developing authentic relationships and establishing rapport in online spaces. As 
Student Q said, “Case management, when you have never met the client face to face, 
is more complicated.” Some students found practicing in hybrid settings to be less 
intimidating: “Many of the interactions I have with veterans are over the phone which 
is easier for them as well” (Student F). In addition, they saw how some populations 
were able to benefi t: “It will also be helpful for when an individual gets sick…or goes 
out of town… [and] having the option for virtual will improve attendance for all 
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services offered” (Student R).

Impacts on Social Work Practice

Self-determination was evident, as not all clients were receptive to being vaccinated 
and, for those with decreased capacity, others made these decisions for them: “Many 
clients [were] resistant to getting vaccinated which has impacted their employment. 
For some this was a personal choice, for others (especially young adults) their parents 
or legal guardians infl uenced that decision” (Student I). Likewise, Student O shared, 
“It is important to meet with clients in an environment where they are comfortable, 
and some clients may not want strangers entering their home, especially during 
seasons where the cases of COVID-19 are heightened.”

One student noted the challenge of working in a supervised visitation setting where 
noncustodial parents have limited opportunity to meet and engage with their children: 

Not only have they had to wear masks when seeing their child in person, they 
have also had to go through the struggles of being virtual as well. This means 
they were not able to hug their child, they were not able to play certain games 
with their child, they were not able to do much of anything with their child 
except talk. Some parents were not even able to see their child because they 
were too young to be able to sit and talk on a computer. This creates even more 
distance between the parent and child (Student R).

Some clients had a hard time acquiring and navigating technology and the basic 
foundations of practice, such as informed consent and confi dentiality. According to 
Student R, “For some it may be diffi cult to fi nd a private location within their home.” 
Student S said, “I didn’t realize how much the clients were impacted by COVID-19…
whether this was not having the money to pay for classes, accessing technology online, 
or being able to leave a voicemail due to the phone bill not being paid.”
 
Results Related to RQ 3: Perspectives on the Future

Student B said, “While the pandemic has been a prevalent barrier for client and 
employee experiences, I would make the assumption that COVID-19 will have lasting 
effects on all aspects of society and the profession of social work.” 

The Importance of Social Workers, Adaptability, and Mental Health

Greater awareness developed around mental health concerns and the acceptability of 
seeking professional help. As Student G said, “It has become more clear during the 
pandemic to people who would normally not ask for help, that help is desperately 
needed.” According to Student L, “No longer are people afraid to admit they are 
struggling with mental health or they just need a break...COVID-19 has made mental 
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health talk more realistic, and that is a great way to connect on a deeper level.” 

Finding a Place in the New World of Social Work  

Every student in practice during 2021-2022 used technology to provide service delivery 
in some capacity, and many experienced a hybrid schedule for all or part of the 
year. Expressing concern regarding developing necessary practice skills with online 
technologies, Student N reported, “I believe online interactions provide more ease for 
people to mask what is actually going on. I know a core value I hold is authenticity, 
making it diffi cult for me to maintain the level of connection that online formats 
foster.” 

Students expressed challenges with specifi c tasks in the planned change process, 
especially assessment and intervention. According to one student,

For a full comprehensive assessment of total wellness you need to see it for 
yourself. It is very important to actually enter the home and check that they have 
hot water, or proper materials to care for kids, check for bed bugs [etc.].… I feel 
social work can utilize remote work into their current model but in person is still 
a requirement for assessment (Student Q).

Student K shared, “Social work practice is founded on building human relationships, 
showing empathy and compassion.” They related this to the interdisciplinary team 
with which they worked, providing not only physical care to patients “but emotional 
as well...some patients have minimal social support and the [agency] is all they have 
to guide them through this hard journey …to take that physical presence away from 
them is unimaginable to me” (Student K).

Students shared the desire to be in a supportive work environment where they could 
learn from their colleagues and have direct supervision. Student O said, “I would 
struggle to work remotely because one aspect I enjoy about working is creating 
relationships with coworkers. I feel that it would be hard to create those relationships 
if I began working at a job that is completely remote.” 

On the other hand, some liked the idea of the fl exibility hybrid work offered, such 
as “having days where I can…decompress from the intense stressors of any work, 
while also being productive” (Student O). Student T said, “I’ve noticed that when 
our classes were hybrid it was great being able to change my environment…due to 
this, I would likely search for hybrid and in-person jobs since I would be able to work 
more effi ciently.” Student P echoed these sentiments, stating, “I would personally 
say that working hybrid is the best option…you still have the ability to have face-to-
face interactions with your clients and coworkers, but you also have a chance to be 
completely alone.”
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Students’ opinions on future remote work were mixed. As an example, Student M, 
who did not want to work remotely, said, “I do not plan on applying for any positions 
that require me to do more than a few hours of virtual work per week, if any at all.” 
Whereas, Student E, who is interested in advocacy work, felt macro work would be 
more suitable for doing from home, stating “making these connections involves a lot 
of cold calling, sending emails, mailing letters, and speaking to representatives…as 
this work can be done over the phone and computer…I would be totally okay working 
from home doing advocacy work.”

Another student sums up in this way:
I like the idea of working remotely. I am very much an introvert and an 
independent worker, so being able to work from the comfort of my own home 
sounds nice. On the other hand, a fully remote job could become isolating over 
time, so I think I would prefer some kind of hybrid (Student I).

Discussion

Three key takeaways were identifi ed in this study: First, it is imperative that social 
work educators continue to develop students’ ability to manage their own personal 
well-being, including approaching this work from a trauma-informed perspective 
(Rinfrette et al., 2021; Sanders, 2021). Second, the new modalities of service provision, 
specifi cally virtual and hybrid environments, highlight the need for enhanced attention 
to micro practice, and to be cognizant of what emerging professionals are experiencing 
as they enter the workforce. This includes helping students to acquire additional 
knowledge and skills to be able to successfully navigate their future practice. Third, 
social work programs need to be aware of the lasting impacts the pandemic will have 
on ethical practice and social justice issues at the macro level. 

Research question one, personal impact on emotional, academic and social domains, 
was evident as students openly refl ected on the challenges they faced in dealing with 
their (or their family’s) health concerns, struggles with staying engaged academically, 
and diffi culties and disappointments related to their inability to connect socially with 
their peers. Their feedback highlighted the continued need to focus on student mental 
health and self-care. As has been reported in the literature (Ashcroft, et al., 2022), this 
study also revealed that such shared experiences increase the potential for students to 
have a greater understanding of clients’ needs and to be able to have more empathic 
responses. Students expressed that COVID-19 forced them to take self-care more 
seriously, and how it has helped them develop a new understanding of emotional 
intelligence, including having more patience for others. 

Students’ refl ections highlight the need for social work educators to teach students 
how to help their clients build healthy coping skills and to build and retain those 
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skills themselves. According to Clary and Hernandez (2022), global events such as 
pandemics reinforce the importance of social work educators teaching and modeling 
positive self-care behaviors and work-life integration, incorporating activities directly 
into the classroom. Tosone, et al.’s (2021) notion of collective/shared trauma most 
certainly applies to today’s global public health crisis. Now, more than ever, social 
work educators need to integrate an evidence-based, trauma-informed framework for 
teaching students (Sanders, 2021; Watson et al., 2022). 

Without a doubt, research question two, impact on professional development in 
fi eld education, had the greatest implications. This cohort of social work students 
experienced fi eld education and practice in ways that only a handful of students 
will ever be able to understand, and the future landscape has been forever changed. 
Students were trained during a time of tremendous health restrictions, massive staff 
shortages, and high turnover, as well as greater development of remote work and 
virtual modalities of service delivery. Students reported leaving their fi eld practicum 
feeling ill-prepared in micro-level skills and questioning their future ability to engage 
in practice. This suggests that gaps in student learning may have accumulated during 
this time, and new practitioners may need additional supervision and support when 
starting off. 
 
Having spent a signifi cant portion of time receiving in-person training, students 
watched agencies make constant adjustments to safety protocols and respond to 
serious staff transitions and vacancies. Many students had diffi culties connecting 
with their clients and coworkers because of full PPE but also because many agency 
operations had moved online. Likewise, students felt the direct impacts of staffi ng 
shortages when they felt supervisors were overwhelmed and could not provide the 
in-depth experiences needed. Students who had to conduct assessments or run groups 
online reported diffi culty with seeing the whole person or family; some reported 
that accessing clients online was challenging due to client limitations with accessing 
internet technology. Finally, students gained a new perspective on equity and access to 
services as they observed how innovations in technology and remote service delivery 
can benefi t some but alienate others.

Research question three explored what the future of social work would be like. 
While remote modalities were not always seen as optimal, students acknowledged 
this would be prominent in future work. Some students embraced this opportunity 
and conceded that remote work would fi t their needs and possibly work better for 
certain areas of social work (macro, for example). Others felt strongly that remote 
service delivery was not the best modality for new social workers and does not allow 
for needed supervision or building rapport with clients and colleagues. In general, 
most students were comfortable with the idea of a hybrid model that would allow for 
personal time at home for more administrative tasks.
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Given the transitions in the fi eld that have resulted from COVID-19, it is clear there are 
major challenges that lie ahead for the social work profession. Educators will need to 
be progressive in teaching as the shift of a once ancillary use of technology becomes 
a primary modality of practice. Education surrounding the use of technology before 
and during fi eld will require renewed attention. There is the need for evidence-based 
research to address not only the most effective approaches to remote service delivery 
(by population and context) but also evidence-based approaches to teaching this 
content. Identifying and responding to populations at risk (students and clients) who 
may have diffi culty accessing new technologies and resources should also be included. 
Further, students may need exposure to learning independent time management skills 
and strategies for accessing quality supervision remotely.
 
Refl ections from this research suggest that helping students to navigate some of the 
novel ethical challenges introduced by the pandemic would also be of benefi t. For 
example, how should students respond to staffi ng shortages that result in substandard 
services to clients? How can they balance their own health and safety with that of 
clients or coworkers, especially when values and standards may be in confl ict? The 
International Federation of Social Workers began to address some of these questions in 
their 2020 report, and suggested that more research and overall guidelines are needed 
(Banks et al., 2020).

At the same time, the pandemic presents a unique opportunity in social work 
education to teach about the ripple effects that result in systemic inequities. Students’ 
refl ections demonstrate they were able to see, in real time, how an “event” such as 
COVID-19 can have disparate impacts on populations and how those impacts can 
exacerbate preexisting vulnerabilities. Like similar global events such as the Great 
Depression, it is likely COVID-19 will present these kinds of teachable opportunities 
for decades to come. 

Overall, students retained a positive outlook on the future of social work (and 
their role in it) with the understanding that they have learned how to be adaptable 
during the pandemic and have gained lessons that will serve them well into their 
future careers. Students seemed excited and hopeful by their observations of the 
destigmatization of mental health (among clients and workers) and by the subsequent 
emphasis on (and demand for) social workers. If anything, this introduced an overall 
feeling of job security. However, in order to attract and retain a mentally healthy and 
diverse workforce of social workers, more attention must be paid to student mental 
health needs early on.
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Limitations

One of the most signifi cant limitations of this study involves the participants, both 
with regard to the limited number and diversity, and to how constructs were perceived 
within a very specifi c segment of time. The content analysis was limited to three 
specifi c refl ective writings; having additional input, such as interviews of focus groups, 
would add to the depth of the data. The data analysis and outcomes of this study 
were likely infl uenced by researcher bias and potential errors in coding and defi ning 
meaning. While the results of this study contribute to the overall body of knowledge in 
this fi eld, generalizations to all social work students cannot be made. In particular, our 
sample was made up of mostly white, female students, and we had limited knowledge 
of other demographic information such as socioeconomic status. Since the impacts of 
traumatic events can be exacerbated among individuals with past trauma and those 
experiencing systemic inequities, future research should target and include more 
diverse samples.
 
Along with including more diverse samples, future studies should consider expanding 
the number of participants, including the addition of quantitative data points such 
as standardized measures of trauma and coping. Further exploration is needed to 
understand the impacts of the pandemic (and, more specifi cally, remote education) 
on areas such as development of a professional sense of self, mentorship, supervisory 
relationships, rate of skill-building, self-care maintenance, and practice skills, including 
client engagement, assessment, and intervention.

Conclusion

Social workers serve as essential workers during times of war, natural disaster, 
famine, and, as experienced recently, global pandemics. With this comes the ethical 
and professional responsibility to adapt to changing modalities of service delivery, 
especially related to technology, to meet the needs of the individuals and communities 
being served, and to provide the necessary education and training to support future 
workers. In doing so, the profession needs to be cognizant of workers’ mental health 
and to continue to nurture these basic needs, while also continuing to learn how 
changes in practice delivery impact new professionals.
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