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Educational and Social Benefits of Social Network Sites: Applications to Human 
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Foreword

Information Communication Technology for Human Services Education and Delivery: Concepts and 
Cases is published at a time of exponential increases in the use of information communication technol-
ogy in health and human services. It draws upon the expertise of authors from around the world, human 
services educators and practitioners developing and applying the latest technological advancements. 

I began talking and writing about the Information Revolution nearly forty years ago. Back in 1999, 
Al Gore made the mistake of seeming to claim on a television interview – in a joking way – that he had 
invented the Internet. I don’t want to fall into that trap and appear to claim that I invented the Information 
Revolution, but I can safely assert that I was the first Australian politician to talk about the information 
society, or post-industrialism. 

In 1982 Oxford University Press published my book Sleepers, Wake!: Technology and the Future of 
Work which ran into four editions and twenty six impressions. 

In Sleepers, Wake!, I ended my chapter ‘The Information Explosion and its Threats’, with a quotation 
from T. S. Eliot, part of a chorus from ‘The Rock’: 

Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge?
Where is the knowledge we have lost in information?

I am intensely conscious of the hierarchy: data > information > knowledge > wisdom.
    
I thought, indeed hoped, that the Information Revolution would be profoundly liberating and would 

lead to an explosive increase in creativity and a vast improvement in what I call ‘labour/time-use value’. 
I am still waiting.

Through Google and other powerful search engines we have instant access to what would have 
seemed like unimaginable richness to earlier generations – but I am not sure that the promise has been 
delivered.

Paradoxically, the age of the Information Revolution, which should have been an instrument of per-
sonal liberation and an explosion of creativity, has been characterized  by domination of public policy 
by managerialism, replacement of ‘the public good’ by ‘private benefit,’ the decline of sustained critical 
debate on issues leading to gross oversimplication, the relentless ‘dumbing down’ of mass media, linked 
with the cult of celebrity, substance abuse and retreat into the realm of the personal, and the rise of fun-
damentalism and an assault on reason.  The Knowledge Revolution ought to have been a countervailing 
force: in practice it has been the vector of change. 

When writing Sleepers, Wake!, I worried about the implications of adopting economics as the domi-
nant intellectual paradigm, and its impact on non-material values, as if nothing else mattered. Inevitably, 
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as the public domain contracted, education, health and child care were regarded as commodities to be 
traded rather than elements of the public good, universities fell into the hands of accountants and audi-
tors, research was judged by the potential for economic return and in the arts best sellers displaced the 
masterpiece. Language became deformed. Citizens, passengers, patients, patrons, audiences, taxpayers, 
even students, all became ‘customers’ or ‘clients’, as if the trading nexus was the most important defining 
element in life. Values were commercialized, all with a dollar equivalent. Essentially, the ‘nation-state’ 
was transformed into a ‘market-state’. 

I see this book as a very valuable instrument for improving quality of life, a countervailing force to 
‘dumbing down’.

The human services area inevitably depends upon human interaction for communicating and transmit-
ting information in educational and workplace settings. This book explores innovative ways academics 
and practitioners have developed and applied ICT to enhance human services education and practice.

I applaud the outstanding efforts of the authors who have contributed to this seminal text. The diverse 
backgrounds of the contributors bring together global knowledge and understandings of the potential 
of ICT in the human services from a range of countries. They range from the use of ICT by indigenous 
communities in the Kelabit Highlands of Malaysian Borneo to the Australia’s Commonwealth Govern-
ment using ICT to manage its income security system. The range of topics covers all of the main areas 
of practice in the human services across rural, remote and urban areas; thus providing a comprehensive 
text for an international human services audience. The editors should be congratulated for sourcing 
these authors from around the world – no doubt with the assistance of ICT, the breadth and depth of the 
material and the manner in which it has been organized and presented.    

This book provides relevant theoretical frameworks and the latest empirical research findings in 
information communication technology. It is written for professionals, educators and students who 
want to improve their understanding of the strategic role of ICT in improving the human services, with 
practical instruction on how to apply these technologies. The ideas presented are grounded in evidence 
based research and practice. All chapters have a theory and practice component with a case study dem-
onstrating and discussing the technological applications to either human services education, or practice, 
or both. The reader not only learns about new technologies but is also equipped with knowledge of the 
processes and skills required to apply these. 

  The book is divided into the two main sections of education and practice. It concludes with a chapter 
on the future of ICT in the human services forecasting how human services’ educators and practitioners 
might further utilize the potential of ICT. 

The text will be valuable not only to human services professionals who want to improve their under-
standing of the potential and strategic role of ICT, but also to the many other workers and researchers in 
the field of ICT and human computer interaction from various disciplines. For an international reader-
ship this book contains many helpful ideas and strategies on how to develop and apply ICT in human 
services education and practice. It draws upon the successful experiences of experts in this field from 
around the world. 

I hope that Information Communication Technology for Human Services Education and Delivery: 
Concepts and Cases will contribute to the development of a global workforce that ensures ICT is used 
to develop more equitable and accessible human services.   
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Preface

Information Communication Technologies for Human Services Education and Delivery: Concepts and 
Cases covers main areas of education and practice of disciplines engaged in the human services. These 
include policy, community work, community education, field education/ professional practicum, health 
promotion, individual and family work, human rights advocacy, group work, multidisciplinary teamwork 
and program management and evaluation. Information communication technology has facilitated access 
to authors from around the world including Australia, Malaysia, the United Kingdom, India, the United 
States of America and Canada with backgrounds in social work, education and computer science. 

The human services sector has been somewhat slow to embrace new technologies, particularly when 
compared with other areas such as marketing. Beginning ICT developments in the human services have 
focused primarily on basic functions to facilitate the collection and management of large quantities of 
data about clients by government bureaucracies. In social work education there was initial skepticism 
that interpersonal communication skills could be taught online due to the importance of critical reflec-
tion and relationships in social work practice. It is ironic that today the Internet is used primarily for 
interpersonal communication. Early developments in social work education saw ICT tools used for 
distance education courses for students who were unable to attend on-campus, primarily due to living 
in rural or remote locations and were not considered a viable option for those who could access an on-
campus education. Human services educators and practitioners are now predominantly using ICT tools 
to augment existing practices rather than adopting one approach only. However they are proceeding 
with caution, and rightly so, to ensure that ICT tools are used to improve the quality of education and 
human services. In doing so it is necessary to be vigilant about the maintenance of professional practice 
standards and key ethical considerations, particularly respect for client confidentiality and responsible 
use of ICT tools. These exciting and innovative practices that are now occurring in human services 
education and practice are presented in this book.   

Information Communication Technologies for Human Services Education and Delivery: Concepts and 
Cases is useful for students, educators and practitioners in the human services field who want to improve 
their understanding of different ICT tools and learn how to apply these. It is relevant for all disciplines 
in the human services including social work, psychology, legal studies, youth work, community work 
and welfare studies. It is also pertinent for other courses in the health field such as medicine, nursing and 
occupational therapy. The multidisciplinary nature of the book lends itself to all disciplines that work 
with people and want to use ICT tools to further develop and enhance professional skills and improve 
organizational processes. Instructional designers will gain insights into the range of activities conducted 
in the human services and how these might be best supported by ICT. The concepts and cases presented 
in this book are based on sound theoretical underpinnings and practice experiences. 

This book is divided into two main sections. Section I focuses on ICT tools and human services 
education with Section II concentrating on ICT and human services delivery. The book concludes with 
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an Afterword that endeavors to look into the future to anticipate ongoing developments and innovations 
in the use of ICT in human services education and practice.   

Section 1: ict anD Human ServiceS eDucation

Approaches to the use of ICT in education are presented within the context of education for a multi-
disciplinary human services workforce. A range of approaches are considered predominantly using a 
“blended approach” of ICT and face to face delivery. These include creating and sustaining community 
in a virtual environment to develop inter-professional skills. A focus of skill development is on reflective 
practices using online role-plays and group work principles and processes in virtual situated learning 
environments. Issues for professional practice cultures in the online environment are considered within 
a global context. 

In Chapter 1 Jennifer Martin, Elspeth McKay and Linette Hawkins, from social work and Busi-
ness Information Technology RMIT University in Australia, explore technological developments in 
the human services and the educational requirements of a skilled labor force. They argue that learner 
experiences can be enhanced by adopting a “blended approach” that includes face- to- face and online 
activities. The human computer interaction spiral is presented as an innovative approach that provides 
a model for integrating theory and practice for ICT design and application to the human services. A key 
message in this chapter is the importance of adopting an informed and reflective approach to the use of 
ICT that incorporates a variety of learning approaches and architectures. Ultimately student needs and 
the knowledge and skills required by the human services workforce will influence the most appropriate 
mediums to use. 

Chapter 2, by Christine Greenhow and Beth Robelia from the University of Minnesota in the United 
States of America, combines knowledge and skills in education and science to explore the opportunities 
for educational and social benefits from social networking sites for human services education and prac-
tice. Insights are provided into the uses of social networking sites and how these can be used by human 
services education students, practitioners and clients to achieve personal and social goals of knowledge 
and skill development and networking. Social and emotional development can be supported by social 
networking sites as they provide spaces to express emotions, deepen friendships and demonstrate creativ-
ity. Self reflection and mutual self help can occur for those experiencing similar challenges. The authors 
demonstrate how private networks can be constructed to facilitate work with clients without exposing 
private information online.

In Chapter 3 Lesley Cooper from Wilfrid Laurier University in Canada and Sally Burford from the 
University of Canberra in Australia draw upon considerable experience in using collaborative online 
learning as a successful strategy for teaching social work. They demonstrate the application of group 
work concepts and techniques to promote collaborative learning in an online environment; particularly 
the concepts of group formation, stages of group development, and communication. A number of case 
illustrations are used from Cooper and Burford’s practice experiences to demonstrate the creative ap-
plication of ICT tools for social work education covering activities such as supervision and controversial 
issues involving professional ethical considerations.  

The application of asynchronous online role-plays to develop communication skills is presented in 
Chapter 4 by Belinda Johnson and Kathy Douglas from RMIT University in Australia. They draw upon 
their experiences using online role plays to assist students developing skills in self reflection and the 
integration of theory and practice. A number of models and strategies for online role-plays, drawing 
upon the e-learning “conversational framework,” developed by Dianne Laurillard (2002) are presented. 
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A case study demonstrates the use of Wikis and blogs in online role-plays to teach mediation. The au-
thors argue that a blended approach to teaching and learning using face to face and online technologies 
provides for a superior learning experience resulting in human services practitioners who are better 
equipped for practice. 

The use of online role-plays is examined further in Chapter 5 by Sandra Jones from RMIT University 
in Australia who demonstrates how virtual situated learning environments (VSLE) can assist with the 
development of skills for a multidisciplinary human services workforce. She demonstrates how VSLEs 
are created as “real world” authentic learning experiences to develop skills in multidisciplinary teamwork. 
This is achieved through participation in complex online role-play scenarios. VSLEs provide students 
with opportunities to experiment with different approaches and see the consequences of their actions. 
These online role-plays draw upon local and international experiences using a range of disciplines to 
reflect the reality of the workforce. A case study shows how a virtual community centre is used to develop 
employability skills for students in the human services.

Chapter 6, by Lisa Harris from RMIT University in Australia, examines design aspects of the e-learning 
environments to foster virtual social networks and student learning. She is particularly interested in the 
significance of community for students studying online and the social and cultural implications of new 
technologies. This chapter reports on a qualitative research project designed to explore the meaning of 
community for students studying online. Using three fundamentally different types of online learning 
environments as case studies, this research explores the relationship between the constructed online learn-
ing environment and the development of social learning support networks. This research is of particular 
significance for the design of online learning environments using social learning support networks to 
enhance knowledge and skill development in the human services. 

David Colachico from Azusa Pacific University in California is also concerned with how to create and 
sustain community in a virtual world in Chapter 7 as he examines how virtual communities are formed 
and maintained. He explores different notions of community and how being a community member in-
volves negotiating relationships that require commitment, mutual engagement and reciprocity; not unlike 
face to face relationships. A range of features are considered for developing, and participating in online 
communities, such as the centrality of motivation and the willingness of members to actively participate 
if the community is to be sustained. This chapter highlights the importance of a deep understanding of 
the issues that engage members and challenge the community with interactions based on the knowledge, 
expertise and preferences of its members. An emphasis is on the high level of care and attention required 
for the cultivation and support of online communities if they are to succeed. 

The next two chapters are concerned with the use of ICT to support professional practice/field educa-
tion in social work education and also highlight the importance of community for successful learning 
online. 

In Chapter 8 Marion Brown reviews the use of online technologies in the national online field educa-
tion seminar program of the Dalhousie University School of Social Work in Nova Scotia in Canada. The 
chapter explores how knowledge, skills, abilities, and attitudes of student practitioners are developed in 
this national online program. This includes consideration of critical reflection processes, the content in 
the field education courses, expanded contextual analysis and online seminars. A framework of critical 
success factors is presented highlighting the significance of social networks and sense of community. 
The importance of active engagement by both students and teachers is stressed, for the deep learning 
and critical reflection required of social work field education to occur.

Chapter 9, by Linette Hawkins from RMIT University in Australia and Supriya Patanayak from India, 
considers the increasing reliance upon ICT to support international field education placements. They share 
their experiences supporting social work students from Australia on international placements in India. ICT 
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is acknowledged as an important tool for students on placement whether local or global, albeit ancillary 
to the core nature of field education comprising “real life” as distinct from “virtual” field practice. They 
consider the on-call/on-site supervisory presence as a critical component of field practicum.

The second section of this book examines the use of ICT tools in the delivery of human services with 
case studies provided to demonstrate the application of these.

The first chapter in this section, Chapter 10 by Jennifer Martin and Elspeth McKay from RMIT 
University in Australia, introduces a design process for developing useful information communication 
technologies for the human services. Central to successful design is an in-depth knowledge and under-
standing of user needs and requirements. The stages involved in the design process are presented in this 
chapter and include: user and task analysis, persona and scenario development and the establishment 
of measurable usability goals. A case study illustrates the application of this design process to develop 
a Web enabled electronic work requirement awareness program (e-WRAP) for people recovering from 
mental illness seeking employment. The authors urges social workers to use these new technologies to 
improve service provision and enhance quality of life without compromising ethical standards of practice; 
particularly in relation to client confidentiality, privacy and self-determination.

Chapter 11, by Lesley Cooper from Wilfrid Laurier University in Canada and Dana Fox and Diane 
Stanley-Horn from Athena Software in Canada, explores the practical applications of case management 
software for practitioners in health and social services.

These authors have collaborated to develop practical applications of case management software in 
practicum programs and in the human services. They use ICT tools to empower organizations through 
easing administrative burdens, facilitating the coordination, communication and supervision of service 
delivery and enhancing an organization’s ability to demonstrate the benefits of those services to their 
clients, communities and funding bodies. Using “Penelope” case management software as an illustration 
the authors provide practical examples of the ways agencies can make the transition from using ICT 
tools for basic data collection to performance monitoring and demonstration of effectiveness.  

In Chapter 12 John Lannon, a software designer/developer and human rights activist  from the Sena-
tor George Mitchell Centre for Peace and Conflict Resolution at Leeds Metropolitan University in the 
United Kingdom, examines the role of ICT in human rights monitoring and advocacy. He analyses tools 
and techniques used to document human rights abuse and outlines the opportunities and pitfalls associ-
ated with the use of ICT tools by human rights organizations. He stresses the importance of rigorous 
documentation to underpin human rights work and argues that access to information enables human 
rights promotion through reflection and learning. While much of what is reported may never be used to 
build a case against the human rights offenders, it sets in motion processes that ultimately lead, through 
empowerment, to greater protection from abuse, persecution and oppression.

The author of Chapter 13, Poline Bala from the University Malaysia in Sarawak, explores the role 
of ICT tools for community development activities in rural Sarawak in Borneo. She looks specifically 
at the e-Bario project which she and a team of researchers initiated in the Kelabit Highlands of Sarawak 
in 1998, and examines social change connected to the use of ICT. She suggests that real-life situations 
can change the purpose of technologies, and the ways in which they are used may differ greatly from 
what was envisaged at the outset; what she refers to as the “social shaping of technologies.” She sup-
ports this by demonstrating how the introduction of ICT as developmental tools have been mediated and 
reconfigured by the intricate interplay of social, political and cultural conditions specific to the Kelabit. 
These technologies have been partly integrated with, or subordinated by existing practices, internal 
values and socio-political arrangements in the Kelabit community. 

Paul Henman from the University of Queensland in Australia, author of Chapter 14, has a profes-
sional background in both computer science and social science. In this chapter he examines how social 
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policy can be used to develop, implement and evaluate social policy. At the same time social polices are 
developed in response to ICT innovation and use. A “governmentality framework” is used to illustrate 
how ICT can be understood as a mechanism for governing individuals and populations. The main mes-
sage of this chapter is that ICT is central to the practice of contemporary politics and power in a manner 
that simultaneously alleviates and adds to social problems. The use of ICT in Australia’s national income 
security agency, Centrelink is discussed to illustrate the main concepts presented. 

In Chapter 15 Hyunjung Kim and Michael Stefanone, both from the Department of Communication 
at the State University of New York at Buffalo in the United States of America, explore online knowl-
edge sharing for health promotion and community education. A model of “e-Mavenism” is presented to 
examine factors that influence online knowledge sharing. These include social network size and topic 
salience. They argue that people have a greater desire to share information with others online when 
they feel a sense of altruism or obligation to do so; expecting the message will be helpful to others. The 
authors recommend that human services educators and practitioners target weak tie online relationships 
for health promotion and community education activities. 

The book concludes with an Afterword by Dennis Perry, who has pioneered the introduction of ICT 
information systems for state and federal governments in Australia. He provides a chronological overview 
of the use of ICT from a personal and political perspective. He looks at both old and new approaches 
and explores some of the ethical issues of security and privacy associated with the adoption of online 
technologies.  He concludes that the challenges are many but that change is inevitable and perhaps may 
occur at a faster rate than we might have imagined.      

Information Communication Technologies for Human Services Education and Delivery: Concepts 
and Cases is the first book of its kind offering a significant contribution to knowledge of the application 
of ICT tools in education and practice in the human services. All of the ICT tools currently available 
are presented with the application of these grounded in an extensive range of theories and practices. A 
multidisciplinary approach sees collaboration between authors with backgrounds in ICT, human services, 
education and management; with a number of authors qualified and experienced in more than one of 
these areas. Theories and practices from the human services include the disciplines of social science, 
psychology, social work, mental health and law. Those specific to ICT are; computer science, instructional 
design, information management, information systems, communication and science and engineering. 
The integration of knowledge from these diverse disciplines by authors from around the globe provides 
breadth and depth and makes for a comprehensive and authoritative text. 

The concepts and models presented are consistent with Australian national indicators identified for 
“good teaching practice.” 

These include: 

•  Clear explanations by teaching staff;
• Helpful feedback on learning progress;
• Teaching staff motivate students to do their “best work”;
• Teaching staff work hard to make the course interesting;
• Teaching staff make a real effort to understand the difficulties students may be experiencing with 

their learning;
• Teaching staff put a lot of time into providing feedback and commenting on student work (RMIT, 

2009).

Care is needed to establish learning environments that foster a sense of community and provide clear 
instructions on roles and how to participate effectively. Active engagement by both staff and students, 
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and adequate organizational support and infrastructure, are critical to support the effective application 
of ICT tools in both human services education and practice. The concepts and models presented in this 
book promote “best practices” in the human services with ICT tools used to assist with:

• Promoting social change;
• Problem solving;
• Empowerment and liberation;
• Enhancing well being (IFSW, 2000).

This book highlights the importance of adopting, or developing appropriate ICT tools to support the 
desired learning or practice experience to further the cause of social justice and human rights.
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‘Learning without thought is labour lost; thought 
without learning is perilous’.

Confucius (K’ung Fu tzu 551-479 BC), Chinese 
philosopher and reformer, Analects, ch.15, v.38 in 
Oxford Dictionary of Quotations (2004, p.238:8).

introDuction

The human services industry in Australia employs 
1,121,000 persons, approximately 10.9 per cent of 
the total workforce. Over the past five years employ-
ment in this industry has increased at rate of 3.9 per 
cent per annum, with the average age of workers 
43 years (Australian Government, 2008). Certain 

abStract

This chapter explores technological developments in the human services and the educational require-
ments of a skilled labor force. It is argued that learner experiences can be enhanced by adopting a 
blended approach that includes face- to- face and online activities. Careful planning is required that 
matches desired learning experiences and learner characteristics with appropriate educational design 
and architectures. The main views of learning discussed are absorption, behavioral and cognitive with 
consideration of the most appropriate learning architectures to support these. A case study highlights 
the complexity of applying these in practice, as well as the importance of community building in the 
online environment.
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characteristics distinguish the human services 
workforce from a number of other occupations. 
In the human services, workers are engaged in 
diverse roles and multiple functions with quali-
fications that range from short courses through 
to university degrees. The courses include: social 
work, psychology, aged care, disability, mental 
health, children’s services, counseling, welfare 
studies, community work, human services and 
youth work. Employment is distributed widely 
across all levels of government, non government 
organizations, health, and social and community 
services fields. Several unions and diverse employ-
ment arrangements and awards have contributed 
to a blurring of disciplines and tension regarding 
professional identity and boundaries. A high 
gender imbalance (85 per cent female) together 
with increasing proportion of care related roles 
makes a disproportionate amount of fractional 
employment (part-time) another significant issue 
(Lonne, 2007). There are limited career paths for 
workers engaged in direct practice and wide salary 
disparities. Related to these are the difficulties of 
recruitment and retention in certain areas such 
as child protection and significant workforce 
mobility.

Human services have traditionally relied upon 
face-to-face interaction as a major form of commu-
nication and transmission of information in both 
educational and workplace settings. As in social 
work education, most human services courses 
give considerable attention to group learning and 
relationships (Shardlow & Horwath, 2000; Smith 
& Wingerson, 2006). This chapter explores the use 
of information communications technology (ICT) 
tools to educate the human services workforce. 
First, human services education is considered 
within the context of a multidisciplinary workforce 
and the varied needs of learners. This is followed 
by a discussion of the main approaches to teach-
ing and learning and the architectures to support 
these. A case study illustrates the experiences of 
a human services worker engaged in continuing 
professional education. Future trends for educating 

a multidisciplinary human services workforce are 
identified using a “blended approach” that includes 
face-to-face and online delivery as well as a variety 
of educational approaches and architectures to 
support these instructional/learning strategies.

eDucating a multiDiSciplinary 
Human ServiceS Workforce

In Australia the first social work program pro-
vided via distance education was developed by 
Monash University in response to pressure from 
the State Government to address a severe shortage 
of professional workers in rural Victoria. With 
the increased use of ICT tools for both on and 
off campus programs, the distinction between 
face-to-face learning and “distance education” 
became blurred. Moreover the distance education 
program initiated to meet the needs of rural work-
ers soon attracted metropolitan students in need 
of, or attracted by its flexible delivery. In terms of 
levels of satisfaction and educational standards, 
Oullette (2006) found no significant difference 
in interview skill acquisition when comparing 
classroom based and online learning. In a further 
study by Siebert (2006) of a post graduate clini-
cal social work skills course, the final results of 
online students were considered comparable to 
students in face-to-face classes. Using the virtual 
classroom of a graduate social policy course, 
Roberts-DeGennaro (2005) found that students 
enjoyed learning through the virtual classroom 
as much as traditional on-campus components 
the of course. Following their study of classroom 
and online field practicum seminars over a three 
year period Wolfson et al (2005) decided to offer 
the fourth year practicum seminar for social work 
students exclusively online.

Research on flexible learning in rural New 
South Wales in Australia found that human services 
were in a transitional period undergoing a rapid rate 
of change and growing complexities of job roles. 
This was reflected in a ‘tension between the need 
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to access training and the capacity of workers and 
organizations to embrace new technologies and 
ways of learning in a more flexible way’ (Centre 
for Community Welfare Training for Adult learn-
ing in Australia (2004, p.27). This research found 
that in educating students for interpersonal contact, 
on which human services are traditionally based, 
the introduction of technology could be seen as 
displacing the significance of relationships in 
learning; the “virtual community” challenging the 
conventionally familiar meaning of community in 
human services education and practice. Rumble 
(2000, p.8) asserts that ‘the use of new technolo-
gies will also favor innovations that create new 
roles, new social links, and new types of social 
behavior within a service context’. This service 
delivery context is multidisciplinary.

The human services workforce requires disci-
pline specific knowledge and skills as well as the 
ability to work effectively in a multidisciplinary 
team context. The focus of formal education is 
primarily on the former. This is necessary for 
students to develop specific expertise yet it does 
not provide them with the knowledge and skills 
required to be an effective member of a multidis-
ciplinary team. Education on teamwork is pre-
dominantly discipline specific. For instance social 
work students will learn from a social worker how 
to work effectively with those from other areas, 
relying upon social work texts to do so.

This narrow approach to learning and teaching 
needs to change to meet the complex requirements 
of the human services workforce. ICT tools provide 
a platform for students from different backgrounds 
to work together online to share ideas and col-
laborate. This may be through online simulation 
exercises or a sharing of resources (Anderson & 
Elloumi, 2004).

Combining the expertise across the human 
services with instructional designers poses major 
challenges. This necessitates careful planning by 
educators to structure meaningful and relevant 
learning experiences utilizing computerized 
information systems available. Tensions will 

necessarily exist due to different approaches to 
the same issue. Clarity is required concerning 
the roles and responsibilities of team members 
particularly leadership. In a multidisciplinary 
team the leader necessarily will be from an area 
that is not representative of all members. Other 
team members may become anxious that their 
particular discipline will become subordinate to 
that of the team leader. Effective leadership of 
the multidisciplinary team therefore requires a 
focus and commitment to the goals and tasks of 
the team in a manner that gives equal apprecia-
tion and consideration to all of the perspectives 
represented by the membership. When developing 
effective ICT tools the membership of the team 
is further diversified. Proactive development of 
effective communication, conflict management 
and prevention strategies are necessary for effec-
tive collaboration. Some guiding principles for 
effective multidisciplinary collaboration using 
ICT tools are:

Tight project management to prevent func-• 
tionality/scope creep (Schwalbe, 2004);
A shared linguistic/cultural framework;• 
A respectful, empathic and inquisitive • 
attitude that continually navigates the 
knowledge acquisition process across all 
disciplines;
Clear communication to all team members • 
and in particular the instructional designer 
of: end product requirements, timeframe 
for completion of tasks, review processes 
and accountabilities;
Acknowledgment of the complex nature of • 
the ICT environment; and
Effective communication strategies to en-• 
courage and promote knowledge sharing.

Often, the practice of instructional design is 
only referred to for justification of the selection 
of educational strategies or approaches adopted 
rather than being used as a starting point for the 
development of online courseware. This is fur-



4

Educating a Multidisciplinary Human Services Workforce

ther complicated by the highly visual nature of 
multimedia. In previous work (McKay & Martin, 
2007) we have highlighted the complexity of 
the human computer interaction relationship. As 
detailed in Figure 1 all of these components need 
to be considered to successfully meet end-user 
requirements.

Ultimately successful multidisciplinary col-
laboration requires exceptionally good commu-
nication, analytic, problem solving and conflict 
resolution skills for optimum results.

continuing profeSSional 
eDucation

Human service organizations in general employ 
a wide range of people with diverse skill levels 
across their provider network. The development 
of high level skills across the workforce is expen-
sive and requires major investment (Richardson 
2004). Traditionally, employers view training as 
an expensive solution that is implemented to fix 
problems. In the current climate of changing work 
practices, every time a new ICT learning tool 
enters the work-environment employers seem to 

pour endless amounts of money into upgrading 
their employees’ skill base. The dilemma of this 
continual investment in work-place training is the 
paucity of research on the actual impact of these 
emerging online training tools on institutional 
effectiveness.

Many of the e-Learning solutions that have been 
implemented recently have been poorly designed 
and inadequately tested. Often, paper-based train-
ing materials are simply loaded into a learning 
management system or electronic courseware shell 
without including adequate knowledge navigation 
or consideration for the principles of Instructional 
Design. Many e-Learning implementations fail to 
check whether learning actually occurs (as demon-
strated by increased proficiency of the participants). 
In cases where checks are made, most attempts fail 
to use valid measures of the changes in proficiency 
(Anderson & Elloumi 2004). It is not surprising that 
current e-Learning solutions are poorly regarded by 
management and are often unused by employees, 
thereby making them ineffective and an expensive 
waste of limited online training resources. There is 
often no agreement amongst the various corporate 
stakeholders to take on ICT infrastructure resource 
ownership. Finding the right technological training 

Figure 1. Human-computer interaction (adapted from Preece 1994, p.16 and reproduced from McKay 
& Martin, 2007, p.322)
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for the human services is further complicated in 
the government sector by the multi-disciplinary 
mix of expertise.

Usually a new employee or someone who is 
recently transferred to a new location will have an 
immediate need for learning specific processes. 
Typically training courses are scheduled at spe-
cific times during the year, forcing an employee 
to obtain one-on-one tuition or learn by trial and 
error in the meantime, neither of which is efficient 
for an organization. Conversely, an employee 
may be placed on a course to meet organizational 
mandates or to meet the selection criteria for a 
future position. Unless the new-skills learnt are 
immediately put into practice, key competencies 
achieved during this training are often forgotten. 
This results in an unsatisfactory training outcome 
for both the learner and the organization.

Often face-to-face training courses have 
difficulty catering for the individual needs of 
participants due to the training timeframe and 
volume of learning material. First time (novice) 
learners may become overwhelmed by technical 
details, the limitations of the formalized training 
timeframe and peer pressure as they endeavor to 
understand new ICT systems. More experienced 
staff, previously exposed to the learning content 
will easily become bored and frustrated by the 

presentation of simple concepts and repetition 
of familiar instructional content. Neither of these 
learner groups will have optimized learning out-
comes for themselves or the organization.

In an ideal online training environment, once 
trainees have completed their online training 
modules they communicate directly with an online 
mentor or facilitator by sending them electronic 
versions of their newly created documentation 
(Martin et al, 2007; McKay, 2008). Depending 
upon the quality of the trainee’s knowledge of 
the tasks, they either proceed to complete their 
training, or they return to relevant instructional 
modules to continue their instruction. This in-
volves a blended approach using face-to-face and 
online delivery as illustrated in Figure 2.

Training materials are required for all em-
ployees and providers who have access to a 
government Intranet. In Australia this means 
that training in new procedures or legislative 
requirements can be distributed across the nation 
in a timely manner. In addition, continuous provi-
sion of training materials means that employees 
can access professional development when it is 
needed. Different learner pathways allow novice 
learners to go through the full learning program 
in a sequential (skill-building) order in their 
own time. More experienced learners can select 

Figure 2. Online mentoring within an online human services course (McKay & Martin, 2007)
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relevant modules as refresher training to quickly 
obtain the specific knowledge they require. A key 
to the success of educational design is a sound 
knowledge of the characteristics and needs of 
user populations.

learner cHaracteriSticS

Learner characteristics include educational, 
cultural and socio-economic backgrounds. Most 
universities have access and equity programs that 
provide special entry for students from disadvan-
taged backgrounds. This may be due to a variety 
of reasons including financial hardship, disability 
or refugee status. All students are expected to have 
access to a computer to engage in their learning 
as well as complete necessary administrative 
tasks including enrolment online. Some newer 
housing estates on the urban fringe do not have 
Broadband Internet access and dial up connections 
can be costly and unreliable. The structuring of 
activities in real time is particularly important for 
these students with limited ICT access. It is not 
uncommon these days for lectures to be avail-
able for download onto I-Pods so that they can 
be listened to anywhere at anytime. Again there 
is an assumption that most students, particularly 
those from “Generation Y” will have ready access 
to this technology.

Increasingly in post-secondary education the 
main features of “the learner” are identified ac-
cording to the main characteristics and perceived 
needs of Generation Y (1980 to 1994). This gen-
eration has witnessed increased capitalism and 
globalization alongside economic rationalization 
and a greater focus on the individual. They have 
grown up in a technologically rich society and are 
adept at using these new technologies to stimulate 
all of the senses, with instant text messages a 
preferred means of communication. Generation 
Y is seen as requiring increased flexibility due 
to the demands of balancing paid employment 
and education.

Generation X (1965-1979) witnessed the 
advent of early technology, high inflation and 
high unemployment. Like Generation Y they are 
comfortable with using ICT tools with a preference 
for e-mail, cell phones and electronic news.

In terms of on-going “refresher” training 
requirements the median age for workers in the 
human services industry is 43 years (Australian 
Government 2008) the “baby boomer” generation 
(1945-1964). The “baby boomers” grew up in 
the post World War II period that saw increased 
prosperity, as well as personal rebellion. They 
are typified as requiring clear explanations with 
questions answered. Preferred modes of commu-
nication using technology are e-mail, telephone 
and answer messages (Martin 2007; Staughton, 
2006).

Generally arguments for increased use of tech-
nology in post secondary education are couched in 
terms of being “student-centered” and responsive 
to the needs of students, particularly the perception 
of Generation Y needing greater flexibility. This 
is also applied to other generations and popula-
tion groups, particularly those living in rural and 
remote locations. These arguments can be quite 
persuasive, however academic standards and in-
tegrity can be at risk if they are not also factored 
into all decision making concerning increased 
use of ICT tools.

There are considerable fiscal savings for gov-
ernment and universities with increased online 
teaching and learning, administration and elec-
tronic library resources. Cost-shifting can occur as 
students spend more time on the Internet accessing 
online resources. However it is generally educa-
tional rather than economic rationalist arguments 
that are espoused when it comes to increased use 
of ICT tools in post secondary education.

The challenge for educators is to use the latest 
technologies to enrich learning experiences in 
ways that are responsive to the needs of students. 
While universities provide computer access it 
is important that students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds are not further disadvantaged in their 
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studies due to not having access to an adequate 
personal computer, the Internet and other technolo-
gies. An informed approach to educational design 
is required that integrates personal reflection, 
theory and practice.

knoWleDge Development: 
tHe Human computer 
interaction Spiral

It can be difficult establishing meaningful links 
between theory and practice within a discipline 
with this becoming more complex when theoreti-
cal concepts from the disciplines of instructional 
design and education are also included. A key 
consideration is how to give theory operational 
meaning. Bogo and Vayda (1987) adapted the 
work of Kolb (1984) on experiential learning 
to social work education developing what they 
termed the “Integration of Theory and Practice 
Loop” (ITP Loop). As reported elsewhere (Martin, 
McKay & Hawkins, 2006) this model has been 
further developed into the “the Human Computer 
Interaction Spiral (HCI Spiral)” and applied more 
broadly to the multidisciplinary context of the 
human services. Another feature of this model is 

the inclusion of “multidisciplinary” knowledge. 
The HCI Spiral is presented in Figure 3.

The application of the HCI spiral requires 
four steps. The factual elements of a situation are 
retrieved and reflected upon. This includes reflec-
tion on personal assumptions, attitudes and values 
as well as consideration of power relationships 
and possible discrimination according to; class, 
culture, ability, health, gender, age, spirituality and 
sexuality. This is followed by linkage with theory 
that can account for, or explain, the information 
retrieved and personal reflections. This in turn 
leads to the final step, an informed professional 
response. The cycle continues as new informa-
tion is retrieved. The spiral is as an important 
element of the design with an upward spiral 
reflecting the progress achieved through design, 
re-design and continual improvement processes. 
However, the spiral may go up or down rapidly 
or slowly depending upon the responsiveness of 
the design team.

In applying this model to education, it is es-
sential to differentiate between the type of learning 
and the technological means that bring forward an 
effective online instructional architecture to sup-
port it. This necessitates a close look at the type 
of learning activities that are required to prepare 

Figure 3. Human computer interaction spiral (Martin, McKay & Hawkins, 2006)
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a learner to develop the desired knowledge and 
skills.

approacHeS to teacHing 
anD learning

The teaching style will necessarily influence 
the learner’s experience and type and level of 
engagement with the course content. In educa-
tion today an “active approach” to learning is 
generally preferred. It is argued in this chapter 
that there is much to be gained from using a 
variety of approaches that are carefully matched 
to learner requirements. For instance it may be 
appropriate to use a “didactic approach” when 
providing new content and a more active ap-
proach when translating this information into 
practice. This gives new meaning and depth to 
the term “blended learning”; the term gener-
ally used to describe education that combines 
face-to-face approaches with use of ICT tools. 
Blended learning is thus extended to include the 
combination of different approaches to learning 
and the instructional/learning architectures that 
support them. Accordingly, a blended approach 
to teaching and learning occurs on two levels by 
combining face-to-face delivery with ICT tools, 
and different approaches to learning with appro-
priate instructional/learning architectures.

In the following classification of approaches to 
teaching and learning by Clarke (2003), didactic 
approaches are typified in the passive absorption 
view of learning with more active approaches 
portrayed in the behavioral and cognitive views 
of learning.

The Absorption View of Learning requires 
clarity about the difference between learning and 
instruction. Learning in this view is about as-
similating information, while instruction is about 
providing information to learners. Some call this 
a transmission-view of teaching (Mayer, 2001). 
Courses that rely on lectures or videotapes to 
transmit information generally reflect this view.

The Behavioral View of Learning was pro-
moted in the first part of the 20th Century by 
behavioral psychology promoting a different 
view, considering learning to be based on the 
acquisition of mental associations. This view of 
learning is about correct responses to questions 
and instruction; providing small chunks of in-
formation followed by questions and corrective 
feedback. In the process of making many small 
correct responses, learners generally build large 
chains of new knowledge. The behavioral view 
is reflected in programmed instruction and many 
traditional Instructional Design approaches that 
emphasize bottom-up sequencing of instruction, 
short lessons, and frequent reinforcement in the 
form of feedback.

The Cognitive View of Learning has developed 
in the last part of the 20th Century, when learning 
was again re-conceptualized (McKay, 2008). This 
time the emphasis was on the active processes 
learners use to construct new knowledge. This 
construction requires an integration of new in-
coming information from the environment with 
existing knowledge in memory. In the cognitive 
view, learning is about active construction of new 
knowledge by interacting with new information, 
while instruction is about promoting the psycho-
logical processes that mediate that construction.

learning arcHitectureS

Different learning architectures can be imple-
mented to support the various types of learning 
experiences. Although the active construction of 
knowledge is commonly accepted today as the 
mechanism for learning that construction can be 
fostered through four diverse instructional envi-
ronments (Clark, 2003). These are referred to as 
the “four instructional architectures”: receptive, 
directive, guided discovery and exploratory. Table 
1 illustrates the learning architectures best suited 
to each of the approaches to teaching and learning 
presented in this chapter.
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Receptive architecture is characterized by an 
emphasis on providing information and reflects 
a transmission view-of-learning. The information 
may be in the form of words and pictures, both 
still and animated. A commonly used metaphor 
for the receptive architecture is that the learner 
is a sponge and the instructor pours out knowl-
edge to be absorbed. In some forms of receptive 
instruction, such as lectures or video lessons, 
learners have minimal control over the pacing 
or sequencing of the training. In other situations 
such as text assignments, learners control the pace 
and can select the topics in the book of interest to 
them. Some examples of this architecture include 
a traditional (non-interactive) lecture, an instruc-
tional video, or a text assignment. Unfortunately, 
some online eLearning programs that are known 
as “page turners” lack interactivity. As such there 
is no corrective feedback given to the learner.

Directive architecture reflects a behavioral 
view of learning. The assumption is that learning 
occurs by a gradual building of skills; starting from 
the most basic and progressing to more advanced 
levels. The lessons should be presented in small 
chunks of knowledge, providing frequent opportu-
nities for learners to respond to related questions. 
Immediate corrective feedback should be used to 
ensure that accurate associations are made. The 
goal is to minimize the aversive consequences 
of making errors which are believed to promote 
incorrect associations. Programmed instruction, 
popular in the 50’s and 60’s, is a prime example of 
directive architecture. Such lessons were presented 
in books originally; however, they soon migrated 
to a computerized delivery.

Guided Discovery architecture uses job-
realistic problems to drive the learning process. 
Learners typically access various sources of data 
to resolve problems and have instructional support 
(sometimes called scaffolding) available to help 
them. Unlike the directive architecture, guided 
discovery offers learners opportunities to try alter-
natives, make mistakes, experience consequences 
of those mistakes, reflect on their results, and revise 
their approach. The aim of guided discovery is to 
promote construction of mental models by help-
ing learners experience the results of decisions 
made in the context of solving realistic cases and 
problems. Guided discovery designs are based 
on inductive models of learning; that is, learning 
of concepts and principles from experience with 
specific cases and problems.

Exploratory architecture, also known as “open-
ended learning”, relies on a cognitive view of 
learning. Out of the four architectures identified 
by Clark (2003), exploratory architectures offer 
the most effective opportunities for providing high 
levels of “learner control.” Architectures of this 
type are frequently used for online courseware. 
Instruction is designed to provide a rich set of 
instructional/learning resources that include: 
learning content, examples, demonstrations, and 
knowledge/skills building exercises that are com-
plete with the means to navigate the materials.

Increasingly there is an emphasis on the need 
for educators to develop online communities 
to foster a sense of belonging and sharing of 
knowledge between students. This is an important 
component of online course development but does 
not replace the equally important task of adopting 

Table 1. Teaching and learning approaches and instructional architectures 

APPROACH ARCHITECTURE

Absorption Receptive

Behavioral Directive

Cognitive Guided Discovery

Exploratory
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a teaching style that best suits the learner’s needs 
and an appropriate architecture to support it. The 
following case study examines the use of ICT tools 
in a continuing professional development course 
according to; learner characteristics, community 
building, teaching and learning approaches and 
styles and architectures.

caSe StuDy: reflectionS on 
a continuing profeSSional 
eDucation experience

Anna was an experienced worker and educator 
in the human services who enrolled in a teaching 
course for Continuing Professional Education to 
further develop her skills as an educator.

Learner characteristics: This course was 
offered at a postgraduate level and had been 
recommended to Anna by a friend and colleague 
who was also an experienced human services 
practitioner and educator. In terms of generational 
differences, Anna was a baby boomer and Mel 
was from Generation X, however their learning 
needs and proficiency with ICT were quite simi-
lar. Neither Anna nor Mel were particularly IT 
savvy but they did have sound basic computing 
skills and a desire to advance these. Both were 
competent with using Blackboard in blended 
course design using face-to-face and ICT tools. 
They particularly wanted to further develop these 
skills during the course. In terms of needing and 
wanting flexibility their situation was more akin 
with the characteristics assigned to Generation Y. 
This seemed to also apply to the other students 
enrolled in the course. Most worked full time as 
well as having family and other commitments. 
Even though Anna was very busy she was com-
mitted to undertaking the course and excited 
about new learning.

Community building: The student group was 
multidisciplinary comprising 15 students from 
the health and human services, sciences, ICT 
and creative arts. In the first class students intro-

duced themselves sharing, names, disciplinary 
backgrounds and what they hoped to achieve by 
undertaking the course. Tea and coffee making 
facilities and chocolate biscuits were provided 
and a room with a pleasant outlook. The teacher 
was engaging and Anna was feeling very positive 
about the course.

Anna had hoped to receive some printed in-
formation about the aims and objectives of the 
course but was assured by the teacher that these 
were available online. She went home and tried 
to access these on the Blackboard site set up for 
the course but found they were not there. Not 
overly concerned about this, Anna thought she 
would access these at a later date. However, by 
the end of the course these were still not avail-
able. Students’ requests for hard copies were 
not responded to resulting in heated exchanges 
between the teacher and students. This situation 
highlights the importance of paper back up if ICT 
systems fail.

Teaching and learning approaches: The main 
approach used in the course was the “Cognitive 
View of Learning” although this was never dis-
cussed with the class. This surprised Anna as she 
had thought the teacher might take the opportunity 
to model different approaches to the class. This 
teaching method involved the construction of 
new knowledge through reading, discussion with 
other students and online role-plays. Every class 
involved student discussion groups and student 
presentations. While the cognitive approach gener-
ally includes instruction to promote the psycho-
logical processes that mediate the construction of 
knowledge this did not occur.

As each class was two hours Anna found the 
two hour small group discussions and lack of 
variation in the class format tiring and this did 
not motivate her to do her best work. In one small 
group discussion a class member made it apparent 
he did not want to listen to another member in the 
group and listened to his I-Pod for the entire class. 
When Anna tried to involve him in the discussion 
by asking his opinion, he said he was listening to 
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a recording on his I-Pod and preferred not to be 
disturbed. It was only on the rare occasion that 
the teacher moved around the room and briefly 
listened to each group’s conversation. At no point 
did she provide any input into these discussions 
or use any other learning approach for these face-
to-face classes. Anna soon became frustrated by 
this. She was aware of the teacher’s reputation for 
innovative teaching and her publications. Anna 
approached her and requested that she provide 
some input into the classes according to her ar-
eas of expertise. The following week the teacher 
brought some of her publications for the class to 
read and discuss. The teacher was solely utiliz-
ing a cognitive view of learning whereas Anna 
wanted an absorption or behavioral approach as 
well. Anna wanted clear explanations from the 
teacher and her questions answered.

Assessment activities included an online exer-
cise that constituted 60 per cent of the marks for the 
course. This was a role-play exercise with students 
divided into small groups and allocated a role by 
the teacher. These roles included; teacher, local 
student, international student, discipline leader and 
Head of School. Each small group was assigned 
a particular issue to role-play over a two week 
period. Group members could communicate with 
each other as well as look at discussions within 
other groups. If they wanted to be in touch with 
the entire class they could do so on a general site. 
Blackboard functionality did not allow them to 
communicate directly between groups.

Anna had never done anything like this before 
and whilst slightly apprehensive thought it would 
be an interesting exercise. She accessed the site 
feeling quite pleased with how easily she found 
it and then started doing some postings in her 
assigned role. When no responses appeared she 
went off to do something else. Every now and then 
Anna would look in on the group discussion site 
and eventually found another student who had put 
up a posting introducing himself and detailing his 
hobbies and interests. Anna wondered if perhaps 
she should have done the same and if this was 

appropriate netiquette for an online group such as 
this. People seemed to do postings on the site at 
random and rarely did a discussion develop.

On one occasion a group member took offence 
to some comments Anna made when “in role.” 
Anna was embarrassed by this when it occurred 
to her that some people were role-playing and 
others were not. The assessment required five 
postings per student over the 10 day period and a 
summary posting on the general discussion board 
by a delegated group representative at the end of 
day 10. Some group members did not participate 
until one or two days before the exercise was to 
be completed – cramming their postings by mak-
ing several in a row – often unrelated to other 
postings. Compiling the summary was difficult 
in terms of meaningful content and loyalty to 
group members.

The only online input from the teacher was 
a comment in response to the summary posting. 
While the teacher had taken care with develop-
ing a sense of community in the first face-to-face 
class this did not occur or translate into, the online 
environment. Anna’s experience demonstrates the 
importance of an active role by the teacher in the 
online environment to tend to all aspects of the 
role-play experience. This involves preparation, 
facilitation and moderation, de-briefing and con-
tinuous feedback.

Students were required to present the find-
ings of these role-play discussions in class for a 
further percentage of their grade. These student 
presentations were video recorded by the teacher 
for purposes of student feedback. However 
these were not returned to students. Anna was 
surprised at what she considered to be the poor 
quality of some of these presentations. Many 
students used power point slides that contained 
far too much information and could not be read 
from a distance. One student stood with her back 
to the class while reading word for word off 
these slides. At no time did the teacher or other 
students offer any feedback on how to improve 
these presentations.
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For this assessment exercise the teacher had 
adopted a behavioral approach, planning to give 
written corrective feedback, but unfortunately 
this never happened. Had the teacher blended 
the behavioral and cognitive approaches for 
this assessment task, peer and self assessments 
could have also been used to enrich the assess-
ment feedback. It is difficult for teachers to avoid 
adopting a behavioral approach around assessment 
activities as there is an expectation that at least in 
assessment activities feedback will be provided. 
As this change in approach occurs the learning 
architecture also needs to be adapted.

Instructional/Learning Architectures: The 
learning architectures used by the teacher, “ex-
ploratory” and “guided discovery” matched the 
cognitive teaching approach adopted. However it 
was the minimalist application of these that was 
problematic. As mentioned earlier in this chapter 
exploratory architecture requires the teacher to 
provide a rich set of educational resources to sup-
port learning. These resources include; content, 
examples and demonstrations, and exercises to 
develop and build knowledge as well as instruc-
tions on how to navigate these. In Anna’s course 
the only resources provided by the teacher were 
weekly readings. It seemed that it was assumed 
that the content was all in the readings and that 
learning would occur through reading and the shar-
ing of students’ views in small group discussions. 
The online role-play had potential for “guided 
discovery” with real life situations used to steer 
the learning process. However the lack of scaf-
folding for this exercise in terms of instructional 
support on how to engage and interact, limited 
its value.

future trenDS

The human services workforce of the future is 
reliant upon useful and useable technologies. 
Educators must ensure that students are equipped 
with the latest knowledge in terms of their particu-

lar discipline and an ability to work effectively 
in multidisciplinary and online environments. A 
blended approach is required that mixes face-to-
face and online mediums to enhance and enrich 
quality educational experiences as well as different 
learning approaches and architectures. Careful 
attention is required to develop a quality learn-
ing environment or community whether this be 
face-to-face or online with the same principles 
applying in both environments in terms of con-
tent, moderation and classroom etiquette. The 
teacher has a pivotal active role and voice online 
as a moderator and facilitator with this not dis-
similar to what occurs in face-to-face teaching. 
The definition of “blended learning” provided in 
this chapter includes a second level order that not 
only combines online and face-to-face experiences 
but also blends a variety of teaching and learning 
approaches supported by the appropriate learning 
architectures and scaffolding.

Caution is required when pressure is applied 
to follow the latest trends or fashions in education 
that promote cognitive approaches and discard ab-
sorption and behavioral approaches as outdated or 
“behind the times.” A reflective educator will use 
a range of theories, approaches and architectures 
to provide a quality learning experience that best 
meets most needs of learners and ultimately satis-
fies the educational requirements of the human 
services workforce. Appropriate organizational 
support and infrastructure is required for func-
tionality and staff time for effective design and 
implementation. Attention to access and equity 
issues is needed so that some students are not 
disadvantaged in the process.

concluSion

The human services workforce is complex and 
varied. Human services educators have tradi-
tionally relied on face-to-face interaction as the 
preferred means of communication. However, 
the distinction between face-to-face and distance 
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learning has taken on new meaning in the human 
services since the advent of ICT. These days, 
learning environments that are considered as 
face-to-face educational programs now invariably 
adopt a blended approach and include an array of 
ICT tools to supplement or replace on-campus 
classes. Human services educators need to ensure 
that the “blended” learning experiences offered 
maintain and enhance the academic integrity of 
the discipline and meet the needs of the human 
services industry for both entry and refresher 
(continuing professional education) requirements. 
A considered approach to the use of ICT tools in 
human services is required; one that matches the 
planned learning experience with an appropriate 
learning design and instructional architecture. 
A key message in this chapter is the importance 
of adopting an informed approach to the use of 
ICT, using a variety of learning approaches and 
appropriate instructional architectures to support 
these. For instance, cognitive views of learning 
are well supported by guided discovery and 
exploratory architecture and seem well suited 
to human services education; particularly due 
to the emphasis on “learner control.” However 
this can be well supplemented by absorption 
and behavioral approaches and architectures. 
Ultimately student needs and the knowledge and 
skills required by the human services workforce 
will determine the most appropriate approaches 
and architectures to use.
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Educational and Social Benefits 
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‘In education there should be no class 
distinction’.

Confucius (K’ung Fu tzu 551-479 BC), Analects, 
ch.15, v.38 in Oxford Dictionary of Quotations 
(2004, p.238:8).

opening vignette

It is seven o’clock in the evening. Emilio has just 
finished dinner with his family and retreats to his 
bedroom to check in on the other social network 
in his life. Like the majority of U.S. online teens 
who are daily users of a social network site, log-
ging twenty minutes to an hour or more, Emilio 
goes to MySpace.com and signs in. Once within 

abStract

Online social network sites present opportunities for human service educators, practitioners, and clients. 
Human services education students can collaborate through multimedia networks, sharing ideas and 
experiences. Human services professionals can leverage online networks to problem solve, socialize and 
develop common resources, and clients can use such networks to engage in self-reflection and get sup-
port from those facing similar challenges. This chapter offers an introduction to online social network 
sites, summarizing their features, uses, demographics, and trends, and presents emerging research on 
their social and educational potential. An accompanying case study reveals how young adults might 
use online social network sites to further personal and educational goals. The chapter concludes with 
a discussion of how such sites might be employed by human services education students, practitioners 
and clients.
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his profile page — his entry point to this online 
international community — he notices that several 
things have changed among his “friends” in just 
the few hours since he last communicated with 
them. Looking at his list of “updates” he notices 
that Julia has joined the network. Alex has written 
in his blog about the challenges of college life. 
Jade has finished her midterm and thinks she did 
okay. Whitney has become a supporter of the 
Democratic president-elect, Barak Obama, and 
Jose has added four new photos of his new dorm 
room. Emilio accepts Julia as a friend so she can 
see his complete online profile. He comments, 
“Congratulations!” on Jade’s update. He visits 
Alex’s page to leave a comment about his blog 
entry on college life. He visits Whitney’s profile to 
see what other people have said about her support 
for the U.S. president. He visits his own home page 
to read comments friends have left him about a 
video he created for a school project about sports 
casting, his career interest. Earlier, he had posted 
an unfinished essay for sociology in his blog so 
that friends could give feedback on what he had 
written. Using the instant messaging feature within 
the MySpace network, Emilio messages another 
classmate who appears to be online and asks for 
advice on a social work assignment. He stays 
logged into the MySpace system while he works 
on his homework, waiting for friends to respond 
to his requests and comments. Soon messages 
began to appear. One friend instant messages 
some feedback on the sociology essay. Another 
friend compliments him on the finished video, 
and another gives him advice on the psychology 
assignment. At nine o’clock, Emilio changes his 
MySpace mood setting to “tired” and signs out 
of the network. His work is finished. He looks 
forward to following up with his friends on the 
night’s events when he meets them tomorrow, 
online or off.

introDuction

This opening vignette describes some of the many 
ways young people participate in online social 
network sites (SNSs). Emilio (a psuedonym) was 
a shy, soft-spoken eighteen year old who had a 
few close friends at university. Within MySpace 
(www.myspace.com), however, Emilio had a large 
network of friends, acquaintances, and contacts 
from within and outside his local community. His 
MySpace profile contained videos and photos he 
had created and posted to share. Often portrayed 
in the media as dangerous or distracting (Hass, 
2006; Rowan, 2007), many young people are 
actually making important, positive connections 
through their use of online social network sites. 
They find emotional support, get help with school 
work, relax, socialize and flourish in using this 
outlet for their creativity.

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the 
social and educational benefits of online social 
network sites and the implications of social net-
work site affordances for human services educa-
tion and practice. The unique features of today’s 
social network sites will be discussed in relation 
to other forms of virtual communities. The chapter 
will present theoretical foundations, application of 
social network site features to education and ways 
in which the competencies users demonstrate in 
social network sites can have educational benefits 
and enhance learners’ experience. Moreover, a 
case study of one students’ use of an online so-
cial network will be provided for tertiary social 
work students who seek to consider the potential 
application of this information communication 
technology for human services education and 
practice. This case study may also be useful for 
researchers in the field of information communica-
tion technology and human computer interaction 
in various disciplines who seek to describe and 
illuminate online social networking practices.
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backgrounD

Adherents of social networking – including 70% of 
today’s 15- to 34-year-olds– utilize their preferred 
social networking sites at all hours of the day and 
night to fulfill a roster of needs as diverse as the 
users themselves (February 2007, U.S. ComScore 
data, ages 15-34 at all locations).

Social network Sites: a 
unique form of ict

Since their introduction in the late 1990’s, and ris-
ing to mainstream prominence with MySpace and 
LinkedIn in 2003, online social network sites have 
attracted millions of users. In the United States, a 
majority of online teens have created a personal 
profile on a social network site like MySpace or 
Facebook and visit their social network site daily or 
several times a day, devoting an average of 9 hours 
a week to the network (Lenhart & Madden, 2007; 
National School Boards Association, 2007).

According to boyd & Ellison (2007) an online 
social network site is a ’web-based service that 
allows individuals to (1) construct a public or 
semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) 
articulate a list of other users with whom they share 
a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of 
connections and those made by others within the 
system’ (p. 1). What distinguishes social network 
sites from other forms of virtual communities is 
that they allow users to articulate and make visible 
their social networks, similar to allowing others 
to view your address book and interact with it 
online. In this way your connections potentially 
become the connections of your “friends.” Boyd 
& Ellison (2007) suggest that these “friending” 
behaviors through social network sites can re-
sult in more and different types of connections 
between individuals that would not otherwise 
be made (Haythornthwaite, 2005). In addition to 
individuals, SNSs may include profiles of bands, 
companies, events, non-profit organizations or 
political parties (Childnet International, 2007). 

Other terms such as “online social networking 
site,” “networked social media” and just “social 
network” have been used to describe these Web 
2.0 technologies. For our purposes, we will use the 
term online social network site (SNS) according 
to boyd and Ellison’s (2007) definition.

A growing body of survey research suggests 
that youth’s participation in online social network 
sites may cross gender, ethnicity, and income 
boundaries as teens once disconnected from the 
Internet (e.g., low-income African-American, 
Latino and other low-income students) now 
largely have access (College Access Marketing, 
2008; Lenhart, Arafeh, Smith & Macgill, 2008). 
For instance, in our surveys with 600 urban high 
school students from low-income families in the 
upper Midwestern United States (i.e., median fam-
ily income at or below US$25,000), we found that 
over 80% go online regularly from home and 77% 
have a profile on an online social network site. 
The majority use MySpace (65%) with Facebook 
(37%) being the second most popular site, and 
many students belong to more than one network 
(Greenhow, Walker & Kim, 2008).

use of Social networking Sites for 
Social and educational purposes

Social Networking Sites can serve a range of 
purposes, including helping users maintain exist-
ing friendships or forge new relationships based 
on shared professional interests, political views, 
a common language or shared racial, sexual, 
religious, or cultural identities. In studying U.S. 
Internet trends, Lenhart and Madden (2007) found 
that 91% of SNS users employed these sites to 
maintain relationships with existing friends with 
whom they frequently socialize, and 82%, to 
maintain connections to others with whom they 
do not socialize; 72% used these sites to make 
social plans.

Such relationship building can be accomplished 
through a range of SNS features that accommodate 
data-sharing in various forms (e.g., video, audio, 
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text, photo, hyperlinks, etc.) and user-generated 
content. For instance, most sites allow users to 
share personal profiles, write comments, upload 
files, and select applications, although the extent 
to which sites incorporate new information and 
communication tools, such as mobile connectiv-
ity, blogging, and photo/video-sharing varies. 
Many SNSs offer condensed versions of their 
services for customers who want access via mo-
bile handheld devices such as cell phones, which 
have become nearly ubiquitous among youth and 
adults of all ages (Lenhart, Madden, Macgill & 
Smith, 2007).

Some of the most common activities young 
people engage in are creating online profiles, 
visiting others profiles and leaving messages, 
viewing digital content, authoring content and 
sharing content created by a third party (Childnet 
International, 2007). Indeed, students engaged in 
SNSs are more likely to be content creators: post-
ing or remixing digital images or video, creating 
or commenting in blogs, or maintaining a website 
(Lenhart & Madden, 2007). Interestingly, a recent 
survey involving over 2,000 nine- to 17-year old 
students, parents and school district leaders in 
the U.S., reported that much of students’ online 
sharing in SNSs involves frequent exchange of 
private and public messages and comments, with 
education being a common topic of conversation 
—e.g., 60% of students surveyed reported using 
their SNS to talk about education topics and 50%, 
to talk specifically about schoolwork) (National 
School Boards Association, 2007). Outside of the 
United States, the Digizen Project of Childnet 
International is examining how SNSs can ben-
efit young people in the United Kingdom and 
around the world. The Digizen site (http://www.
digizen.org/) offers a framework for evaluating 
the appropriateness of SNSs for formal or infor-
mal learning. A downloadable evaluation chart 
considers a site’s age restrictions, the presence of 
advertisements, collaboration tools, security op-
tions and data management restrictions. The site 
also outlines considerations for educators trying 

to integrate such sites, including privacy issues, 
cyberbullying prevention and legal issues.

Demographics of SnS use

Typically thought of as a youth phenomenon, 
the demographics of SNS users are increasingly 
diverse. Today there are hundreds of online social 
network sites, the two most popular being MyS-
pace and Facebook with about 115 million users 
each worldwide (Stone, 2008). Launched in 2004, 
MySpace generated more page views than Google 
or Yahoo and has broad appeal across all age ranges 
(Compete, 2008). More than half of MySpace users 
in the U.S. are under 35 years of age (77%), with 
young people 12 -17 years (29%), 18-34 years 
(44%) and the over 35 demographic representing 
a smaller (23%) but still significant proportion 
of users (Quantcast, 2008). About 300,000 new 
people sign up for MySpace every day. Its users 
span more than 20 international territories, includ-
ing the United States, United Kingdom, Australia, 
Japan, France, Germany, Mexico, and Canada. In 
the U.S. one in four Americans is on MySpace and 
in the UK, it is as common to have a MySpace 
profile as it is to own a dog. Moreover, MySpace 
has a large presence within the entertainment 
industry. It maintains a dominant position as a 
media-sharing site (i.e., uploading music, videos, 
scanned artwork, photography, etc.), giving users 
the opportunity to interact with brands, bands, 
artists, actors, and other creative professionals 
as well as to self-express. Analysts expect to see 
more television and video networks integrate and 
work with MySpace (Owyang, 2008).

By comparison, Facebook also appeals to 
a broader demographic than simply teenagers. 
People ages 18-24 (34%) and 35-54 years of age 
(33%), constitute Facebook’s two largest groups of 
users. Originally created to foster social network-
ing among U.S. college students, Facebook is still a 
dominant presence on college campuses; however, 
more than half of Facebook users are outside of 
college, and its fastest growing demographic is 25 
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years of age and older (Owyang, 2008). Facebook 
has also expanded internationally, with the most 
active users residing in the U.S., Canada, the 
UK and Australia. Facebook’s orientation over-
laps with MySpace in that it maintains regional, 
profession-related, and school-related networks; 
however, Facebook is perhaps more strongly af-
filiated with collegiate and work-related networks 
than is MySpace and maintains 85 percent market 
share of 4-year U.S. universities.

Moreover, Facebook emphasizes its niche as 
a platform for independently generated applica-
tions. According to the company’s analysts, 24,000 
applications have been built on the Facebook 
platform and an estimated 140 new applications 
are added per day allowing users to increasingly 
customize the functionality of their network (See 
for more information: http://www.facebook.com/
press/info.php?statistics). Socialyze, for instance, 
is an application Facebook users can add to their 
profiles (and invite friends to add) which enables 
them to analyze data, statistics and trends gener-
ated by their “friends” within the Facebook system. 
The application can be used as a game to get to 
know people better and strengthen social connec-
tions. Users can test their social knowledge and 
compete against friends to earn points and “climb 
the social ladder.” Books iRead is a Facebook 
application that may be useful for educational or 
professional uses. It lets one share ratings of books 
and showcase a virtual bookshelf. Users can see 
what their colleagues or students are reading and 
read reviews of what others have read. Users can 
join a virtual bookclub, get book recommendations 
or meet new people who share the same reading 
interests. Facebook translator applications allow 
real-time translation of messages between users 
who speak different languages. The Where I’ve 
Been application allows users to post an interac-
tive world map on their profile, showing those 
who visit their site, where they have been, lived 
and want to go. Visitors to a user’s Where I’ve 
Been map can click on a country or city to get 
more information.

No overview of online social network sites 
would be complete without emphasizing the in-
creasing proliferation and diversity of this emerg-
ing information and communications technology. 
A quick Google search reveals millions of hits 
for “online social network sites.” Wikipedia lists 
over 130 on its list of “notable, well-known” sites 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_social_net-
working_websites) and reviews abound, such as 
this one from Top Ten Reviews (http://social-net-
working-websites-review.toptenreviews.com/), 
which strive to characterize and distinguish one site 
from another. Sites like Hi5.com, Friendster.com, 
Orkut and Bebo.com rank just below MySpace 
and Facebook in size and international presence 
(ComScore, 2008a). Bebo is especially popular 
in the U.K., Ireland and New Zealand while Or-
kut is popular in Brazil, Paraguay and India, and 
Cyworld is the site of choice among many young 
South Koreans (Wikipedia, 2008).

Furthermore, a growing number of SNSs are 
designed specifically to support education. Educa-
torCentral (http://www.takingitglobal.org/tiged/
ec/) within TakingITGlobal (www.takingitglobal.
org) supports teaching and learning (Childnet 
International, 2007). Ning (www.ning.com) is 
an increasingly popular SNS that allows people, 
schools, and companies, to build and design their 
own social Web sites tailored to their students, 
clients, friends, and employees. Within Ning.com 
there are a few SNSs that specifically address hu-
man services professionals. These include Social 
Work 2.0 (http://www.socialwork20.com/) and 
Social Work Advocates (http://socialworkadvo-
cates.ning.com), which is a community of social 
workers who are passionate about advocating 
for vulnerable and oppressed populations. Other 
sites are just beginning such as Social and Human 
Services (http://sociallyhuman.ning.com) and 
Social Work Grad Students (http://socialwork-
gradstudents.ning.com/). In the UK, a relatively 
new SNS offered by the social work magazine 
Community Care (http://www.communitycare.
co.uk/carespace/) features high quality podcasts of 
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research seminars and educational products, which 
can be subscribed to within iTunes (http://www.
iriss.ac.uk/audio). In addition, this SNS features an 
open access repository of human services related 
content called the Learning Exchange (http://www.
iriss.ac.uk/openlx/).

There are also numerous networks for specific 
human services client populations. For instance, 
people addicted to alcohol and other drugs can 
identify treatment options and get peer support 
within SoberCircle (http://www.sobercircle.
com/). Sobercircle blogs and chats offer a place 
for clients in recovery to voice their struggles with 
addiction and seek support from others. Separate 
forums for social service professionals allow those 
who counsel people recovering from addiction to 
connect and share ideas. PatientsLikeMe (http://
www.patientslikeme.com/) allows people dealing 
with certain life altering neurological conditions 
such as multiple sclerosis or Parkinson’s disease to 
share their experiences, find similar patients, and 
learn from the latest research. People with mood 
disorders (e.g., depression, bipolar disorder) are 
also supported within the site. The philosophy of 
open sharing within PatientsLikeMe allows people 
to discuss their treatment histories anonymously 
so others can benefit from information about 
successful approaches. Although we have been 
focusing on SNSs used primarily by teens and 
adults, there are also sites, such as ClubPenguin 
(http://www.clubpenguin.com/) and Imbee (http://
imbee.com/) that are designed for and used by 
younger children, ages 8-14. These sites have 
stricter privacy controls and require a parent’s 
email to sign up.

Finally, there is significant diversity in the 
SNS user population. A person’s gender, race and 
ethnicity, and parental educational background, for 
instance, are all associated with SNS use. Accord-
ing to the Pew Internet and American Life studies 
in the United States, older girls ages 15-17 are 
more likely to have created an online profile on 
a social network site (70%), while only 57% of 
online boys have done so (Lenhart et al., 2007). 

Hargittai (2007), in studying college students’ 
differential adoption of online social network 
sites, found differences in the percentage of racial 
and ethnic groups that used four popular SNSs 
(Facebook, MySpace, Xanga and Friendster). 
Hispanics favored MySpace over Facebook and 
other sites. Students of Asian background favored 
Friendster and Xanga. Both African Americans and 
Caucasian students used MySpace and Facebook 
more than the other two sites in the study. Using 
parental education as a measure of family income, 
Hargattai (2007) also found that students with 
parents who had less than a high school diploma 
were significantly more likely to be on MySpace 
than Facebook. Students whose parents had a 
college degree where significantly more likely to 
use Facebook. However, it is important to note 
that this study was completed before Facebook 
opened its membership to everyone. Previously 
only those with a college email could use Face-
book. Next we turn to the theoretical foundations 
underlying this chapter.

tHeoretical founDationS

Not surprisingly, given that people’s use of online 
social network sites is a relatively recent phenom-
enon, much of the published research on the use 
of SNSs is still emerging. The handful of studies 
that exist stem mostly from communications, 
information science, anthropology, sociology, 
economics, political science, cultural studies, 
and computer science and are both conceptual 
and empirical in nature (boyd & Ellison, 2007). 
Very few studies explore the link between social 
network site use and education. For instance, 
Hewitt and Forte (2006) examined how college 
age students feel about having their professors on 
Facebook, and Mazer, Murphy & Simonds (2007) 
investigated how faculty presence on Facebook 
impacts student-educator relationships, but these 
studies do not deal directly with students’ experi-
ences in using online social network sites and how 
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SNS use may impact their educational experience, 
which is the focus of this chapter.

The theoretical foundations for this research 
stem from education, communication and sociol-
ogy, specifically interpersonal ties theories from 
communication and sociology, constructivist 
frameworks for how people learn, and twenty-first 
century skills frameworks in education.

meeting interpersonal needs online

Despite troubling public accounts of Internet-
mediated communication as socially isolating 
and necessarily inferior to other modes of com-
munication (Thurlow, 2006), a number of studies 
have argued that, in fact, communication via the 
Internet can help users develop, maintain, and 
extend social relationships, leading to a broader 
network of support when faced with important 
life decisions (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 
2007; Kraut et al., 2002; Wellman, Haase, Witte, 
Hampton, 2001). Such findings are important 
for human services education if we consider that 
interventions which increase students’ connections 
to their peers and community resources can lead 
to greater persistence and success in university 
programs (Zhao & Kuh, 2004; Tinto, 1998).

In examining interpersonal interactions within 
the context of a SNS and how SNSs may be 
supporting interpersonal needs, it is important 
to consider: the technological affordances of the 
environment; how users employ (or not) these 
and for what communicative purposes; and the 
conditions surrounding these interactions (e.g., 
computer and Internet access/context, frequency 
and duration of social network site use, nature of 
the relationship between SNS participants). This 
examination of the potential of social network 
sites to fulfill interpersonal needs, as illustrated 
in the case study that follows, is informed by 
recent studies on how social networks are cre-
ated, maintained and negotiated through media 
(Donath & boyd, 2004; Gross & Acquisiti, 2005; 
Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe, 2007; Herring, 2004; 

Wellman, Salaff, Dimitrova, Garton, Gulia, Hay-
thornwaite, 1996).

Supporting constructivist 
pedagogy and How people learn

Social Networking Sites are uniquely positioned 
to mesh with theories of adult pedagogy which 
stress that adults expect their experience and con-
nections will be incorporated into their learning. 
Younger and older adults are entering university 
education classes with the expectation that they 
will be able to contribute to the discussion, giving 
feedback as well as receiving it. Students expect 
to critique each others’ ideas and projects as 
well as contribute to class discussions blending 
their ideas and experiences with others to create 
learning. This atmosphere of constructivism is 
different from that of classrooms where students 
submit assignments to one person (their instructor) 
and receive feedback from that person. Multiple 
evaluations by peers, instructors, and others are 
quickly becoming the norm in the networked 
classroom. In synthesizing over a decade of edu-
cational and cognitive neuroscience research on 
how people learn, Bransford, Brown and Cocking 
(1999) developed guidelines for effective teach-
ing that emphasizes learning with understanding. 
Effective instructors, they argue, help structure a 
complete learning environment that encompasses 
three focal points-- learner, knowledge and assess-
ment--within a larger community or society (p. 
120-130). High technology-using environments, 
such as those embodied by social network sites, 
may be conducive to both developing learning 
and innovative pedagogy because they typically 
feature “learners” informally sharing thoughts, 
emotions, and skills within a networked commu-
nity where production, distribution, feedback and 
reciprocity are valued. Moreover, in developing 
and displaying a “public” profile and engaging 
in collaborative acts of production with others in 
the system, users may be demonstrating the kinds 
of knowledge construction and problem-solving 
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activities frequently sought in twenty-first century 
instructional reform efforts.

Although there are various forms of educa-
tional constructivism, generally, constructivism 
is a theory of learning that views the nature of 
“knowledge” as created or formulated by the 
learner actively engaged in the process of making 
meaning (Fulton, 1999). Learners make or “con-
struct” new meaning by taking what they already 
know and applying what is being learned to new 
situations. “Knowledge,” rather than inherently 
meaningful, becomes meaningful through the 
learner’s interpretation and application of what he 
or she knows in a community where knowledge 
is shared. Experience and individual differences, 
therefore, are important and respected, and situ-
ations that have direct relevance to the learner or 
applicability to life are those that provide the best 
opportunities for learning. In the constructivist 
model, the learner’s background, expertise, and 
beliefs all affect the learning or knowledge that 
is assembled (Brown & Duguid, 2000). When 
applied to pedagogy, the constructivist view of 
learning supports a learner-centered instruc-
tional environment where learning and teaching 
are “facilitated” by the instructors rather than 
“transmitted” as in a traditional lecture-oriented 
teacher-centered classroom. Online social network 
site features may support such environments by 
enabling users to profile their individual differ-
ences and commonalities, communicate interests, 
ideas, and experiences in multimedia forms, 
negotiate learning goals, aggregate the wisdom 
of the group to co-construct solutions, and solicit 
and get feedback from multiple audiences.

21st century Skills frameworks

Ultimately, at all levels of education, from un-
dergraduate to graduate programs, we want our 
students and clients to be trained in and profi-
cient at using emerging digital tools and social 
media to ultimately enhance their career-related 
decision-making and performance. Therefore, this 

chapter considers how students, in using SNSs, 
are practicing the kinds of “21st century skills” 
that are increasingly emphasized in educational 
and workplace settings, but perhaps especially 
important in human services occupations. These 
include creative thinking: the ability to construct 
knowledge and develop innovative products and 
processes; communication and collaboration: the 
ability to communicate in multiple media and to 
work collaboratively to support individual learning 
or the learning of others; research and information 
fluency: the ability to locate, organize, evaluate 
and process data from a number of sources and 
present the results; and problem-solving: the 
ability to define problems and manage activities 
toward a range of solutions (International Society 
for Technology in Education, 2007; Partnership 
for 21st century Skills, 2008). Moreover, today’s 
instructors are expected to develop and model 
these competencies as well as to facilitate their 
development in students (International Society 
for Technology in Education, 2008).

caSe StuDy context

Drawing on these frameworks above, we under-
took an exploratory qualitative study in the spring 
of 2008 to examine whether and how urban youth 
from low-income families in the upper Midwestern 
United States used the online social network site, 
MySpace.com, as part of their everyday lives and 
whether and how their MySpace use demonstrated 
educational and social benefits. This investigation 
is part of a larger three-year effort to profile these 
students’ Internet technology access, use, and ca-
pacity. A total of 1200 students (17- and 18-years 
of age) were given paper surveys in the winter of 
2007 (number of respondents=850) and again in 
the winter of 2008 (number of respondents=600). 
They were asked a series of questions about their 
location, frequency, duration, type of computer and 
Internet use, and their purpose for using various 
Web-based technologies. Focus groups were also 



23

Educational and Social Benefits of Social Network Sites

conducted to triangulate survey data. Students who 
participated in this research were from thirteen 
urban high schools (56% female) and were all 
participating in an after-school program, Admis-
sion Possible, aimed at improving college access 
for low-income students. These students were 
from families whose incomes were at or below 
the county median income (at or below $25,000) 
(Greenhow, Walker, & Kim, 2008).

To investigate students’ use of online social 
network sites, specifically, we conducted follow-
up in-depth interviews, talk-alouds, and content 
analysis of MySpace profiles with a randomly 
selected sub-group of eleven students (all frequent 
MySpace users). The case study that follows draws 
from this larger research effort.

tHe caSe of tHereSa SommerS

[You learn] different things about different people. 
. . . you get afforded different opportunities from 
the social network like with the [political] caucus 
invitation. I wouldn’t have been able to go there; I 
wouldn’t have known how to get there otherwise. 
(Theresa, age 21)

Theresa Sommers grinned as she talked about 
getting to know different sides to her “friends” 
within MySpace.com. She talked excitedly about 
friending the Democratic nominee for United 
States president, Barak Obama, and the oppor-
tunities to get involved in the 2008 presidential 
election that had come her way through her online 
social network. A young woman from a Chinese-
American family, Theresa spoke animatedly of 
her plans to attend a university next year. In just 
a few short weeks, she would graduate from her 
large urban high school and transition to the next 
phase of her life.

technology background and 
context for SnS use

We met Theresa in the spring of 2008 when we 
interviewed MySpace-using teens in order to 
begin to understand whether and how online 
social networks might be utilized to support 
educational and social goals. Theresa was 18 
years old and from a low-income family living 
in a Midwestern city. Like many of the students 
in our study, Theresa had access to high speed 
Internet at home. However, unlike others, she had 
her own laptop and did not have to share time on 
the Internet with siblings or parents. Theresa was 
a relatively experienced SNS user, having used 
MySpace for three years and Facebook.com for 
1.5 years. Thus, she maintained two SNS accounts: 
her MySpace account, for its connections to high 
school friends, musicians, artists, politicians, and 
entertainment or school-related groups and her 
Facebook account as part of her journey toward 
college access and enrollment. In fact, she used 
Facebook to “network” with students currently 
enrolled in colleges she was considering, and she 
believed these online interactions had factored into 
her college decision. Theresa used her MySpace 
several times per week for about one hour, which 
was slightly less than the majority of students we 
interviewed who visited daily or every other day. 
However, her time on SNSs also varied depend-
ing on her workload and purposes; she used her 
SNSs most intensely in the time leading up to 
submitting her college application, wanting not 
only to network with current college students 
but to keep her contacts updated on her college 
search process.

patterns and purpose for SnS use

As Theresa sat down in front of MySpace, she 
talked us through her most common activities and 
strategies when logging in. Like many online teens 
who prefer communicating through the multiple 
channels offered by SNSs rather than through 
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older technologies such as email (Lenhart et al., 
2007), Theresa used MySpace to make and main-
tain connections to friends, acquaintances, and 
potential “friends” within the system. Keeping up 
with “mail” communications within her MySpace 
account was, therefore, a top priority. Typically, 
she sorted through and responded to incoming 
messages and checked that older messages had 
been answered or deleted. Next, she moved on 
to review “friend requests,” that is, other people 
within the MySpace system who wanted to be 
part of her “friend” network. She accepted the 
request of an old friend from middle school who 
had since moved away and that of an acquain-
tance who had graduated from her high school 
last year. She denied the request from a “random 
band” because she did not like the music playing 
on the band’s MySpace page. Next, she skimmed 
the latest updates among her friends list (e.g., 
updated profile information, new connections 
among members, new photos posted to an online 
photo album, new blog entries on college life). 
Clicking on the most interesting updates, or on 
updates from those she had not visited in a while, 
took her to their individual profile pages. There 
she “commented people,” posting her feedback to 
a friend’s blog or picture or posting a message to 
a friend’s page so that he knew she had stopped 
by. In travelling to the MySpace pages of people 
in her network, Theresa could also see who was 
connected to whom and decide who among her 
“friends’ friends” she would like to get to know. 
Clicking on the photo of a person outside her 
network, instantly brought her to that contact’s 
limited profile with the option to “add to friends.” 
Clicking on this option would generate a “friend 
request” and send it to that person, asking him or 
her to accept Theresa as a new “friend, thereby, 
allowing her access to his or her complete profile 
and online address book.

Theresa also used her network to find multi-
media resources and information. For instance, 
she was looking for a new photograph of herself 
for her profile homepage. She remarked that she 

had not changed her profile picture for some time 
yet valued the dynamic and continually updat-
ing nature of the MySpace world. Browsing for 
photos within her friends’ online photo albums, 
where she had been tagged, enabled her to identify 
potentially useful images. She mentioned another 
incident where she had needed resources for a 
class project. Sending a bulletin or group message 
to the many friends in her network, she claimed, 
provided an easy way to gather valuable resources. 
When time allowed, she wrote poetry in her blog 
and composed updates on her college application 
process for those younger friends in her network 
she hoped to motivate and inspire.

When asked why she used SNSs such as 
MySpace, she explained how her purposes had 
shifted from purely social ones to more complex 
social and education-related purposes. Introduced 
to MySpace as a sophomore, she had logged in 
daily, spending an hour or more crafting an on-
line persona through her profile page, searching 
for “cool” background layouts and changing the 
colors, design, music, and overall “look and feel” 
of her page. In many ways, she felt that she was 
participating in an online popularity contest to 
see who could have the most interesting-looking 
profile, the most number of “friends,” and the most 
heavily visited site. As she eventually integrated 
MySpace into her everyday life, with its compet-
ing priorities and time constraints, her purpose 
for using the site became more authentic and 
personally meaningful. As a high school senior 
about to enroll in college, Theresa now says she 
uses MySpace primarily to strengthen and main-
tain relationships with people she has met online 
and offline, to obtain emotional support from her 
peers, to solicit help with school assignments, to 
report on school/college-related progress and ac-
complishments, and to express her creativity.

In this next section, we will discuss how these 
stated goals were manifested in Theresa’s case, 
highlighting observed social and educational 
benefits of her participation in the MySpace net-
work.
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Developing relationships and 
meeting interpersonal needs

The young people in our study, like Theresa, used 
the capabilities of the online social network MyS-
pace.com to develop and maintain various types 
of relationships. Contrary to the popular percep-
tion that SNS users falsify their identities making 
truthful relationships difficult, Theresa’s profile 
illustrated her attempts to craft and present an au-
thentic self within the online space. She posted an 
actual photograph of herself, listed her hometown 
and country, displayed a username that related to 
her first name only, truthfully reported her relation-
ship status as single, provided her actual age and 
encouraged her “friends” to exchange messages 
with her: “Facebook or text me,” now that she was 
entering college. However, she also took steps to 
protect her full identity from unwanted viewers, 
setting her MySpace profile to “private” and al-
lowing only those within her approved network 
to see her full profile and contacts. Moreover, 
like the other students we interviewed, Theresa, 
talked about the advantages of freely expressing 
her thoughts, opinions, fears, and emotions through 
the multimedia channels SNSs afford but also 
noted her hesitancy to reveal too much personal 
information, such as her full name, address, and 
contact information, which could subject her to 
unwanted fraud or abuse.

Walking the line between self-expression 
and anonymity, Theresa’s profile revealed that 
she used various MySpace features to maintain 
interpersonal connections with people she saw 
everyday as well as with those she rarely saw or 
had never met. Features such as the address book, 
asynchronous message system, online chat, bulle-
tins, friend requests, event alerts, and automatically 
generated, aggregated lists of friend “updates” or 
“status and mood” reports allowed her to keep 
abreast of the lives of people in her network and 
grow it. In her view, MySpace was a virtual “hang 
out” where one could relax around other people 
(e.g., close friends, distant friends, acquaintances, 

people she had never met) and keep the “line of 
communication open” without frequent and costly 
time and emotional investment:

I think it’s a good way to keep in touch with 
people you may not have time to call or meet or 
even text them…it’s kind of a “kick-back”…it’s 
just kind of a way to relax and hang out and not 
necessarily having to worry about talking directly 
to a person but just kind of like keeping that line 
of communication open.

However, Theresa also noted that a core group 
of “friends” in her MySpace network were actu-
ally people she talked to and physically hung out 
with regularly. She felt that her connections to 
those people, especially, deepened with her use 
of MySpace because she was able to “see more 
sides to them” than she would have otherwise 
as they could now express themselves in audio, 
video, graphical, and text media. For instance, 
friends she never knew had political interests 
or artistic abilities were displaying these sides 
of themselves in MySpace. Friends who were 
not usually emotional in person were revealing 
emotions through emoticons, descriptive status 
updates, or online writing.

Maintaining this range of social connections 
from which to draw—e.g.,“strong ties” as among 
family members and close friends and “weak 
ties” as among acquaintances, distant friends and 
potential contacts (Granovetter, 1973)— makes 
SNSs potentially advantageous to young people 
who are able to activate connections appropriate 
to their purposes when they need them. For in-
stance, one “friend” in Theresa’s network, a former 
classmate now at a distant university, activated his 
network to build an audience for his budding radio 
career. Using the “bulletin” feature in MySpace, 
he posted the following message titled “New 
Information,” which asked his contacts to check 
out a new radio show:
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I have a radio show entitled “Know it Al!” (a 
psuedonym for the real title). The information for 
that is on facebook. Also, if you search for “Know 
it Al!”on facebook there is a fan site that you can 
join and become a fan. Through that site I will be 
sending people updates and everything. So there 
are two things going on.... The radio show is on 
Thursdays from 2:30-3:30 and you can stream 
it online at [name of URL] . All you have to do 
is hit listen and even if you have a slow internet 
connection you can still get it. Trust me...

Theresa also used MySpace to initiate connec-
tions for career-building and inquiry purposes. For 
example, she was interested in photography as a 
potential career. Through MySpace she was able 
to view the work of professional photographers 
and exchange comments and questions with them 
about the field, including the kinds of training and 
skills that are needed. MySpace allows its users to 
join public forums and search within the network 
for people with particular skills like “professional 
photographers.” Because it is a media-rich en-
vironment that lets users post their own content 
without requiring sophisticated technical exper-
tise, experienced and novice artists can scan and 
upload or link to their work, asking others for 
advice and feedback. Such intergenerational and 
cross-disciplinary exchange might rarely happen 
in the “real world” but in the virtual world of SNSs, 
with its low costs to self-promotion and sharing, 
such interconnections are prevalent.

Similarly, Theresa used MySpace to become a 
resource for younger students, making visible her 
college search and application process. Posting 
personal updates where others could view them 
allowed her to model the process for students 
like her who were just beginning to think about 
choosing and applying to schools:

And I would even get questions [online] from dif-
ferent organizations I work with, like students in 
them, and they’ll ask me like what’s the process 
like? and what schools are you picking from? and 

they seem like they’re really into it because that’s 
what they’re looking forward to, and so I think I 
did it a lot more for them [posted that information 
on MySpace] than for my peers here in school that 
I work with. (129-133)

Mentoring younger students, something 
Theresa may not have had the time, inclination 
or opportunity to do face-to-face, was facilitated 
through this networked information space. As 
this example suggests, social digital technologies 
available on the Web, such as SNSs, may prove 
particularly useful in helping us address educa-
tional inequities. For instance, it is well known 
that students from low-income families do not 
graduate from high school, enroll in postsecondary 
education, or obtain undergraduate and graduate 
degrees at the same rate as their peers from more 
affluent families. Often these students lack the 
social and cultural capital available to students 
from college-educated and affluent families. Tech-
nologies, such as online social network sites, may 
help “level the playing field” by providing such 
students with rich, affordable access to supportive 
peers and adults from similar backgrounds who 
have succeeded.

Moreover, in providing a range of creative 
and communication tools without the physical 
social cues that can discourage self-expression 
face-to-face, SNSs offer young people an inter-
active outlet for their emotions, reflections, and 
experience. For instance, when writing in her 
MySpace blog, Theresa wrote about topics that 
were personally meaningful and emotional, “It’s 
kind of me venting.” She wrote for herself as well 
as for an audience, straddling the line between 
confession and meditation:

I know my friends will go on and read it. For the 
most part, I’m really up front with them, but then 
for some things that are kind of hard to say to 
people… with those things, they read it, and then 
they take it in their own way and they have time 
to digest it and then, react to it, like they [have] 
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a little section where they can leave a comment 
(178-184).

Below, Theresa recalled how she was prompted 
to respond to a friend in need through MySpace, 
speculating that she probably would not have 
done so otherwise:

Like somebody will write me and tell me, “I’m 
going through this.” And I wrote a poem for a 
friend because she and her boyfriend broke up, 
and that’s just probably one thing I wouldn’t have 
done [written the poem] if she hadn’t written me 
about it on MySpace” (475 -478).

As these examples illustrate, SNSs facilitate 
semi-public sharing, as opposed to writing in a 
private journal, emailing, or posting in a public 
online community; feedback and encouragement 
from other members are aggregated, archived, 
and can be viewed over time within a sanctioned 
social circle. Such collective thoughts can provide 
a powerful source of support, motivation, and 
recognition for a job well done, even building on 
and extending relationships in the physical world. 
For example, in Theresa’s case, one of her senior 
projects was to give a final in-class performance 
related to an issue she cared about. She felt that 
many of her peers gave fine performances and 
wanted to tell them so. Her strategy was to rec-
ognize her peers semi-publicly within MySpace: 
“I like to post it so that everybody can see it 
[my positive comments to a person]. Of course, 
you’ll tell them face to face but I like to put it on 
MySpace just so everyone can know they did a 
good job. (591-596)”

In addition to cultivating and maintaining close 
and distant interpersonal connections for a range 
of purposes, young people may be using SNSs to 
demonstrate the 21st century competencies that ed-
ucators value, including creativity, communication 
in multiple media, collaboration to support one’s 
own or the learning of others, problem-solving, 
and research and information fluency. Examples 

from Theresa’s case illustrate how some of these 
competencies may be demonstrated.

Demonstrating 21st century 
competencies

Recent survey reports and preliminary descrip-
tive research suggest that today’s young people 
are using participatory media such as SNSs to 
practice and develop creative processes and in-
novative content (Lenhart et al., 2008; Lenhart 
et al., 2007; Perkel, 2008; Hull & Nelson, 2008; 
Coiro, Knobel, Lankshear & Leu, 2008). Copy/
paste literacy practices where youth manipulate 
and “remix” code in the production of a MySpace 
profile are giving new meaning to our notions of 
“reading” and “writing” online (Perkel, 2008). 
Youth’s digital stories, multi-medial compositions 
produced by layering text, music, and images, are 
engendering new, respected writing genres (Hull 
& Nelson, 2005). These are just some examples 
of how young people may be developing creative 
capacities and technical proficiency within SNSs 
which have implications for formal education. 
Theresa, for example, posted original photographs 
within her MySpace profile as a means of personal 
expression. She credits MySpace with motivating 
her to share this work with a wider audience:

I always liked to take photographs, and I had a 
bag full of like 15 disposable cameras that had not 
been developed. So MySpace got me to develop 
them and put them on MySpace. . . . I develop 
more pictures; I make more of an effort to get 
what I’m doing out to people just because it’s an 
open space for people to observe.

In fact, she marveled at the positive effect 
SNSs had on her ability to represent herself, “I 
think [SNSs] have changed my communication 
skills in some ways because I don’t necessarily 
have a problem [now] speaking my mind.” We 
also saw evidence of this in the range of artifacts 
students posted within MySpace (e.g., videos they 
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had created, photographs, graphically interesting 
backgrounds, music, song lyrics, links to other 
artifacts).

In addition to sharing photographs, Theresa 
shared her creative and school-related writing. 
Prior to joining MySpace, she felt others rarely 
read her work, but MySpace helped motivate such 
efforts by giving her multiple audiences for which 
to perform. The audience for her school writing 
was generally classmates while the audience for 
her creative writing and photography was a diverse 
group of people, such as artists she had come into 
contact with through MySpace and believed she 
would not have known otherwise. Theresa’s sense 
was that people young and old enjoyed sharing 
their creativity in SNSs: “I know people that 
dance and sing and they have little videos on their 
profiles and I know some other poets and people 
who like to write and rap and do art and paint and 
take photographs and everything.”

The interconnections and creative capabili-
ties evident in SNSs like MySpace offer learners 
initiation into a Web-based “participatory culture” 
(Jenkins, 2006) with low barriers to artistic ex-
pression and civic engagement, strong support for 
creating and sharing one’s digital productions, a 
sense of social connections to each another (or at 
least caring what other people think about what one 
has created), and a belief that contributions matter. 
Participatory culture is manifested as: affiliations 
such as “groups” or “forums” centered around 
people’s background, interests, connections, and 
media; creative self- or collective expressions (e.g., 
video-making, mash-ups), and circulations (e.g., 
podcasting, blogging) (Jenkins, 2006, p. 1). Such 
opportunities potentially enrich learning by mak-
ing it more personally meaningful, collaborative, 
and socially relevant.

Moreover, the self-assertiveness and confi-
dence developed by “speaking my mind” to a 
select audience, often for purely social reasons, 
may encourage youth to turn to those networks 
for help in solving important problems or deci-
sions. As 21st century educators, we value critical 

thinking, reflective decision-making, and collabo-
ration and seek to develop these competencies in 
today’s learners to prepare them for tomorrow. 
In MySpace networks, youth may be developing 
their ability to solicit advice and feedback from 
others they trust in order to manage projects and 
explore solutions. This was evident in Theresa’s 
case where she and her peers in a school program 
posted excerpts of their essays within MySpace 
so that the group could collaboratively determine 
how the essay should be structured. Theresa com-
mented: “Everybody’s always working on projects 
like this at the same time and so, we’ll [post in 
MySpace]: ‘How long did you take on your es-
say?’ or ‘How’d you begin in there? How’d you 
write it?’ So then sometimes we’ll share that and 
everybody kind of does it, at least in our SLC 
[small learning community].”

Beyond creative thinking, multimedia com-
munication, and collaborative problem-solving 
skills, we as educators also want our students 
to develop research and information fluency 
for the 21st century. It is not enough to consult 
one source, such as a family member or book; 
in today’s constantly shifting, global economy, 
learners need to be skilled in consulting multiple 
sources of information and people and synthesiz-
ing disparate bits of data, often in teams, to make 
well-informed, strategic decisions. Past research 
on students’ online inquiry processes has docu-
mented students’ difficulties in finding quality 
information online and discerning the truth or reli-
ability of information they find (Kuiper, Volman 
& Terwel, 2005). “Social navigation” (Jonassen, 
2000) within SNSs—as when a group of users 
with common interests help each other navigate 
the Web’s complexities by sharing URLs, personal 
contacts, and aggregated resources —may help 
learners develop more nuanced research strategies 
and greater information fluency. The young people 
we interviewed told us they “tapped the network” 
to gather information on various topics, and this 
was evidenced in MySpace bulletin posts from 
individuals seeking information or responding 



29

Educational and Social Benefits of Social Network Sites

to requests. In Theresa’s case, she supplemented 
the information she found about different colleges 
from promotional materials, college Websites, 
college guides, and people in her local network 
with first-hand personal accounts from actual 
college students she had identified and contacted 
through Facebook:

It kind of was, like, I had a laundry list of schools 
I wanted to apply to. And so, I kind of narrowed 
it down based on my conversations on Facebook 
because the students on there, they feel more 
comfortable telling me what they think of the 
school . . . So they can kind of just share their 
honest interpretations and some schools, I got 
such great feedback and others, it’s was just like, 
well, I know not to go there. (291-296)

Learning how to quickly mine different 
types of information from a diverse but bounded 
universe of social and professional contacts, as 
Theresa did, may help learners develop research 
and information fluency more effectively than 
relying on a single authority (e.g., the instruc-
tor) or peer group for guidance. Indeed, the new 
social Web is generating a particular brand of 
social network sites dedicated to making the Web 
more navigable and semantically organized. So-
cial bookmarking and tagging sites (e.g., http://
delicious.com/) allow their members to develop 
folksonomies. Folksonomies are collections of 
resources on varying topics such as educational 
research, cooking, video games, computer soft-
ware, research on health conditions, tennis and 
other special interests. Anyone with a special 
interest can start tagging sites that relate to a topic 
and add them to an existing folksonomy or start 
one of their own. For instance, Citeulike.org is 
a site specifically oriented towards scholarly re-
sources where groups can post articles related to 
the topic they are researching and other scholars 
can post articles to the same topic. These social 
bookmarks can be private, shared only among 
members of a particular social network (e.g., 

American Association of Internet Researchers) 
or they can be publicly available for anyone to 
use and contribute.

DiScuSSion anD 
recommenDationS

The case of Theresa Sommers, and that of stu-
dents like her who use online social networks 
for interpersonal relationships, school-related 
processes, college and career inquiry, leisure pur-
suits, community service, and 21st century skills 
development, offers several insights for human 
services education and practice.

SnSs in Human Services education

First, in human services education, online social 
network sites might be integrated as a component 
in flexible learning and human service delivery 
within graduate school education, complementing 
the core practicum and other integrated learning 
components of university programs. Instructors 
seeking to implement learner-centered con-
structivist teaching strategies may benefit from 
layering an online social networking component 
over traditional in-class, online or hybrid course 
structures. For instance, it is well established that 
large enrollment classes and online or hybrid 
(partially online) courses which have high levels 
of peer-to-peer and instructor-student interactiv-
ity also tend to have higher student retention, 
satisfaction, and course completion. However, 
typical course management systems used to sup-
port or deliver such courses, such as Blackboard 
(http://www.blackboard.com/us/index.bbb), are 
designed more for content delivery controlled 
by a central administrator (instructor) than they 
are for ongoing, multi-channel communication, 
multimedia-sharing, and networking among 
course members. In addition, incorporating peer-
to-peer interaction and group-building activities 
is time-intensive, costly, and usually not feasible 
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where curriculum demands and staffing shortages 
favor direct instruction.

Supplementing human services courses with 
anytime/anywhere, freely available online social 
networking services may help work around these 
barriers, providing all course members with a 
cheap solution to help them monitor, learn from, 
and co-construct the group’s experience. For 
example, Social Work 2.0 (http://www.social-
work20.com/) is an intergenerational SNS of 
current undergrad and graduate students, social 
work professionals (1-20 years in the field), non-
profit leaders, researchers and others. Within this 
network, each member has an individual online 
profile page where he or she can list location, 
professional status, degree-granting institution, 
and areas of social work/interests. Online forums 
within this SNS such as “Speak” and “(ME)Ca-
reer” reveal a wealth of career and job-seeking 
resources, experiences, and advice for social 
work students and early career professionals. 
In addition, each Social Work 2.0 member can 
share reflections in his or her blog, generate 
discussion questions, share resources, request 
contacts, invite new members, etc. When an on-
line profile is changed, as when someone writes 
a new blog entry or uploads a video or shares a 
question, the change appears prominently on the 
community home page so all members can track 
each others’ activities. For instructors who seek 
to foster reflective practitioners, group cohesion, 
and a supportive and caring community for their 
students, SNS environments may help facilitate 
this by motivating students’ self-expression, public 
sharing, support and commentary as we saw in 
Theresa’s case.

Moreover, information and communication 
tools such as SNSs offer a dynamically updat-
ing method of pooling users’ collective wisdom, 
interests, and contacts. As Theresa’s case sug-
gests, when initiated into an online community 
where multi-media sharing is not only valued but 
promoted, students may be developing important 
habits, preferences and skills that prepare them 

for the human service education workplace of the 
future. Theresa tapped her network to promote 
her creativity, solve problems, make life-altering 
decisions, augment her knowledge base, and pull 
others with varying levels and types of expertise 
into her network. Initiating students into these 
ways of thinking and using social digital tech-
nologies may help them develop the interpersonal 
skills and creative practices that are essential to 
cultivating an effective professional network 
of colleagues, service providers, and clients 
in the human services field. As future human 
services professionals, graduate students must 
develop proficiencies in: helping others obtain 
information and services, keeping and monitor-
ing updated records, communicating clearly in 
varied formats to multiple audiences, collecting 
input/ideas/information from clients, establishing 
trust, and leading or facilitating team activities. 
Employing a customized SNS for similar tasks 
within a guided learning environment, such as 
a university course, may help students develop 
these proficiencies as part of their core practicum 
or work-integrated learning experience. However, 
SNSs may be most powerful as educational tools 
when the community students join goes beyond 
the limited experience base of a particular course 
or university program to encompass and expose 
students to the broader institutional, social, cul-
tural, and political perspectives of a national or 
international network in their field.

SnSs as tools for Human 
Services practitioners

Second, human services practitioners might 
leverage SNSs to reflect on their work, tap peer-
reviewed online continuing education, develop 21st 
century work practices, and grow their personal 
and professional networks, thereby improving 
their ability to develop, implement and maintain 
a comprehensive service plan. Similar to integrat-
ing these tools into human services education, 
practitioners in the field might utilize SNSs as 
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outlets for personal reflection and creative expres-
sion. Keeping an online semi-private journal with 
SNS blogging tools, for instance, may motivate 
practitioners not only to vent and get support from 
friends or troubleshoot with colleagues but reflect 
on their practices over time. Within the Social 
Work Advocates and Community Care SNSs in-
troduced earlier, human services practitioners use 
a range of online communication tools to reflect 
on their stance toward particular issues, to strat-
egize how to advocate successfully, and to educate 
themselves (e.g., uploading educational videos, 
reports, relevant URLs, anecdotal evidence, etc.). 
SNSs that interface well with multi-functional 
handheld devices such as “smart” phones may 
be especially beneficial to travelling practitioners 
who need continuous, multi-channel, on-the-job 
access to their professional network. In addition, 
using SNSs to foster ongoing exchanges between 
students entering the field, current graduates, and 
experienced practitioners may do much to keep 
human services education programs relevant, to 
facilitate effective job placements, and to keep 
professionals current on research and evidence-
based best practices.

Furthermore, Web-based SNSs, or some future 
version of them, may eventually help human 
service professionals engage in transformative 
inter-agency data-sharing, case planning and 
service coordination, which current proprietary 
knowledge managements systems and bureau-
cracies prevent (O’Looney, 2005). Various sec-
tors, not just human services, are inquiring into 
how to harness emerging social technologies 
for organization- and job-changing impact. For 
instance, businesses are looking into how to tap 
their employees “social connections, institutional 
memories and special skills – knowledge that 
large, geographically dispersed companies often 
have a difficult time obtaining” by using social 
networking software to connect a company’s em-
ployees into a single private Web forum (Stone, 
2008, p. C2; Gratton, 2007). News media are 
increasingly tapping viewer participation in the 

form of online comments and testimonials, inde-
pendently produced videos, and citizen journalist 
blog entries to enhance the accuracy, power and 
spread of centrally produced stories (e.g., CNN’s 
documentary Black in America).1,2 And apparent 
in the U.S. 2008 presidential election campaign is 
a new style of “Netroots” politics: “open-sourced 
and inclusive, multi-racial and multicultural” 
where potential voters don’t just consume cam-
paign propaganda but help shape and distribute 
it via online meet-ups, blogs, videos and Internet 
social networks (Sheehy, 2008, p. 79) Small scale 
proof-of-concept projects between human services 
units may help move us closer to understanding 
how the field can similarly benefit from the range 
of affordances SNSs allow.

SnSs as tools for Serving clients

Third, practitioners may also consider identifying 
SNSs that fit the needs of particular clients and 
recommending how clients might use them to 
obtain support, learn healthy behaviors, mitigate 
stress, express their passions or career interests, 
and other potential uses as appropriate to an 
overall personal development plan. In Theresa’s 
case, MySpace was a place to work out everyday 
personal, school, and career-related issues and 
identify or process emotions by blogging, writing 
poetry or finding a song that matched her mood. 
In SoberCircle, introduced earlier, clients can 
find support from others who understand how 
difficult recovery can be when struggling with 
emotional and relationship issues. Family and 
friends of those in recovery can also obtain sup-
port on SoberCircle. Clients and/or their families 
can explore treatment options as well as find a 
human services worker. Within PatientsLikeMe, 
members can find information on the latest treat-
ments from those who are using them. Information 
is available on neurological disorders including: 
Multiple Sclerosis (MS), Amyotrophic Lateral 
Sclerosis(ALS), Parkinson’s, Progressive Mus-
cular Atrophy (PMA) and Devic’s Neuromyelitis 
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Optica as well as other conditions. PatientsLikeMe 
also offers specific resources for people with mood 
disorders such as depression, anxiety, bipolar 
disorder, obsessive-complusive disorder (OCD) 
and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). The 
site supports clients with immune conditions HIV/
AIDS. Patients can volunteer to be in research 
studies or read about cutting edge treatments under 
development. The site is searchable by location, 
age, disease, treatment, or symptoms, making it 
easy for members to connect with each other and 
find relevant information. Privacy protections 
prevent using real names (patients use screen 
names) or contact information. Members have 
the option of posting photographs or diagrams 
with their condition, gender and age. Multiple 
communication channels encourage open sharing 
about new treatments, uncommon symptoms or 
overcoming everyday problems, and site features 
address a range of learning styles

In addition to potentially developing clients’ 
basic technological competence, confidence, and 
21st century skills, which are prerequisites for 
many jobs and education options, facilitating their 
use of social digital technologies, such as online 
social network sites, may provide them with a rich, 
multimedia toolkit through which to express their 
talents, interests and aspirations. Early research is 
beginning to discern how digital story creations, 
for example, serve social functions, especially for 
traditionally underserved, disengaged students 
(Hull & Nelson, 2005). Displaying different sides 
of oneself in a supportive peer-to-peer network 
may help forge beneficial social relationships 
around common interests and/or help human ser-
vices professionals, if linked in to such profiles, 
better understand their clients’ needs.

Gustavsson and MacEachron (2008), in exam-
ining the role of the Internet in foster care, suggest 
that where youth experience multiple placements 
and risk losing an accurate biography of their 
childhoods, email accounts that function as an 
electronic diary may be one solution. We suggest 
that agencies and human services professionals 

might better serve such young people by not only 
helping them develop a secure digital repository 
—providing “a portable life biography and sense 
of self over time” —but also a portable, dynamic 
network of people and resources they take with 
them independent of place and time. An online 
support network can be available when a social 
services professional is not. Since many of these 
networked communities are international, mem-
bers are online chatting and blogging at all hours 
of the day dealing with a variety of issues. Clients 
are likely to find someone who can empathize 
and offer support when other resources may be 
unavailable. In these ways, SNSs may complement 
or extend a client’s overall treatment plan.

future trenDS

As human service professionals utilize social 
networking technologies to forge individual-
ized, constructivist learning experiences, work 
practices, and technology-integrated service or 
treatment approaches, new research opportunities 
will develop and best practices, evolve. People, 
both young and old, who understand how to use 
these online social networks for self expression, 
community-building and professional develop-
ment, may have a decided advantage over those 
who do not. According to a survey by the U.S. 
National Association of Colleges and Employers 
published in March 2008, employers will not only 
use online social network sites to check profiles 
of potential hires, over 50% will use sites like 
Facebook (www.facebook.com) and LinkedIn 
(www.linkedin.com) to “network” with candi-
dates. Recruiters and recruits in entertainment, 
business, higher education and other industries 
are beginning to capitalize on these social digital 
technologies to find new talent, make professional 
connections and promote their accomplishments 
(Rosenbloom, 2007). Moreover, technology 
executives predict an increasing proliferation of 
SNSs as online social networking moves away 
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from restricting users to walled-off membership in 
a few sites toward a more open and flexible shar-
ing between numerous niche communities (Stone, 
2007; Helft & Stone, 2007). Thus, participation in 
such networks may increasingly become part of 
the educational and career development process 
for people of all ages, in all fields.

concluSion

This chapter introduced the reader to online 
social network sites, summarizing their features, 
uses, demographics, and trends, and presenting 
emerging research on their social and educational 
potential through the case study of one young 
woman in transition. Exploring SNSs through 
a case study illustrated how they can be used 
to support young people’s social and emotional 
development as they provide spaces to express 
emotions, deepen friendships and demonstrate 
creativity. The young woman in the case study 
developed 21st century skills working in the multi-
media environment of her MySpace profile. She 
also utilized her connections for academic ends, 
getting help with homework as well as giving 
advice to younger students about the college 
application process. Other young people can use 
SNS’s to similar advantage.

Social networking sites specifically for human 
service professionals and their clients were also 
discussed. Several sites where professionals can 
share resources, mentor others and find career 
information were listed. This chapter also listed 
SNSs that support clients such as SoberCircle and 
PatientsLikeMe. We also emphasized how private 
networks can be constructed to facilitate work 
with clients without exposing private information 
online. Finally, in our discussion and recom-
mendations, we suggested how human services 
educators, students, professionals, and clients 
might take advantage of such information and 
communication technologies to advance their own 
development and the state of the field. Through 

a greater accumulation of research and practice 
we look forward to building on the conversation 
started here.
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‘I entered the classroom with the conviction that it 
was crucial for me and every other student to be an 
active participant, not a passive consumer...education 
as the practice of freedom.... education that connects 
the will to know with the will to become. Learning is 
a place where paradise can be created’

bell hooks

introDuction

Collaborative learning occurs when a group of 
students work as a team assisting each other with 
learning tasks. This form of learning began in 
classrooms and its effectiveness is that setting has 
been demonstrated. More recently, it is being used 
in the online environment. Education in social work 
and more generally in the human services requires 
an understanding of human relationships and a 

abStract

This chapter examines the concept of collaborative learning and its theoretical and practical founda-
tions. Collaborative learning takes place in a structured social situation where a group of students work 
as a team to assist each other with learning tasks. The instructional strategies encourage student to 
student interactions. Drawing on group work skills, collaborative learning has been demonstrated to be 
effective in a variety of learning situations. Development of a variety of Internet technologies such as 
communication tools, emails, discussion forums, video and audio tools together with webcasting allow 
collaborative teaching strategies to be used creatively in online learning. The authors have trialed the 
use of various technologies in the human services and several case examples of online collaborative 
learning are provided. These case studies cover activities such as supervision and controversial issues 
in social work ethics. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the future directions and the challenges 
this poses for traditional classroom teaching.
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capacity to work successfully with other people. 
Collaborative learning, based on group work 
concepts is widely and successfully used in all 
social work education to enable student to student 
interaction to facilitate further learning. Some 
academics, however question whether online 
learning is a valuable framework for teaching the 
fundamental practice skills in the human services. 
The aim of this chapter is to explore the teaching 
of social work using the tools and technologies 
and the application of collaborative learning in an 
online environment. This chapter will encompass 
theoretical foundations, application of group work 
skills to teaching and ways in which collaborative 
learning is used for online learning. Case studies 
of collaborative online learning for tertiary social 
work students will be provided.

conStructiviSm: tHe 
tHeoretical founDation

Collaborative learning is based on the tradi-
tion of constructivist epistemology. Simply, 
constructivism means that we learn through a 
process of experiencing and then reflecting on 
those experiences, a process which is often and 
best done with others. Through this process we 
create a different understanding of the world. As 
we encounter new experiences, we use our past 
experiences to understand and make sense of new 
information thus making new connections which 
are then organized into new forms of knowledge. 
With this new information, we can then discard 
knowledge that is no longer relevant.

Many educators have contributed to our un-
derstanding of the importance of constructivism 
in learning including Vygotsky (1978), Rogoff 
(1990), Lave and Wenger (1991), and Schon 
(1983, 1987). According to Vygotsky (1978), 
higher mental functions are enhanced when the 
more experienced or capable work with the less 
experienced or capable in social situations. This is 
referred to as the zone of proximal development. 

In a similar way, Rogoff (1990) talked about the 
value of a cognitive apprenticeship in thinking and 
guided learning. The less experienced are guided 
by the more experienced in their thinking about 
complex problem solving. A parallel in human 
services is the responsibility taken by supervisors 
in the work place when they share their think-
ing about solving difficult cases with students 
and fellow workers. Lave and Wenger (1991) 
contributed to our understanding of learning by 
stressing the importance of context in the learning 
process. They referred to the concept of situated 
learning with Wenger (1998) elaborating the value 
of a community of practice (experienced work-
ers) in the construction of new knowledge. They 
were particularly concerned with how workers 
developed their professional skills. In the area of 
professional teaching and learning, Schon (1983, 
1987) also acknowledged the importance of social 
context. In our professional life, much learning 
whilst tacit does take place in a social context and 
through dialogue with others. We know through 
doing activities and we learn through a process of 
reflection on, and in action. The ramifications of 
constructivism are the importance of learning in 
a social context; the significance of more expe-
rienced others and peers in the learning process; 
and the value of real world issues as the focus 
for learning.

In summary, constructivism has been exten-
sively researched as an educational principle that 
is well accepted as an approach to facilitating 
learning in today’s educational institutions (Papert, 
1991; Grabe and Grabe, 2001). This constructivist 
philosophy is particularly suited to social work 
education and has been widely used in the human 
services (Hanson and Sinclair, 2008).

Defining of collaborative 
learning

Collaborative learning is not new. The Socratic 
Method, a process of questioning, inquiring and 
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probing the views of others in a dialectical man-
ner was an early form of collaborative learning 
used to explore ideas, positions and rational 
thinking. Dewey, a prominent educational phi-
losopher writing in Experience and Education 
(1938) was critical of didactic, structured and 
traditional methods of education because they 
took little account of the human experience. He 
argued that learning should be part of everyday 
actions and everyday relationships. Within our 
community, many rural children who attended 
one teacher schools used collaborative processes 
for learning. Whilst the sole teacher worked with 
one small group of students other groups were 
given group activities as part of the classroom 
learning. The resurgence of collaborative learning 
emerged during the 1980s in the USA although 
Bruffee (1992, p.23) believed the idea was first 
developed in London together with movements 
towards democratization of education.

In this chapter, we have chosen the term col-
laborative learning as we prefer this to cooperative 
learning. Whilst there is debate in the literature 
about the differences between these two types 
of learning (Barkley, Cross & Major, 2005) both 
terms are often used interchangeably. Writers 
from both traditions draw on research from the 
other area. It appears that, in general, cooperative 
learning is regarded as learning that takes place 
in the classrooms of younger children whilst col-
laborative learning is more apparent in colleges 
and universities (Barkley, Cross & Major, 2005, 
p.7). In our mind, with our focus on higher edu-
cation and the human services this distinction is 
artificial and, we prefer the term collaborative to 
cooperative learning. Despite the preference for a 
particular term, we will draw on the cooperative 
learning literature given the similarities, parallels 
and overlaps between the two terminologies.

Collaborative learning takes place in a struc-
tured social situation where a group of students 
work as a team to assist each other with learning 
tasks. The learning process is facilitated by a 
teacher using a range of instructional strategies 

derived from various theoretical perspectives. 
These instructional strategies encourage student to 
student interaction and allow the teacher to act as a 
guide for learning rather than as a sage who knows 
all answers. In these structured groups, learning 
becomes a process in which all participants col-
laborate to maximize their own learning and that 
of other students. When students work together, 
they create new knowledge by sharing ideas and 
experiences, evaluating ideas and concepts, and 
building or creating new ideas and ways of work-
ing from a professional area or discipline. Groups 
are able to achieve outcomes which an individual 
cannot achieve alone.

Collaborative learning does not always oc-
cur in traditional academic classrooms which 
may be both competitive and individualistic. In 
a traditional university classroom, the mode of 
teaching is through transmission of information 
from teacher to students. The teacher conducts 
the lecture and requires that students complete 
assignments independently. This is what Paulo 
Friere (1993) called the banking approach. In this 
model, students are passive and have little social 
interaction with the teacher. Not every classroom 
uses this approach but it is widely used for large 
lectures. Johnson, Johnson and Smith (1991b, 
p.3) compared the traditional teaching model 
with that of collaborative groups. Traditional 
teaching groups are characterized by a lack of 
interdependence and individual accountability, 
with homogeneous membership and one leader 
who is the teacher and direct specific classroom 
tasks. Traditional teaching groups ignore social 
skills and relationships, groups of students or group 
processing. In the collaborative classroom, there 
is positive interdependence between students but 
also individual accountability for group effort, de-
liberately encouraged heterogeneous membership 
and shared leadership between group members. 
The value of this to students is that individual 
strengths are valued and utilized and students 
can learn in a place where they feel safe. This is 
important for students who feel vulnerable in a 
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more traditional classroom. The emphasis is on 
tasks to be completed but also on relationships 
between group members with learning of social 
skills and group processing being an important 
part of learning arrangements. The role of the 
teacher is to monitor and intervene in the groups 
as needed.

The relevance of group learning is immediately 
apparent to the human service workplace. With 
funding changes, many workplaces have flat orga-
nizational structures so that teams are self manag-
ing taking responsibility for a range of functions. 
For many years, government and industry have 
argued that group skills and the capacity to work 
in teams are fundamental skills for employment. 
This collaboration is necessary in areas such as 
social planning and community work, case man-
agement involving arranging services with other 
agencies, multidisciplinary teams in health care, 
and management of project work and research for 
policy. Students who come to the human services 
workplaces with group work and group processing 
skills and individual accountability for the group 
tasks are valued workers. They are able to talk, 
listen, take their turns as leader, problem solve 
and reflect on their activities.

eviDence of effectiveneSS 
of collaborative learning

Since these early beginnings, research into learn-
ing has shifted from a teacher centred transmis-
sion and acquisition model to one based on the 
co-construction of knowledge in a community 
of learners where learning is regarded as a social 
activity. In 2003, there were over 6000 references 
in ERIC to collaborative learning (Barkley, Cross 
& Major, 2005). A great deal of research into the 
effectiveness of collaborative learning has been 
done by David Johnson and Roger Johnson at the 
Centre for Cooperative Learning at the University 
of Minnesota. The Cooperative Learning Center is 

a Research and Training Center focusing on how 
students should interact with each other as they learn 
and the skills needed to interact effectively.

Research on collaborative learning is ex-
tensive and the findings demonstrate the effec-
tiveness of this strategy for learning. Johnson, 
Johnson and Smith (1991a) summarized research 
that compared the effects of cooperative, competi-
tive and individualistic efforts on instructional 
outcomes. On the basis of their meta-analysis, 
they concluded that collaboration helps students 
to learn and that collaborative learning enables 
more positive interpersonal relationships and 
higher self esteem. Johnson, Johnson and Stanne 
(2000) did a further meta-analysis on the effec-
tiveness of methods of collaborative learning 
used in schools. They found 164 separate studies 
and eight methods for enabling collaboration. All 
methods for developing collaborative learning 
were effective but the most successful of these 
was learning together, this being followed by 
academic controversy. Slavin, (1990) using a 
different methodological approach, compared 
cooperative learning groups with controls. He 
concluded that achievements with cooperative 
groups were significantly positive. They are most 
effective when they incorporate group goals and 
individual accountability.

collaborative learning 
anD groupWork SkillS

Joining Together: Group Theory and Group Skills 
(Johnson and Johnson, 2009) is a standard text 
book for students in group work and is written by 
one of the authors who pioneered collaborative 
learning. In their work, a group is regarded as a 
meeting where there is interpersonal interaction 
structured by roles, norms and stages of devel-
opment, interdependence between participants, 
specific achievable goals, and more than two 
members. Group members are motivated to be 
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part of that group to meet personal needs. These 
concepts form part of group work practice in 
human services, team work in organizations and 
teaching in higher education.

Teachers in higher education have a choice 
about how they structure student learning. It can 
be individualistic where students work alone 
and strive for personal success or a competitive 
situation where they battle against each other 
for good grades. The other possibility is to work 
collaboratively so students can achieve common 
goals (Johnson, Johnson, Holubec and Roy, 1984). 
Given the practice orientation of social work 
education, this collaborative goal is preferred. 
Collaborative learning groups are based on fun-
damental group work concepts. These concepts 
have been developed by Johnson, Johnson and 
Smith (1991) and include:

positive interdependence• 
face to face promotive interaction• 
individual accountability• 
social skills• 
group processing• 

At the time these concepts were elaborated, the 
Internet was not widely used for teaching and face 
to face teaching was the norm. With the develop-
ment of online learning face to face interactions 
in one physical location were not possible. With 
further development of the technology, webcasting 
became available so that students can see each other 
when communicating synchronistically. Johnson 
et al expanded and qualified the concept of face 
to face interaction with that of “promotive interac-
tion.” Accordingly group members provide each 
other with help and assistance and the exchange of 
resources within the group. Participants’ process 
information quickly, providing feedback to improve 
performance and challenge the conclusions reached 
by group members. Within the group, advocacy for 
group goals will occur with all members influenc-
ing others to achieve these. Above all, the group 

will act in trustworthy ways (Johnson, Johnson and 
Smith, 1991, p.7). It is these characteristics which 
are essential in the design of online learning.

Groups go through stages of development. In 
the 1960s, Tuckman outlined four group stages: 
forming, storming, norming and performing. Later 
he added adjourning (Smith, 2005). Although these 
stages are described in a linear manner, they are 
less clear cut in practice. In each of these stages, 
group members and leaders have particular tasks. 
This also applies to teachers running collabora-
tive groups. Tuckman was writing about face to 
face interaction, but these stages also appear in 
online groups.

In the forming stage, participants are inclined 
to behave independently, get to know others in 
the group and test relationships. At the outset, 
teachers must be clear about the learning tasks 
and instructions and provide clear directions. In 
the storming stage, the real work of the group has 
begun. Students begin to polarize around issues. 
Conflict is apparent and the group interactions 
are often emotionally laden. Some members often 
resist the group dynamics. In this stage, the teacher 
notices that everyone has a different idea of the 
task or some may evade the work. Clarity about 
tasks remains important. By the time norming is 
reached the group members have developed trust 
and are acquainted with the learning requirements. 
Students participate and take responsibility for the 
activities. New standards for working together are 
likely to develop and new roles adopted. At this 
stage the teacher can stand back and watch care-
fully from the sidelines. The development of neti-
quette (see case study) is an important part of group 
formation and norming with netiquette standards 
assisting in managing difficult interactions. In the 
final stage the group works collaboratively with 
structural and procedural issues being resolved. 
The group makes the decisions.

In any group, there is differentiation in the roles 
people play. In formal groups, some members have 
designated roles and assigned tasks. In other groups, 
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individuals take on roles because of a particular 
interest or skills. Associated with the role are ex-
pectations that a person will behave in a particular 
way. For example, a teacher and a student both have 
particular complementary roles and there are expec-
tations of how both will behave. In learning groups, 
roles can develop informally or alternatively, roles 
can be assigned to group members. This has the 
advantage of creating positive interdependence 
and ensures that there are no “free riders” i.e. a 
situation where one person carries responsibility 
for the work. Some of the online roles are outlined 
in Figure 1. These group work concepts were used 
in the design of the case examples.

A group facilitator keeps the group on task and 
time ensuring that all the work is complete.

A recorder, acts like a secretary who keeps 
the records and prepare the material completed 
by the group.

A summarizer condenses the main points in 
a discussion and encapsulates it in a clear state-
ment.

An elaborator uses their understanding of 
theory and practice and makes links between 
these ideas.

A researcher/ investigator finds any resource 
or library material necessary to complete the 
task; and

A wildcard is the member who can slot into 
any of the above positions to enable the group to 
continue functioning (Millis and Cottell, 1998, 
p.53).

internet tecHnologieS for 
collaborative learning

Internet technologies provide a global and acces-
sible platform for knowledge creation and sharing 
as well as communication. Many of these tech-
nologies are generic communication tools such as 
email, weblogs, discussion forums and webcasts 
whilst others have been specially developed or 
customized for a particular collaborative learn-
ing activity.

Some technologies to support online collabora-
tive learning require a funded project approach. 
A team effort, significant funding, the support 
of technical expertise and project management 
are all essential components of these endeavors. 
Gay et al. (1999) describe a technology that has 
been specifically crafted for online collaborative 
learning. The CoNote system is a web based 
document annotation system in which a document 
becomes the object of discussion. The document 
is drafted by an individual student and the shared 

Figure 1. Roles in the online learning environment
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annotations of group members provide ongoing 
feedback and improvement of the work. In this 
learning tool, the individually owned document 
provides a relatively fixed reference for discus-
sion and co-creation of knowledge as opposed to 
shared authoring tools.

Naidu et al (2000) report on the develop-
ment and application in the realm of political 
science of a collaborative role-play simulation 
technology using Internet protocols. A student 
assumes a particular role in the “world” that has 
a particular goal or mission associated with it. 
Learning takes place as the student acquires the 
skill and knowledge necessary to achieve their 
goal. Their scenario or simulated real life has all 
the complexity and richness of the real world. 
Web based conferencing takes place between 
the participants in the scenario. The simulation 
continues in the conference areas designated 
as news agencies such as BBC or CNN and 
students interact via different document types 
such as memos, draft articles and news, which 
vary depending on their roles. This impressive 
collaborative framework for learning immerses 
the student in a scenario where they must learn 
in consultation with others in their “world.” 
Students are at the centre of the learning process 
and the emphasis is on an interdependent col-
lective. This rich and purposeful compilation of 
Internet technologies for collaborative learning 
is not the norm however.

More often generic Internet technologies are 
involved in group learning and a learning strategy 
is built around them. Generic technologies such 
as email, discussion forums, chat rooms, weblogs, 
wikis, webcasting and podcasting systems are 
readily available to tertiary teachers and are often 
incorporated in online learning management sys-
tems - that may be either of a proprietary nature 
e.g. WebCT, Blackboard or open source systems 
e.g. Moodle or Sakai.

Email and discussion forums need no introduc-
tion to readers in the 21st century. These extensively 

used communication tools have the advantages of 
asynchronicity and provide a permanent record of 
“conversation.” A chat room provides the benefits 
and chat of synchronous communication and must 
be carefully incorporated into a learning environ-
ment to overcome the chaotic communication of 
too many textual “voices” at once.

The discussion forum or bulletin board is the 
most widely adopted and successful Internet com-
munication tool in collaborative learning to date. 
The literature provides a plethora of examples of 
collaborative learning strategies using the discus-
sion forum (McLoughin, 2000; Cooper, 2001; 
Curtis & Lawson, 2001; Treleaven, 2003). Its 
success is based on openness and ease of use. Any 
number of discussion “spaces” can be created to 
cater for full class interaction or smaller group 
activities. The discussion forum does not require 
learners to participate at a particular time or place 
making it a very adaptable and flexible tool in the 
lives of learners and their teachers.

Textual Internet technologies complemented 
by audio and video and learning are often enriched 
by varied forms of presentation. Webcasting tech-
nology enables audio or video files to be hosted 
and accessed by multiple Internet users. Streaming 
technology allows large amounts of data to be 
continuously downloaded whilst being viewed. 
Viewing the video or audio file begins before 
the whole multimedia file has been transmitted. 
Podcasting now provides the added benefit that 
audio/video files can be downloaded to an indi-
vidual’s own media storage and playing device 
for future replay.

The term Web 2.0 is used to describe significant 
and recent shifts in using the web. O’Reilly (2005) 
describes Web 2.0 as having an “architecture of 
participation.” Web 2.0 is based on social software 
where users generate content rather than simply 
consume it; in so doing they give spontaneous 
shape to the organisation of information. The web 
takes more of a peer-to-peer shape than its previous 
top-down, authorised presentation of information. 
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A participatory mode of informing and commu-
nicating using the web has evolved – users not 
only read what is on the web but are also given 
a chance to be co-creators of web information. It 
might therefore be said that the focus of the web 
is changing, from an informing to a conversational 
platform. Some of the particular web-based tools 
that enable this to occur are blogs, wikis and social 
categorisation sites. We will now investigate these 
particular tools.

Weblogs are a more recent online commu-
nication tool and are defined as much by the 
way the tool is used as by the technology itself. 
Weblog entries are characterised by natural and 
spontaneous voice, frequent updates and a lack of 
formality; entries are made in the web-based log 
in chronological order. Weblog technology is a 
simple browser-based authoring tool that removes 
any technical barrier to participation.

A weblog is, traditionally, a “log” on the web – a 
diary-style site in which the author - a weblogger, 
or “blogger”- links to other web pages he/she finds 
interesting. It is traditional for old entries to fall to 
the bottom as newer ones are added. Comments 
on each weblog posting provide the collaborative 
aspect of this tool.

A wiki is a web page/site that can be viewed 
and changed by visitors to the site using only their 
browser technology. ‘A wiki, from the Hawaiian 
term for “quick”, is an ongoing, ever-evolving, 
organised compilation of information’ (Lee, 2006). 
A site maintains a history of all the changes made 
to it, and an older version can be restored if need 
be. The community of interest surrounding a 
wiki tends to keep the content of a site valid and 
respectable.

Wikis differ from weblogs in that:

they have a collective rather than an indi-• 
vidual voice
they are structured by topic rather than • 
chronologically

changes to content take place organically – • 
it is open to editing and evolution
there is an element of trust in wiki use – • 
while abuse is quite possible, the value 
and use of wikis is created by a watchful 
collective.

It is important to note that the use of wikis is 
different to traditional publishing, for example 
Wikipedia is a successful knowledge sharing 
phenomena but is not an authoritative traditional 
encyclopaedia and should not be viewed as such. 
The uses of wikis continue to emerge, but they 
clearly offer a collaborative potential and a new 
way of constructing and sharing knowledge re-
positories on the web.

Social tagging (also called social bookmarking) 
sites have an initial role in the organisation of web-
based information and resources for an individual 
– they provide a tool for personal management of 
resources and knowledge. Because of their empha-
sis on openness (users names are public and any user 
can view the information organisation of another) 
they are an excellent tool for sharing resources. 
Likeminded people or communities of interest will 
collect resources that can be easily accessed by 
others. With a significant number of users focusing 
on a sphere of interest, a pattern will emerge – a 
folksonomy. This becomes a means of discovering 
new information using the organisation systems of 
others whose interests are similar. Resources can 
be discovered by tags or by individuals.

Key features of social tagging include the 
following:

special web software/sites exist that enable • 
a specific web resource, identified by its 
URL, to be tagged or labelled by the per-
son who values it
individual tagging of resources. The user • 
of the resource assigns a keyword(s) to 
the resource in order to create categories 
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of information. The users’ concepts and 
words are used rather than a formal, au-
thorative vocabulary
information is organised in a social en-• 
vironment; the outcomes are open and 
shared
as the tagging of an object reaches a criti-• 
cal mass, common language and tags en-
able findability and sharing of resources.

The opportunities for using web 2.0 for col-
laborative learning are manifold and will be 
discussed later in the chapter.

In this chapter, we used WebCT with its as-
sociated emails and discussion boards to design 
the collaborative learning examples that follow. 
Students used this platform to write about their 
practice, to do role plays of various kinds, to 
debate and defend ideas and to construct new 
understandings. With webcasting and the op-
portunity for students to work face to face, the 
examples in the section below can be expanded 
and learning deepened.

caSe exampleS

The case examples that follow illustrate concepts 
of constructivism, collaborative learning prin-
ciples and knowledge of online technology. These 
programs have been used in the education of social 
workers for practice in the human services.

netiquette

Students in the human services practice and 
learn in groups. The ability to form and operate 
within a group context has become an essential 
skill in our “networked” world. Forming a group 
is never easy requiring effort, thought and clear 
communication from all members to be effective. 
In online classes that entail online discussion, it is 
helpful to discuss netiquette, to provide parameters 

for social behavior in electronic communication. 
Students are asked to discuss in their groups ways 
in which they would like to be treated and to 
identify things they find intimidating or upsetting. 
Students’ views can be expressed on the bulletin 
board with the instructor responsible for collating 
the information and using these guidelines as the 
basis for online communication. This exercise can 
be done online or in class.

online group Supervision with 
assigned and rotating roles

Supervision is an important learning strategy for 
students and workers in the human services. Su-
pervision courses are generally part of graduate 
education programs and are provided to practi-
tioners with professional experience who want 
to extend their theoretical understandings and 
practical experiences.

There are two broad approaches to supervi-
sion. One is an individualistic approach where 
the supervisor and the student work in a dyad. 
The other is a group approach where students or 
peers work with a more experienced practitioner 
to provide the learning experience. These group 
approaches are most frequently based on col-
laborative relationships and use the expertise, 
strengths and capacities of group members to 
achieve learning outcomes.

In the example that follows, the supervision 
course was taught as part of a MSW course 
called “social work practice education,” a topic 
for experienced students. It was a face to face 
intensive but the assessment was done as an 
online group supervision exercise over several 
following weeks. The aim of the course was to 
provide students with an opportunity to learn 
about group supervision with a focus on peer to 
peer collaboration and shared leadership and of-
fering the opportunity to develop their personal 
practice theories of supervision. Many of these 
graduate students had already been supervisors 
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using a dyadic approach. The technology used 
for this program was WebCT with the discussion 
forum and email being the main features utilized 
by students. Students were in small groups of no 
more than seven.

Each student was asked to provide a small 
vignette of 50 words which could be discussed 
in an online environment. It was suggested that 
students use an example that a worker or begin-
ning student may bring to a supervision session. 
One vignette was discussed every two weeks 
with the discussion being lead by the graduate 
student who had presented the vignette. Gradu-
ate students were asked not to bring material that 
was overly complex as the focus was on learning 
about collaborative supervisory skills. All mate-
rial brought to class contained no identifying 
information to respect the privacy of clients or 
individuals within their example. Students were 
then assigned to roles that group members take 
in supervision, including coordinator/facilitator, 
presenter, integrator of theory and practice, critic, 
compromiser, summarizer, and wild card.

On the discussion board, students were 
then asked to describe their allocated role, the 
characteristics of this role and examples of 
questions a person in this role might take. As 
students were rotating through various roles, 
the role descriptions were made available for the 
next students to see. In preparing this material, 
students were encouraged to use and make refer-
ence to group work literature. When a student 
completed discussing a practice example using 
a particular role, they provided their reflection 
on this role and added additional comments to 
assist the next student allocated that role. In this 
way, students reflected on their experience and 
developed practice theory about using particu-
lar roles developed. This provided the basis of 
formative assessment with the lecturer providing 
comments and questions.

preparation for online learning

The importance of respectful relationships in the 
online environment was discussed in the intensive 
class prior to beginning the first online session with 
a set of agreed conventions developed by consen-
sus. Whilst respectful relationships are always 
important in learning, they are more important 
when the focus is on supervision. Supervision is 
a process where professional competencies and 
performance are the focus of discussion. Students 
whose professional performance is the subject 
of discussions, are sensitive to the supervisory 
relationship and the way information is commu-
nicated. Students used the concepts discussed in 
face to face classes on the supervisory relation-
ship to build agreed goals and specify desired 
and undesirable behaviors. When consensus was 
reached, this information was posted.

Students also attended a preliminary face to 
face teaching session in a teaching laboratory to 
familiarize themselves with WebCT including use 
of the bulletin boards, online chats and emails. The 
lecturer wanted to ensure that no time was lost 
due to trial and error learning creating disruptions 
to the group processes. Students used this meet-
ing to make their general online introductions to 
each other and establish working relationships. 
Although students occupied the same classroom 
when completing this task there was little face to 
face discussion.

outcomes

There was no formal evaluation of this course 
although students did provide comments on their 
learning and the process. The lecturer also provided 
comments to students throughout the program.

Students were very positive about their learning 
experience. As one vignette was discussed every 
two weeks, students found they needed to connect 
to WebCT and discuss the vignette on a day to day 
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basis. During the course, one student was unable to 
access WebCT because of a computer virus which 
meant an absence of many days from the class. 
The failure of one member to participate in group 
activities had a big impact on group functioning 
particularly given the allocation of roles. Here the 
member holding the wild card could step in and 
take over the missing member’s role to ensure 
maintenance of cohesion.

The most important role was that of coordina-
tor. The importance of this role in maintaining 
group functioning was initially underestimated by 
both students and the lecturer. All students took 
a turn in this role. Throughout the functioning of 
the group, the skills of the coordinator improved 
with active learning from the prior experiences 
of students who proceeded them in this role. In 
the initial session, the student with the role of 
facilitator was reminded to take the initiative. 
Checking the web and being on time became an 
important student learning task.

Although there was no formal evaluation, the 
lecturer was pleased with the learning experience. 
There was a high degree of trust between the 
students within the online environment and it is 
assumed that this developed in the intensive that 
preceded the online work. Students were provided 
with an opportunity to make the transition from 
the safety and security of the face to face environ-
ment to online work by having the first session 
in a computer laboratory. Anxieties were eased 
allowing students to focus on their tasks.

The students participated in a collaborative 
learning group and demonstrated the features of 
positive interdependence, individual accountabil-
ity, shared leadership, and responsibility for each 
other. Throughout the group supervision, students 
stayed on task and learnt the importance of social 
skills. If this course was to be repeated, the lecturer 
would have fewer vignettes with discussion taking 
place over several weeks. This would allow for 
more thoughtful conceptualization of roles, greater 
reflection on the process and the elaboration of 
practice theory for group supervision.

controversial issues

The aim of this course was to introduce students 
to the ethics and values underpinning profes-
sional practice and to enable students to reflect 
on the way in which their personal beliefs and 
values constrain and influence practice decisions. 
Collaborative learning was achieved through 
an online assessment where students discussed 
controversial ethical issues. These controversial 
issues were written as “ought statements” that 
indicated how social workers should behave in 
their professional practice. In reflecting on these 
debates, students were expected to take account 
of their responsibility to clients, their employing 
agency, self and profession.

Students in groups of six to ten were allocated a 
controversial issue on social work ethics for discus-
sion. They were required to research their allocated 
topic using on-line electronic library resources 
and in 500 words post a commentary to the bul-
letin board. The first bulletin board had particular 
requirements. Students were required to:

Justify the controversial issue as stated • 
(even if they disagreed with the statement 
- many so doing)
Examine practice implications of the con-• 
troversial issue
Identify a claimant (or stakeholder) and • 
then determine what the person would 
want you, as a professional, to do about 
that issue and
Specify the social worker’s professional • 
obligations to that person.

The discussion topics included whether:

1.  Clients who express racist attitudes about 
other people in counseling sessions should 
be challenged by social workers.

2.  Social workers should report all ethical 
infringements by colleagues to their profes-
sional ethics committee.
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3.  Touching clients should always be avoided 
in social work practice

4.  Sexual intimacies with current and former 
clients should be prohibited.

5.  Religious issues should not be discussed in 
work with clients

6.  Social workers should not disclose identify-
ing information when discussing clients with 
supervisors unless the client has consented 
to the disclosure of confidential informa-
tion or there is a compelling need for such 
disclosure.

As part of this process students were asked 
to use collaborative concepts and complete sev-
eral activities: research the allocated topic using 
reading material and electronic journals; post the 
commentary to the discussion group and give your 
posting a title. In this commentary include:

1.  A justification of the ought statement
2.  Examination of the practice implications of 

the ought statements
3.  Identification of one claimant in the ought 

statement (e.g. client, agency, supervisor, 
professional association, family member)

4.  Determination of what that claimant would 
prefer you to do in this situation

5.  Your professional obligations to that 
claimant.

After reading the original comments posted 
by other students in your group, provide at least 
two questions, and comments on, and responses to 
student postings presented on the bulletin board. 
Take into account the netiquette exercise and ways 
to assist other students.

Reflect on the online discussion including the 
comments of your peers and submit your written 
paper.

Students were required to justify the “ought 
statement” irrespective of their personal or 
professional views. This was very difficult for 
some students as they did not agree with either 

a part or the whole of the statement. It was here 
that the collaborative efforts of all students with 
their questions, responses and postings enabled 
co-learners to see the statement from different 
viewpoints.

In a class prior to the online discussions, stu-
dents were given a series of questions to challenge 
themselves and support others as part of assistance 
with the learning task. For example, when think-
ing about the “ought statement,” students could 
question whether the “ought statement” applied 
to every practice situation as a matter of principle 
or only to particular groups. They were asked to 
think of any exceptions to their statement and 
consider occasions when the statement would 
be always justified or never justified. Finally, 
students were asked if and how the statement 
might be qualified.

As students had diverse experiences prior to 
attending university and during their placement 
experiences, they were able to see these state-
ments in a variety of different contexts and use 
this to explore the validity of the contention. 
Students used these diverse experiences to talk 
about stakeholders and claimants thus adding to 
the richness of the learning.

The final part of this process was a reflection 
paper. In this first posting students were asked to 
justify a stated position. In this reflection paper stu-
dents were able to outline their personal position on 
the paper including where and how they developed 
these views. They were asked if and how their views 
had changed over the course of the assignment and 
whether other students challenged and changed their 
views. It was in and through this process that the 
benefits of students working together on the one task 
became evident. The perspective of each student 
and their representation of different stakeholders 
enabled perspective taking and the differentiation 
of the views of others (Johnson, Johnson, Holubec 
and Roy, 1984).

Students clearly indicated that they started the 
discussion with uncompromising attitudes toward 
the topic but through the process of reading and 
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responding to the views of other students, their 
views changed significantly. These changed views 
were more sophisticated and noted exceptions and 
qualifications to the statement. The benefits of the 
online learning examining controversial issues 
came through student feedback (Cooper 2001).

tHe future

The impact of the Internet on our working lives 
is significant and we must develop competencies 
in the use of the online environment for commu-
nication, knowledge sharing and teamwork. The 
21st century also brings the challenge of continual 
learning and workplace change. Providing tertiary 
human services students the experience of learning 
collaboratively using communication technologies 
is preparing them for a lifetime in a workplace 
where ability to learn, adaptation to change and 
effective participation in global communication 
technologies are a critical set of skills.

An ability to learn throughout life is now 
of greater benefit than any body of domain 
knowledge that we may possess at any one time. 
Changes in careers and the nature of work are 
now commonplace throughout a person’s life. It 
is increasingly likely that people will work longer 
and in a variety of guises than at any time in the 
past. Some of the most desirable skills in the 
workplace are interpersonal. The ability to com-
municate and maintain productive relationships 
with colleagues and to work in teams and across 
communities is central to an effective learning 
organization. Imbuing students with the ability 
to learn in collaborative situations is central to 
lifelong learning.

We work and live in a society that increasingly 
demands an ability to learn, communicate and 
relate to others in an online environment. This 
requires an ability to find and synthesize digital 
information, integrate it into decision making 
processes and to effectively connect and work 

with people within and across organizational 
boundaries. Teamwork in virtual communities 
using online tools is a valued skill. The Internet 
is ubiquitous and competencies and discernment 
in using it effectively are essential.

Collaborative learning online has, to date, been 
largely enabled by the communication tools that 
are encompassed in enterprise learning manage-
ment systems (LMS). Educational institutions 
invest significantly in these online course systems 
and individual teachers have been restricted in 
their choice of online communication tool to 
those that are offered within the LMS. Over the 
last fifteen years, LMS technology has provided 
a platform for significant innovation in teaching 
online, especially in the use of the discussion 
forum. But being sizeable and tightly integrated 
“whole of organization” systems, LMS lack the 
agility to quickly integrate the new and innovative 
tools of the Internet.

The increasing uptake, availability and 
prominence of Web 2.0 technologies is now of-
fering collaborative learning new tools with great 
promise. There is a new agility, open access and 
choice in the lightweight suite of tools of Web 
2.0. Many Web 2.0 technologies are freeware 
and are easy to establish and use. With increas-
ing frequency, a collaborative learning exercise 
takes place outside the enterprise systems of the 
educational institution and utilizes the Web 2.0 
tools of the open web.

We have trialed the use of wikis for knowledge 
building and sharing class activities with Masters’ 
students studying in fully online mode. Students 
were required to collectively build a repository 
of knowledge in a specific knowledge domain by 
co-authoring the web pages of a wiki. All students 
had full access to shape the content and structure 
of the web space – they were required for assess-
ment purposes to write a reflective article on their 
experience of this social media and to identify any 
problems or prejudices that this activity presented 
to them. Social tagging activities have also been 
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explored by the authors where the class selected 
and tagged web resources in a particular domain. 
The class resources were “aggregated” by prede-
termining one tag for all members of the class. We 
predict that the future of collaborative learning in 
an online environment will be rich in the use of 
the agile tools of Web 2.0.

With the introduction of new technologies, 
there will be increasing use of participatory peda-
gogical approaches. Fountain (2005) points out 
that as Web 2.0 tools such as wikis are used for 
collaborative learning activities in universities; 
they will in turn unsettle and challenge traditional 
pedagogical practices and norms. Wikis are spaces 
of shared, unfinished and unacknowledged author-
ship and ‘are based on a principle of non-exclusive 
authority’ (Fountain, 2005). Contrast this to the 
traditional power structures around knowledge 
and strongly owned authorship that is found in 
universities. The future will reveal the interplay 
of these issues.

concluSion

Collaborative online learning is a successful 
strategy for teaching social work. It draws on 
constructivist learning principles and findings 
from educational researchers at the Centre for 
Cooperative Learning at the University of Min-
nesota. These researchers found that collaborative 
learning provides effective learning and teaching 
strategies that can be used in many different educa-
tional environments. Collaborative learning draws 
on group work principles especially concepts of 
group formation, stages of group development, 
and communication within groups. This form of 
learning is particularly beneficial for social work 
education in the online environment. The introduc-
tion of web based technologies has allowed this 
effective educational strategy to be used in the 
online environment with effective results. This 
chapter provides examples of how collaborative 
learning has been used in social work education 

at the undergraduate and graduate level. With 
the introduction of newer technologies, it is ex-
pected that participatory strategies will increase 
and unsettle the traditional teaching practices in 
professional education.
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Chapter 4

Asynchronous Online Role-
Plays Using a Blended 

Learning Design
Integrating Theory and Practice

Belinda Johnson
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‘When you teach, you learn ’.

Helen Suzman, United Nations Human Rights 
Award recipient in Zuckerman, A. Wisdom (2008, 
p.176).

introDuction

The aim of this chapter is to describe and discuss 
e-learning approaches in the area of online role-plays 
to provide teachers in the human services area with 
a range of choices in designing online activities 
that promote reflexive practice. Online role-plays 

abStract

The use of online role-plays has grown in university education as an increasing number of teachers in 
a variety of discipline areas utilise role-play simulations in the online environment. The focus of this 
chapter is on design options for asynchronous online role-plays that may assist students to integrate 
theory and practice and develop skills in reflexive practice. The design options discussed in this chap-
ter adopt a “blended” learning approach where online learning is used to complement face-to-face 
learning. Five models of online role-plays are discussed and various learning and teaching strategies 
canvassed to assist those teaching in the human services area to adopt and adapt these design options 
to meet their curriculum objectives.
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can contribute to the development of reflexive 
practice skills for those working or preparing to 
work in the human services field. These role-plays 
can allow “active learning” (Ramsden, 2003) 
opportunities where role-players can integrate 
theory and practice in an online environment. 
Reflexive practice skills are integral to working 
in human services (Taylor & White, 2000) and are 
commonly taught in social work and similar hu-
man services programs. Reflexive practice occurs 
when a student or practitioner not only evaluates 
practice experiences as a way of developing bet-
ter skills and practice, but also by questioning the 
theory behind these actions and in light of this 
experience develops a more contextually relevant 
approach (Fook, 2002; Taylor & White, 2000). In 
our discussion the learning and teaching focus is 
on design elements in online, asynchronous – that 
is, not in real time – role-plays.

The e-learning theory and design options 
discussed in this chapter have been trialled in 
the discipline area of mediation where students 
engage with theory and practice dealing with the 
third party facilitation of conflict (Douglas, 2007a; 
Douglas, 2007b). The online role-plays that have 
been trialled have largely mirrored face-to-face 
role-plays traditionally conducted in the university 
classroom. Our design asks students to integrate 
theory, through the required reading and online dis-
cussion of selected articles, with practice, that is the 
interventions played out in the online role-play. The 
online environment provides students with more 
leisure to consult relevant theory prior to acting in 
a role-play (Wills & McDougall, 2008) and thus 
arguably allows students to make more considered 
choices regarding an appropriate intervention than 
is available in a face-to-face role-play (Douglas, 
2007a). The online role-play options discussed in 
this chapter differ somewhat from more open-ended 
problem solving simulations (see for example 
McLaughlan & Kirkpatrick, 2008) as they are 
focussed on the development of professional inter-
actions with service users through such processes 
as interviewing, counselling or facilitation.

This chapter has four main objectives. First, 
as background the usefulness of online role-plays 
in integrating theory and practice is considered. 
A particular focus is on the way that the online 
environment can slow down interaction and en-
able students to engage in more critical thought 
and reflection, offering opportunities for learn-
ing about reflexive practice skills. Second, we 
consider e-learning theory and practice to assist 
in designing online role-plays and in particular 
consider a design that blends online role-plays 
with face-to-face role-plays. The development 
of role-play simulations as an interactive option 
in e-learning is also discussed and the work of 
Diana Laurillard (2002) is canvassed to provide 
a theoretical framework for the e-learning design 
models discussed in this chapter. Third, five de-
sign models are presented each with a different 
approach to online asynchronous role-plays with 
the benefits and limitations of each of these models 
discussed. This is followed by the identification 
of some learning and teaching strategies that 
may be adopted in developing online role-play 
activities. Through these e-learning design models 
and strategies we hope to enable other teachers 
to design their own customised online role-play 
activity that develops interactive practice skills 
and a reflexive capacity. Finally, a case study of 
the use of such a model in teaching the discipline 
area of mediation as one example of the use of 
this blended design is presented.

role-playS anD 
reflexive practice

Role-plays in teaching human services professions 
are used to develop a range of interpersonal skills 
such as in interviewing, counselling and facilita-
tion. Role-plays provide students with authentic 
learning experiences (Herrington & Herrington, 
2006) whereby the scenarios they are role-playing 
mirror those they may face in their future profes-
sional roles. Scenarios can be drawn from prac-
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tice and may be accessed through dialogue with 
those in the field (Bennett, Harper & Hedberg, 
2002). Role-plays allow students from a range 
of disciplines to engage with their imagination 
and “play” with a variety of interventions and 
approaches, incorporating storytelling in their 
learning (Dracup, 2008). In this way students 
are able to rehearse scenarios from professional 
practice within a supported learning environment. 
In social work education role-plays can be used to 
develop reflexive practice. This kind of practice is 
an approach that sees theory as informing practice 
decisions and practice experience in turn enabling 
social workers to adapt theory (Fook, 2002). Re-
flexive practice requires the assumptions in the 
context of practice to be questioned. These include 
assumptions being made about service users and 
their issues as well as those made about the role 
of the social worker. Through reflexive practice 
practitioners become aware of the impact they 
may have on the service user and the service user’s 
interpretation of this experience. The complexity 
and context specific nature of social work makes 
reflexive practice essential for good practice 
(Taylor & White, 2000). This is a key concern in 
social work and human services education more 
generally (Dominelli, 2004; Fook, 2002; Allan, 
Pease & Briskman, 2003), and a graduate capa-
bility aspired to in many social work programs 
(Taylor & White, 2000).

A capacity for reflexive practice enables 
theory to be adapted to better meet the context 
of practice, particularly given that work in the 
human services can be highly contextualised. A 
social worker may be working in an area that is 
predominantly legal, medical, or economic and 
within discourses based on psychology, social 
structures, or consumer rights (Healy, 2005). This 
diversity means that social workers need to be 
familiar with a range of theoretical approaches 
as one approach is unlikely to be appropriate in 
all practice contexts.

Bagshaw (2006) emphasises the importance 
for social workers to engage in reflexive practice 

that acknowledges the connection between lan-
guage and power. Drawing upon feminist post-
structuralist theory Bagshaw highlights the ways 
that power, knowledge and language construct 
gendered identities. For example, Bagshaw points 
to the absence of a commonly understood term 
to describe “domestic violence” prior the 1980’s. 
The lack of a generally accepted term led to the 
experiences of many women and children being 
largely ignored in human services and in society 
more broadly. Bagshaw stresses the importance of 
social workers considering the language that they 
use in practice and the need to avoid essential-
izing language to describe service users and their 
experiences. Essentializing language can impede 
good social work practice by narrowly defining 
service users’ experiences rather than allowing 
service users to define their own experiences. 
Bagshaw argues that social workers need to be 
aware of their own presence and use of language 
in their practice, and the impact this has on how 
service users are interpreted. Bagshaw (2006, p.8) 
describes this practice as “self-reflexive practice” 
whereby practitioners are required to:

acknowledge power dynamics in • 
relationships;
use empowerment strategies;• 
challenge dominant discourses;• 
ensure marginalised stories are validated; • 
and
value “the transformative power of the • 
process” rather than focus on the outcome.

Arguably, the online environment offers the 
opportunity for social work, and other human 
services students, to develop reflexive practice 
through online role-plays. Online learning offers 
the opportunity to combine practice skills with 
theory. This is because the online environment 
slows the pace of a role-play and allows students 
to consult and reflect upon theory prior to acting in 
the role-play. The usefulness of online role-plays 
lies in the opportunity for students to interact in 



56

Asynchronous Online Role-Plays Using a Blended Learning Design

authentic scenarios as a novice professional in an 
e-learning environment (Bird, 2001). In contrast 
face-to-face role-plays tend to be fast paced and 
provide little opportunity for reflection. Face-
to-face role-plays generally create their own 
momentum beyond the control of the student. 
Not only does this restrict students’ capacity to 
think about how they are applying theory during 
the process, it has also been found to be a stress-
ful experience for some students (Day, 1977). 
Importantly, we do not suggest that face-to-face 
role-plays should be abandoned. A combination 
of role-play experiences provides the optimum 
opportunity for engagement with reflexive prac-
tice. Through the e-learning approach of blended 
learning students can experience both online and 
face-to-face role-plays to develop reflexive skills. 
The design options outlined in this chapter utilise 
a blended learning framework (Graham, 2006). 
Blended learning is an approach to e-learning 
that combines online and face-to-face modes of 
delivery to achieve optimum results in learning. 
This approach is gaining momentum in university 
education (Graham, 2005). In our design online 
role-plays dealing with professional interventions 
can be blended with face-to-face classroom role-
plays aimed at developing professional skills. 
The design aims to utilise online role-plays to 
assist students to understand relevant theory and 
to use face-to-face role-plays to assist students to 
understand relevant human services practice skills. 
In this chapter we provide detail of a number of 
design models for university teachers to choose 
from and combine these models with recent learn-
ing and teaching strategies such as the use of wikis 
and blogs. The design elements identified in this 
chapter are suited to university education but may 
also be used in short course training that adopts 
an e-learning approach.

blenDeD learning

There are a number of options available in e-
learning, such as for example the virtual classroom, 

use of multimedia in the online environment, CD 
ROM packages and electronic discussion boards 
(Laurillard 2002). More recently e-learning has 
included electronic interactive software such as 
wikis, web-pages that can be edited by various 
users of the interface (Robertson, 2008) and blogs, 
author “diary” web pages (Tekinarslan, 2008) 
as methods of communication. One option in e-
learning is blended learning which is now being 
acknowledged as one of the more successful ways 
to utilise the online environment.

Blended learning is the term used to describe 
the combination of multiple learning modes in 
teaching and mainly refers to the integration of 
online with face-to-face learning environments 
(Graham, 2006). Although face-to-face is still the 
dominant teaching mode in higher education there 
has been a steady growth in the use of e-learning 
including blended learning (Owston, Garrison 
& Cook, 2006). Online options range from the 
minimal use of the online environment, primarily 
for the displaying of text material or information 
distribution, through to entire courses being of-
fered in online mode (Laurillard, 2002). Potential 
benefits of using online learning methods are both 
practical and pedagogical (Graham, 2006). Practi-
cal advantages include overcoming geographical 
limitations and the time restraints of classes that 
allow increased access to education for students 
in remote areas or with mobility issues, as well 
as being an instant and cost effective way for 
the institution to distribute materials to students. 
Pedagogical advantages come from perceiving 
online as an entirely different learning environ-
ment that requires both students and teachers to 
approach learning in a new way. Key to this is that 
online allows, and arguably requires, an extended 
thinking process to occur before students engage 
with others (Garrison & Vaughan, 2008). Whereas 
the face-to-face environment is spontaneous, fast 
paced, highly social and interactive, the online 
environment slows down the interaction between 
students giving them more time to think before 
they participate, and more time to reflect regarding 
interactions before they participate again.
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In blended learning the online environment is 
not a simple replacement for components previ-
ously covered in the face-to-face environment as 
transferring an activity to online fundamentally 
changes the activity. Instead, blended learning is a 
new approach to designing learning and teaching 
that utilises the benefits of each mode to produce 
an enhanced learning experience for students 
(Garrison & Vaughan, 2008). In order for this to 
happen the alignment between modes of delivery 
and the learning objectives needs to be well thought 
through. It has been found that blended learning 
courses develop a greater sense of community 
among students than face-to-face or online modes 
alone. Importantly, it has also been found that a 
sense of community is seen by students as con-
nected to greater learning. Studies have also shown 
that students engaging in a blended learning course 
found that their experience in one of the modes 
increased their confidence in the other, creating 
reciprocity between the two (Garrison & Vaughan, 
2008). Relationships between students, as well 
as between students and teachers were found to 
benefit from this reciprocity. The face-to-face 
classroom situation naturally develops the social 
component of learning as students are constantly 
engaged with each other and their teacher. This 
is an ideal environment for developing a com-
munity of inquiry where students feel connected 
through their shared learning experience. Blended 
learning of face-to-face and online modes does 
not simply expand the educational experience to 
offer two streams of learning outcomes. Rather, 
it is a cohesive model that works towards one set 
of learning outcomes. What students experience 
in one of the modes is then brought into the other 
in an interactive and developing cycle (Garrison 
& Vaughan, 2008).

One example of blended learning in the human 
services field is the use of discussion boards in 
combination with social work field placements. 
Maidment (2006), whilst warning against a reli-
ance on computer mediated learning, reports upon 
efforts to provide online discussion boards for 

students on social work placements. She discusses 
the benefits of discursive opportunities for students 
whilst engaged in work-integrated learning and 
points to the opportunities for greater student 
reflection provided by these discussion boards. 
According to Maidment (2006):

…online asynchronistic discussion can be used 
to promote collaborative, reflective, inclusive and 
meaningful learning during the practicum. In this 
context, the asynchronistic discussion involves 
students accessing an online notice board where 
they write questions, ideas and their responses 
to other student postings in an ongoing way 
throughout the semester (p.49).

In this design the experience of field education 
practice was blended with the opportunity for 
students to debrief online about their placement 
experiences. These postings dealt with practice 
issues that arose in their agencies, with students 
reflecting online about their reactions to these 
issues and at times seeking guidance from peers 
and their teacher.

The online component of blended learning has 
been found to be particularly useful when students 
are learning how to apply theory and develop 
critical thinking. One blended learning evaluation 
conducted at the Southern Maine Technical College 
in the United States concluded that whereas func-
tional knowledge was best achieved in a face-to-face 
environment, addressing conceptual knowledge 
online encouraged students to become more active 
learners and led to greater retention of conceptual 
information (Ross & Gage, 2006). Both students and 
teachers in a blended learning evaluation in Canada 
identified that the use of online encouraged greater 
levels of critical thinking, a learning objective of 
the course evaluated (Owston, Garrison & Cook, 
2006). It seems that a more self-reliant environment 
online meant that students sought to actively solve 
theoretical problems rather than turning firstly to 
the teacher as they may in a face-to-face classroom 
environment.
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One social work course taught almost entirely 
online was evaluated for its effectiveness in teach-
ing clinical skills. Students in the online course 
reported achieving the same level of skill develop-
ment as those in a comparable face-to-face course 
(Siebert, Siebert & Spaulding-Givens, 2006). 
Interestingly, it was found that role-plays were the 
one component of the course difficult to transfer 
entirely to the online environment. In the course 
the students were asked to conduct real time role-
plays with another student on a discussion board. 
Students found this to be problematic due to the 
absence of non-verbal cues and body language. A 
second round of role-plays was then played out, 
the only component of the course not conducted 
online, with students engaging in a face-to-face 
role-play with a practitioner at a local agency. In 
the student responses to the course many students 
reported that the worst aspect of the course was 
not having face-to-face contact to practise their 
developing skills. This evaluation indicates two 
important opportunities for the design elements 
discussed in this chapter: first, that the online 
environment can successfully be utilised to teach 
social work skills albeit with the limitation that 
students valued face-to-face interactions for the 
development of practice skills. Second, that online 
role-plays should not be considered as a replace-
ment for face-to-face role-plays, but should be 
used in combination with this approach. In the 
next section of this chapter we provide more 
detail regarding the use of online role-plays in 
university education.

online role-playS

Online role-plays have been used for some time in 
e-learning and provide the opportunity for active 
learning that incorporates collaborative problem 
solving (McLaughlan & Kirkpatrick, 2008). For 
example, Vincent and Shepherd (1998) describe 
an innovation in online role-plays that provide 
students with the opportunity to play characters in 

conflict in Middle Eastern politics. This role-play 
incorporated email and teleconferences and re-
quired students to negotiate complex international 
relations issues. Wills and McDougall (2008) 
identify a key distinguishing feature of online 
learning through role-plays as the opportunity 
for ‘students to interact with each other via the 
computer rather than the traditional simulation in 
which students interact with a computer model’ 
(Wills & McDougall, 2008, p 762). The impact of 
new online teaching and learning tools on teacher 
workload also needs to be considered as this is 
often the hidden cost of innovative online learning 
and teaching (Spector, 2005). One possible option 
in e-learning is the use of role-play simulations. 
A role-play simulation ‘combines the attributes 
of both simulations and role-plays where partici-
pants adopt a functional role or persona within a 
simulated environment or scenario’ (McLaughlan 
& Kirkpatrick, 2008, p. 311).

The use of such simulations is not widespread 
in tertiary teaching but this learning and teaching 
strategy has been successfully utilised in politics, 
economics, psychology, engineering, history and 
education (Wills & McDougall, 2008). Sophisti-
cated software (Fablusi, 2007) is available through 
the Internet to assist in designing online role-plays 
including the opportunity to provide for multiple 
characters, a scenario, a chat room, an updating 
newsletter and a debriefing room. Participants 
can add to their character profile to build their 
own personal qualities in their character. Email or 
the use of university systems, such as the Black-
board Learning Management System, can also be 
utilized to play out an online role-play. The end 
of the role-play may be a solution to a problem, 
exploration of an issue, the creation of something 
or it may be an agreement through a negotiation 
exercise (Jones, 2007; Spencer & Hardy, 2008; 
Wills & McDougall, 2008).

Role-play simulations can be designed to 
require complex decision making that incorpo-
rates accommodation of diverse and competing 
perspectives (McLaughlan & Kirkpatrick, 2008). 
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They can be used in conjunction with authentic 
learning environments to provide students with 
the opportunity to develop “real world” skills 
(Jones, 2006; 2007). For example, in the context 
of human services practice there is growing use of 
the online environment such as in online human 
services counselling (Chechele & Stofle, 2003; 
Goss & Anthony, 2003). This type of development 
makes online training even more relevant to the 
authentic learning experience of human services 
students.

Some role-plays can be played out anony-
mously which may have benefits for participa-
tion in that players are not inhibited (Bell, 2001). 
However, there is a need to carefully monitor 
online behaviour in anonymous contexts (Chester 
& Gwynne, 1998) due to the possibilities of anti-
social behaviour. There may be designs where 
combinations of the use of technology and face-to-
face role-plays are utilised. For example, Dracup 
(2008) reports on a blended learning approach 
where character information and background is 
electronically distributed to students prior to role-
plays in a face-to-face environment. This approach 
highlighted the benefits of students engaging in 
storytelling through role-plays. Online role-plays 
can also be used in field practicum settings to pro-
vide assessable tasks that provide the opportunity 
for interaction and reflective dialogue with other 
students and field tutors (Ogivlie & Douglas, 
2007). Role-playing online can be used to assist 
students to develop ethical practice in contexts 
such as public relations (Demetrious, 2007).

In a survey of assessment used in the online 
environment Byrnes and Ellis (2006) found that 
online role-plays formed only a small part of the 
assessment for university subjects. This may be 
due to the extensive time usually required to set up 
online role-plays and the fact that these are mostly 
customised to particular learning disciplines and 
contexts (Wills & McDougall, 2008). However, 
even given the length of time setting up a role-play 
of this nature there are unique benefits including 
the slower pace of the environment which can 

enable students to give more time to the applica-
tion of a particular theoretical approach (Douglas, 
2007a; Wills & McDougall, 2008). Limitations 
of role-plays online relate to the lack of visual 
cues (Spencer & Hardy, 2008) but students can be 
briefed regarding the need to provide visual cues 
through symbols. Potentially students could use 
such symbols as a sad face to replicate non-verbal 
and body language responses. Students unfamil-
iar with technology may also need to be briefed 
how best to use technology and the possibility of 
the technology breaking down (Douglas, 2007b; 
Spencer & Hardy, 2008).

laurillarD’S “converSational 
frameWork”

A theorist who provides a framework for teach-
ing in the online environment is Diana Laurillard 
(2002). Her work has been widely used in online 
learning and teaching and we have applied her ap-
proach when developing a range of online role-play 
models and strategies. According to Laurillard it 
is rhetoric, dialogue with a student, which is the 
key to learning generally and in particular in the 
online environment. There is no certainty that 
utilising dialogue will ensure learning in the online 
context, but it is a principled approach that gives 
us the best opportunity to give rise to learning. 
Interaction is important to this approach. Students 
and teacher are involved in the dialogue and the 
process is a partnership in learning. To achieve 
this kind of dialogue Laurillard offers a “conver-
sational framework” of four parts. These parts are 
described as: discursive, adaptive, interactive and 
reflective (Laurillard, 2002). By utilising Lauril-
lard’s conversational framework we ensure that 
there is a structured approach to online role-plays. 
As indicated earlier in this chapter other role-play 
simulation designs tend to be more open-ended in 
their organisation (see for example McLaughlan 
& Kirkpatrick, 2008, p. 301). We have chosen a 
structured learning and teaching design to allow 
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students to engage in a staged approach to read-
ing relevant theoretical literature and applying 
this theory to professional interventions in the 
online role-play. Notably, students engaging in 
online role-plays of the kind that we advocate will 
also have engaged in face-to-face role-plays. The 
learning that is achieved through online interac-
tion will draw from these face-to-face experiences 
due to the blending of the two approaches. The 
conversational framework is incorporated in the 
following manner in the design:

Discursive: To begin the learning and teach-
ing design the students are given readings that 
the teacher identifies as relevant to developing 
reflexive practice. After reading the material, 
which may be posted to university learning portals 
such as the Blackboard Learning Management 
System, students can be asked to post responses 
to set questions to a discussion board. Students 
and teacher then have the opportunity to interact 
through a description and re-description of relevant 
theories. Where necessary the teacher can adjust 
descriptions of theory to be more meaningful to 
students and to promote an understanding of rel-
evant concepts, such as for instance the importance 
of language in reflexive practice.

Adaptive: The online role-play scenario is then 
posted to the website and is devised in light of the 
task goal of learning about reflexive practice. In 
combination with the teacher students can have 
input in relation to the goal of learning about 
reflexive practice through dialogue on the discus-
sion board. The scenario of the online role-play is 
aimed at providing the opportunity for students to 
test competing notions of practice. The role-play 
storyline can be adapted to highlight issues that 
were identified by students as requiring further 
reflection and description on the discussion board. 
The facts of the role-play common to all partici-
pants, together with the objectives of the learning 
task, can then be posted to the discussion board.

Interactive: Students and teacher engage with 
the role-play. This might mean that students inter-
view, counsel or facilitate conflict with a service 

user. Students have the opportunity to consult 
relevant literature before deciding upon an inter-
vention and playing out this choice in the online 
environment. The dynamic of the online role-play 
changes with the actions of the role-players and 
there is intrinsic feedback given in the role-play by 
the role-players when choices are made regarding 
professional interventions. The online interactions 
between role-players mean that there is meaning-
ful exchange during the role-play.

Reflective: After the online role-play students 
and the teacher have the opportunity to debrief 
about the role-play in a threaded discussion. This 
is an important part of the design as reflection 
enhances learning and allows students to make 
further connections between the relevant theory 
and the interactions of the online role-play. If 
appropriate the students can further reflect regard-
ing the online role-play in an assessable journal 
entry.

These four elements of the conversational 
framework provide the opportunity for “deep” 
rather than surface learning (Ramsden, 2003) that 
incorporates both theory and skill development in 
the online environment. Through reflection and 
experimentation, a number of different models 
of online role-plays have been identified that can 
assist with teaching theoretical concerns (Douglas 
2007b). These various models can be applied to 
the human services context and each provide dif-
fering benefits. We now outline these models and 
suggest potential advantages and disadvantages 
of each approach.

moDelS for online roleplayS

We have identified five kinds of models as being 
useful in the online environment utilising Lauril-
lard’s conversational framework. These are:

1.  Traditional role-play online;
2.  Fishbowl with a demonstrated role-play 

online;



61

Asynchronous Online Role-Plays Using a Blended Learning Design

3.  Interactive fishbowl role-play online;
4.  Comparative role-play online; and
5.  Fishbowl role-play online with a reference 

group.

Importantly, each model incorporates a dis-
cursive element where student and teacher can 
have dialogue relating to theory through an online 
discussion board. As indicated in the framework 
outlined above following the discussion online 
the scenario of the role-play can be adapted by 
the teacher to meet the needs and understandings 
of the particular student group. Intrinsic feedback 
is then given as role-players interact in the online 
role-play. With this part of the design we have 
identified a range of models that can be applied 
to the teaching of reflexive practices for the hu-
man services sector.

model 1: traditional role-play online

Transferring a traditional face-to-face role-play 
to the online environment is a simple way to uti-
lise this learning and teaching strategy, however 
as noted earlier in this chapter placing activities 
online necessarily change those activities (Gar-
rison & Vaughan, 2008). After discussing relevant 
readings online the teacher can electronically 
provide an authentic role-play scenario that might 
be encountered in social work practice. For ex-
ample, the scenario may deal with a social worker 
interviewing a service user. Students can be given 
emailed detail of the background information of 
the roles in the role-play. All the students in the 
class can be allocated the role of either social 
worker or service user and can conduct an initial 
interview online as it might take place in the 
workplace. Student service users can recount their 
scripts online while the student social worker at-
tempts to combine theory and practice skills to 
engage in reflexive practice. As we have indicated 
online role-plays allow students the opportunity 
to consult relevant literature prior to action in 
the online environment. Students can consider 

relevant theory and relate the theory to possible 
interventions in the interview without juggling the 
momentum of a face-to-face role-play experience. 
As the role-play is played out intrinsic feedback is 
provided by role-players. This feedback ensures 
the active learning of participants as in role ser-
vice users respond to the various interventions 
and skill sets used by the in role social workers. 
At the completion of the role-play students have 
the opportunity to reflect upon their experience 
in the form of an assessed journal. Importantly, 
students can comment upon the online environ-
ment as part of their reflection and compare and 
contrast this kind of role-play to the experience 
of the class face-to-face role-plays. In this way 
students can be asked to reflect upon the blended 
nature of their learning.

Of the five models presented here, this ap-
proach is the one that is closest to a simple transfer-
ral of a face-to-face dyadic role-play to the online 
environment. The advantages of this model lie in 
the active participation of all students in a class 
and the opportunity for the slowing of the role-
play and the resultant extra thinking time for the 
student. However, the objectives of this learning 
and teaching approach can be frustrated by tardy 
role-players who are either late in responding to 
the asynchronous electronic communications or 
who do not respond at all. The impact of tardy 
role-players on the success of simulations was 
recently discussed in the results of an online ne-
gotiation role-play carried out between students 
of Macquarie University and the University of 
Tasmania (Spencer & Hardy, 2008). The teachers 
of the negotiation classes at the two universities 
noted the frustration of students who participated 
promptly in the online negotiation with those 
who failed to respond electronically in a timely 
manner. Thus the disadvantage of this kind of 
approach is the potential for lengthy gaps in time 
between electronic responses and the role-play 
taking a substantial amount of time to complete 
(Spencer & Hardy, 2008). This drawback can be 
circumvented by the requirement of strict time 
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limits for the completion of parts of the role-play. 
However, some students may still not respond in 
the designated times and thus hamper the comple-
tion of the role-play.

model 2: fishbowl: Demonstrated 
role-play online

In this version of the online role-play two students 
are selected to take the roles of social worker and 
service user and the role-play is played out elec-
tronically, viewed by the rest of the class online. 
The observing students have the opportunity, in 
a separate threaded discussion, to suggest and 
critique intervention choices made by the in role 
social worker. As in the first model this role-play 
experience is preceded by an online theory dis-
cussion. Students can contribute comments on 
either a particular intervention, or on the general 
approach being taken by the student in the role of 
the social worker. In this discussion the teacher 
can engage in Laurillard’s (2002) discursive 
framework through describing and re-describing 
relevant theory to assist students in understanding 
interventions that would promote reflexive prac-
tice. A disadvantage of this approach, in contrast 
to model one, is that only a limited number of 
students are actively engaged in the role-play. 
There is however, some level of active engagement 
for the rest of the class as students are engaged 
in the concurrent, critiquing process. A recent 
study by Roberts (2007) has found that it is not 
the quantity of interaction online that is important 
but the quality of interaction provided in a role-
play. Thus arguably observation may have merit 
in promoting student learning where combined 
with students offering critique of interventions 
in a linked discussion board.

model 3: interactive fishbowl 
role-play online

The interactive fishbowl role-play is similar to the 
demonstration role-play, except that all students 

(or alternatively those who self-select) participate 
in the actual role-play by jumping in and out of 
the roles of social worker and service users. If 
student numbers are large in a class then a number 
of interactive fishbowls can operate at the same 
time. A concurrent separate discussion board for 
allows those students not in role to comment upon 
the role-play. As in all the models outlined here 
this discussion is informed by the readings on 
reflexive practice discussed prior to the role-play 
commencing. During the role-play students move 
from a critiquing role in one discussion thread to 
actively participating in the role-play in the other 
thread. The teacher moderates the changing of 
roles by students, and can email students who 
require extra coaching in the theory or interven-
tions. The teacher can also, where appropriate, 
jump into role herself to model “best practice” 
in reflexive practice.

The advantage of this model is that many 
students can actively participate in the role-play 
scenario, and move between critique and action. 
The modelling of “best practice” by the teacher 
allows students to understand reflexive practice 
in this area. A disadvantage of this model is 
that it can be time intensive for the teacher who 
moderates role changes, the discussion board, on 
occasion jumps into role and also conducts private 
coaching. This approach to the online role-play 
is described in more detail later in this chapter 
as a case study dealing with learning regarding 
discipline area of mediation theory and practice, 
which includes facilitation skills.

model 4: comparative 
role-play online

In the comparative role-play online groups of 
students are asked to take part in two different 
versions of a online role-play that is demonstrated 
to the rest of the class through the Blackboard 
Learning Management System. Each role-play 
starts with the same brief scenario and service 
user details. The difference between the role-plays 
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comes from the in role social workers using two 
separate theoretical approaches to inform their 
engagement with the service user. For example, 
the first role-play could use an approach that is 
not reflexive, failing to critique societal discourses 
and their own history in the engagement with the 
client. The second role-play could use a reflex-
ive approach to engaging with the service user. 
For example, by utilising the reflexive practice 
suggestions made by Bagshaw (2006), outlined 
earlier in this chapter, role-players could prac-
tice interventions such as acknowledging power 
dynamics in relationships; using empowerment 
strategies; challenging dominant discourses; 
ensuring marginalised stories are validated; and 
valuing the transformative power of the process 
rather than focusing on the outcome.

A benefit of all role-plays conducted online, 
which this model takes advantage of, is that an 
instant and complete written record of the entire 
interaction is generated. Once the respective role-
plays have reached completion the two transcripts 
can be used for students to carry out an assessment 
of the two approaches through comparing them 
with each other. They can identify the different 
outcomes that each approach achieves and draw 
out the benefits and disadvantages of each of the 
theories. Students can also consider which contexts 
might be more appropriate for each theory to be 
utilised. This comparison can be carried out online 
or in the face-to-face environment.

This model may help students make informed 
decision about different theoretical approaches. 
A disadvantage of this approach is the significant 
amount of time that must be devoted to playing 
out the online role-play according to the various 
theories of practice. A strategy to minimise the 
time expended on this learning and teaching option 
is to play this online role-play out as an online 
demonstration or interactive fishbowl role-play.

model 5: fishbowl role-play 
online with a reference group

In this model the role-play has two fixed players in 
the roles of social worker and service user. Once 
again a discussion precedes the role-play based 
upon readings on reflexive practice. The differ-
ence in this model is that the discussion thread, 
which is used for the concurrent critique of the 
role-play, includes not only students but also in-
dustry representatives (Douglas & Ogilvie, 2007) 
to act as a reference group for the in role social 
worker. This reference group can make sugges-
tions regarding reflexive practice interventions as 
the role-play progresses. The industry representa-
tives can provide authentic feedback and critique 
garnered from their practice experience as social 
workers. For example, industry representatives 
can inform the in role social worker of interven-
tions they have used as part of their reflexive 
practice. The disadvantage of this model is the 
effort required to recruit industry representatives, 
however university teachers may already have 
these contacts from their ongoing engagement 
with relevant industry.

online StrategieS common to 
all moDelS – “mix anD matcH” 
for tHe beSt fit for StuDentS

Careful planning is necessary regarding online 
simulations in order to ensure that learning objec-
tives are achieved. The teacher must be skilled 
in educational facilitation to manage issues that 
may arise during the course of the simulation 
(McLaughlan & Kirkpatrick, 2008). Further learn-
ing and teaching issues that we have identified 
as important to consider when designing online 
role-plays can be arranged into three broad cat-
egories. These are:
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(i)  the type of online tools that are utilised;
(ii)  the degree to which the activity is blended 

with face-to-face learning; and
(iii)  the way that the activity is put into action.

online tools

There are a number of relatively new software 
options that may enhance e-learning design that 
are now widely used in the world-wide-web (Rob-
ertson, 2008). Wikis and blogs in particular have 
great potential as e-learning tools in online role-
plays as they require the construction of knowledge 
by students rather than students passively being 
presented with content (Robertson, 2008). The 
constructivist approach to learning and teaching 
posits that knowledge is constructed by students 
based upon what it is that they are doing rather 
than what it is that they are being told (Biggs & 
Tang, 2007). We now provide definitions of these 
online tools, how they may be used to assist with 
online role-plays and also canvass a number of 
important design issues:

Wiki

A wiki’ - which means “quick” in Hawaiian (Foun-
tain, 2005) - is a shared online site where published 
documents can be added to or amended by anyone 
who has access to the site. Wikis are designed to be 
simple to use and are ideal for collaborative tasks. 
Arguably, the most famous example is “wikipedia” 
the free online encyclopaedia which anyone with 
Internet access can amend (Wikipedia: 2008). The 
premise in wikis is that there is a range of sources of 
expert knowledge and that anyone can participate 
and contribute (Fountain, 2005). However, the 
problem that arises from this approach is that the 
information contained in a wiki is not necessarily 
reliable. For example, the Wikipedia site contains 
a warning to users that new material may contain 
misinformation despite the site having a constant 
checking system in place (Wikipedia: 2008). An-
other problem with wikis is that another person’s 

contribution can be amended or deleted without 
consent (Fountain, 2005). Wikis could be useful 
in online role-play activities in several ways: first, 
after the initial student discussion online regarding 
reflexive practice and the theoretical approaches 
to be used in the role-play, a wiki could be used 
by an online discussion group to develop a shared 
understanding of the theory. Second, wikis could 
be used to develop both the characters and sce-
narios that are the starting point of the role-play. 
This would help to develop a shared understanding 
among students of the relevant issues, characters 
and situation. Third, a wiki could be used after 
completion of the role-play to summarise the 
students’ understandings of critical issues brought 
up in the discussion thread.

Blog

A “blog”- shortened from the term “web log”- is 
a simple online publishing tool that allows diary-
type entries to be published online in chronologi-
cally reversed order without the author needing to 
have complex computing skills. Along with wikis, 
blogs are a popular social networking tool in the 
broader online environment. They are most often 
used for keeping journals that are intended to be 
read by others (Tekinarslan, 2008). The use of 
blogs in higher education is growing, and studies 
have shown that students find blog journals easy 
and convenient to maintain. One concern raised 
by students is where Internet access becomes an 
issue, frustrating the writing of the blog (Teki-
narslan, 2008). It is an important therefore to 
ensure students have access to the required tech-
nology and are not disadvantaged due to issues 
of the affordability of the software or hardware 
used in blogs. In recent evaluations of e-learning 
options blogs have been found to work effectively 
for reflective tasks in higher education (Bouldin, 
Holmes & Fortenberry, 2006). They can replace 
an offline reflective journal and arguably offer 
improved learning opportunities through their 
accessibility to other students engaged in the same 
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online tasks. Access by others online means that 
they can be designed to allow peers or mentors to 
make comments on a student’s entries. Blogs can 
be used in online role-play activities as a means 
for students to reflect on the role-play experience 
following completion of the role-play.

Pod-Casting

A pod-cast is an oral piece that is broadcast online 
but is able to be accessed at any time. Commonly 
used by radio programs, pod-casting also offers op-
portunities for online role-plays. The use of audio 
online can increase the authenticity of a service 
user character and literally give them a voice (West, 
2008). A recorded account of a service user char-
acter talking about their life circumstances could 
be used as a basis for a role-play scenario. Some 
pod-casts include visual material. For example, 
after listening (and possibly viewing) a pod-cast 
for initial background information students could 
work together to develop the character and scenario 
on a wiki in preparation for the role-play.

blending the task

The degree to which the role-play activity is run 
between the online and face-to-face environments 
is a strategy to be decided when designing the 
activity. As noted earlier in this chapter, the online 
role-play is not intended to replace face-to-face 
teaching, but rather offers learning opportuni-
ties through combining the two learning modes. 
Blending options include:

(i)  online learning in tandem with weekly face-
to-face classes;

(ii)  online learning in between two intensive 
periods of a course; and

(iii)  online learning after an intensive.

The first option allows for the blending of the 
two modes of learning on a weekly basis. Students 

attending weekly classes can discuss the on-line 
role-play in class and canvass any difficulties that 
are occurring online. McLaughlan and Kirkpatrick 
(2008), developers of the role-play environmental 
simulation entitled eSim, have raised concerns 
relating to the difficulties of assisting students to 
develop practice skills from the online experience. 
To address this concern in our design face-to-face 
class time can be used to build understandings of 
reflexive practice through dialogue concerning 
insights developed online. McLaughlan and Kirk-
patrick (2008, p 307) note that the skills set that 
students bring to the role-play simulation may not 
be sufficient to engage fully with the online tasks 
in a design. In the context of this chapter’s focus 
upon reflexive practice skills such as interviewing, 
counselling and facilitation, we argue that these 
skills can be built up in the face-to-face classes. 
After mastering such skills in face-to-face role-
plays students can then transfer these skills to the 
online environment. McLaughlan and Kirkpatrick 
(2008, p 308) also note that in their experience it 
is sometimes problematic to build relationships 
between students online and that a lack of student 
relationships can negatively impact upon a simu-
lation. The blending of the two modes can deal 
with this issue by building student relationships 
in the classroom so that these relationships can 
be drawn upon in the online environment. Due to 
the time spent on online interactions through the 
role-play a reduction in face-to-face class time 
is desirable.

In the second approach a substantive amount 
of a course can be taught by day-long classes for 
example for three to six days. Where this approach 
is adopted the online component may begin after 
the first two or three days of the intensive mode 
and continue for the rest of the teaching period. 
The advantages of this approach are that theoretical 
issues can be canvassed and assessed in the online 
environment and the focus of the face-to-face 
classes can be largely upon skills development. 
In the later part of the intensive mode classes 
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students can refer back to the online role-play 
and thus allow for the greater blending of the 
two approaches. This is made easier by the fact 
that the online role-play is in written format and 
can generate an instant transcript. Additionally, 
other learning activities can be based on these 
transcripts, for example groups can analyse each 
other’s role-plays. Transcripts of the role-plays can 
also be used as teaching tools for future groups 
of students if permission is received from the 
students who generated them.

The final option of undertaking the online 
fishbowl role-play after an intensive class provides 
students with an opportunity for engaging with 
theoretical issues after completing skills focussed 
face-to-face classes. This approach does not allow 
for the opportunity for the students to refer to the 
online role-play in class discussion. However, 
the students can discuss the experiences of the 
face-to-face class activities in their discussion 
board threads.

Online role-plays generate their own unique 
set of learning and teaching considerations. The 
number of role-plays utilised and the number of 
students involved will depend upon the model 
used, which in turn is based upon the needs and 
strengths of a particular group. In the online en-
vironment it is possible for multiple role-plays 
to run concurrently. The number of students 
involved in each role-play can also vary. Where 
a traditional approach to the online role-play is 
taken and students each take one specified role, 
a greater number of students are engaged in the 
role-play itself for a sustained period of time. 
Alternatively, an interactive fishbowl role-play 
approach can be used where a large number of 
students jump in and out of role. The choice of 
approach is important as this will impact upon 
teacher workload. The interactive fishbowl role-
play may mean increased work for the teacher as 
role moderation is required and on occasion the 
demonstration of best practice.

putting the activity into action’

It is also important for online role-plays to have a 
sense of authenticity to them so that students are 
able to imagine that they are involved in a genuine 
scenario. Utilisation of industry representatives, to 
assist in the design of the role-plays, is an option 
to consider in order to ensure the authenticity of 
the role-play storylines. On occasion some student 
groups will benefit from seeing how other groups’ 
role-plays are played out. If a number of online 
role-play groups are run concurrently it may be 
helpful to students to have the opportunity to view 
each others role-plays. Additionally, groups could 
develop scenarios for other groups, exchanging 
role-plays and then playing out the scenario online 
with the option of viewing each other’s efforts.

Strategies can be combined to create the most 
appropriate model to meet the learning needs of 
a specific group of students. When designing an 
online role-play several factors should be taken 
into consideration when selecting strategies. One 
crucial pedagogical concern is the standard that the 
student group already has reached in their reflexive 
practice skills. A group that is just beginning to 
learn about reflexive practice may benefit from 
a demonstration fishbowl online or an interactive 
fish bowl online where best practice is modelled 
by the teacher. A more experienced group may 
benefit from a comparative role-play online that 
leads to a critical comparison of different theories, 
or a possibly a role-play online with a reference 
group which adds the expertise of industry to the 
online discussion board. Other factors that need 
to be considered are more practical. A group with 
good access to and comfort with online technol-
ogy is well suited to incorporating wikis into the 
activity to develop scenarios and characters before 
a role-play or to summarise a theoretical approach, 
and may enjoy the opportunity provided in using 
blogs for individual reflection following the role-
play experience. A group with less access to or 
familiarity with the online environment may find 
these tools increase stress and create technological 
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barriers to the learning activity. To assist teachers 
we now provide a case study to illustrate some of 
the design choices available through a discussion 
of the use of an online role-play in the discipline 
area of mediation.

caSe StuDy: interactive 
fiSHboWl role-play online

The following example demonstrates how some 
of the ideas outlined in this chapter were applied 
to teaching the use of gender theory and power 
imbalances in the discipline area of mediation. 
This subject area has been taught over a number 
of years to a range of students including the dis-
ciplines of legal studies, social work, psychology 
and youth work. In this course students learn 
about the nature of conflict and of the process of 
mediation and also develop a number of practice 
skills, including facilitation skills. This area of 
understanding is of particular interest to social 
workers as they are one of the main professional 
groups acting as mediators (Martin, 2000). It is 
important that social workers understand gender 
concerns and power imbalances in mediation to 
ensure reflexive practice as mediators (Martin & 
Douglas, 2007). We now outline the design of an 
interactive fishbowl role-play online, dealing with 
gender, power and mediation.

In the interactive fishbowl role-play online 
model students jump in and out of the roles of 
mediator and the parties involved in the dispute. 
Other roles can also be included in the online 
role-play such as lawyers, experts and support 
people. This learning design was engaged with 
by students concurrently with weekly face-to-
face classes. This blended model meant that 
students had already learnt a number of skills, 
including facilitation and understood the steps 
in the process of mediation through the experi-
ence of face-to-face role-plays undertaken in 
class. The aim of the online role-play was to 
allow students to integrate theory and practice 

in the online environment. Some discussion of 
theory had occurred in the face-to-face role-
plays, but the focus in class had been on skills 
development. The learning online was referred 
to and discussed in weekly classes and the online 
role-play was played out over six weeks. There 
were twenty seven students in the class and 
only one fishbowl was run with one concurrent 
discussion thread.

Discursive: Students were provided with read-
ings that discussed gender, power and mediation 
practice. They then had the opportunity to interact 
with the teacher and each other through an online 
discussion forum using the Blackboard Learning 
Management System. The teacher posed ques-
tions to students, such as “Can women come to 
the mediation table and negotiate equally?” Stu-
dents then posted responses to this question to the 
discussion board. The teacher reflected back to 
students the descriptions they gave in the discus-
sion group. Where necessary, the teacher adjusted 
descriptions of the theory relating to gender and 
power to be more meaningful to students and to 
develop their understandings of the relevant con-
cepts. The discussion allowed students to debate 
and summarise concepts in the readings relating 
to gender, power and mediation. The discussion 
developed from the differing perspectives that 
students articulated regarding the relevant issues 
and the different interventions possible to engage 
with power issues.

Adaptive: The scenario of the online role-
play was set up with the aim of raising concerns 
regarding gender, power and mediation. The aim 
was to canvass a number of methods of dealing 
with power in a reflexive manner by the media-
tor. Students had learnt of different models and 
interventions to deal with power through reading 
the set readings and the ensuing online discussion 
conducted on the discussion board. The particu-
lars of the scenario of the online mediation was 
crafted by the teacher and the role-play storyline 
was adapted to highlight issues that were identi-
fied as requiring further reflection by students, 
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such as imbalances of access to knowledge and 
resources or approaches to deal with verbal ag-
gression. The scenario of the role-play, which 
related to a domestic building dispute between 
a single mother and a builder, was posted to the 
discussion board and dialogue was provided re-
lating to the opening statements of the mediator 
and the parties. The single mother, who had few 
resources was attempting to convince the builder 
of the need to repair the foundations of her house 
where there had been significant cracking. Stu-
dents were then invited to participate by posting 
as one of the roles in the scenario with the teacher 
moderating the roles taken by students. Email was 
used to volunteer and confirm roles. Concurrently 
with the playing out of the mediation role-play 
students were invited to interact regarding the 
choices made by the role-players in the mediation 
in a separate thread.

Interactive: Students and teacher acted in 
the task environment to achieve the task goal of 
coming to some sort of conclusion in the online 
mediation. The dynamic of the online role-play 
changed with the actions of the students. On oc-
casion, the teacher took the role of mediator to 
model best practice in relation to interventions 
to deal with power concerns. Intrinsic feedback 
was provided to the students through the reac-
tions to mediator interventions by the parities. 
For example, when the builder was verbally 
aggressive to the single mother and called her a 
“stupid woman” who didn’t understand building 
the mediator intervened by naming the abuse and 
reiterating the ground rules relating to appropriate 
interaction in the mediation. Students suggested 
options in the concurrent threaded discussion 
such as having a private session to speak with the 
builder about his behaviour and the asking of open 
ended questions to assist the builder to understand 
gender issues in mediation. Other students sug-
gested strategies to assist the female party to feel 
more empowered, such as the mediator helping 
the woman to understand societal forces impacting 
upon the story of the mediation and by enlisting 

the support of an expert to assist with knowledge 
disparity. Students spoke of power circulating 
in the mediation and the need for the mediator 
to be reflexive about her own power. Students 
playing the mediator took up some of the sugges-
tions in the threaded discussion and the role-play 
unfolded with a variety of interventions trialled. 
The responses to mediator strategies meant that 
there was meaningful change in the role-play as 
a result of the mediator’s actions. Role-players 
responded to mediator interventions and these 
responses were also commented upon in the con-
current discussion thread. A number of students 
volunteered to role-play and other students were 
content to be part of the discussion group and 
contribute in this manner alone.

Reflective: After the role-play was brought to 
a close by the teacher both students and teacher 
debriefed about the role-play in the concurrent 
threaded discussion. Students were directed to 
reflect upon intrinsic feedback derived from 
mediator interventions and role-play reactions 
in this reflection online. Following the debrief-
ing students were asked to reflect further on the 
experience in a journal entry. This component 
of the task was assessed. In the journal students 
linked the experience on the online fishbowl to 
descriptions of practice. The journal gave students 
the opportunity to reflect in a self-paced manner 
and they could also comment upon the learning 
experience in the online environment.

concluSion

E-Learning has grown in use in university educa-
tion across the full range of academic disciplines. 
There is a need to provide more flexibility in the 
delivery of higher education due to competing 
pressures of education, work and family on the 
lives of students. This need for more flexible 
delivery in higher education is likely to increase 
the use of online learning as the online environ-
ment offers opportunities for flexibility without 
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compromising standards. However, there needs 
to be widespread familiarity with relevant soft-
ware, theories and models before higher educa-
tion can take full advantage of the e-learning 
potential. This growth of online technology in 
higher education has arguably opened up a host 
of opportunities for innovative approaches for 
teaching in human services. Even a minimal us-
age of online technology provides a convenient 
way to make information and materials available 
to students thereby overcoming restrictions of 
geographic location or scheduled office hours and 
class times. With students today having grown up 
with interactive technology an online environ-
ment can be a very familiar one for them to use 
in acquiring knowledge, much more so than the 
traditional face-to-face lecture format which is 
arguably becoming increasingly outdated. Online 
role-plays in a blended learning environment have 
the potential to assist human services students to 
integrate theory and practice and develop into 
reflexive practitioners. Blended learning offers the 
opportunity for engaging with both face-to-face 
and online options in role-plays to better prepare 
human services students for practice.
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Chapter 5

Virtual Situated Learning 
Environments

Developing Inter-Professional 
Skills for Human Services

Sandra Jones
RMIT University, Australia

Any genuine teaching will result, if successful, in 
someone’s knowing how to bring about a better 
condition of things than existed earlier. -- John 
Dewey

introDuction

A report on employability skills to the Austra-
lian Business, Industry and Higher Education 

Collaboration Council (Precision Consultancy 
2007, p.1) states that graduates need to apply “a 
broad range of employability skills learnt in many 
contexts and through a range of experiences”. 
Employability skills for Australian industry were 
identified in a 2002 Government Report (DEST 
2002) as communication, teamwork, problem-
solving, innovation, planning and organising, 
self-management, life-long learning and technol-
ogy. While identifying these skills as necessary, 

abStract

This chapter explores how ICT can be used to create environments in which students engage in work-
related learning opportunities through virtual situated learning environments. These VSLEs are created 
digitally as real-life learning opportunities. Situating students of human services in these environments 
presents the opportunity for learning opportunities that are authentic, apply adult learning principles 
and are learner centred. They enable participants to develop inter-professional skills by presenting sce-
narios that require inter-professional engagement in a safe and secure environment in which participants 
can experiment with different approaches to problem-solutions. They provide a safe-fail environment 
in which students can experiment with different approaches and see the consequences of not working 
appropriately without negatively affecting real clients. The chapter presents an example of a VSLE used 
to engage students in a related field of employment relations and outlines an example of how a virtual 
community centre may be used to develop employability skills for students in human services.
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the learning approach required to develop these 
skills is less clear.

One field of thinking is that while these skills 
are generic, the context in which they are learnt is 
different. Becher (1994) uses the term “academic 
tribes” to describe disciplinary differences that, 
he claims, result in four intellectual cultures each 
with its own approach to learning and teaching. 
Using the work of writers, Biglan (1973) and 
Kolb (1981), he links disciplinary perspectives to 
subject matter research that he argues will affect 
both teaching and learning. He identifies, first, the 
natural sciences as underpinned by an emphasis 
on hard, pure subject matter and requiring abstract 
reflective enquiry. Second, humanities and social 
sciences relating more to soft pure subject matter 
and concrete reflective enquiry. Third, science-
based professions as using hard, applied subject 
matter and abstract active enquiry and social 
professions as soft applied subject matter and 
concrete active enquiry.

Others, notably Trigwell et al (1999), Meyer 
and Vermunt (2000) and Prosser et al (2003) argue 
that these disciplinary differences, if not factored 
into educational design, can create dissonance in 
student learning.

While recognising the potential differences 
between disciplines in attempting to graduate 
students with appropriate employability skills, the 
task is complicated further in areas where there 
is need for professions to work at the intersection 
of a number of disciplines to present a holistic 
solution to complex problems. This creates the 
need to design learning environments that cater 
to a variety of learning styles associated with a 
broad range of disciplines.

Arising from the Report of the World Health Or-
ganisation (1998) that advocated teamwork across 
disciplines through inter-professional learning, 
there has been a growth in government pressure 
on universities to deliver learning opportunities 
that are designed to develop inter-professional 
skills. Starting in the United Kingdom health care 
industry, the spread of interest in inter-professional 

learning approaches in Australia is evidenced by 
the establishment of a Discipline-Based Initia-
tives grant scheme by the then Carrick Institute 
(now Australian Learning and Teaching Council) 
in 2007. This DBI aimed to ‘encourage greater 
sharing of quality practice and learning within 
and across disciplinary communities’ with one 
of the principles adopted being to ‘foster creative 
interdisciplinary engagement’ (Carrick Institute 
2007). Examples of learning initiatives for inter-
professional education presented at the first DBI 
forum on trans, multi and inter-disciplinary 
learning and teaching curriculum design covered 
a broad spectrum of disciplines with the Health 
and related Sciences (Biotechnology, Community) 
prominent.

In a recent publication devoted to the implica-
tions of the increasing focus on inter-disciplinarity 
for higher education teaching and learning, Davies 
and Devlin (2007, p.3) identify three main types 
of learning. The first is multi-disciplinarity, which 
they define as the co-existence of a number of 
disciplines. The second is cross-disciplinarity, 
described as the investigation of a topic from 
outside a particular field of study with no co-
operation from within the field of study concerned. 
The third is inter-disciplinarity in which the 
subtleties of the nature of academic disciplines 
is recognised. The latter, in turn, can occur by 
students undertaking an elective subject on gen-
eral topic eg women’s studies from a variety of 
disciplines, or pluri-disciplinarity, where two or 
more disciplines combine their expertise to jointly 
address an area of common concern. For example 
a complex issue, such as obesity management, 
requires an integrated approach from behavioural 
scientists, molecular biologists and mathemati-
cians (Aboelela et al 2007).

The implications of the move to inter-profes-
sional education, and the underlying complexities 
involved in identifying what is actually meant by 
the term inter-professional, results in significant 
pedagogical issues for universities about methods 
of education delivery and the learning environment 
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provided for students. The creation of appropriate 
learning environments that cater for disciplinary 
differences while at the same time encourage 
the development of generic employability skills 
required to operate in an inter-disciplinary future 
workplace, is challenging for all parties - academ-
ics, industry representatives and students.

This chapter discusses how an innovative 
development of ICT to create virtual situated 
learning environments, accessible to students 
in the online learning environment, can be used 
to engage students in inter-professional human 
services learning opportunities to develop generic 
employability skills.

virtual WorlDS for 
inter-profeSSional 
Skill Development

It is acknowledged that in order for students to 
develop the knowledge and skills required to 
function effectively in the highly ambiguous 
technologically sophisticated knowledge era, there 
is need for students to be provided with learning 
opportunities that go beyond simply content de-
livery. Biggs (2005, p.90) states:

when the basic bodies of knowledge and knowledge 
relating to professional practice, are changing 
as rapidly as they are, it no longer makes sense 
to teach students all those things they will need 
to know in their professional careers….Students 
should be taught how to learn, how to seek new 
information, how to utlize it and evaluate its 
importance, how to solve novel, non-textbook, 
professional problems.

Expert practitioners such as Brown Collins 
and Duguid (1989, p.2), have long argued that, 
given that change requires multiple intertwining 
forces of content, context and community, what 
is needed are learning environments that immerse 
students in real situations that provide a “sym-

biotic relationship between knowledge and the 
situation in which it is produced”. These learning 
environments need to create opportunities for 
students to both experience real world complexity 
and ambiguity and to experiment with alternate 
responses to addressing these. Stein (1998) states 
that learning should be seen as a social process in 
which students are presented with opportunities to 
think, perceive, problem solve, and interact. Kolb’s 
(1984) description of experiential learning and 
Schon’s (1983) action-based-reflective learning 
process, both demonstrate this concept.

While acknowledging the need for such “real-
world” learning opportunities that can be provided 
through work-related and work-integrated learn-
ing, it is also important to recognise that students 
need to be provided with opportunities to envisage 
the future world of work. Vince (1998) identified 
the need to acknowledge that real-world learning 
engagement often limits knowledge development 
to individual retrospective reflection on past and 
present experience that may fail to recognise cur-
rent and future complexity. This is particularly so 
when a more holistic approach to work in which 
traditional separation of disciplines and profes-
sions, is envisaged. Human Services is an example 
of such an inter-professional approach. However, 
while acknowledging this, neither traditional face-
to-face learning environments nor work-places 
into which students may be placed to develop 
practical experience, are currently designed to 
provide learning experiences to develop such 
inter-professional skills.

The view presented in this chapter is that ICT, 
if designed effectively, can provide opportunities 
to create interactive learning environments that, 
while modelling real world activities, present 
students with the opportunity to develop skills 
for inter-professional work.

In the early 1990s proponents of innovative 
ICT use described how computers could be used 
to provide students with a simulated environment 
in which to interact. Gerrard (2001) explained 
how the third generation of technology enables 
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communication between students that eradicates 
the disadvantage of “social distance” by enabling 
students to share ideas, knowledge, and experi-
ence. Laurillard (1994, p.20) described ICT as 
providing opportunities to ‘simulate the real 
world and to link students to various audio and 
visual databases’. Reeves (1993) argued that 
a well-designed multi-media environment can 
be used to provide a wealth of learning support 
activities through the design of situated learning 
environments. More recently Reeves, Herrington 
and Oliver 2002, p.565) claimed that the digital 
environment provides opportunities for the de-
velopment of authentic learning environments 
by enabling learners to:

move freely around the resources provided rather 
than move in a linear fashion that may not ape the 
complexities of real life. Problems presented to 
students can use the full capacities of the technol-
ogy to present situations and scenario’s in video 
clips, texts links and images to give meaning and 
purpose to the students’ endeavours, and to provide 
motivation to complete.

Digital advances are creating ever-expanding 
opportunities for student engagement in learn-
ing activities in the ICT environment that are in 
accord with the so-called Computer literate or 
“C” generation identified hunger for interactive 
experiences. Virtual education is defined as:

instruction in a learning environment where 
teacher and student are separated by time or space, 
and the teacher provides course content through 
course management applications, multimedia 
resources, the Internet, videoconferencing... Stu-
dents receive the content and communicate with 
the teacher via the same technologies (Kurbel, 
2001, p.133).

One of the most recent advances has been the 
use of ICT to create “virtual worlds.” “Second 
Life”, developed by Linden Research Inc, is a semi-

structured Internet-based virtual world in which 
users (called Residents) can interact with each 
other through motional “Avatars.” The ability of 
Second Life to enable text-based communication 
through local chat and global ‘instant messaging’ 
has developed the potential for universities to cre-
ate virtual classrooms as communities of practice 
and situated constructivist learning environments. 
One of the first virtual universities established 
was the privately funded Virtual Global Univer-
sity (VGU) (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vir-
tual_Global_University). The VGU was founded 
in 2001 by 17 Professors of Business Infomatics 
for 14 different universities in Germany, Austria 
and Switzerland. A UNESCO Report stated that 
the emergence of the virtual university is being 
seen as a ‘potentially powerful complement or 
competitor to the traditional campus-based of-
fer of higher education’ (D’Antoni & Mugridge 
2004, p.1).

While such digital environments initially seem 
to provide an appropriate learning environment 
for students of human services to engage in inter-
professional learning opportunities, there are many 
issues that need to be considered before such 
digital innovations can be used effectively for 
educational purposes. These include issues such 
as how to ensure that the digital environment is 
used as an enabler rather than a determiner of how 
teaching and learning should take place and how 
to develop a pedagogy for e-learning that benefits 
from instructional design. There are technology 
issues such as what delivery platforms and quality 
assurance mechanisms are appropriate. Finally, 
there are questions related to whether law and 
policies have been established at institutional, 
national and international levels (D’Antoni & 
Mugridge 2004). These issues have recently been 
exacerbated by instances of virtual universities 
that have had to close because of unethical and 
dangerous actions by some student “avatars” to 
others.

The use of ICT to create Virtual Situated Learn-
ing Environments provides an alternative way to 
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engage students in realistic learning opportunities 
for inter-professional skills development in safe 
environments. For example, virtual hospitals, 
schools and communities are being created to 
engage students in real-world problems and dilem-
mas that require students working together inter-
professionally to provide holistic solutions.

virtual SituateD learning 
environmentS (vSleS)

VSLEs are virtual environments that students ac-
cess through the university ICT system. They can 
be linked to any course (subject) and to learning 
platforms such as Blackboard and WebCT. VSLEs 
are created as work-places, community-spaces 
or public and private organisations. In providing 
the situated environment in which students can 
engage in real-life problem solving, they add a 
realistic work environment dimension to learning. 
As the VSLE is provided behind the university 
ICT environment, students are protected from ex-
posure to potential predators engaging in adverse 
and illegal behaviour. In addition inappropriate 
behaviour between students can be blocked by 
the academic.

In providing a common environment in which 
students can normalise their experience and ex-
plore how they might need to act and what skills 
they may need to use in handling real world-or-
work challenges in a protected and controlled 
digital “safe-fail” learning environment, students 
can experiment to explore the implications of both 
good and bad practice. In so doing the VSLE pro-
vides the opportunity for students to experience 
working at the intersection of the professions such 
as in the human service arena. This is particularly 
important in professions in which sensitivity is 
required when dealing with people in vulnerable 
situations.

When designing a VSLE and scenarios appro-
priate for student engagement in inter-professional 
activities associated with the VSLE a number of 

factors need to be considered. First, it is important 
to decide if ICT is the best medium for engagement 
of students in inter-professional activities. This 
requires consideration of a number of factors:

1.  Is the task under analysis able to be explored 
using a written form of communication?

2.  Do both students and academics have 
easy access to regular connections to the 
Internet?

3.  Are students mature enough to handle learn-
ing from any issues that may arise from 
the scenario and aware of the appropriate 
protocols for online social networking?

4.  Do the scenarios created for online student 
engagement contain sufficient complexity 
and differences of opinion to spark debate 
between the stakeholders?

5.  Are any privacy issues contravened for the 
students or for real-world characters that 
may be modelled in a role play or problem-
solving activity?

Second, what factors need to be included in the 
VSLE to give it a “real-world” character with suf-
ficient information provided to enable students to 
realistically engage in inter-professional learning 
despite the virtual environment. Table 1 presents a 
summary of the issues that need to be considered 
when identifying factors to be included in design-
ing a VSLE. This includes consideration of the:

Environment: Is the environment for the VSLE 
realistically situated locally, nationally or globally 
in order for it to have meaning to the participants? 
Does it have the potential to adjust from one 
environment to another? If so, does it present 
opportunities to engage participant-learners from 
different disciplines and cultures?

Profession: What professions are likely to be 
involved in scenarios associated with this organisa-
tion? Is the VSLE designed with this in mind?

External relations: Are external relations, 
between people engaged in this enterprise and 
others from similar of dissimilar organisations, 
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important? For example what government rules 
apply and how will this affect the approach taken 
by the enterprise? Do competitors exists and is 
this important? Is this a not-for-profit organisa-
tion and will it be affected by for-profit actions? 
What is the source of the clients/customers for 
this organisation?

History: What historical knowledge is neces-
sary for students to engage in realistic learning 
activities in this organisation? Does this include 
significant events and particular periods of change 
that affect how activities are organised?

Structure and culture: What is the influence 
of structural and cultural factors on this organi-
sation? Are there tacit factors such as traditions, 
political, ethical and social and value factors that 
are important in this context?

Decision-making and work organisation: How 
are decisions made in this organisation? What work 
organisation and processes exist that are important 
for identifying the service being provided?

Resources: What resources would realistically 
be available for people within the organisation, 
including people, finance and materials?

Third, what form of ICT activity is most ap-
propriate for the employability skills sought to 
be developed? Participant-learners can engage 
in role-plays, negotiations and problem-based 
learning, simulations and group discussion 

through WIKIs and Blogs using a range of sce-
narios taken from real-world practice. Figure 1 
presents a matrix that enables consideration of the 
skills to be developed mapped against the type 
of on-line activity in which participant-learners 
can engage.

Fourth, how students are engaged in the on-
line activity will depend on the form of inter-
disciplinary engagement that is the focus of the 
learning. Students as participant-learners may 
engage in specified or assumed behavioural types, 
personalities, characters, situations or roles and 
may test theory in practice or develop new theory. 
For example role-play involves participants act-
ing out scenarios. Crookwell et al (1987, p.155) 
describe role-play as a “social or human activ-
ity in which participants “take on” or “act out” 
specific “roles” often within a predefined social 
framework or context. Discussion Boards, Wikis 
and Blogs provide opportunities for students to 
explore a range of approaches to problem solving 
from different disciplinary perspectives to both 
develop an understanding of multiple worldviews 
(paradigms) as well as to explore new approaches 
to problem solving by combining a number of 
disciplinary perspectives. Students as participant-
learners may engage in these activities as an 
individual, a member of a team or a participant 
in a Community of Practice of Interest. Students 

Table 1. Designing a VSLE 

INFORMATION CHOICES

1 Environment Local, national or global

2 Disciplines involved Common or dissimilar “tribes”

2 External Relations Government/Regulators 
Competitors/Clients

3 History Significant events and/or peopleChanges over time

4 Structure Industry sector, Ownership

5 Culture Traditions, politics, ethics, values

6 Decision-making process Management-Leadership

7 Work Organisation Work flow, value, measurement

8 Resources People, resources, money, materials
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as participant-learners may be either identifiable 
to other participants or they may engage in the 
ICT activities anonymously. Finally, students as 
participant-learners may self select their particular 
engagement in the ICT activity, or be appointed 
by the academic. Each of these choices will be 
influenced by the inter-professional activity be-
ing modelled. Figure 2 provides a model of these 
decisions.

The VSLE can be used in either a full or part 
(blended) on-line learning environment. When 
designing the learning environment it is necessary 
to recognise the importance of providing oppor-
tunities for students to debrief as a group as well 
as individually. This enhances the development 
of reflection by students on the skills they have 
developed, and enables them to become disassoci-
ated from the reality of the role-play or simulation 
in which they have been engaged.

Finally, the use of VSLEs can be used to more 
effectively constructively align learning aims, 
ICT activities and assessment, with the assess-
ment combining peer, self and expert review. This 
enables new types of formative assessments to be 
designed with new forms of industry participation 
in assessment encouraged. For example industry 

representatives can both assist with assessment 
from a “real-world” perspective while at the same 
time, be provided with the opportunity to reflect 
upon their own disciplinary practice and to explore 
the challenge of inter-professional practice. This 
adds a further element of realism to the learning 
environment. Table 2 presents an example of 
such a potential constructive alignment against 
employability skills.

Examples of how VSLEs have been used to 
engage students in activities that are real world 
and that exist at the intersection of disciplines are 
presented in the second half of this chapter.

DeSign of vSle anD 
ScenarioS for uSe in 
an inter-profeSSional 
buSineSS context

I have used VSLEs to engage students of Employ-
ment Relations and Negotiations in real-world 
learning challenges (Jones 2005; Jones & Rich-
ardson 2002). Using the categorisation introduced 
earlier human services lies both within the sciences 
and social sciences, while Employment Relations 

Figure 1. Inter-disciplinary employability skills
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Figure 2. Types of participant-learner engagement

Table 2. Constructive alignment of learning outcomes, aims, activities and assessment 

Learning Outcome Learning Aim 
Demonstrate ability to

Learning 
Activity

Assessment Ability To

Communicate Participate effectively in group discussion WIKI BLOG Explain ideas & concepts; Logically present 
information

Present information Role play Demonstrate awareness of others feelings 
& beliefs

Use information from a range of sources Interpret resources appropriately; Structure 
contribution coherently

Teamwork Work together effectively a team for a range 
of situations

Preparation final 
group decision 
Peer review

Identify similarities and differences of team 
work in online and F2F environment; Con-
tribute effectively to the team

Problem solving 
skills

Problem solve On-line presenta-
tion to external 
partner

Develop argument logically; Analysis and 
description of the problem

Innovation Use initiative and enterprise to develop in-
novations

Innovative ap-
proaches for feed-
back of solution

Identify strategies for establishing and main-
taining effective working relationships

Planning and orga-
nizing

Operate effectively in a work environment Contribute to on-
line Report

Describe methods to improve knowledge and 
awareness of work environments, particularly 
the virtual workplace

Self-management Develop and demonstrate self-management 
skills

Contribute per-
sonal reflections 
on activity

Plan and organise contribution to meet time-
lines and deadlines in on-line environment; 
Reflect on and identify development needs

Life-long learning Develop and demonstrate learning skills Self assessment Identify personal strengths and weaknesses

Technology Demonstrate ability to apply ICT skills to suit 
different purposes

All ICT activities Enter information on-line in an appropriate 
format using appropriate conventions
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lies within the humanities. However, the VSLE 
is able to provide opportunities for students to 
both soft and hard and concrete reflective as well 
as abstract active issues. Accordingly students 
require professionals with skills to operate at the 
intersection of a number of professions.

I have developed and used a number of VSLEs 
designed as organisations in which work occurs. In 
all cases, in addition to the background company 
environment provided by the VSLE, students are 
provided with a Scenario, a general brief of the 
issue, Roles or characteristics they are to adopt, 
and various Theories they are asked to explore 
in practice.

While using the common VSLE, each on-line 
learning activity is held over an intensive week 
period (in some cases a longer period of up to a 
month) followed as close as possible by a face-to-
face de-briefing sessions. In all cases, assessment 
of the skills developed by students includes a 
combination of lecturer assessment of knowledge 
and skills demonstrated against theories; peer 
assessment; self reflection through journals and 
group reflection through group journals.

an australian owned, globally 
located manufacturing company 
(renovators Dream)

The first VSLE is designed as a manufacturing 
organisation (Renovators Dream Pty Ltd) in which 
each participant-learner is identified as either a 
process worker, a manager, or a representative of 
a specialist department. Learners are presented 
with an outline of the company: what it produces, 
strategic plan and vision; cost structure and or-
ganisational structure.

Scenarios of inter-professional challenges 
in which learners engage have included the fol-
lowing:

Effects of globalisation and offshore out-• 
sourcing on issues of social justice, pro-
duction efficiency and employee voice;

Development and implementation of glob-• 
al Business Ethics Policy;
Negotiations with individuals and collec-• 
tives of individuals (including unions); 
and
Development of strategies to network • 
knowledge sharing between professions 
and disciplines.

Activities in which participant-learners engage 
are designed to develop their abilities to analyse 
the scenario and contribute suggestions to assist 
with problem resolution. They then reflect upon 
their own actions and those of others in terms of 
the “lessons learnt” from the various contributions 
and the agreed outcome.

an australian-based restaurant 
complex (Delicate Dining)

The second VSLE is designed as a restaurant chain 
with a number of (locally based) outlets in which 
each participant- learner is either a manager/lessee 
or employee in a particular outlet (chef, kitchen 
hand, waiting staff, bar staff). Learners are pre-
sented with an outline of the company including 
strategic plan and vision and cost structure.

Scenarios of inter-professional challenges in 
which learners engage have included negotia-
tions of:

Pay and conditions of employment (includ-• 
ing relative rates of pay between roles);
Negotiation of resolutions of occupational • 
health and safety issues;
Identification of legal and ethical employ-• 
ment issues; and
Resolution of individual disputes between • 
participant roles.

Activities in which participant-learners engage 
are designed to develop their abilities to analyse 
the effectiveness of different negotiation theories, 
styles and tactics used in resolving disputes. These 
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include inter-disciplinary disputes and reflection 
on personal and group preferred behavioural 
styles.

a publicly-owned, internationally 
located, complex Hotel and 
restaurant organisation (fibco)

The third VSLE is designed as a global hotel 
and restaurant chain which originated in France 
as a private company, was floated on the stock 
exchange as a public company and bought out 
by an American company. It has expanded into 
Asia and developed a complex supply-chain from 
production of raw food inputs to the transporta-
tion of products. Each participant-learner is either 
a local or expatriate manager, an employee in a 
hotel or restaurant, raw food producer or engaged 
in transportation.

Scenarios of inter-professional challenges in 
which learners engage have included:

Development of knowledge strategies, • 
including social networks, to link the or-
ganisation and numerous discipline-based 
personnel;
Exploration of disciplinary and inter-disci-• 
plinary frames through which the organisa-
tion is viewed; and
Design of professional development pro-• 
grams to link the cross-cultural and cross-
disciplinary workforce.

Activities in which participant-learners en-
gage are designed to develop participant-learners 
abilities to analyse different styles of leadership 
and management required for inter-disciplinary 
cross-cultural engagement and reflect on personal 
behavioural styles.

In summary, activities and scenarios in which 
participant-learners engage cover a broad gamut 
of factors that engages them in identifying salient 
issues of changing work in a complex environ-
ment, framing judgements and making decisions, 

identification of value judgements made by or-
ganisations and employees, developing research 
skills, and using reflection to develop strategies 
(Jones, 2007a; Jones 2007b; Jones 2007cJones & 
McCann 2005; 2004). Students engage in on-line 
role play, on-line negotiations and on-line group 
discussions according to a variety of scenarios, 
designed as ill-defined, open-ended and complex 
tasks. Issues that form the basis of student interac-
tions relate to employment issues such as wage 
payments, training, equity, sexual harassment, 
diversity policies and practices, occupational 
health and safety as well as general business issues 
such as developing risk management procedures 
and takeover strategies.

StuDent engagement in vSle

In each case the level and intensity of student en-
gagement in, and feedback on, their participation 
in the activities has been positive, indeed more 
positive than expected. There has been ample 
evidence of employability skills developed by 
students. Even in this asynchronous environment 
students exhibited improved “communication” 
skills, particularly in developing appropriate 
protocols for communicating in the online en-
vironment and the effects on relationships when 
these are followed. “Team-work skills” developed 
significantly over the period of on-line group 
engagement. This was particularly evident in 
international students who reflected that the on-
line environment provided them with the time to 
develop their thinking and perfect the English 
level in their written contributions and analyse 
the contribution of other team members that as-
sisted them to develop new levels of confidence 
to contribute to discussion. “Problem-solving” 
skills developed with students often referencing 
earlier written discussions to find “innovative” 
solutions by combining ideas from earlier discus-
sions that, in the face-to-face environment, may 
have been lost. “Planning and organising” skills 
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developed as students’ organised time for research 
activities to accord with the progress of on-line 
discussions. This was particularly noticeable for 
students located in different time zones who had 
to organise when to make their on-line contribu-
tions. Students stated that they had to improve 
their “self-manage” skills to organise their time 
and their research. Students also exhibited greater 
awareness of the potential use (and limitations) 
of “technology” as a tool for social networking 
and communication, and lastly, many identified 
the contribution their involvement had made to 
them realising both the availability and value of 
“life-long learning.”

Student feedback has also provided positive 
evidence of the value of active engagement in these 
on-line learning activities for developing skills 
to operate in the inter-professional arena. In one 
example participants engaged in an on-line role 
play as managers of various departments about 
how a defined budget provided by the Government 
was to be shared between various departments 
(research and development, production and hu-
man resources). In the initial online discussion 
attention focussed on competition to wrest funds 
away from the other discipline. For example, one 
initial comment was “I do not believe that valu-
able R&D government grant money should be 
used to fund such an initiative….this is not really 
a research program but an educational program 
–so why fund it from an R&D grant’. However, 
over time more innovative inter-disciplinary solu-
tions were proposed. For example the same person 
quoted above suggested ‘I think we need to come 
to some sort of arrangement whereby our R&D 
department can continue working towards their 
goal, and we are also able to deliver this training 
in order to contribute towards that goal’. This 
eventually resulted in an innovative solution to 
approach an outside body to provide extra funding 
so that both the proposed training program could 
be implemented and R&D could continue through 
the suggestion that ‘surely we can get a strategic 
partnership set up whereby we can together fund 

this project so that we and the industry can benefit 
from this work’. In other examples, “norms” of 
behaviour that have become ingrained in disciplin-
ary practice have been identified. For example, 
feedback from one participant-learner included 
the comment ‘I was able to see the contradictory 
views of my colleagues and their justification of 
them. This led me to further understand the ethical 
codes which they adhered to’.

potential of vSleS for 
Human ServiceS: virtual 
community centre

The experiences identified in the examples above 
suggest that there is potential for similar on-line 
learning experiences to develop inter-professional 
skills for the Human Services. Indeed the author 
is currently developing a VSLE of a Community 
Centre. Table 3 identifies the elements of the Vir-
tual Community Centre using the factors, identi-
fied earlier in Table 1, to consider when designing 
a VSLE to give it a “real-world” character.

The Virtual Community Centre is in a new 
suburb on the boundary of several existing sub-
urbs. It is located close to a rail line and has been 
designed to take advantage of natural resource 
in an attempt to leave as small an environmental 
“footprint” as possible. It is to be run by a joint 
Board that has both Community and private 
organisation representatives from the service 
providers within the Centre. It provides a range 
of community services for the local community 
including health (both traditional and alternative), 
a range of human services for all ages and needs 
and legal services (legal aid and private legal 
support) to support local community members. In 
addition it has a large (privately run) Leisure and 
Sports complex with a gymnasium and swimming 
pool. A number of shops and cafes are leased to 
for-profit owners.

The Virtual Community Centre operates under 
a range of local, state and national government 
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regulations governing individual and community 
services. The local Council requires the Commu-
nity Centre to operate with the aim of bringing 
the culturally diverse community together and 
creating a new set of value and culture for the 
new suburb.

The Community Centre is operating with 
limited capacity at present, chiefly through the 
provision of children’s services, counselling 
services and legal aid representatives. An exter-
nal company has been appointed to operate the 
Sports and Leisure Centre. The Board has recently 
appointed a large Not-for-Profit organisation to 
manage the Virtual Centre.

The VSLE is accessible across the university as 
both a means of engaging students in typical activi-
ties involved in providing the range of discipline-
related services and to explore inter-professional 
engagement. This will require students to operate 
at the intersection of a number of professionals, 
across and beyond human services.

The first Scenario designed for student en-
gagement in this Virtual Community Centre 
involves discussion and negotiation between the 

existing human and legal services personnel and 
the organisation contracted to run the sports and 
leisure complex to develop and market a proposal 
for a Healthy Life-Style Management Strategy 
for members of the community that is culturally 
sensitive. This is a real-world challenge that does 
require a holistic approach to inter-professional 
engagement. It includes social work, youth work, 
aged care, community and health care services. In 
addition the example identifies the potential for 
this VSLE to also involve students from outside 
human services to include legal aid, sport man-
agement, advertising, marketing, public relations 
(as an example).

Figure 3 identifies the constructive align-
ment designed to engage students in activities 
around this scenario. The employability skills 
chosen for demonstration in this example include 
communication, teamwork, problem-solving, 
innovation and self management. The ICT based 
activities chosen include WIKIs and BLOGs for 
open discussion board, on-line role-play and 
simulation for problem-solving and negotiations 
between differing discipline views, e-journals 

Table 3. Community Centre 

INFORMATION Community Centre

1 Environment Locally-based in a new suburb at the boundaries of existing 
suburban network Located close to a rail-line

2 Disciplines involved Health services Human services – counselling, aged care, youth 
Sports services Legal services Management of Centre

2 External Relations Government/Regulators 
Local community is mixed culturally, ethnically and age-wise

3 History Aim is to create a community centre to bring diverse groups 
together

4 Structure Local government plus private businesses operate within 
centre

5 Culture Opportunity to create a new set of values and culture

6 Decision-making process Mix government and private Centre Management to be em-
ployed

7 Work Organisation Each service is creating appropriate work organisation with 
new employees

8 Resources Decisions as to employment levels of resources needed to be 
decided
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for reflection of self and team learning and 
simulations.

The assessment is designed to test the devel-
opment of employability skills identified through 
written contributions and reflections and ability of 
the team to agree on a holistic plan for a healthy 
life-style.

In summary, the Virtual Community Cen-
tre, offered as a VSLE, provides a common 
place for students from a variety of human 
services professions to explore skills needed 
at the intersection of practice. This is done in 
a realistic setting in which there are a number 
of alternate needs from a variety of service 
providers. The on-line environment creates the 
opportunity for a common “language” to be 
developed as students use the written word to 
identify commonalities and differences in their 
approaches. The fact that discussions, negotia-
tions and role-play responses are recorded in a 
written form enables students to “revisit” these 
to both reflect upon challenges and to explore 
continuous improvements in approach. The use 
of written communication means that different 
disciplinary approaches can be explored over 

time and modifications made as innovative ap-
proaches are explored.

concluSion

When designing learning environments for the 
human services, it is important to combine learn-
ing opportunities that mix both pure and applied 
approaches to developing subject matter and ab-
stract and reflective learning techniques. Human 
services exist at the junction of many disciplines 
and thus it is important that students are provided 
learning opportunities that not only develop their 
employability skills in specific subject areas, but 
are also presented with learning opportunities to 
develop their inter-professional skills. This chapter 
has argued that ICT, through its use in supporting 
VSLEs designed to provide a common context 
for students, combined with ICT social networks 
tools that enable on-line role-play, simulations and 
discussion activities, provide a learning context 
in which students of human services can develop 
these skills. The outline of a possible approach to 
linking learning activities in the on-line environ-

Figure 3. Human services: Developing a healthy lifestyle management strategy
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ment with the development of employability skills 
through a VSLE of a Virtual Community Centre 
is presented to demonstrate this.
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Chapter 6

Electronic Classroom, 
Electronic Community

Designing eLearning Environments 
to foster Virtual Social Networks 

and Student Learning

Lisa Harris
RMIT University, Australia

‘I pay the schoolmaster, but ‘tis the schoolboys 
that educate my son’. -- Ralph Waldo Emerson 
(1803-1882)

introDuction

Many Australian universities grapple with both 
interpreting and responding to student engagement 

data (Coates 2006) and working through the effec-
tive use of online learning environments. Creating 
learning communities or a sense of belonging for 
students has emerged in the Australian higher edu-
cation literature as a key goal for those interested 
in improving the student experience (Coates 2005; 
McInnis et al 2000). At the same time, many univer-
sities are coming to terms with the failure of their 

abStract

The capacity for online learning environments to provide good quality learning experiences for students 
has been the focus of speculation and debate in the higher education sector from the late 1990s to the 
present day. In this area, “quality” has become synonymous with engaging students in a learning com-
munity. This chapter reports on a qualitative research project designed to explore the significance of 
community for students studying online. Using three fundamentally different types of online learning 
environments as case studies, this research explored the relationship between the constructed online 
learning environment and the development of learning communities or what the author has termed so-
cial learning support networks (SLSN). Exploring the common themes to emerge from these three case 
studies, this research provides new evidence of the benefit of community for students studying online 
and argues that future online learning environments should be shaped by five key principles designed 
to foster a sense of social connection between students.
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investments in eLearning to generate the new rev-
enue streams forecast in the late 1990s, (Zemsky 
and Massy 2004; Reynoldson and Vibert 2005). 
This has required them to focus on developing 
sustainable eLearning policies that try to recon-
cile the demands of professional development for 
staff with increasing student demands for courses 
that are flexibly delivered (Minshull 2004). This 
chapter reports on research into the significance of 
community for students studying online and what 
role the constructed online environment can play 
in the development of community for students. 
This is particularly relevant for social work and 
human service students studying online because 
much of their education is predicated on the de-
velopment of good interpersonal communication 
skills. The use of poorly designed online learning 
environments for the delivery of social work and 
human services study programs may well hinder 
the development of these interpersonal commu-
nication skills.

This research is significant because it provides 
a new way of thinking about “community” for 
students by showing the importance of com-
munity and how it works in both on-campus and 
online learning environments. But more impor-
tantly, it provides a new way of thinking about 
community that shifts our understanding away 
from a nebulous, ill-defined idea - to a practical, 
student-centred idea of community defined as 
Social Learning Support Networks (SLSN). The 
research findings indicate that the constructed 
online environment can facilitate the development 
of SLSN’s for courses delivered fully online if 
it provides students with what Burbules (2000) 
calls, a place to inhabit. While the evidence for 
this second finding came from students who were 
effectively distance learners, it is likely that the 
elements of the online environment that supported 
their development of SLSN’s are also relevant 
for the online environment we provide for on-
campus students. In this chapter I draw together 
the common themes from three case studies and 
detail the significance of this research for future 

developments of eLearning in higher education 
by providing five significant challenges to the 
current design of Course Management Systems 
(CMS).

tHe tHree caSe StuDieS

This research used a multiple-case study approach 
to explore three different online environments. 
The first case used a rudimentary web page with 
email communication and discussion boards. 
The second, a purpose built Virtual Social Space 
operating within a Course Management System 
(WebCT). The third, a text based virtual campus 
operating in a MOO environment (Multi user 
dimensions-Object-Oriented).

The first case study took a group of under-
graduate social science students who were study-
ing a single course online as part of a three-year 
on-campus program offered by the School of 
Social Science and Planning, RMIT University 
Melbourne, Australia. The online environment in 
which these students were studying was primitive 
using only a web page and email, and provided 
little or no opportunity for the participating stu-
dents to develop a sense of connection with each 
other. Students’ interactions were teacher driven 
and focused on course content and assessment 
activities. The students interviewed in this case 
were asked to explore their experiences of devel-
oping connections with other students both on 
campus and in the online learning environment 
they were studying in.

The second case study was a Masters in 
Information Technology Management program 
offered from Sheffield University, England. The 
academics responsible for this program decided 
to develop a Virtual Social Space (VSS) to act as 
an umbrella social space running across courses 
and throughout the program. The VSS provided 
discussion boards for social interaction, an area for 
student profiles and program information. Students 
in this program already displayed a high level 
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of non-content related social discussions within 
the discussion boards provided in each course 
module. It was expected that students would use 
the VSS to further develop these social relation-
ships. However, to the surprise of all concerned, 
after initial use of this environment, few students 
returned and no ongoing social contact occurred 
via the site.

The third case study was a group of students 
studying an undergraduate, context curriculum 
course offered by the School of Psychology, RMIT 
University, Melbourne, Australia. These context 
curriculum courses are offered to students from 
other faculties in order to provide them with an 
extra-discipline experience. As such, the students 
are from a wide variety of faculties and disciplines 
and are generally not known to each other. This 
course, Personal Identity and Community in 
Cyberspace, operated within a text based virtual 
environment of a Multi user dimensions-Object-
Oriented (MOO). This environment provided 
students with a virtual environment that attempted 
to replicate a campus. A MOO is a real time, three-
dimensional, text based virtual environment that 
provides users with both a sense of location and a 
sense of identity. A MOO replicates the real world 
by having separate spaces (rooms, buildings, etc) 
in which conversations and interactions can occur 
privately. A user literally moves between rooms 
and encounters others as they walk through the 
spaces. Creating the spatial distinctions between 
rooms is very important because it parallels as-
pects of the real world, for example when people 
in a room are talking, people in an adjacent room 
cannot see them or hear them unless they come 
into the room. One can choose to join someone 
in another room by either being transferred to the 
space (via a @join command) or you can choose 
to walk through the various gardens, corridors and 
stairways until you get to the room - bumping into 
others on the way. As Clodius (1994) suggests, the 
MOO creates a sense of place through location 
‘The sense of “being” somewhere is reinforced by 
the illusion of moving through spaces - one types 

“north”, the description of the room changes, the 
objects in the room are different, and different op-
tions exist’ (para. 24). A virtual campus, the RMIT 
Tokyo Building was developed in the saMOOrai 
MOO. This MOO provided a virtual representation 
of Tokyo and surrounding countryside.

Data was gathered from each of these cases 
using a variety of methods including in-depth 
interviews, qualitative surveys and 13 weeks of 
ethnographic observations in the MOO. Over 
50 students participated across the three cases. 
Data was analysed and key themes developed 
using the qualitative software computer program 
NVivo.

key tHemeS

There are four major themes to emerge from 
the three cases and each influenced a student’s 
capacity or willingness to develop community. 
They are:

• Community, in the form of Social Learning 
Support Networks, was identified as a criti-
cal factor in supporting student’s learning 
in each case.

• Work-life-study balance - Students choos-
ing to study online usually have significant 
demands outside of their study includ-
ing family, work, recreational and social 
commitments. The development of Social 
Learning Support Networks had to be inte-
grated into their life as a student.

• Modelling behaviour - Understanding how 
to be online for students was a result of 
their interactions with others and the en-
vironment. University staff played a key 
role in establishing the culture of how to 
be online.

• Physical/virtual environment - turning 
space into place. The physical and virtual 
environments played a significant role in 
providing students with the opportunity to 
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connect with each other and develop Social 
Learning Support Networks.

In exploring the significance of community 
for students, these factors emerged as core to 
understanding the value of community from a 
student’s perspective. This research points to the 
value of stepping outside the electronic classroom 
and recognising that for many students, developing 
support networks is as much about what happens 
between them as it is about what the teacher either 
does or designs into the electronic classroom.

Social learning 
Support netWorkS

–Arranged marriages vs. having mates: being 
pushed rather than pulled into connecting with 
each other.

Stage one of the research explored definitions of 
community, trying to get to the heart of why the 
concept of “community” has been so important in 
the online learning literature. Interestingly, through 
the process of research, I have come to understand 
something fundamentally problematic about the 
way we theorise “community”, and therefore how 
we try to operationalize it. For the most part in 
the literature and in many student engagement 
policy documents (Conrad, 2002; Palloff & Pratt, 
2001; Tinto, 2000; The University of Melbourne 
Teaching and Learning Plan 2006), the term “com-
munity” is used in a very “objective” way. It is 
generally referring to something we should create 
for the students or that the students should have 
or be engaged in – because we know it will be 
good for them! In the interviews for the first case, 
students from the RMIT University undergraduate 
social science course often responded to the idea 
that they needed to be part of a community with 
a question. Typical of this, one student looked 
at me rather quizzically when I asked him if he 

felt part of a community at university. He paused 
and tentatively responded ‘You mean like, have I 
got any friends!’(Harris 2007, p. 209). I suspect 
community has become something we either do to 
people or it is represented as some utopian dream. 
This binary either results in people wanting to 
avoid it or else never feeling like they are quite 
part of it. It is worth exploring this binary because 
it shapes student’s notions of what it means to be 
part of a community.

When we are “doing” community “to” people 
it is often represented by a deficit model, as if the 
people we want to be part of community suffer 
a lack of capacity (Frank and Smith 2006), that 
is there is a problem, and a bit of “community” 
will fix it. Typical scenarios go something like 
this. It is said that there has been a “break down” 
in community when young people in an area are 
rioting; community development workers are 
employed to improve ‘troubled’ housing estates, 
or people ‘with problems’ (for example drug 
users, the mentally ill or young people at risk of 
suicide) require support. In this deficit model, 
being someone who “needs” community equals 
being someone who has a problem or worse, is 
lonely. A student from the second case, reflecting 
on the Virtual Social Space (VSS), comments as 
if he is an outsider on a space he desperately does 
not want to be associated with:

The VSS as a social space is akin to sitting alone 
in a bar with no atmosphere drinking diet Tango 
and, just before you leave, jot a cryptic message 
to say that you have been there on a post it note 
and stick it on the fruit machine. (a bit sad really) 
(Harris, 2007, p. 216)

There is nothing in his reflections that might 
hold the slightest hope that he could get some-
thing positive out of such a space. Sticking the 
post-it note on the fruit machine is the desperate 
act of a lonely person – but it is not what he did 
or wanted to do. Everything about his reflection 
points to a resistance about the very idea of the 
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space. Conrad (2002) suggests the desire to en-
gage students in learning communities can result 
in teachers designing activities where “learners 
are pushed, not pulled, into a community frame-
work, somewhat like an arranged marriage” 
and that doing this often results in “conscious 
restraint on the parts of learners in contributing 
to community” (p.4). Students from all three 
cases confirmed Conrad’s point, with only two 
students from the first case mentioning that one 
of the ways they made connections with fellow 
students was through collaborative activities in 
an on-campus class. I am sure, that at some level 
this is not an accurate reflection, and that all the 
students, at some point, developed connections 
with other students via their engagement in class. 
The interesting thing however is that the students 
did not own those connections as their own. The 
connections they owned were those they made in 
spaces outside of the classroom. Importantly, for 
many students with quite established networks, 
they still did not identify as part of a community 
when the term was used without further explana-
tion or clarification.

I suspect this was possibly because when 
students hear the term community they overlay a 
concept of community that represents some long-
past utopian dream that has been important to the 
history of the social sciences (Toennies 1963). This 
dream is a representation of community that is 
outside of most peoples lived experience (Bauman 
2001). Contemporary students are all too familiar 
with idealised stories of political campus life in 
the 1960s and 1970s – told by academics in their 
fifties who drift nostalgically back to the days of 
student activism, free love, drug use, no fees and 
seemingly no consequences for not passing your 
exams! It is unclear if this was ever an accurate 
representation of the student community life. 
Utopian ideals rarely are accurate. There is little 
wonder that students today do not identify their 
experience of university life as “feeling part of a 
community” if this is the kind of image of commu-
nity that they are thinking about. Several students 

from across the three cases, at some point in our 
preliminary discussions regarding participating 
in this research, talked about their experience of 
university life as not being as good as X – “X” be-
ing what I call the X factor. For one student the X 
factor was her husband’s university experience 20 
years ago, for another it was a mate at a sandstone 
university. For another it was a friend studying 
in the U.S. and for another it was a student in the 
same school but in a different program. It may 
well be that these friends and relatives did have 
a better experience of university community life, 
but it is also possible, as Bauman (2001) argues, 
that the ideal of community is seemly never within 
our grasp. Student’s resistance to identifying with 
the term community had a profound effect on this 
research. During the initial call for participants for 
the first case, a number of students commented 
that when they heard that the research was about 
community, they did not respond because they felt 
they did not know anything about community. It 
was from this point on I started to talk about the 
research in terms of understanding the connections 
students made with each other.

When community was put in these more subjec-
tive, practical and concrete terms it became a ques-
tion. That question pointed to issues like – what 
support do I get from my connection with fellow 
students, or what support do I give to someone I 
study with? Students had no problem identifying 
the value this type of connection provided for 
their studies and why they would attempt, where 
possible, to create these connections. In each case 
students identified an understanding of how a 
social network of associations with peers might 
be of practical benefit. They provided their own 
examples of these types of relationships working 
within their lives. They could spell out how these 
relationships developed and existed. They could 
also detail how these relationships supported their 
learning, and they could say how these relation-
ships were active inside and outside of the class-
room. Students did not always talk about these 
connections in terms of strong friendships. For 
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some they were more like “acquaintance-ships” 
that could be reliably called upon for assistance. 
These relationships represented an individual 
student’s network of support that existed outside 
of the constructed learning space and often ex-
tended beyond the duration of a single course. I 
define these as Social Learning Support Networks 
(SLSN) partially to distinguish them from both 
the intensity of a “friendship”, with its sense of 
longevity and intimacy, as well as from the less 
reliable concept of an “acquaintance”, with its 
sense of transience and lack of obligation to as-
sist another.

The use of the term “Social” in SLSN, denotes 
these relationships as connections that exist out-
side of the designed learning space but are also 
social in that they are defined by people coming 
together (as opposed to learning support resources 
students might find on a university web site for 
example). And importantly, SLSN includes the 
term “Learning” because this dimension was criti-
cal for students. Students valued SLSN’s and put 
energy into creating and maintaining connections 
with others over time because they understood the 
importance of these connections during times of 
study stress, and importantly, that these personal 
networks actually assisted them in achieving 
their learning objectives. This was important for 
undergraduate students, but postgraduate students 
especially made the point that the choice to study 
was a choice to redirect resources - time, money 
and personal energy, from some other aspect of 
their lives.

Work-life-StuDy balance

- I work hard and late, I have studies to do and 
somewhere fit in a social life. This schedule does 
not leave time to engage in VSS-ing (Sheffield 
student from 2nd case)

Students participating in this research clearly 
identified that juggling their study with other 
parts of their lives was stressful and affected the 
way they developed connections with each other. 
This research makes it clear how study is just 
one part of a multifaceted identity for students. 
While the depth of this feeling was very strong 
for the postgraduate students from Sheffield, the 
undergraduate students from the first case also 
confirmed that most students who choose to study 
online, do so in order to be able to fit their studies 
in with other parts of their life. Palloff and Pratt 
(2003) characterise the virtual student as someone 
who “tends to be older, working, and involved 
with family activities and the community” adding 
that “The convenience factor is what draws these 
students to the online environment, because it 
allows them the time for other equally important 
aspects of their lives” (p.113). The students in 
this research certainly reflected Palloff and Pratt’s 
profile of an online student. For the students in 
the first two cases, nothing in their constructed 
online environment facilitated their engagement 
with one another in the same way as the physical 
campus did for on-campus students, or the way 
the MOO did for students in the third case.

In the third case I did not explicitly set out to 
explore this work/life/study balance. However, 
students often commented in their daily interac-
tions in the MOO on the pressures of fitting ev-
erything in. Interestingly, some students from the 
third case were able to integrate the time they spent 
in the MOO with their work life. Some worked in 
jobs that allowed them to have the MOO running 
in a background window on their computer. They 
organised for a pop-up message to hit their screen 
if someone else logged into the MOO and would 
click over to the MOO window and say “hello” 
to whoever had logged in. Spender (1995) and 
Turkle (1997) have pointed to multitasking as an 
emerging capability linked to the use of technol-
ogy like windows-based computers, both in the 
practice of having multiple applications open on a 
computer as well as in terms of people’s capacity 
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to effectively be engaged in a number of different 
tasks at one time. This, in effect, allowed them to 
be in two places at once. These students tended 
to be the more active participants in the MOO in 
general but their behaviour also had the unintended 
consequences of making them available to offer 
support to fellow students in a “just in time” 
manner. In the MOO, the timeliness of this sup-
port facilitated the development of SLSN’s and 
balanced out the study pressures associated with 
managing work, home life and study.

Students in the MOO started to establish pat-
terns of online behaviour that colleagues could rely 
on for support when they needed it. These patterns 
included various practices: some students usually 
logged into the MOO and hung around the night 
before an assignment was due; certain students 
logged on at about 8pm most nights; and one or 
two students could usually be found in the MOO 
during the day. These patterns of behaviour and 
the synchronous nature of the MOO supported 
students in integrating their study period with other 
aspects of their lives in two ways. Firstly, the qual-
ity of the SLSN’s they had developed with each 
other and the culture of the online environment 
meant they could confidently seek support from 
each other. Secondly, the knowledge of their col-
league’s availability in the MOO allowed students 
to seek support at common times of study stress. 
The students in the MOO developed SLSN’s that 
were integrated into their lives as students but 
existed outside of the defined learning activities 
in their course.

The students from the first two case studies 
believed these connections were important but 
said they did not have either the time or the desire 
for contributing to a contrived online community. 
While wanting and valuing the connections be-
tween students that resulted in the development 
of learning support networks, the capacity to 
build these connections needed to be integrated 
into their learning processes and/or the learning 
environment, and modelled by those familiar with 
the space. In effect, as the literature on community 

development has suggested (Campfens 1997; Ife 
1995), someone needed to take a leadership role 
in the online environment and model the type of 
behaviour that could then set the groundwork for 
students to develop SLSN’s.

moDelling beHaviour

It was significant that the students in case study 
one, from the RMIT Social Science program, 
talked about not knowing how to be in the online 
environment. Knowing how to be online is a mix-
ture of both being familiar with the environment, 
and feeling a sense of presence from others in the 
space. For many students in this first case, there 
was uncertainty at a number of levels. They were 
uncertain about how formal they should be. There 
was a need for them to both familiarise themselves 
with the online medium, while at the same time, 
to understand the permanence of text in online 
spaces like discussion boards. They looked for 
clues from other students and from the teaching 
staff about how much of their personal life they 
should bring into the online environment, and how 
“academic” they should be in their contributions. 
In effect, the entire online environment represented 
an online classroom space in which their every 
comment remained permanently on show (for the 
life of the course). Students from all three cases 
talked about feeling nervous when going online 
to make contributions and waiting for others to 
have their say first, so they could follow their lead. 
This level of anxiety certainly had an effect on 
student’s willingness to engage online.

However, there was some evidence from the 
students in case study one that teaching staff could 
reduce some of this anxiety by modelling the type 
of behaviour expected in the environment. A tutor 
from one version of the course started to model a 
very relaxed style of engagement with students. He 
did this by commenting in the discussion forums 
about his personal life and bringing his offline 
experiences into the discussions. Some of his 
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students said this helped by reducing their sense of 
anxiety about contributing to the discussions and 
it provides evidence confirming the importance of 
teaching staff modelling the type of interactions 
and engagement they want from their students 
(Salmon 2001). Most of these students had very 
little experience in the online classroom and for 
many there was no sense of how to be. They had 
not developed an online voice or sense of identity 
in this environment.

The design of the Virtual Social Space that 
the students in the Sheffield University course 
encountered tried to reduce their anxiety by hav-
ing the social environment completely separate 
from the prescribed learning environment. The 
Virtual Social Space was built in a separate online 
environment altogether. The project was designed 
to allow students to own this space through their 
management of it. However, knowing how to be 
and achieving a sense of social presence, a sense 
that the space was a lived place - was not mod-
elled by anyone. Not only was this an unfamiliar 
environment for students, but activity in the space 
was not being driven or modelled by teaching staff. 
There were no course related learning activities 
in the space and it was not integrated into the 
students’ online learning environment. The experi-
ences of students from the first and second case 
studies confirms Salmon’s (2001) arguments for 
the modelling of behaviour by teaching staff in 
what she defines as the “online socialization” stage 
of an online course (pp. 28-30). Salmon (2001) 
argues ‘When participants feel “at home” with the 
online culture, and reasonably comfortable with 
the technology, they move on to contributing’ (p. 
29). There was little evidence in either the first 
or second case study of the online environment 
supporting students to feel “at home” and, as 
such, there was little online interaction between 
students that could be defined as social.

This was in contrast with the environment cre-
ated within the MOO where students learnt how 
to be via their initial interactions with teaching 
and technical staff, and then through their daily 

interactions with each other. They developed the 
confidence and capacity to develop an online voice 
and a sense of identity. This environment brought 
together the elements lacking in the other two 
cases. Namely, the teaching and technical staff 
modelled the type of behaviour that encouraged 
casual, friendly, informal contact, and students 
inhabited the space in a way that ensured that it 
became a lived space, a place where a student knew 
they could go to catch up with another student.

This type of casual, just-in-time type of en-
gagement was important in the development of 
SLSN’s because it offered students a “place” they 
could drop into “without prejudice.” Although 
students were required to log into the MOO for 
three group conferences, online behaviour outside 
of these conferences was not monitored or moder-
ated (Salmon, 2001) by teaching staff at any other 
time. As such this meant that in logging into the 
MOO they were not publicly committed in their 
intent. This is similar to when a student comes 
onto campus. They may be intending to go to the 
library, they might be going to class, they might 
be meeting up with friends, they might be attend-
ing a counselling service or they might not have a 
clear intent – they are just coming onto campus as 
part of their life as a student. In a sense, the MOO 
provided a similar environment to this. Students 
could check who was logged on before logging in 
and some just logged on and went straight to one 
of the study orientated spaces (galleries or seminar 
rooms) to complete a task. Others just hung out in 
their dorm rooms while others wandered around 
the MOO space, exploring student’s contributions 
to the notice boards or heading off on a virtual 
train to explore the MOO’s virtual representa-
tion of Tokyo. Regardless, a MOO etiquette was 
established that ensured students always greeted 
each other on entry to the MOO. Teaching and 
technical staff spent a number of hours each day 
during the first two weeks of semester in the MOO, 
and students quickly recognised they could call 
on staff for assistance with technical issues and 
questions related to the course. Students devel-
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oped clear communication processes that allowed 
them to ask for help in a casual way because of 
the behavioural etiquette established in the first 
few weeks. Evidence of the effectiveness of this 
modelled behaviour started to appear early in the 
course when some students started to organise to 
meet at arranged times so they could help each 
other with technical aspects of operating in the 
MOO. The MOO was both a familiar and foreign 
environment for most students. Although spaces 
had familiar labels, students had to gain technical 
skills as well as work through their relationships 
with each other to complete content related tasks. 
The modelling of behaviour initially by teaching 
and technical staff, and later between the students, 
not only reinforced a constructivist approach, it 
created the opportunity for informal “chat” which 
became one of the factors for people “getting to 
know each other” and the development of SLSN’s. 
The environment supported them in this because 
of the patterns of engagement they had developed 
with each other.

pHySical/virtual 
environmentS: purpoSefully 
turning Space into place

The most significant theme to emerge from this re-
search is the relationship between the environment 
and the development of Social Learning Support 
Networks. While the literature reviewed for this 
research related the development of community 
for students with the learning activities designed 
by teaching staff, there was no evidence in the 
literature of the need to understand the relationship 
between student’s engagement with each other 
outside of the formal learning activities and the 
vital role the environment played in supporting the 
development of these relationships. This requires 
a more holistic understanding of the environment 
to include not just the activities designed in class-
rooms, nor just the constructed physical or virtual 
environment students study in, but to understand 

how students move and engage with each other in 
those areas not defined as classrooms.

For all three cases, students illustrated the 
significance of SLSN’s and the effect the environ-
ment they encountered had on them developing 
connections with each other. Although students 
from the first case did not engage socially with 
each other online, they clearly illustrated how 
the physical campus environment supported the 
incidental contact between them that provided 
the foundations for the development of their 
SLSN’s. Students from the second case went to 
great effort to ensure they spent social time with 
most of their colleagues around the on-campus 
workshop days held each semester, specifically 
because they understood the value of developing 
supportive relationships with others; and yet they 
did not use the virtual space provided online to 
facilitate these social connections. However, the 
most compelling evidence for the importance of 
the relationship between the constructed online 
environment and the development of SLSN’s 
comes from the third case.

The MOO environment provided students 
who had no other opportunity to engage with 
each other, with the capacity to develop SLSN’s. 
This is because the constructed environment of 
the MOO contained the key elements students 
required to transform an online space into a lived 
place - a place they could inhabit by creating 
things, engage in defined learning activities, play 
in, and importantly, a place students went to for 
support in times of study stress.

The idea that the design of the online environ-
ment can facilitate the development of community 
is certainly not new, nor is the idea that people will 
strive to create support networks using whatever 
means at their disposal. In 1993, Rheingold ar-
gued this in his seminal book Virtual Community: 
Homesteading on the Electronic Frontier:

My direct observation of online behaviour 
around the world over the last ten years have led 
me to conclude that whenever computer mediated 
communication technology becomes available to 
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people anywhere, they inevitably build virtual 
communities with it, just as micro-organisms in-
evitably create colonies (Rheingold 1993, p. 6).

This research provides evidence to support 
the work of those interested in the development 
of online communities in an educational context 
and who recognise that the design of the online 
environment has a relationship to the sustainability 
of the connections students make with each other. 
Unlike most Course Management System based 
online learning environments, the MOO provided 
the type of environment that supported students’ 
engagement with each other for a few simple 
reasons. As well as providing an environment 
that contained the defined learning activities and 
specified learning spaces (classrooms), it also 
provided a campus-like environment based on 
concepts that were familiar to students. This en-
vironment provided the capacity for synchronous 
contact that was not monitored (and therefore 
represented private space) and the students had 
the capacity to create objects that enabled them 
to extend a sense of social presence and their own 
personality into the MOO. These factors, together 
with the modelling of a “relaxed and supportive” 
behavioural etiquette or culture in the MOO by 
teaching and technical staff, ensured students 
made sustainable connections with each other 
that supported their learning.

The behaviour of the students in the MOO 
confirms the work of Prasolova-Forland and 
Divitini (2002). They have argued for the use 
of appropriate spatial metaphors to inform the 
design of online learning environments. Their 
work recognises the vital interplay of the spatial 
arrangements and incidental contact in the de-
velopment of connections for learners in a way 
that was confirmed by the students in case study 
one when they talked about “bumping” into each 
other, and by the behaviour of students I observed 
in the MOO. According to Prasolova-Forland and 
Divitini (2002):

Communication plays a key role in keeping a 
community alive. Particularly important is the 
communication that is triggered by casual en-
counters. This communication is reported to be 
essential for knowledge sharing and strengthening 
the ties among community members. The commu-
nication is dependent on spatial arrangements, 
e.g. proximity of desks in a laboratory and at-
tendance in the same classroom. A student that 
is not physically present in the “territory” of the 
community cannot take part in this communica-
tion. (pp. 259 - 260).

Importantly, Prasolova-Forland and Divitini 
discuss the implications of using different meta-
phors in the design and labelling of online en-
vironments. They make the distinction between 
labels that describe real spaces verses those that 
describe the intended purpose of the space. Key 
to their argument is the idea that the use of ap-
propriate design metaphors, such as buildings and 
campuses, creates online environments that are 
familiar to students. The authors suggest this is in 
contrast to metaphors that describe the intended 
purpose of the space (i.e. a discussion board in a 
Blackboard or WebCT unit) which they suggest 
focuses ‘on the information itself, not the person 
behind it’, arguing that in these environments there 
is a need ‘to strengthen the social aspect in such a 
system’ (Prasolova-Forland and Divitini 2002, p. 
262). Focusing on the person behind the informa-
tion exchange requires an engagement with the 
environment using a more holistic understanding 
of the whole online space. It requires a shift in 
focus, moving beyond the electronic “classroom” 
to effectively include a student-centred view of a 
student’s online life.

Focusing on a student feeling comfortable in 
a learning environment requires them to know 
how to be in that environment. This is reflected 
in Wilson’s (1995) work when he talks about the 
outcome of learning not as “knowing that, know 
how” or knowing “names for knowledge” but 
rather as feeling like “we know our way around” 
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in a subject. In advocating for the use of the term 
“learning environment”, Wilson (1995) argues 
that the use of the metaphor “classroom” invari-
ably starts the conversation from a teacher-led, 
teacher-centred perspective, as opposed to a 
learning environment that situates the learner and 
their experiences in the foreground. The MOO rep-
resented starting from this learning environment 
perspective. It required all involved to negotiate 
their relationship with both the constructed online 
environment and each other. In negotiating this 
relationship by authoring their own identity and 
social presence, the MOO, as an environment 
conformed to both Burbule’s (2000) understand-
ing of the conditions that mediate the existence of 
community and Goodyear’s (2002) understand-
ing of the learners’ need to configure their own 
“learnplaces.” In both these formulations, the 
learners have licence to act and the capacity to 
author their own spaces. The construction of the 
MOO represented this fluidity and the relationship 
between elements of the online environment and 
people’s behaviour. Students knew how to be, and 
how to use of the environment to develop SLSN’s 
because the environment felt familiar. They could 
create things and shape their own environment, 
while others were present in the MOO in ways 
that facilitated greater engagement. For example 
students created objects to carry around, authored 
their own identity via a text-based descriptor of 
themselves, decorated their own dorm rooms and 
developed objects for a virtual gallery.

implicationS from tHiS 
project for future reSearcH 
anD tHe Development of 
elearning environmentS

The plague of academic research historically has 
been its failure to inform practice (Robinson, 
1998). Whether research in teaching and learn-
ing has been misunderstood, refuted, or simply 
ignored, the result at the dawn of the new millen-

nium is a mismatch between what we know and 
what we do. (Brown and Johnson-Shull 2000)

Reflecting on Brown and Johnson-Shull’s la-
ment on the failure of academic research to inform 
practice, it is a little daunting to speculate on the 
place of a piece of research such as this – one that 
uses the experiences of students to explore the three 
distinct fields of “online learning”, “community” 
and “learning environment design” – and to argue 
for its capacity to inform a new approach to the 
development of online learning environments. 
And yet that is precisely the implications of this 
research. It provides a grounded understanding 
of the significance of community in the form of 
Social Learning Support Networks for student 
learning, and demonstrates that the design of the 
online learning environment plays a significant 
role in providing students with an opportunity 
to build connections and relationships with each 
other.

Is it right to suggest that all future online learn-
ing environments should look something like the 
MOO used in the third case? The answer to this 
is simply, no. The development of online learning 
environments and the use of the Internet in higher 
education is a rapidly evolving field - as is the 
technical capability of students - with teaching 
staff in most fields often lagging somewhat behind, 
but improving nevertheless. Certainly, we have 
some examples of graphics-based virtual online 
educational spaces (such as tappedin.org for K-12 
teacher’s professional development and projects 
in SecondLife – a virtual world which will be 
discussed in detail later). It is fair to suggest these 
virtual worlds have not really influenced CMS 
design to date. It is reasonable to argue that this 
is because the resource issues these environments 
create, both in terms of the need for broadband 
Internet access for students, and the technical 
capacities of teaching staff required to build learn-
ing environments in them, are still too great. The 
MOO was a text-based environment and was very 
accessible using a dial-up connection and was 
easy to develop for staff. Further research will be 
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required to understand the changing capacity of 
the environment and the capacities of those who 
learn and teach in them. However, a project such 
as this, that has focused on the human elements of 
relationship building, our sense of place, and our 
capacity to know how to be in an environment, 
has a great deal to offer the field of eLearning 
particularly when it relates to the education of 
social work and human services student. The 
contributions from the students in these three 
case studies to our understanding of “community” 
certainly has much to contribute to those engaged 
in designing tomorrow’s eLearning environments. 
In particular, for the next generation of course 
management systems, which are the mainstay of 
most university’s commitment to online learning 
and the typical online environment encountered 
by social work and human services students.

The individual practice of teachers will always 
shape the student’s learning experience, however, 
teachers work within the constraints of the learning 
environments provided in both the on-campus and 
online worlds. Just as on-campus teaching staff will 
attempt to move the desks in a room to reshape the 
learning activity into a more collaborative approach, 
or struggle to work interactively in large lecture 
theatres, the vast majority of teaching staff who 
venture into the online environment use the Course 
Management System provided by their institution. 
The findings from this research are a challenge to the 
designers of CMS to break out of the old paradigm 
of providing separate electronic classrooms - into 
creating rich online learning environments. These 
online learning environments will not only be rich 
in the various teaching tools educators like to use, 
but will also be rich in the sense that they take into 
account the way in which students engage with each 
other outside the classroom. The following five 
principles represent challenges from this research 
for future developers of enterprise-wide online 
learning environments. These principles bring to-
gether the various findings from this research and 
translate them into core design elements critical for 
improving the development of SLSN’s:

• Getting together outside the electronic 
classroom.Tinto’s (2000) research into 
the benefits of on-campus learning com-
munities found, amongst other things, that 
members of learning communities devel-
oped their own self-supporting groups, 
they spent more time together outside of 
the classroom, and did so in ways students 
reported as supportive. The students’ expe-
riences from this research certainly support 
Tinto’s work, but more importantly, their 
behavior in the MOO is a challenge to us 
to think outside of the classroom and to 
provide students with space to inhabit and 
make their own.

• Learning environments need to be integrat-
ed into the social environment, not the oth-
er way round. To date the development of 
online learning environments has been split 
between CMS and content. Effectively, the 
CMS has shaped the pedagogical approach 
used by most educators. However, students 
from these case studies owned and valued 
the SLSN’s they developed outside of the 
formal learning environment. For students 
in the MOO and for those in on-campus 
courses, the learning environment is situ-
ated within the broader social environment 
they encountered.

• Performance anxiety in a text based class-
room: students need a space to bounce 
ideas off each other in their own time. The 
provision of “classroom” only type online 
spaces limits the opportunities for student 
to engage with each other and heightens 
the performance anxiety associated with 
a written medium. The MOO case study 
clearly demonstrated that students would 
take their learning processes outside of the 
“classrooms” provided and into the halls, 
dorms and cafes of their virtual university 
campus or other online sites. These inter-
actions outside the formal learning envi-
ronment provided them with a safe space 
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to explore their learning with peers.
• Student identity and social presence: decid-

ing what color shirt to wear that day! The 
provision of social spaces with the capac-
ity for extended social presence by a stu-
dent has both a sense of time and location. 
The capacity to author their identity and 
leave their mark on a virtual space trans-
forms it into a place that students choose 
to inhabit.

• Bumping into each other. Lastly, the pro-
vision of real time (synchronous) opportu-
nities for contact supported the incidental 
sharing of information between students, 
which proved to be important in the devel-
opment of trust relationships and the build-
ing of Social Learning Support Networks.

Although the ideas of integrating working en-
vironments into social spaces and the importance 
of incidental, or what is often termed “chance 
encounters”, is discussed in non-learning orien-
tated online work environments [as detailed in the 
literature on Teleworking, Computer Supported 
Co-Operative Work and Collaborative Virtual 
Environments - see Avon (2001), McGrath and 
Prinz (2001), Buscher et al (2001), Sonnenwald 
et al (2001) and Wellman et al (1996)], these five 
design principles provide a radical departure from 
the dominant eLearning environments found in 
most universities. It requires us to reassess both 
how students use online environments and how 
we conceptualise the boundaries of the online 
environments we provide for students. The under-
standing of human interaction and the development 
of SLSN’s from this research contributes to four 
emerging areas of research and thinking on eLearn-
ing, namely: understanding the learning principles 
designed in successful online computer games; 
the growth of identity based online communities 
related to university student life; the development 
of student portals by many universities; and the 
use of virtual environments (such as SecondLife) 
in higher education. While there are certainly 

commercial drivers involved with some of these 
projects (facebook.com for example), arguably 
their success or failure relates to their capacity 
to start from a student-centred approach and to 
understand what happens for students as they 
engage with the online environment.

It is clear that the success of online gaming 
environments in teaching complex concepts and 
context related knowledge to players is of inter-
est to the academic community. Authors such as 
James Gee have started to explore these issues 
in publications such as What video games have 
to teach us about learning and literacy (2004). 
At the same time, authors such as Chen (2006) 
and others have started to explore the value of 
immersive and non-immersive virtual reality 
learning environments. Others are exploring 
Massively Multiplayer Online Games (MMOGs) 
to understand the education and engagement 
principles within them (Young et al 2006). 
Certainly, the remarkable growth of Facebook.
com (a website designed for university students 
to create their own profile) relies on students 
wanting to make connections with each other 
and creating a web presence for themselves. In 
April 2006, Facebook.com reportedly had over 
seven million users and was worth more than 
$1.30 Billion US (Kushner 2006). By 2007 the 
site had grown exponentially, with a reported 
seventeen million users (Robbins 2007a). The 
acceptance by students of sites like Facebook, 
has caused some authors to challenge educators 
to abandon their university CMS altogether and 
use social networking sites (such as Facebook) 
to deliver their courses:

Getting tired of the Learning Management System 
on your campus? Ever look to see how infre-
quently your students actually log in to see their 
assignments etc? Let me tell you, it’s pretty darn 
infrequently. So why not create a course site on a 
social network where they already live? (Robbins 
2007b, para. 1)
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Trying to understand where students of the 
future will “live” online will be significant in the 
medium-to-long term as we move towards a more 
integrated idea of online life. However, the more 
short-term areas of interest, likely to directly ef-
fect the development of CMS, is the work being 
done by many universities in developing student 
portals, and the use of online environments such 
as SecondLife by more and more educators.

Many Australian universities have developed 
student portals in an attempt to provide ‘more 
complete, holistic online environments for stu-
dents and staff by converging a number of tech-
nologies’ (Kennedy et al 2002, p. 24). A student 
portal attempts to provide an electronic entry point 
for students from which all the online services 
a student will use are available. This password 
protected environment includes everything from 
library access, to the course management system, 
student administration and student supports – usu-
ally with some capacity for students to provide 
some identity information about themselves which 
fellow students can access. While there has been 
the development of portals designed to improve 
student literacy skills (Hiscock and Marriott 2003), 
and other portals designed to improve critical 
aspects of the student’s experience, such as tran-
sition (Nelson et al 2005), more universities are 
now looking towards portals as a way of providing 
a seamless administrative, communication and 
learning environment for students. While there is 
evidence of extensive use of these facilities (with 
sites like My.monash reporting 95% of students 
accessing the portal on a weekly basis (Kennedy 
et al 2002), there is little evidence appearing in 
the literature on the capacity of these environ-
ments to support the development of community 
for students in the form of SLSN’s. This may be 
because this type of research is underway but just 
not reported yet or, more worryingly, that there 
are assumptions that the high usage of these envi-
ronments will automatically translate to students 
developing communities. While most Australian 
universities work on their student portals, many 

educators, particularly in the US, Europe and UK 
are starting to explore virtual environments such 
as SecondLife.

SecondLife, developed in 2003 by the Linden 
Corporation, is evolving into a rich virtual world 
capable of sustaining its own economy and de-
veloping its own culture. The use of SecondLife 
for education has been supported by the Linden 
Corporation but has, until recently, been charac-
terised mainly by individual academics venturing 
into the environment to teach individual courses 
(Kirriemuir 2007). The SecondLife environment 
has similar characteristics to that of the MOO used 
in this research and, as such, it should provide 
students with similar opportunities to develop 
SLSN’s. Many higher education institutions are 
starting to commit resources into SecondLife, 
develop their own islands, replicate their cam-
puses and run courses “in-world” - a term used 
to describe being logged in to a virtual world. 
These institutions have included universities such 
as Harvard University, New York University, 
Stanford University (SimTeach 2007) and Ox-
ford University (Kirriemuir 2007). There is also 
significant research occurring in SecondLife with 
a view to understanding how the environment 
might be used in higher education. Kirriemuir 
(2007) details several projects including: work 
by Krotoski exploring social network; work by 
Childs on the learners’ experience; work from the 
University of Portsmouth examining the strengths 
and weaknesses of virtual environments; and 
work by Imperial College London comparing two 
groups of students’ experiences – one completing 
a module SecondLife and the other in WebCT. 
Recent research is also making the links between 
educators experience in MOO environments and 
what implication this might have for the use of 
SecondLife for tertiary education (Mazar and 
Nolan 2008)

Certainly many of the institutions building 
campuses within SecondLife are including the 
type of social spaces in which students are likely 
to “bump” into each other, and there is some evi-
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dence of ‘students commenting on the confidence 
given them by the environment and how this has 
helped them as learners’ (Kirriemuir, 2007, p. 22). 
However, there is no evidence of any universities 
choosing to move from their Course Management 
Systems fully into SecondLife. This is not unrea-
sonable given that the high-level computer graph-
ics and bandwidth requirements for SecondLife 
will continue to pose a barrier for many universities 
outside of the U.S., both for content development 
and student access. While academic staff can learn 
the SecondLife programming language and create 
the learning environments relevant to their course, 
this requires a significant commitment on the part 
of the academic and is likely to remain another 
barrier to the broad adoption of this environment 
without significant institutional support.

In a sense this is the “tough” question for 
universities. Build their own integrated online 
environment including administrative function, 
learning spaces (both virtual-immersive and CMS 
like), library resources and social environments 
- providing them with clear risk management of 
issues such as copyright and branding. Or choose 
a third-party environment, not just a third-party 
application such as BlackBoard run on their own 
servers, but a whole environment – which will 
inextricably link their online presence with the 
branding of the third-party provider and provide 
all the future-proofing issues universities have 
face when deciding to move from one CMS to 
another. While the findings from this research do 
not provide any clear direction on this question, 
the five design principles outlined will play an 
important part in the success of any future online 
learning environment’s capacity to foster a sense 
of social connection for students.

concluSion

While there is still significant debate about the 
quality of online learning in universities, it is 
clear that eLearning and the use of the online 

environment to support students in their studies 
will continue to be a dominant factor in university 
life – including for social work and human ser-
vices students. While the last decade has seen the 
almost universal adoption of Course Management 
Systems by universities, the decades to come are 
likely to see new developments in online learn-
ing environments that will attempt to integrate 
the student’s zeal for products like Facebook, 
with the richness of virtual environments such 
as SecondLife, while still proving the security 
and risk management associated with CMS. The 
findings from this research will contribute to this 
new environment.

This qualitative research project used three 
case studies to explore tertiary students’ thoughts 
and expectations about community in the online 
environment. Evidence from the first case study 
suggested there was a need to explore the rela-
tionship between the constructed online learning 
environment and the development of learning com-
munities or what I have termed Social Learning 
Support Networks. To explore this issue further, 
the project was expanded and subsequent cases 
were chosen that included fundamentally different 
types of online learning environments.

This research had two significant results. First-
ly, students not only confirmed popular educational 
theories on the value of learning communities, 
but also described how this form of social con-
nection might practically benefit their learning. 
Secondly, this research found that certain forms 
of synchronous online environments provided 
enhanced opportunities for students to form social 
connections that supported their learning.

These results have provided new evidence of 
the benefit of social connection, or what many 
term “community”, for students studying online 
and have been translated into five key design 
principles. I have argued that future online learn-
ing environments should be shaped by these five 
key design principles to foster a greater sense of 
social connection between students and to aid 
in the development of Social Learning Support 



102

Electronic Classroom, Electronic Community

Networks. Emerson understood the overriding 
power and currency of the connections students 
make with each other and the subsequent shaping 
of their learning experiences. I think it is fair to 
say, that over a hundred years later, we are still 
working through how we translate the power of 
what “schoolboys” (and schoolgirls) have relied 
on for centuries – “having a mate to call on!” - 
into a vibrant, sustainable university eLearning 
environment. This research, while important for 
all students, is of particular significance for the 
design of online learning environments social 
work and human services students encounter. 
These students are often required to work on the 
development of interpersonal communication 
skills as part of their professional development 
and clearly an online environment, which fosters 
the development of Social Learning Support Net-
works, also provides them with the opportunity 
to develop these skills.
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Chapter 7

Creating and Sustaining 
Community in a Virtual 

Environment
David P. Colachico

Azusa Pacific University, USA

‘Technology…. the knack of so arranging the 
world that we need not experience it’. -- Max 
Frisch, (1911-91), Swiss novelist and dramatist in 
Oxford Dictionary of Quotations (2004, p.335:1).

introDuction

How is a web-based community different from one 
in a face-to-face environment? Both are the same in 
the way they involve the member of that community 
and the way one interacts with another member of the 
community. In brief, a virtual community is simply a 

community that happens to exist online, rather than in 
a classroom or other venue where individuals come 
together. I first realized the power of online instruc-
tion in 1999 when volunteers were sought to develop 
online courses and to teach them at the university 
where I am employed. For most instructors, the first 
few years were very basic and addressed the learning 
of content materials. The online courses included 
studying vocabulary, memorizing terms, and complet-
ing assignments in a private setting, usually alone at 
one’s computer. As time went on, it was realized that 
students enrolled in the courses were not getting the 

abStract

We are currently living in an electronic age where it is easier to travel the world, stay in touch with people 
who live away from our face-to-face environment without the need to leave home or to meet in a real life 
situation than ever before. The Web is becoming a place where we encounter others in ways to get our 
personal, social, and professional needs met. As a result of this growing phenomenon individuals are 
seeking to be a part of online communities of individuals who interact and associate with one another 
through the Web and the use of modern technology. This chapter will provide an insight into the use of 
information communication technology to create and sustain community.
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opportunity to interact with classmates and some 
students could not survive without this. My own 
courses which I taught in the Special Education 
credential/ masters program evolved to include this 
interaction both in synchronous and asynchronous 
settings. After seven years of teaching online I 
have developed my courses to the point where my 
classes are becoming very interactive. This was in 
part the result of creating assignments where the 
students were required to work together. This was 
also the result of the scheduling of my time for all 
of us to dialogue with one another with more active 
participation on my part as a community member 
in the class, using this to model and direct students 
to follow my example.

This chapter will help the person who is a 
community builder online to identify the dynam-
ics and method of establishing successful web 
communities. It also addresses the key issues that 
web-based communities face and ways to design 
opportunities for interaction among the members 
of that community. The roles, rituals and events 
that bring people together into a group inside a 
virtual environment and make them into an online 
community are examined.

backgrounD

Virtual communities, or online communities, are 
used when individuals within a personal or profes-
sional group choose to interact with each other 
via the Internet. It does not necessarily mean that 
there is a strong bond among the members as is 
the case with a face-to-face group. Interaction in 
a virtual community takes place through email, 
chat rooms, synchronous learning sessions, etc. 
An email distribution list may have hundreds of 
members and the communication which takes 
place may be merely informational (questions and 
answers are posted), but members may remain 
relative strangers and the membership turnover 
rate could be high. This is in line with the liberal 
use of the term “community.”

It is useful to examine definitions of what a 
learning community is meant to be. According 
to Chang (2003) a learning community is ‘a 
group that shares ideas and information with all 
members of the community’. It is also a place 
where spontaneous learning and active knowledge 
construction takes place by the individual learners 
within the community. Chang continues to define 
this community as ’a virtual social organization of 
learners who share knowledge and experiences, 
exchange information as well as collaboratively 
solve problems in the pursuit of a common learn-
ing objective or interest’ (p.28).

Thomas Sergiovanni (1993) defines commu-
nity as ’a collection of individuals who are bonded 
together by natural will and who are binded to a set 
of shared ideas and ideals’ (p.xvi). The members 
of the community have sought membership into 
this particular group. Communities don’t happen 
randomly but are systematically organized and 
expanded.

It is not easy trying to create a virtual com-
munity of people in an online format unless it 
is planned and opportunities for interaction are 
specifically built into the online program. A person 
who is “surfing” the Internet for information but 
not dialoging with someone else is not a member 
of a community in the truest sense. The stage has 
to be set for community to develop. It is possible 
in an online environment to involve others and 
to heighten one’s awareness of learning strate-
gies, abilities and preferences. The planning of 
such opportunities must be specific in an online 
environment but should be deliberately designed 
as an integral part of an online program. Today 
more and more opportunities are being developed 
through distance learning or computer-assisted 
instruction where individuals can come together 
in a virtual setting to interact with one another 
and build a relationship in this setting. More 
opportunities are being designed through web 
technologies such as Facebook or MySpace for 
people to join a social community where frequent 
interaction occurs online and is reinforced offline. 
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MySpace and Facebook are similar because they 
are web-based social sites and function alike. 
These social communities are a current form of an 
interactive site that is popular with young people. 
Many users in these sites are teenagers or young 
adults who prefer this form of communication 
over emails or similar forms of postings that older 
people prefer.

Virtual communities essentially establish 
parallel realities and extensions of the social en-
vironment that allow individuals to interact on the 
web. To be active in a community there must be 
some knowledge and competence in the focus area 
around which the community interacts. A person 
must be willing to interact and learn from others 
as well as being prepared to share knowledge and 
experiences (Sherer, Shea, & Kristensen, 2003, 
p. 185).

Many colleges and universities as well as a 
variety of employers are exploring ways to offer 
training through online, web-based technology. 
This creates a challenge that is unique to those 
wishing to take advantage of these opportunities. 
How can a person communicate and interact with 
someone else online and how can they together 
create the type of community that enriches each 
other’s experience?

Virtual community groups are popular because 
they make greater participation possible in remote 
locations. They also allow people with learning 
difficulties who may otherwise shy away from 
face-to-face contact to be able to interact with a 
diverse population on a variety of subjects (Tullar 
& Kaiser, 2000, p. 408).

All communities, whether face-to-face or in 
a virtual setting, need places for the members to 
meet. This may be the office lunchroom, or the 
neighborhood coffee shop, the local bookstore—
places where you see groups coming together. 
There are similar opportunities on the web such as 
being part of a mailing list, being in a chat room, 
interacting in a web site, or a combination of these 
places. Over time these groups of people get to 
know each other better, and to feel comfortable 

interacting with each other in online settings.
Learning communities that are formed on the 

web are done so as a reaction to needing mutual 
support as well as the need for shared values, goals 
and resources. Learning communities provide an 
environment for one to learn in an atmosphere of 
sharing, collaboration, trust, support and respect 
for diversity (Chang, 2003, p.28).

Online communities have been a part of the 
Internet since its beginning. There have been a 
number of communities established such as the 
use of newsgroups, listservs, and virtual worlds. 
However, in an online community the members 
depend on each other to achieve the outcomes 
established in that controlled environment (Lock, 
2002, p. 397). People join the various communi-
ties to meet specific needs which that group can 
accomplish for them. They may not remain in a 
group forever, but may be a part of that group 
whilst their needs are being satisfied. They will 
then move on to another group that will address 
alternate needs and feelings.

current iSSueS for 
online communitieS

In today’s society many colleges, universities, 
and businesses are being transformed by the con-
vergence of two powerful forces—the need for 
lifelong learning and the technology revolution 
of the Internet. As the body of knowledge grows 
at unprecedented speeds in many areas, people no 
longer consider their education to be complete once 
they are graduated from a college (Bento & Bento, 
2000, p.603). Ongoing continuing practice is im-
portant in order to remain marketable; individuals 
need to be renewing their skills and keeping current 
in all areas of their professions. Web developers 
and instructors need to plan for this continuation 
of learning to occur. A person’s learning basis 
of knowledge can be expanded via a web-based 
course or community. Learners can complement 
one another and share their knowledge and opin-
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ions by means of a community designed with a 
specific topic or purpose in mind.

One of the greatest benefits of a web-designed 
community of learners is that all course materials 
are available to the members at all times. If students 
travel away from home they can keep up with the 
coursework or activity in the community setting 
that is occurring. Materials can be accessed any-
where and students can be involved in a discussion 
or dialogue with colleagues in the community as 
long as the Internet is available. Location does 
not matter when content and information sharing 
occurs via the Internet.

Isolation is a common problem for many indi-
viduals. By “isolation” I do not mean being alone 
or being left alone. I mean being in a location that 
is set geographically away from the mainstream 
of a city, or a cultural group where travel is dif-
ficult to be a part of that location. It may seem 
paradoxical that a technology that makes one sit 
alone in front of a display screen can meet the need 
for community. However, this is true in today’s 
society. There are many locations worldwide that 
do not allow for participants to interact in a face-
to-face setting and therefore must resort to a virtual 
environment to meet this need. A virtual or online 
community allows people to respond to the feeling 
of ’hunger for community that has followed the 
disintegration of traditional communities around 
the world’ (Di Petta, 1998, p.55).

So how can a person who is isolated from the 
rest of the community feel a part of this-group 
of learners? In on-line discussion groups, for 
example, we meet new people and confront new 
ideas. We share particular interests or ideas with 
like-minded individuals who share similar inter-
ests. Being a part of this type of experience gives 
a feeling like coming home. A virtual community 
can make one feel as personal and real as a physical 
neighborhood can. A community member can be 
active and participate with others often and begin 
to feel closer than if they were in a face-to-face 
setting. People from all over the globe can get to 
know one another and learn from one another in 

a way that would not have been possible as little 
as twenty-five years ago.

There are concerns with membership in a vir-
tual community. Being in a virtual environment 
is not free from problems, from difficulties with 
either the technology or with the interactions 
with other members of the group. Being a viable 
member of a community takes time, commitment, 
and a willingness to work with others. Being in a 
virtual community is a voluntary and participatory 
process. People within a community expect others 
to be active and participatory. A community is 
enriched only when others are willing to cooperate 
and interact with peers inside that environment.

In a face-to-face setting we are often concerned 
with who chooses or is chosen to participate. In 
an online community we more often choose those 
with whom we want to interact. If you become a 
member of a group where you are reinforced for 
your skill and knowledge, you will return time 
and time again. You will converse with others and 
build a relationship around the online program that 
is being used (Hill, 2005). To state this simply an 
online community and online interactions involve 
people who connect with one another over time 
and through space using the Internet as the pri-
mary medium. Online communities can form or 
function around anything such as talking about 
summer plans, vacations, pets, and work. Online 
communities organize around political action, 
introduce each other to would-be spouses and 
together create new concepts.

A community is not an entity or a product. In-
stead, it is a process which is fluid in nature (Lock, 
2002, p.395). A community evolves and requires a 
highly interactive, loosely structured organization 
with relations based on personal interactions. It 
is a supportive environment where the members 
are accommodated and empowered. It is also a 
place that is responsive to the members’ actions 
and interactions. How the members relate to one 
another and how the participants are kept engaged 
all influence the evolution of the community. The 
growth and longevity of the community is based 
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on how well the needs of the members continue 
to be met. Each member of the community needs 
to be fostered and nurtured by the other members 
of the community. It is through this constant and 
meaningful interaction that the community comes 
to life and is sustained.

Communities are complex entities. It is not 
simply a matter of applying a number of rules 
for a community to survive. Rather, it is an effort 
to support the natural development of relation-
ships among the members (Schwier, 2001). If the 
members of the community do not feel they are 
trusted or feel comfortable they might not return 
to the community. This will not contribute to the 
development of others within that community. 
Participants need a safe environment in which to 
be active and be interactive with one another.

Community building and strengthening takes 
time and not all members will feel the same sense 
of community within the same period of involve-
ment. The newest members of a community will 
traditionally spend a great deal of time getting 
acquainted with the virtual environment and how 
to manipulate the program design where the com-
munity will be involved. The veteran member will 
traditionally spend more time working to establish 
a feeling of community among the members in 
a particular setting and does not need to learn to 
manipulate the technology.

There is a process for community development 
whether one is a new or a veteran member of the 
community. Brown (2001) identified three levels 
of community development. The first is where the 
members get acquainted with one another or make 
friends within the community. This is where the 
participants find others with similar backgrounds, 
feelings, or ideas. The second level is one of com-
munity acceptance. Here the members create an 
affiliation with others in the group as a result of 
frequent interactions and discussions. The final 
stage is one that is called camaraderie. When 
people reach this level they have had long-term 
relationships with others in the group bonding 
over topics for discussion areas. Communication 

has occurred often enough that the members have 
gotten to know one another in ways that mirror 
the interactions that would occur in a face-to-face 
setting.

Therefore, one needs to realize that a virtual 
community has some drawbacks. Being active in 
this environment takes time. New members of a 
community may take time adjusting to the new 
forms of tasks and activities. The abundance of 
information found on the Internet and within a 
community setting can be a barrier for some learn-
ers as well as some instructors. Too often students 
in a community tend to be polite and nice to each 
other. Comments usually tend to be opinion rather 
than supportive in nature. The lack of visual cues 
and physical presence can be a deterrent to those 
who need this type of stimulation to be sustained 
in a learning setting.

Among the challenges that community mem-
bers face in a virtual environment is trying to 
create and guide an interactive session within an 
educational setting. If the members are to learn 
from one another, the learning needs to be active 
and engaged with experiences. Effective learning 
leads to change, development, and a desire to 
continue to grow (Alexander, 2003). Learning is 
sustained by the stimulation and encouragement 
of the other members of the community.

With the onset of new technologies come the 
challenge and the joy of creating an interactive 
learning environment for the members of the 
community. In addition, the participation of the 
members in the community reduces the feelings 
of isolation and improves their abilities to com-
municate despite geographic restrictions.

Questions remain concerning whether or not 
a virtual environment can serve as a venue for 
increasing relationships between its members in 
urban, rural and international settings. Other rea-
sons for a person to become involved in a virtual 
community may be due to one’s busy schedule—
work hours do not allow one to take classes or to 
interact when others are available—or family life 
may be too hectic to be able to leave home to enter 
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a face-to-face community setting. Dialogue, staff 
development, discussion groups, etc. can extend 
boundaries and reach into the more geographically 
isolated areas. Connections among the members 
of an online community can take place anywhere, 
anytime as long as the Internet is accessible. The 
key to an online community group working suc-
cessfully is in the balance between synchronous 
and asynchronous interactions between those who 
use the online learning community. Geographic 
boundaries do not play a role in this interaction 
working successfully; it is the members who 
make it work.

Technology’s potential for instruction and 
learning can pose numerous challenges to the 
members of an established community. Despite 
its potential for innovative teaching and learning 
practices, technology also contributes to an un-
fortunate division between the information-rich 
and the information-poor. The information-poor 
are often minorities, low-income, or children in 
single-parent homes. This group also includes 
those who may wish to interact with others or 
may wish to gain further education but cannot 
do so because of geographic isolation (Ho & 
Burniske, 2005). It is a hardship to have to travel 
to a location where these technologies are avail-
able. Therefore, being active in a community is 
not always possible and this can compound an 
individual’s feeling of isolation.

The advancements in technologies have re-
cently begun to transcend the boundaries of time 
and space and to create online learning com-
munities for interactions with others around the 
world. While one does not need to be physically 
near another member of the same community, it 
is critical to be alert and active in the community 
so that the boundaries of distance and information 
levels are not obvious.

DeSigning a virtual community

Being an active and effective member of a vir-
tual community requires not only the proper 
equipment but also careful consideration and 
planning on behalf of all those involved. This 
includes the designer of the community. There is 
an extra workload imposed on both the member 
and the designer if both are to be active in this 
setting. The members have to be willing to take 
an active responsibility because, no matter how 
much effort one exerts in this setting, it will not 
be beneficial unless they actually spend time 
interacting with one another. The designer needs 
to also be interactive if they wish others to feel 
that they are not using this community without 
any guidance or support. The leader in the group 
(whether or not it is the designer) should guide 
the members in establishing the direction of the 
discussions and the goals that the members want 
from this group.

People rely on the members of the community 
for a number of reasons and in all areas of their 
lives. Communities are defined in many ways—by 
geographic region, by demographics, by topics, 
or by interests. The community may evolve over 
time and change as the core members’ interests 
change. As a community grows subcommunities 
may emerge as people find themselves in different 
categories. The designer of the original commu-
nity needs to be prepared for this to happen. This 
may happen unexpectedly and the community 
membership can either increase or decrease ac-
cording to the interests of its members. One needs 
to realize that the make-up of the community is an 
ever-changing presence defined by the members 
involved. This includes the resources available to 
them. Resources does not always mean the Inter-
net, or newspapers, etc. In this environment it can 
mean the knowledge of those in the community. 
As the members grow and learn, the information 
shared (i.e., the resources) changes. This can 
cause the memberships’ interests to change and 
therefore the membership to change.
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When one goes to the theatre to see a play it 
is easy to recognize the actors by the way they 
are dressed. It may be easy to recognize the other 
members of that theatre community by the roles 
they play—ticket taker, concession stand worker, 
etc. Every virtual community is a performance of 
sorts. We should be able to recognize the members 
of the community by how they interact with the 
people they meet and we can figure out who to 
turn to in times of need or for help. If we look 
carefully enough we can find the visual identifi-
ers in each member’s public profile.(Kim, 2000) 
However, all of these players are interconnected 
under the umbrella of the organization, in this case 
the theatre. This is the same in any online or face-
to-face community. We become interconnected as 
we continue to be active in the community.

It is important to consider the type of feedback 
and interactions members of a community want 
to validate their participation in the virtual com-
munity. Curtis (2004) conducted a study where 
he sought to supplement threaded discussion with 
social interactions to better support meaningful 
learning and allow students to make knowledge 
their own. He discovered that many members of 
the community wanted individual responses to 
questions sent via emails to avoid showcasing 
their ignorance on a topic in front of their peers. 
Members wanted the opportunity to get to know 
each other especially when new members joined 
the group. As the group begins to solidify the 
members share experiences or activities. When 
the veterans of the group interacted, they wanted 
to have time to make conversation.

Interactions and guidance as mentioned 
above can extend face-to-face interactions or 
physical communities to virtual communities 
and strengthen the membership of such a group. 
They also work to lessen the space and time con-
straints. As the members become more familiar 
with one another they extend the opportunity to 
create international “families” of learners where 
participants work on shared interests at their own 
convenience. This creates a community where 

its members “engage in idle conversation” in a 
supportive environment in which members feel 
comfortable enough to publicly share and express 
their ideas within a collaborative context.

Collaboration is another factor that needs to 
be fostered in an online setting. Collaboration 
is defined by Lock (2002, p. 398) as ‘a process 
that involves interaction amongst individuals in 
a learning situation’. This type of learning asserts 
that knowledge is constructed through social inter-
action. Where better to find social interaction but 
in a virtual community of interest? Participants in 
a collaborative setting, even a virtual one, need to 
have opportunities to shape the style and degree of 
their participation within the group. It is possible 
that the participants will perform multiple roles 
within the community. Depending on the needs 
of the members, the participants may interact 
as discussion moderators, and at other times as 
discussion participants.

The members of the virtual community need 
to be aware of the pedagogical framework of the 
community. Participants need to be open and will-
ing to reframe their roles within the community.

An effective community requires its members 
to be active, to use teamwork, and to be interde-
pendent. They also need to understand that the 
community is the basis of authority (Lock, 2002, 
p. 399). No one within the community works 
independently from the others. It does take time 
for the members to shift into an active learning 
environment where everyone is responding to 
the needs of the others within the group. There 
needs to be a fostering of the network of social 
relationships and a promoting of leadership and 
collaborative learning. The collaborative nature of 
a learning community helps to foster the overall 
learning process.

Communities need a gathering place. Similar 
to that of a face-to-face setting, those in a virtual 
community need a “place” where they can meet 
others and carry on a dialogue or engage in an 
instructional session. In the virtual environment, 
this usually means a listserv, or a chat room, a 
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bulletin board, a Web site, or any combination 
of these. These are places where the community 
member receives informative emails (listserv) 
about a particular topic of interest; a place where 
members gather synchronously (chat room) and 
have an ongoing dialogue—all participating at the 
same time; a place where ideas are posted (bul-
letin boards) for the members of the community 
to leave comments or ask questions; or a site on 
the Internet (Web) where there is a interactive 
component attached to it for contacting the de-
signer/creator of the site and receiving a response 
back. All these contribute the life of a community 
and being active within that environment. Each 
of these areas mirrors what could be occurring in 
a face-to-face setting but have been adapted to a 
virtual environment.

When the community is ongoing and its mem-
bers are active there is a need to sustain the life 
of the community and to meet the needs of its 
participants. Special consideration must be given 
to how the community can be nurtured within the 
virtual environment. It is important to work to 
expand communication and to facilitate greater 
interaction among the members. Members need to 
be able to articulate and to accept a shared vision, 
goals, and aspirations of the community. They need 
to know the purpose of the community being in 
existence and they need to know how this purpose 
is influenced by the group members.

When the community is ongoing its members 
need to be able to articulate and apply the necessary 
knowledge, skills, and attributes that facilitate the 
development of the members and the evolution 
of the community itself. The members of the 
community need to be prepared to support the 
other members so that a climate is fostered for 
collaboration and interaction. Lock (2002, p.1) 
raises three questions to consider for sustaining 
a community:

1.  Who is responsible for promoting and nur-
turing the longevity of the community?

2.  What is required of the community members 
to sustain the community? and

3.  What is required to create a history and 
sense of connection with those involved 
in the community in the past, present and 
future?

The sustainability of the community requires 
the development of a philosophy of community 
that embraces both continuity and change. It re-
quires the engagement of all involved—leaders, 
instructors, participants, and spectators. It may 
well be these individuals who take the current 
community to new levels expanding upon the 
original vision of the community when it was 
first designed.

To be an effective community the members 
and the leaders must accept such characteristics 
as ‘ownership, social interaction, group identity, 
individual identity, participation and knowledge 
construction’ (Misanchik & Anderson, 2000, 
p.146). Administrators of the technology, instruc-
tional designers, and the online participants in the 
community play key roles in the building of rela-
tionships in the community setting. The fostering 
of these relationships is what helps to solidify the 
feeling of community in this environment. It is the 
informed interactions of the members and leaders 
of a community that influence and foster the vitality 
and resiliency of the online community.

Intentional learning and participation involves 
an awareness of one’s abilities, preferences, and 
understanding or lack thereof of the dialogue 
within a community setting. It is important to 
nurture this type of interaction in a community in 
order for its members to gain a sense of worth and 
growth. This is based on the premise that learners 
can gain more knowledge with the help of the 
proper tools and guides than they would if they 
were working alone. In a virtual environment, the 
members are the guides and influence each others’ 
ability to be active, on target, and learn.

In an virtual environment there needs to be 
consideration of the diversity of knowledge and 
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skills among the members (McGrath, 2003). 
Diversity can be defined in a number of ways. In 
most areas it is defined as the quality of being di-
verse or different. These differences may include: 
geographical location, physical and, intellectual 
ability as well as age, gender, class, ethnicity 
and culture, spiritual beliefs and sexuality. In a 
virtual environment these issues of diversity are 
not a factor in one’s active participation in the 
community’s success. Those who might otherwise 
be considered as being “different” are not seen 
this way when interacting with others via tech-
nology unless they are willing to announce these 
differences. It is however the diverse make-up of 
the community that actually enriches the experi-
ences of all members. Participants are resources 
to one another and this should be seen as a way 
of developing the knowledge of the members so 
that the entire community can benefit. All virtual 
community members have varied backgrounds and 
experiences to share and the ability to educate one 
another with new information or skills.

It is common that as a community develops 
that the members become more interdependent. 
They want responses to questions. They want to 
contribute to the increase of knowledge for the 
other members. They begin to feel responsible to 
one another and to the group and grow in mutual 
respect and in their identity as part of the group. All 
the members play a critical role in the community 
as models for the others within the community. 
As stated by Roland Barth (2001), ‘Teachers and 
students go hand in hand as learners—or they 
don’t go at all’ (p.23). I feel this applies to the 
developers/designers of a virtual community as 
well as its members. Everyone participating in 
this setting must go hand in hand to support and 
nourish each other or the community cannot be 
sustained and its purpose is lost.

participating anD belonging 
in a virtual community

Strong feelings of community increase the flow 
of information among all members of a virtual 
environment. The availability of support, com-
mitment to goals, cooperation, and satisfaction 
grow along with group efforts. Members benefit 
from community membership by experiencing a 
greater sense of well being and having a larger 
set of willing individuals to call upon to answer 
questions or to offer support (Rovai, 2001). This 
will decrease the feelings of isolation, distrac-
tion, and social status amongst those who are 
communicating online. Virtual communities must 
move away from imparting feelings of isolation 
and move toward generating greater feelings of 
community and personal attention.

To create a true sense of “belonging” a com-
munity must convey a strong sense that members 
matter to one another and to the group. Essential 
requirements for a Virtual Community are:

1.  A shared faith that members’ needs will be 
met through the commitment to spend time 
together. A feeling that the community can 
be trusted.

2.  A belief that there are shared values and a 
mutual benefit that comes from the member-
ship within the community itself.

3.  Shared emotional connection in time and 
space within the virtual environment.

This results in a virtual community where 
members are actively engaged and willing to 
contribute through having established a sense of 
purpose, belonging and acceptance.

Many virtual communities exist as a result of the 
designer/developer having an interest in a particular 
topic or area of investigation. The membership ex-
pands as others discover this site and join the com-
munity to enrich their own learning. Friendships 
develop and grow as a result of this union around 
a central topic. A thriving community continually 
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creates and improves the system being used and the 
format of the discussion tool and site. The thriving 
community enables its members to carry out all 
the functions of life which includes areas such as 
studying a specific topic, reading and discussing 
what others are also doing or writing to colleagues. 
These can be developed to each individual’s highest 
potential. Participation of the members is critical 
for the success of the community. This becomes a 
conceptual tool for understanding the learning in 
community and for members to engage in learning. 
Without active participation learning would not hap-
pen. Participation becomes the framework around 
which the community is built, no matter what the 
content or subject. What does participation look 
like in a virtual community?

Participation means:

1.  Engagement with others and generating the 
ideas around which discussion will be formed 
or will be continued;

2.  Members will create their own meanings to 
dialogue issues and will take actions based on 
the context of the topics being discussed;

3.  Shared ownership in the discussion and 
topic;

4.  Everyone who is in the community knows 
something about the topic and can   contrib-
ute to the evolution of the dialogue;

5.  Honoring the contributions of the others in 
the community; and

6.  Everyone will be involved in defining and 
resolving issues that may arise.

Ultimately participation needs to be nurtured 
by all who have membership in a given commu-
nity. If this is done effectively and with careful 
consideration of the others in the group, this can 
reduce the distance between the status markers 
and the geographic barriers of members. With 
active participation the members own the ideas 
and actions of the community.

Active communication is a key component 
of community because the dialogue people use 

brings them closer together through a set of shared 
understandings. Without good communication 
the members cannot develop the connections 
and closeness that can move the members from 
being task oriented to being community oriented. 
It can be the role of the community leader or even 
that of all its members to engage themselves and 
others in active communication. This can be done 
through the posting of questions for the members 
to respond to or the clarification of others’ post-
ings as well as being able to direct others through 
a given topic and to a conclusion.

With all this in mind, one needs to realize 
that a community is not categorized or described 
only as a set of representatives but is expanded to 
include the cultural and geographic backgrounds 
of the members. Community becomes a process 
where its members want to participate individu-
ally as well as collectively for diverse purposes 
such as establishing policy and practice around 
a particular area of interest.

future trenDS

Putting a new concept into practice is a challenge. 
Creating an active and effective virtual environ-
ment is difficult. Many of the earlier online com-
munities got off to a rocky start. The earlier online 
communities depended on e-mail and hand-held 
devices. We are moving quickly through a tech-
nology age that no longer binds us to the basic 
areas of technology where community members 
can interact. Despite its newness and perhaps be-
cause of it, connecting to peers through Facebook, 
MySpace and other online social networks has 
become the norm for today’s society around the 
globe. These are considered to be social networks. 
It is predicted that more than 85 percent of the 
students at college campuses who have Facebook 
accounts use this as their primary way of being 
connected to the members of this virtual com-
munity (Eberhardt, 2007). Even before entering 
college it is not uncommon for people to have 
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a Facebook account and already identify with a 
particular community through this network. This 
is not the only way to connect with a community. 
There are numerous similar venues available in 
today’s world. Evolution of these types of social 
communities is swift and these may become passé 
in the not-too-distant future.

Discussion Boards are a typical community-
expanding tools used in online education. These 
provide online synchronous “conference rooms” 
where people can enter and dialogue with others 
who are already in this room. There may be a 
moderator who connects those who may wish to 
dialogue on a particular topic and they may steer 
the topic in a particular direction if that is the de-
sire of the members. A Learning Activity Bulletin 
is a tool that provides a location where a leader 
can post an activity such as a class assignment 
from a teacher or a problem-based issue that need 
individual attention. Group members can then go 
into this area and complete an assignment or offer 
an opinion or a solution to a problem.

Online learning environments are becoming the 
norm in higher education. There are well-known 
and used sites such as BlackBoard, eCollege, that 
are widely accepted on college campuses for the 
delivery of on-line courses. These learning sites 
are viewed as a way of providing increased access 
to professional development opportunities for 
faculty and students alike. Current technology is 
making it possible to build virtual town halls as 
venues for professional association and develop-
ment. In these communities geography, culture, 
or personal preferences do not pose themselves 
as a limitation nor, a defining condition, of the 
professional community.

We need to realize that a community of learners 
working together can create an online environment 
that will work for and not against its members. 
Virtual environments, if used effectively, can 
promote a sense of belonging that crosses national 
and international boundaries. Collaborative work 
is required to develop appropriate models of com-
munity and skills that enable the members to ac-

tively participate and develop personally through 
involvement in these new environments.

concluSion

This chapter has attempted to define the term 
“community” within a virtual environment by 
examining how communities are formed and 
maintained. Community is a negotiated, intimate 
relationship that requires commitment and mu-
tual engagement. Interaction must be based on 
the knowledge and experiences of the members 
who can provide each other with a practical and 
effective model for working together to define and 
shape their futures. These virtual communities 
reduce the feeling of personal and professional 
isolation and enhance the ability to improve in 
one’s practice despite geographic limitations. 
Interactions can take place anywhere, anytime as 
long as Web access is available. Everyone who 
has participated in an online community knows 
that this takes time away from family, leisure 
activities, and day-to-day routine of one’s life. 
The members of an online community must be 
motivated and willing to take an active role if the 
community is to be sustained. Social web sites are 
not useful unless the members spend time using it. 
They must cultivate and support each other. Suc-
cessful communities require daily attention from 
the members. They require deep understanding of 
the issues that engage the members and challenge 
the community.
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Education Cultures in the 

Online Environment
Marion Brown
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‘Education is what survives when what has been 
learned has been forgotten’. -- B.F. Skinner 
(1904-90), American psychologist quoted in New 
Scientist 21 May 1964 in Oxford Dictionary of 
Quotations (2004, p.739:11).

introDuction

Over the last 20 years computer assisted technologies 
for online learning have become integrated within 
social work education programs internationally 
(Stocks & Freddolino, 2000). While largely an-

abStract

The gradual introduction of Internet-based delivery methods into higher education has broadened technol-
ogy usage and led to reflection on the pedagogical implications for social work education taught online, 
with considerations for content, design and delivery. This chapter reviews the use of online technologies 
in post secondary education, the use of critical reflection as a pedagogical tool, and social work field 
education, to contextualize the experience of the Dalhousie University School of Social Work’s distance 
delivery field education course. In the experience of Dalhousie University School of Social Work, the 
knowledge, skills, abilities, and attitudes of its student practitioners have been enhanced through the 
use of online integrative seminar case analysis and critical reflection facilitated via distance delivery. 
This chapter develops the connections among the online environment, adult education principles, and 
critical reflection on field education in social work, to craft an expanded message regarding transfor-
mative social work practice.
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ecdotal, some faculty and administrators among 
Schools of Social Work have voiced concern that 
social work education may not be particularly 
suited to online delivery, given long-standing 
assumptions regarding face to face relationships 
as the basis of interaction, knowledge translation, 
modeling and evaluation (Siegel, Jennings, Conk-
lin, Napoletano, 1998). Although recognizing 
these pedagogical concerns, the School of Social 
Work at Dalhousie University, in Halifax, Nova 
Scotia, Canada, had an existing commitment to 
advancing post secondary education in commu-
nities marginalized by the socio-economic and 
racialized barriers of this region, and thus began 
delivering decentralized programs throughout the 
Maritime Provinces in the 1980s. As technologies 
have been refined, our means for delivery have 
focused on Internet technology, and we now offer 
national graduate and undergraduate level social 
work degrees, both fully accredited by the Cana-
dian Association of Social Work Education.

This chapter begins with a review of the use of 
computer assisted technologies in post secondary 
education generally and social work specifically, 
with an emphasis on the literature regarding 
how students are considered to best learn within 
an Internet-based design. The specific social 
work curriculum under consideration is the field 
education course, required for both graduate and 
undergraduate social work degrees nationally and 
internationally. Next, the chapter draws on the 
rich literature of adult education and experiential 
learning to lay the foundation for a focus on critical 
reflection as the central content and process for 
learning in field education. With its commitment 
to generate knowledge both “empirically and self 
reflectively, in a process of interaction, in order 
to analyze, resist and change constructed power 
relations, structures and ways of thinking” (Fook, 
1999, p.202), critical reflection is taken up here as 
a tool for transformative social work practice. The 
chapter concludes with examples and experiences 
from Dalhousie of how the online medium can 
interact with the message of critical reflection on 

the field placement experience to advance social 
work education for practice.

tHe meDium: tHe online 
environment

Online learning is at the cusp of educational in-
novation, in its accessibility and flexibility as well 
as technological advances, to address a range of 
learning styles and needs. Particularly at the post 
secondary level, student demand for computers 
and Internet based approaches to education has 
reached unprecedented volume, with highly re-
fined tools and methods forming the measure for 
the satisfaction of their experiences (Aminzade 
& Pescosolida, 1999; Grauerholz, McKenzie 
& Romeo, 1999; Green & Dorn, 1999). Acces-
sibility and utility are fundamental to a student 
population that is mobile, migrant and mature in 
its expectations that educational institutions will 
deliver products and processes consistent with the 
rapidly advancing telecommunications market. 
Moreover, in the current climate of education as 
commodity, and students as consumers, optimal 
flexibility and opportunity for choice are con-
sidered basic terms of engagement as students 
survey the offerings of universities and colleges 
(Calhoun, 1999; Soley, 1999).

Incorporating electronic media in social work 
education has been a practice for almost two de-
cades, originating in part to address education and 
training needs in rural and remote areas (Stocks 
& Freddolino, 2000). The limitations of provid-
ing only on site, classroom-based, synchronized 
learning was clearly recognized as privileging 
students with the resources and means to travel 
to larger centres for their learning. In addition, 
patterns of out-migration were a concern to rural 
communities, which saw their former residents, 
now professionals, not returning to provide a 
range of helping services back at home. Social 
work programs therefore began to incorporate 
the methods of teleconferencing, audio and vid-
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eotapes, interactive television, satellite transmis-
sion, and video teleconferencing in clustered sites 
as means through which to connect students and 
faculty located in geographically separate sites. 
Today, the Internet offers unparalleled opportunity, 
speed, and capacity for the exchange of learning 
material for undergraduate, graduate and profes-
sional development learning. The Internet has 
become the basis for computer assisted learning 
and the preferred option among students. The 
appeal reflects several features. As Chalmers & 
Keown (2006) suggest,

There are three main factors that determine [the 
Internet’s] value: mixed media dissemination of 
material at high speed and volume, synchronous 
transmission to all members of a group or class 
independent of location, and the facility to respond 
to collective interests in both the original and 
subsequent contributions of the group (p. 145).

Universities and colleges today cannot but 
be influenced by the free-market based ideology 
which emphasizes accountability to the consumer 
for a product “well made” (Soley, 1999). The 
corollary for educational programs is reflected 
in the development of accreditation standards 
and bodies, which establish and then measure 
for benchmarks in curriculum planning and 
implementation, quality of instruction, operating 
policies, physical space requirements and support 
structures required to ensure quality program 
delivery (Canadian Association of Schools of 
Social Work Standards of Accreditation, 2007). 
The inclusion of computer assisted learning tech-
nologies into social work education has been met 
with scepticism, uncertainty and resistance by 
some, and enthusiasm, optimism and fascination 
by others (Siegel et. al., 1998). On the one hand 
there is concern that the preparation of student 
learners in social work must rest on face to face 
instruction, communication, teaching and evalu-
ation, in order to uphold the credibility of social 
work education and the profession. On the other 
hand, there is an emphasis on the imperative to 
offer social work education more broadly than 

diverse geographic representation can withstand 
with on site instruction only. Moreover, as the 
focus of this chapter argues, there are unique 
pedagogical benefits available through online 
education. Nonetheless, in accordance with the 
current context and climate of accountability and 
“outcome measurement”, it behoves the propo-
nents of online, Internet based education to offer 
systematic evaluation of its methods.

Systematic evaluation begins with developing 
a means to classify and categorize the efficacy 
and experiences of online learning; a framework 
through which the design and delivery of programs 
can be filtered and assessed. In the literature on 
online learning, also referred to as e-learning, such 
a framework is borrowed from the world of busi-
ness management, where, in the 1980s, researchers 
sought to understand why some organizations are 
more successful than others. The concept and 
language of critical success factors was devel-
oped to isolate and define the things that must be 
done correctly if a company is to be successful 
(Freund, 1988, cited in Selim, 2005). Adapted 
to the computer assisted learning sector, critical 
success factors are the ingredients for productive 
and positive online learning experiences and their 
inter-relation (McPherson & Nunes, 2008; Selim, 
2005). These are the small number of measur-
able and controllable requirements necessary for 
an educational program to be successful when 
delivered online. Selim (2005) makes the argu-
ment that while there is much written regarding 
Internet-based learning, scant attention has been 
paid to delineating and studying what quantifiable 
components are required to provide educational 
institutions with the feedback regarding the ef-
ficacy of their programs; essentially, a set of ac-
creditation standards for online learning.

The literature regarding the evaluation of 
online learning seems divided into two distinct 
categories. There are those studies that evaluate 
primarily for administrative considerations such 
as copyright issues, delivery platform, techno-
logical innovation and technical skill of instructor 
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(for example, Pace, 2000, cited in Selim, 2005). 
Volery & Lord (2000) similarly defined critical 
success factors as sophistication of technology, 
instructor approach and the existing technologi-
cal comfort of the student, in their assessment 
of online learning. However, other researchers 
have centred pedagogy and student experience 
as categories for consideration, with studies 
increasingly examining the collaborative social 
network developed between students and faculty 
and the resulting sense of community that can be 
developed online. For example, Benigno & Tren-
tin (2000) developed a framework for evaluating 
the efficacy of online learning which included 
measuring for the criteria of student-to-student 
interaction, meaningful support and the quality of 
the learning environment. Similarly, Soong, Chan, 
Chua & Loh (2001) include the social, collabora-
tive components of online learning when they 
list as indicators of success the “human factors” 
of mindset of faculty and students and level of 
collaboration within the class; these are in addi-
tion to technological competency and perceived 
infrastructure for technology-based learning. 
Carswell, Thomas, Petra, Price & Richards (2000), 
in a comprehensive study of the student experi-
ence at Open University, a fully online university 
in the UK, found that the central anchor for the 
student experience of online learning rested on 
responsiveness and interactivity among students 
and faculty. The research of Stocks & Freddolino 
(2000) concurs that interactivity, which includes 
feedback and opportunities for discussion, en-
hances learning outcomes.

Conrad (2005) explored the perceptions and 
experiences of learners’ sense of community by 
using both quantitative and qualitative methods. 
Using a longitudinal design, she questioned stu-
dents before they commenced online learning (thus 
tapping into their pre-conceptions), throughout 
their online engagement, and afterward, for reflec-
tions on their experiences. The study reports that 
students initially did not conceive of the uses of 
an online community and that they were focussed 

on their technological concerns at the onset of 
the course. However, these gave way to what 
Conrad refers to as “affective” considerations, as 
students increasingly emphasized their relation-
ships, interactions, and familiarity with each other. 
According to Conrad:

Learners appeared to have shifted from consider-
ing community in its external dimensions as an 
entity defined by temporarily, action and space to 
a more intuitively understood, relationship-based 
construct (p.6).

The idea of “community” is taken up by sev-
eral studies into the online learning environment 
according to the terms “community of practice, 
“community of inquiry” and “learning commu-
nity.” The concept of “community of practice” is 
identified by Lave & Wenger (1991) as a process 
through which to examine how adults learn to-
gether through their social processes, as opposed 
to overtly educational initiatives. Chalmers & 
Keown (2006) locate the community of practice 
concept within the broader framework of the 
“dialogue community” approach in education. In 
direct contrast to the “banking” concept of educa-
tion (Freire, 1972), the notion of communities of 
practice emphasizes that knowledge is constructed 
through the examination of personal and collec-
tive values, attitudes and beliefs through a shared 
social process.

Although in its pure form, communities of 
practice are self organizing systems and not housed 
in formal educational institutions, there are valu-
able insights that can be gleaned from this model 
and taken into the online post secondary setting. 
For example, while not exactly a self-organizing 
system of informal learning, status as online 
students in universities and colleges implies a 
degree of competence and capability in the subject 
area, thus differentiating from other populations 
of people. Second, and capturing the discursive 
possibilities of a learning community, students 
interact with and learn from each other by sharing 
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perspectives, completing common projects, and 
assisting each other along the learning journey. 
Through these engagements, the seeds of com-
munity can be seen to be planted. As more and 
more experiences, questions, challenges, problems 
and solutions are shared, a collective identity as 
a community can build.

An example of how the concept of communities 
of learning can be applied to the online learning 
environment is found in the research emphasis 
and findings of Cho, Gay, Davidson & Ingraffea 
(2007). Cho et. al (2007) sought to research the 
specific conditions which foster optimal com-
munication and interactivity. In so doing, they 
studied links between communication styles, so-
cial networks and learning performance in online 
courses, concluding that “learning is a social and 
collective outcome achieved through seamless 
conversations, shared practices and networks of 
social connections” (p. 310). As does the concept 
of communities of practice, these researchers seek 
to distinguish their finding from the empty vessel/
banking approach to education, wherein instruc-
tors are considered to make “knowledge deposits” 
into the minds of passive students. This approach 
underscores the epistemology, shared by the 
communities of practice concept, that knowledge 
is co-constructed through iterative processes of 
experience, reflection, sharing, and experimenting 
within a social setting. They conclude that social 
networks created and maintained online act as 
unique conduits for developing and transferring 
resources and knowledge.

Online instruction and learning built upon 
this constructivist epistemology suggests that the 
principles of adult education and of experiential 
learning are well met via methods and means of 
online learning. First, adult education principles 
of learner autonomy, responsibility, and reflection 
merge with the practical considerations of online 
delivery, wherein learners can exercise choice 
regarding when, where and how long to engage 
with the content material (Bourn & Bootle, 2005). 
Moreover, Jarvis (1995) reports greater efficacy 

in the learning of adults when teaching methods 
allow for learners to adjust pacing and comple-
tion of learning tasks. Second, nested within the 
core tenets of adult education are the experiential 
learning principles articulated by Kolb (1984) and 
Merizow (1991). Building upon John Dewey’s 
foundation that “all education comes about through 
experience” (1938, p. 25), Kolb (1984) developed 
a model which articulates that personal transfor-
mation occurs when perspectives are influenced 
through exposure to new experiences, reflection 
upon the these, and abstraction of the experiences 
taken forward into new situations. This is the 
cycle engaged in by social work students as they 
experience their field education placements, and 
the online field education seminar medium pro-
vides the conceptual and temporal space through 
which they can reflect, abstract and experiment 
for deep learning.

tHe context: tHe 
DalHouSie univerSity 
ScHool of Social Work

The Dalhousie University School of Social Work 
(SSW) has an extended history of commitment to 
social justice principles through social work educa-
tion. First, the Dalhousie SSW has long been a van-
guard for inclusion of marginalized populations 
and communities, expressed through affirmative 
action admissions policies, Indigenous-centred 
research agendas, community engagement and 
progressive scholarship. This commitment is borne 
of recognition of the history of colonization and 
racism white European settlers brought to Nova 
Scotia beginning in the 1600s. For example, the 
Mi’kmaq Nation, living since the earliest of days 
on the land now known as Nova Scotia, have been 
systematically subjugated by force, by law, and by 
‘the reach of imperialism into our heads’ (Tuhiwai-
Smith, 1999, p.23). This domination has resulted 
in the widespread obliteration of Mi’kmaq culture, 
language, heritage, with devastating effects felt 
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throughout the generations and still apparent 
today (Paul, 2006). Indigenous-centred social 
work services designed to support the reclamation 
of Mi’kmaq ways of being and ameliorating the 
damages of colonialism have been one means for 
sovereignty identified by local elders.

Beckoned by the moral imperative to increase 
the number of Mi’kmaq social workers working 
in Mi’kmaq communities and social work agen-
cies, and having offered decentralized programs 
on Cape Breton Island, Prince Edward Island, 
and New Brunswick, in 1984 forty Cape Breton 
Mi’kmaq students enrolled in a Bachelor of 
Social Work offering that combined campus and 
decentralized delivery. Over the years since that 
time, students in our campus programs continued 
to request accessible and flexible program options 
to meet their learning needs, changing demograph-
ics, and long-term social work practice goals. On 
the basis of an ideological commitment to inclu-
sion, diversity and accessibility, plus expertise in 
delivery methods and commitment to following 
through on responsiveness to students, incorporat-
ing distance delivery methods to the undergraduate 
and graduate curricula was a logical advance.

As a result, the School of Social Work at 
Dalhousie University launched national Bachelor 
and Master of Social Work programs in 2001, 
both fully accredited by the Canadian Associa-
tion of Schools of Social Work (now called the 
Canadian Association of Social Work Education). 
Both degree programs are offered on a part-time 
basis for study, in recognition of the prevailing 
student demographic of full-time employment. 
The platform WebCT was used at the launch of 
the programs, with the latest version of WebCT 
subsumed under Blackboard Learning Systems. 
Since 2001, seven cohorts of BSW and MSW 
students have been admitted, with four cohorts 
graduated since 2004. Students live in their home 
communities across the nation, from the far west 
of Victoria, British Columbia to the northern tip of 
Newfoundland to the rural north of Nunavut. The 
life experiences and exposure to the social work 

field of students range broadly, from entry level 
introduction to the profession for most Bachelor 
students, to the return of seasoned professionals 
for their graduate qualifications.

At Dalhousie, both undergraduate and gradu-
ate social work programs have a field education 
course which includes a social services agency-
based placement and participation in a concurrent 
bi-weekly seminar. Field education is regulated 
by the Canadian Association of Social Work Edu-
cation Standards of Accreditation (2007) which 
state that the objectives of field education are “the 
development...and the preparation of a profession-
ally reflective, self-evaluating, knowledgeable and 
developing social worker” (CASWE Standards of 
Accreditation, 2008, p. 9). Further, at Dalhousie, 
all curriculum, policies and procedures related to 
field education are governed by the Bachelor of 
Social Work and Master of Social Work Commit-
tees, respectively.

Field Education is a significant anchor in so-
cial work education. It is the sole course which 
is completed principally within a social service 
agency, whether in direct practice, policy develop-
ment, research and/or community mobilization, 
and as such it offers unique opportunities for the 
integration of theory and practice. Students are 
embedded in rich ideological, political, ethical 
and theoretical discussions and complex practice 
situations, which provide the focus for continuous 
critical reflection and self assessment required for 
the ongoing development of the effective social 
worker. Within the field courses, students occupy 
an inimitable position among academic structures, 
agencies, communities, and practitioners, to ana-
lyze the realities of practice and their personal 
frameworks for practice within the profession.

At the School of Social Work, field education 
is pivotal to the mission statement to “educate 
students and collaborate with others to advance 
change within the social work profession, social 
institutions and the broader society” (Dalhousie 
School of Social Work’s vision, mission and 
guiding principles can be found at www.dal.ca/
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socialwork). Our web of partnerships within Nova 
Scotia and across Canada enables a wide range of 
placement settings according to the learning needs 
and goals of our students. Further, as a school 
committed to social transformation, students in 
their field placements are primary agents through 
which the ideologies, analyses and practices of 
critical, anti-oppressive practice are taken from 
the academy into the community. In so doing, our 
social work students are in the position to influence 
the prevailing discourses across the profession 
and practicum contexts, expanding and enacting 
the messages of social change.

Social work students at both the undergradu-
ate and graduate levels of study undertake a field 
education course. Second year Bachelor of Social 
Work students have one field education course that 
runs for 550 hours. Of these, twenty-four hours 
are allotted to participation in the online seminars, 
with the remainder taken up in the placement 
agency. Master of Social Work students have one 
field education course of 450 hours, 30 hours of 
which include participation in the seminar, with 
the balance occurring in the placement agency. 
The seminar is comprised of a small group of 
10-14 students who attend concurrently with 
completion of their agency placement hours. A 
faculty person facilitates the seminars, coordinates 
regular visits to the agencies and is responsible for 
evaluation of the field course. The faculty person 
is the primary school liaison for the student. The 
Agency Field Instructor, who is the supervisor 
in the field agency, provides onsite supervision 
and instruction while the student is in the agency 
based placement.

The online field education seminar which 
accompanies the field placement provides the 
opportunity for group discussion of issues, chal-
lenges, provocations and learning encountered 
by students in the field agencies. In this setting 
students reflect on and debrief their experiences 
in their placements and seek to integrate their 
academic learning with their practice experiences. 
The structure and format is largely student led, 

with the faculty person prompting questions and 
facilitating discussion regarding the translation of 
social work theory, knowledge and skills into the 
practice setting. This seminar is often experienced 
by the students to be a central site for the articula-
tion of their evolving framework for practice, the 
constellation of ideology, theory, ethics, insights 
and skills that are honed throughout their degree 
and carried forward after their graduation. Hav-
ing a specified space to pause for thought and 
consider the integration of their academic educa-
tion with the practice based education is integral 
to the delivery of field education at Dalhousie 
SSW and a foundational component of the stu-
dent experience. In keeping with the experiential 
learning cycle of Kolb, it is in the seminar that 
students have the peer support and facilitation 
to abstract from their concrete experiences and 
consider alternatives, new ideas and insights as 
they continue on in their placements. Being in a 
peer environment can stimulate greater depths of 
this reflection, as many minds can perhaps more 
likely tease out various and diverging perspectives 
on one situation. Sharing and contrasting direct 
practice skills, analysing complex circumstances 
of people’s lives and extending the possibilities for 
advocacy on behalf of our clients are all enhanced 
when several minds are engaged.

Technological tools used to facilitate and en-
hance the social networks within the online courses 
at Dalhousie University’s School of Social Work 
draw largely on asynchronistic discussion boards 
and private email functions. In addition, the voice 
board feature allows for recorded messages, which 
can appeal to an auditory learning style as well as 
provide an alternate means for engagement, be-
yond the written text. Synchronistic text based chat 
(in the style of Instant Messaging) and voice-over 
Internet protocol (voice based chat) are options 
for students and faculty seeking to interact with 
a sense of proximity and immediacy. Finally, the 
“live classroom” option, which supports real time 
synchronistic video learning, is available for the 
online seminar, offering an option closest to the 
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onsite classroom experience. There are also per-
sonal profile pages developed by and for students 
and faculty and the capacity for streamed media, 
both audio and video.

Our distance delivery programs are national 
in scope, therefore students can benefit from 
analysing the diverse ideological and political 
contexts that are reflected across geographical 
regions. Given that social work practice is con-
structed according to ideological and political 
contexts as much as professional knowledge and 
skills (Healy, 2005), particular regional politics 
and ideologies are implicated in direct practice ap-
proaches. As the social work profession responds 
to global labour mobility, honing one’s skills in 
contextual analysis is yet another priority for 
social work education. In our distance education 
delivery, the online field education seminar fa-
cilitates experiential learning and reflection about 
the micro, mezzo and macro dynamics of social 
work practice in the local contexts of students, 
between provincial jurisdictions, and according 
to the regional disparities of policy and initiatives 
on the national stage.

For these reasons, the online seminar cor-
responds well to our school’s focus on critical 
reflection as a cornerstone of progressive, ef-
fective practice. The online environment offers 
space and time to first, consider one’s experiences 
in retrospect, outside of the actual occurrence 
of events and second, to articulate the insights 
and conceptualizations that emerge. Social 
workers regularly tell of the fast pace of their 
work, the minimal time afforded to supervision 
and the lack of structured opportunity to reflect 
on practice. The realities of shrinking human 
and financial resources, organizational changes 
and ethical pressures experienced by ever more 
complex service situations are felt directly by 
students while in their placements. The online 
seminar for social work students offers a reprieve 
from these often competing and contradictory 
demands. Indeed, the online seminar offers a 
model which can be taken into long term future 

practice, given its use of asynchronous activity 
in a self-directed design.

tHe meSSage: critical 
reflection on tHe fielD 
practicum experience

Field education courses, comprised of an agency-
based practicum and the online seminar, are a 
central component of social work education and 
a direct expression of the experiential education 
tenet of “learning by doing” (Kolb, 1984). This 
is often the opportunity that students have been 
looking forward to since their first day enrolled 
in the program; finally, a chance to try out all the 
theoretical formulations, skills, and procedures 
studied at length. The student placement in a 
community agency immerses the adult learner 
in a myriad of experiences and draws on the 
full extent of preparedness, both academic and 
practical. The online field education seminar 
facilitates conscientious reflection on the broad 
scope of experience in the interests of develop-
ing and enhancing conceptualizations of social 
issues, socio-political analysis, self awareness, 
practice skills, and understanding of ethics in 
action. Dalhousie’s orientation to field education 
understands that adult learners come with previ-
ous experiences and insights, drawing upon these 
to strengthen the linkages among social work 
education, social work practice and personal 
professional development.

As experiential learning is nested within the 
principles of adult education, the concept of critical 
reflection is further embedded within experiential 
learning. While there are divergent definitions 
circling the terms “reflection”, “reflexivity” and 
“critical reflection” (see D’Cruz, Millingham & 
Menendez, 2005 for a thorough review of the 
literature), some coherence can be found in the 
work of Fook (2002), Hick (2004) and Ife, Healy, 
Spratt & Solomon (2004). These works provide 
foundation for this chapter’s exploration of critical 
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reflection, particularly as they relate to the practice 
education experience and the online seminar. In 
this conceptual framework critical reflection is 
informed by the traditions of reflective practice, 
reflexivity, postmodernism and deconstruction, 
and critical social theory. Each of these compo-
nents is discussed below.

Reflective practice borrows from the work 
of Argyris & Schon (1974), building upon the 
premise of “reflection on action.” In this process, 
the event of note is in the past, and the social work 
student uses the incident to consider, more deeply 
than is possible in the moment, the uses of formal 
theory, the complexities of the situation, and the 
personal reactions that were engaged. This process 
is considered useful in honing practice theories that 
are responsive to context and therefore dynamic. 
Given the concern that formal theory sometimes 
becomes irrelevant or at least somewhat distanced 
from practice situations, the processes of reflective 
practice allow for analysis of the inconsistencies 
that are experienced when theories are applied.

Reflexivity refers to the ability and practice of a 
social worker or social work student to locate her/
himself in the picture of what is happening, in order 
to analyze how one’s own self influences the social 
work act. In other words, this self-critical approach 
includes understanding how one’s relationship to 
power is implicated in one’s social work practice. 
Power here is considered in accordance with the 
Foucauldian conceptualization: a component of 
individual agency, available to all through social 
performances as well as through social locations 
and social structures. This use of reflexivity aligns 
with the critical social science research traditions 
as well, in seeking to make transparent the ways 
in which we in social work can be complicit in 
oppressive relations of power, undermining the 
very emancipatory actions to which we aspire.

This analysis of power calls on postmodern 
influences, as the invoking of Foucault suggests. 
The postmodern turn on knowledge creation sup-
ports a call for social work theory that is rooted 
in practice wisdom and the subjective, interpre-

tive knowing stance. Here we see a rejection of 
the traditional tendency to value objectivity and 
distance, privileging the academic to the practice 
base of theory broadly, and in social work as well. 
Deconstructing claims to truth and veracity takes 
centre stage here, from an epistemological vantage 
point that seeks to honour the subjugated voice 
of the front line social worker.

Finally, the consciousness provided by critical 
social theory is that social structures, policies, 
laws and codes of conduct play a significant and 
concrete role in people’s lives. Notwithstanding 
an analysis of power that understands the dis-
cursive, tacit movement of influence, intention, 
performance and positioning, the emphasis on 
critical social theory makes clear that the effects 
of racism, poverty, misogyny, heterosexism and 
classism, to name only a few, are experienced as 
real and as true (Mullaly, 2007). Social workers 
need to have an analysis of these structural op-
pressions.

The process of critical reflection is one means 
through which to deconstruct the personal chal-
lenges to the political realities of the social work 
field, present in every practice encounter. Criti-
cal reflection provides a means through which 
to unpack both personal and social assumptions, 
examining their relationships to material and 
discursive power; it is a means through which to 
‘look both inwards and outwards to recognize con-
nections with social and cultural understandings’ 
(Fook, 2002, p.2). When we expose to scrutiny 
relationships of domination and oppression, which 
are structurally rooted and personally experienced, 
we may indeed be engaged in transforming the 
social structures that perpetuate inequity and 
injustice.

Clearly, this practice framework is ideologi-
cally positioned. It demands different criteria for 
the evaluation of theory and practice than that 
promoted by positivist epistemologies: it refutes 
the priority, even the capacity, of the worker to 
stand objectively outside of her own experiences 
when assessing the lives of others. It denies that 
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workers can “bracket” the assumptions and biases 
always at play in our work, and instead goes look-
ing for their influence on our choices. It does not 
shy away from the questions of how social work 
perpetuates the power differentials experienced 
by our clients seeking services. This practice 
framework asks us to grapple with the tensions 
inherent in conceiving of power as available to 
everyone, even as we see structures all around 
us that reinforce the opposite. It does not allow 
formal theories to disengage from these complexi-
ties: formal theory is interrogated according to 
the above-defined lenses of reflection, reflexivity, 
postmodern conceptions of power and truth, and 
analysis of material inequities. Formal theory left 
untouched by these processes is considered limited 
because it stands outside both social context and 
personal engagement by the worker. In contrast, 
the practice framework informed by critical re-
flection asserts that theory is only relevant when 
it is accountable to these challenges.

In this conceptualization, then, theory is rooted 
in practice experiences, personal assumptions and 
political contexts. Theory is that dynamic body 
of ever-accumulating knowledge constructed by 
the practitioner, with all layers of context, self and 
client/client system inextricably intertwined. This 
conceptualization, with its ideology and episte-
mology made clear, frames theory as practice. 
This integration of “knowing’ and ‘doing”, as 
legitimized theory development, is the precise 
focus of the online field education seminar. The 
online field education seminars provide a forum 
within which students reflect on their experiences 
in the field placement, critique the political, cul-
tural, and social contexts within which people and 
communities function, analyse the implications 
of discursive and material practices of power, and 
deconstruct their own thinking.

tHe relationSHip: HoW 
tHe meDium anD tHe 
meSSage interact

Online integrative seminars for the social work 
field placements in the Bachelor of Social Work 
and Master of Social Work degree programs at 
Dalhousie University’s School of Social Work 
have emerged as a transformational site for critical 
reflection among social work student practitioners. 
The seminars bring together student practitioners 
from across the country in multiple jurisdictions, 
practicing in a breadth of social work settings, 
to deconstruct the socio-political contexts of 
their experiences, make connections between 
the personal, the social and the political. In so 
doing they develop “skills of divergence…[the 
idea of] opening ourselves up to the ideas of oth-
ers, especially when these people provide a new 
angle of vision” (Mezirow, 1999: 369). Students 
can compare and contrast the social, political 
and ideological perspectives and realities in their 
fields of practice and dissect how these impact 
the development of their practice knowledges, 
assessment, intervention and evaluation skills, 
research agendas, and policy analyses. Exposure 
to and engagement in dialogue and critique of 
cross-regional parameters, multiple jurisdictions 
of social work practice, and diverse venues for 
social work activity results in expanded contextual 
analysis, with plentiful examples of “the realities 
of social work practice” ready for examination. 
Deborah from Prince Edward Island spoke of 
this exchange:

Sometimes I can forget about the different pres-
sures other social workers are experiencing. It can 
get easy to just pay attention to our provincial laws 
and the resources we have here. It was fascinat-
ing to hear about the new child welfare changes 
in Alberta, because we just had an inquiry here 
after a child died in care and everyone is waiting 
to see what changes will come our way. Now I 
will have something to compare to.
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Josyl from Northern British Columbia said,

Because so many of the distance students are 
already practicing in the social work field, the 
wealth of practical experience available to me is 
far superior to what I might expect on campus.... 
It has broadened my knowledge of social work in 
this country.... The bonus in online work is staying 
current with practice issues across Canada

Expanded contextual analysis available 
through the broadened community of learners 
available online merges with the imperatives of 
critical reflection, which includes the deconstruc-
tion of structurally embedded and personally 
experienced oppression. Facilitation by faculty 
anchors the processes of critical reflection, notably 
hinged on looking from the inside out and from 
the outside in, in review of social and cultural un-
derstandings of clienthood, social justice, agency 
and ethical practice.

The role of faculty in adhering to the tenets 
of critical reflection is central to the project of 
advancing deep integration of personal assump-
tions, context and practice challenges. Reading 
the literature on critical social work broadly, and 
critical reflection specifically, can be helpful to 
prepare for this role. Forming a support network 
among faculty using this pedagogical process is 
an important means through which to continue 
to hone one’s skills in the questioning pivotal to 
reflection, reflexivity and analysis of material and 
discursive power within the group. Further, mod-
elling the unpacking of assumptions can validate 
the legitimacy of this approach. Toward this end, 
faculty members are encouraged to present their 
own practice situations and identify their assump-
tions, values, beliefs, and understandings at play. 
Rochelle, a student from Alberta, commented on 
this practice by the faculty person facilitating 
the seminar:

She always asked great questions as we were try-
ing to make sense of our experiences. She also 

talked (wrote) about her own experiences as a 
social worker and wasn’t afraid to say she made 
mistakes and didn’t have the answers. One time 
she talked about her own family member and his 
right to ‘live at risk’ and that she found it really 
hard compared to how she handled that kind of 
thing with clients. It was refreshing to see a prof 
do that.

Faculty are also instrumental in establishing 
an atmosphere wherein exploration and examina-
tion of assumptions, biases, issues and actions 
can occur with due respect to the sensitivity and 
vulnerability of all involved. Here is an excerpt 
from a posting I made to the class in my role as 
faculty for the online seminar:

In much of our daily interactions, and in this 
online seminar as well, it can be easy to discuss 
issues and suggest actions without thinking about 
our assumptions. How does this happen? Well, all 
around us are the encouragements to leave the 
status quo as is; society seeks to maintain itself at 
its least critical. Yet in social work we know that as-
sumptions often serve to disadvantage particular 
individuals and groups in society. We analyze the 
dominant discourses that perpetuate discrimina-
tion and oppression. Our role is to be aware that 
disagreements, conflicts and opposing perspec-
tives might be the result of differences in hidden 
assumptions about the issue being addressed. In 
this seminar we have a great opportunity to paral-
lel critical social work practice, by surfacing and 
identifying our assumptions about the issues we 
raise here, so that discussion and analysis can be 
formed on common understandings. While I know 
that we need to feel safe in order to take a risk, 
remember that with every risky step forward, we 
create a little more safety….and on it grows.

As this excerpt suggests, the pedagogical 
congruencies between the online medium and 
the processes of critical reflection are significant. 
Students in the online seminar assert that asynchro-
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nous engagement allows for ample deliberation 
on experiences in placement, scenarios shared by 
colleagues and provocations offered in the class, 
and that this pacing encourages diligent contem-
plation and careful analysis prior to response. 
Tasha, from Alberta, said,

I tend to be a listener, taking time to process and 
integrate new information into my practice. I liked 
taking the time to consider and process my own 
feelings and reactions without pressure to respond 
immediately. I contributed to the dialogue when I 
felt that I had new information to add and appreci-
ated doing so on my own time and initiative.

As noted by Tasha, online learning responds 
to a wide variety of learning styles. The student 
who learns best by reading (“listening”) and re-
sponding right away can do so; the person who 
learns more effectively by reading (“listening”) 
and pondering at greater length and collecting 
her thoughts before scripting a response is also 
honoured. In contrast, on site classrooms tend to 
privilege the extroverted, spontaneous learner, 
leaving fewer options, or little later chance, for 
the student whose learning is not compatible with 
this format.

In addition, students report that text-based 
responses require greater conceptualization and 
articulation of their reflections than do spoken 
responses. Together, these conditions foster lay-
ered and nuanced debate and discussion within 
the seminar setting, creating an enriched learning 
community. Jeremy, from Ontario, said,

Each posting is like a mini-assignment! Which 
bugged me at first, but then I realized I had this 
great opportunity every time I go to respond, to 
really think about what I was saying, and take the 
time to word it just right.

Yasmin, from Newfoundland, concurred:

There is no way I will post something that is not 
good – I mean, not my best work. It’s kind of like 
the written word lasts longer than the spoken 
word, you know? So I am going to take my time 
and post something I can be proud of, not just 
today, but next year.

In the online environment faculty have the 
opportunity to read each posting, an experience 
distinct from the campus based settings, where 
they might circulating during small group discus-
sion time, often missing much of the discussion 
and debate among students while doing so. One 
faculty member who teaches both online and on 
site commented,

My course evaluations from on site teaching 
regularly include student frustration that I do not 
spend my time evenly among all the small groups. 
I simply cannot spread myself across several si-
multaneous discussions, yet I regret not getting 
to hear all the students weigh in on the material, 
particularly the students who are quiet in the 
larger group. But online, I can take my time, read-
ing the transcripts of the small groups, preparing 
questions or reflections that are considered, not 
rushed, and have more meaningful engagement 
with each small group than I ever could with my 
on site class.

In addition to participation in the online group 
dialogue, faculty can follow up via email with 
students regarding the content or process of the 
seminar. The literature supports that these two 
functions of online communication between stu-
dent and faculty – discussion boards and email – are 
experienced as less intimidating and threatening 
than traditional face to face communication. It 
is both preferred by students and experienced as 
more effective (Kitsantas & Chow, 2007).

The critical success factors discussed above 
prioritize consistent and authentic engagement 
between faculty and students. The work of Cho 
et. al. (2007) underscores the lesson that attention 
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to social networks is integral to the performance 
and efficacy of online learning. They note that, 
“it is not enough to implement new instructional 
technologies or collaborations, but an appropriate 
social infrastructure, i.e. social networks and prac-
tice that support desired interactions between par-
ticipants, should also be in place” (pp. 322-323). 
Their work suggests that a strong social network 
has a tangible impact on individual performance 
in learning online. Several other studies bear out 
this assertion (Conrad, 2005; Guilar & Loring, 
2008). This has indeed been the experience at the 
Dalhousie School of Social Work.

The ingredients of expanded contextual 
analysis, critical reflection, and enriched learning 
atmosphere combine within the social networking 
and interactivity features of the online medium to 
create a new message, one that offers a seamless 
interface of practice and education that is critical 
and progressive. This community of simultaneous 
learners and practitioners promises transformation 
of self, structure and social work.

future trenDS

The beacon of online learning is bright and it 
is beckoning educators to experience a manner 
of being learner centered that corresponds with 
the adult education principles of post secondary 
learning. Online learning has capacities what were 
unheard of 20 years ago, in its ability to reach 
across the globe to unite collectives of students 
invested in their academic studies and preparations 
for practice. The future lies in understanding the 
importance of developing the social alongside the 
scholarly; maintaining the “high touch” alongside 
the “high tech.” Guilar & Loring (2008) uphold the 
particular care and attention required to build an 
online community, and while they note the devel-
opment of engaging content and cost containment 
as requiring attention, they reserve a particularly 
passionate emphasis for the commitment to car-
ing and to dialogue that must be evident among 

faculty, students, staff and administrators. In the 
learning environment, faculty who act as models 
in content, in comportment and in the experience 
of feeling valued, can nurture a community of 
respectful engagement. This direction forward 
mirrors that of much scholarship on higher educa-
tion: that attention to process over concentration 
on content is the means through which meaningful 
learning occurs. The online learning environment 
requires the same diligence in this regard as does 
on site, campus based education. The early days 
saw heavy emphasis on the technological tools 
as the foundation for online learning and the 
transmission of content as the key to translation 
of knowledge. Yet the scholarly study of online 
learning has caught up, and it informs us of the 
need to attend to social networking, developing 
community, the value of connection and building 
relationships of meaning. Therein lies the future 
of online learning and all its successes.

concluSion

This chapter has reviewed the emergence and 
incorporation of computer assisted technologies 
in post secondary education generally and at the 
Dalhousie University School of Social Work in 
particular. The framework of critical success 
factors was examined for its utility in providing 
feedback on program design and delivery. In 
particular, the critical success factors related to 
social networks, reliant on the engagement student 
learners and faculty, were highlighted, given their 
relevance to the deep learning sought via critical 
reflection for social work education. Critical re-
flection was presented as offering both content and 
process for learning in social work field education 
in the online environment. Utilizing the critical 
reflection process and content in the field education 
courses, together with the expanded contextual 
analysis available through the distance learning 
format and the enhanced learning environment 
available through the online seminar, students have 
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the opportunity to transform their experiences of 
social work education and practice.
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Chapter 9

Virtual Communication for 
Field Education Placements 

in a Global Context
Linette Hawkins

RMIT University, Australia

Supriya Pattanayak
State Representative (Orissa), Department for International Development India (British High 

Commission)1

‘Learning is a treasure that will follow its owner 
everywhere’. -- Chinese proverb

introDuction

Our journey towards sustainable models for inter-
national field experience was initially coincidental. 

The steep learning curve of students and staff dur-
ing the past several years has led to policy based 
on established processes for social work students 
seeking overseas placements together with a realiza-
tion that this development has been an incremental 
process.

The partnership between a tertiary institution 
in India from which Supriya Pattanayak operates, 

abStract

Increasing reliance upon information communication technology is one of the major factors in the cur-
rent student profile which challenges the traditional concept of professional field education. In Australia 
the involvement of a growing minority of students in international field education highlights the value 
of communication via different technological methods. Drawing upon the experience of students at one 
university in Australia who undertook international placements over a three year period, with particu-
lar attention to those engaged in group placements in Orissa, India, this chapter presents the different 
placement structures and the application of ICT and pedagogical factors requiring critical attention. 
Another longer term field education challenge has been the increasing demand for human service field 
placements in an environment of decreasing resources. A common electronic data base, developed by the 
schools of social work, in one state in Australia presents an approach aimed at promoting co-operation 
in a competitive situation.
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and RMIT University in Australia where Linette 
Hawkins is a field education coordinator has 
facilitated a blending of western social work 
curriculum with significant learning experience 
in rural areas in Orissa.

Pattanayak’s involvement in lecturing, liai-
son, and international placement coordination 
at Deakin University in Victoria (Australia) and 
transference of these roles as coordinator, super-
visor and liaison officer to her home state Orissa 
provides the bridge required by undergraduate 
students from Australia.

During the early years of the past decade ad 
hoc responses to individual students seeking 
overseas placements in countries to which they 
were attracted resulted on occasions, in critical 
situations and questionable standards relating 
to issues such as student accountability, liaison, 
relationship between international experience 
and curriculum. Overshadowing all these factors 
has been the satisfactory, or otherwise, means 
of communication amongst all parties. This has 
led us to focus on the development of two of 
the four models outlined below and recognition 
of the essential complementary role of ICT for 
international placements.

context of fielD eDucation

No agreed upon concept regarding “international 
social work” has been identified in recent litera-
ture. The re-emerging possibility ‘for social work 
to play a role in international social work and social 
development’ (McDonald, 2007, p.187), as with 
social work per se, is likely to be interpreted ac-
cording to the context. How might our academic 
programs accommodate this concept to prepare 
students for placements in contexts which are 
sometimes oppositional to that from which they 
come? Whilst various forms of ‘international’ 
social work have been identified which draw 
upon social work ‘professional expertise’ (Healy, 
2001) the more likely auspices for our student 

placements in countries in transition to date have 
been in ‘community development’ contexts par-
ticipating in environments and programs in new 
ways which may fit uncomfortably with their 
Australian social work. How might we prepare 
students for ‘the development of practices that are 
relevant in local contexts’ to graduate, after a short 
period of time (seventy days) as a “development 
practitioner” ?(Gray, 2005, p.236).

Pettys et al (2005) promote an intensive and 
extensive pre-departure program encompassing 
the geography, politics, economics and social 
orientation of the placement destination. From 
our experience we would also recommend that 
special attention be given to student understand-
ing of gender relations and other social clas-
sifications in different contexts. Each group of 
students on placement in India has indicated that 
they are quite challenged by these. The most 
recent reactions were highlighted by the critical 
incident reports of some students after their visit 
to an non-government organization (NGO) which 
provides shelter to trafficked women. Gender 
also impacts significantly on what tasks male and 
female students can and cannot undertake in the 
field. Boyle et al, Tesoriero and Rajaratnam (1999) 
focus on student preparation for group placements, 
the group being an important source of support 
‘during the ongoing stress of engaging intensely 
with another culture’ (p.211). Commenting on 
international student exchanges between Malaysia 
and Australia, Martin and Ling (2008) stress the 
importance of attending to students’ physical, 
psychological and social needs to reduce levels 
of stress and anxiety and support students to make 
the necessary adaptations and adjustments to the 
new culture and learning environment. They also 
highlight the importance of preparation for the 
return home to assist with settling back into the 
home university and culture. They contend that 
’all of these activities support cultural adjustment, 
academic performance, personal development 
and overall enjoyment of the exchange experi-
ence’ (p.11).
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Pettys et al (2005) identified six methods of 
preparation and orientation for students engag-
ing in international placements, components of 
which are:

• special orientation seminars;
• a series of regular orientation sessions prior 

to departure;
• one-on-one interviews;
• audio-visual materials and reading;
• university language classes; (and)
• region-specific academic classes.

WHat iS Social Work 
fielD eDucation?

Whereas field work has always had an important 
place in student assessment for human services 
programs, “work-integrated- learning” is becom-
ing a curriculum requirement in both generic and 
vocational courses in many tertiary institutions 
in Australia. Alongside the human services in-
dustry and community needs for multi-skilling 
and multidisciplinary workers, the recognition 
of occupationally specific roles and responsi-
bilities is promoted by universities, professional 
associations, unions and a diversity of vested 
interest groups. Within this context the profes-
sional organization, the Australian Association 
of Social Work in conjunction with social work 
practitioners and lecturers stipulate certain charac-
teristics to which student placements in Australia 
or another country must adhere. In this chapter we 
consider ICT as a tool, ancillary to the practicum/
learning experience, but an integral component 
in maintaining student access to resources, com-
munication with peers and dialogue with staff at 
the home university.

Research (Rai, 2004; Skolnik et al, 1999) 
indicates that field education is an essential part 
of social work education worldwide. Its primary 
purpose is to help students to integrate theory and 
practice. In most countries the standard framework 

is set by a national professional body situated out-
side the teaching institutions. Mandatory require-
ments include supervision by a field instructor and 
liaison by the School. In summary a successful 
field education program requires suitable place-
ments, experienced supervisors, adequate time 
and ongoing interaction between the field and 
university (Rai, 2004, p. 214).

In Australia field education is regarded as 
supervised experiential learning, linking and 
reflecting upon the relationship between theory 
and practice. A similar concept applies to field 
education in India where it is defined as “an 
integral part of the training in Social Work and 
is intended to develop in the student the skills, 
attitudes, values and personality characteristics 
necessary for a professional social worker”(Stella 
Maris College, par.8). It is a process which is 
sequential and incremental. An integral and criti-
cal component, often omitted from the literature, 
is the ongoing evaluation, primarily by the field 
instructor, leading to final assessment, confirmed 
by the University, which makes the ultimate 
decision about the satisfactory performance, or 
otherwise of the student.

Unlike other academic courses which may 
be fully accessed on-line the factors comprising 
field education make it highly dependent upon 
people resources in a diversity of roles. In addi-
tion to the field instructor these may include task 
supervisors, the university field coordinator and 
the liaison person.

international placementS

Economic globalization, the changing political 
climate, the growing use of ICT, demographic 
shifts and the changing nature of social service 
agencies (Reisch & Jarman-Rohde, 2000) are 
factors impacting upon the culture of universi-
ties and student profile. In Australia, teaching 
institutions from secondary schooling upwards 
are actively marketing their programs interna-
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tionally. Internationalization of student study 
plans is also promoted through avenues such as 
exchange scholarships, international internships 
and study tours.

What motivates students to opt for international 
placements? Is it the attraction of exotic places, the 
desire to travel, an interest in eventually working 
in countries in transition or the ambition to become 
involved with large international non government 
organisations such as the United Nations? Should 
student motivation be taken into account in placing 
students far a field? And if so, by what means? 
Over the past three years alongside the desire to 
travel and to experience alternate personal growth 
the major reasons given in their written application 
to undertake international placements by social 
work students at RMIT University were to im-
prove their access to future employment in other 
countries and for learning experience in another 
culture. Some students hoping to work interna-
tionally saw a need for a greater understanding 
of international/ community development and its 
relationship with social work. A small number of 
our students each year, in our experience, require 
specific individual plans to negotiate field experi-
ence in their country of origin.

Our awareness of rising student requests for 
overseas placements through involvement as 
field education co-ordinators in two social work 
programs in Australia has led us to ponder the 
implications for field education in contexts very 
different to the origins of living and learning, if 
one acknowledges that social work is primarily 
contextually defined.

Literature ranges from simplistic to sophisti-
cated arguments, the majority of articles relating 
to international placements of social work schools 
in the United States of America. Boyle et al (1999) 
see the cultural immersion of students in Mexico 
accomplished by “staying”, “speaking”, “visiting” 
and “attending” (1997, p.204). The major focus 
of articles is the relationship and implications of 
international placements to overall social work 

curriculum (Tesoriero & Rajaratnam, 2001; 
Abram, Slosar & Walls, 2005; Pawar, 2000; 
Johnson, 2004). Mamphiswana and Noyoo (2000) 
refer to the need to change the Western curriculum 
they inherited to one more relevant to local social 
work students. Outlines of different models for 
providing international placements upon which we 
have drawn are those documented by Tesoriero 
and Rajaratnam, Pettys et al (2005), Moore and 
Collins (2002) and Cornelius and Greif (2005).

Wehbi (2008) categorizes literature about 
international placements to date in three main 
areas: ‘descriptions of international placement 
programs, the links between cultural competence 
and placements and students’ experiences upon 
their return from placement’ (p.50). To these we 
add a fourth dimension which we address later in 
this chapter. Increased writing has focused upon 
ICT as an instrument in bridging the distance 
between students in another country or in isolated 
local locations.

In reviewing student exchanges Razack (2002) 
presents several challenges to international place-
ments generally. Whilst acknowledging the signifi-
cant knowledge gained from a different cultural 
context the earlier impressions of some students 
during and upon return from their placement in 
countries in transition gave support to Razack’s 
view that a ‘deeper enquiry into our complicity in 
maintaining our privileged locations in the north is 
not usually emphasized’ (p.252). Midgley (1997) 
describes how exchanges were welcomed between 
industrialized and “developing” nations initially, 
but with increasing independence in former 
colonized countries these unilateral exchanges are 
being questioned. A preferred model is exchanges 
where there is a genuine partnership and exchange 
effort with students from both universities par-
ticipating in the exchange with this supported in 
university policies and procedures and adequate 
resource allocation (Martin & Ling, 2008).
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ict anD local fielD eDucation

An increased number of social work student en-
rolments, agency concerns regarding rising and 
repetitive demands for field places, spaces and 
social worker supervision in the early nineties led 
to the development of an electronic data base aimed 
at addressing the conflicts and tensions associated 
with the then four social work schools in Victoria 
(Australia) competing for placements, resulting 
in the establishment of the Combined Schools of 
Social Work Network (CSSW). Since its origin 
the Combined Schools of Social Work data base 
has developed into a comparatively sophisticated 
system, the starting point for organizing and ad-
ministering placements for the current six social 
work schools in Victoria. The system provides an 
integrated and cost efficient method for dealing 
with a reasonable proportion of organizations 
which contribute to the field education component 
of social work programs.

Principles of the Network are based on core 
social work values which promote: equal access 
to quality field placements for all schools; agency 
rights to privacy (minimizing outside requests for 
placements) and cooperation between all schools 
and participating agencies. A strong commitment 
to these principles is reflected in the importance 
placed on the processes and active participation 
of each University’s Field Education staff. As 
with any shared data system complexities arise 
from the multitude of players contributing and 
responding to the system. This electronic data base 
is maintained and sustained by the interactions, 
dialogue and camaraderie associated to a consider-
able degree with intermittent face to face interac-
tion. It is certainly through these processes that 
other significant outcomes have been achieved. 
Examples of this collaboration include:

A website with the curriculum and • field 
education profiles of each social work 
school;

Regular combined supervisor workshops • 
(beginner and advanced);
A common student • field education assess-
ment framework for state-wide application 
in conjunction with the national profes-
sional association;
Negotiation with major placement pro-• 
viders regarding equitable distribution of 
placements; (and)
Access to placements with other schools • 
overseas partners, including shared pre- 
departure briefings.

Whilst above we highlight the importance of 
face-to-face contact to sustain the CSSW system 
we acknowledge that some of the above functions 
may be replaced by ICT strategies in the future. 
An example of this is the development by another 
Australian University (Charles Sturt University), 
in conjunction with a network of other major 
players, of a national, on-line program to train 
supervisors who take social work and human 
services students for their practicum. Although 
initially targeted towards workers in rural and 
isolated regions, unable to access current face to 
face supervision training primarily provided in 
metropolitan centers, one foresees interest from 
human service practitioners Australia wide who, 
out of necessity, convenience or preference will 
choose to acquire supervisory qualifications/ 
recognition online.

The reduced time “on campus” students now 
spend at university results in greater dependence 
upon website/ online access to procedures and 
pro formas comprising the different stages of 
field education together with the opportunity for 
“chat groups” through a distance learning system 
whilst in the field for extensive periods (one hun-
dred and forty days over two years). Face to face 
contact with RMIT University via liaison visits 
and integrative seminars was complemented by 
the opportunity for students on their first place-
ment to access a web-enabled discussion board. 
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Approximately two thirds of the students in the 
class engaged in field education for the first time 
used this at different stages during their placement. 
Some students continued to use this as a method 
of communication with peers after placements 
finished. This discussion board has now become 
an integral, albeit fairly informal, component of 
the field program, a method for sharing and de-
briefing as well as social networking.

By providing students during international 
placement access to on-line discussion, we ob-
serve that students benefit from sharing issues 
and concerns. Other outcomes of the discussions 
as observed by field education staff at Deakin 
University, a rurally located university in Victoria, 
Australia, may be input from each other regarding 
different projects and stimulation and feedback 
about potentially publishable ideas (Maidment, 
2006). As coordinator of international field 
education for distance mode students at Deakin 
University (2005-2007), Pattanayak tailored ICT 
to the needs of the students developing innovative 
approaches to cater to this population. In lieu of 
face to face pre-placement workshops, teaching 
material was electronically forwarded to a group 
of distance education students followed by three 
half day teleconference sessions. However, often 
the practical exercises become a casualty in this 
process no matter what effort is put in by the field 
educators to incorporate these in the on-line ap-
proaches. ICT inputs are as good as participants 
adherence to its requirements. As the choice 
for distance education was governed by factors 
other than acquiring a qualification, the presence 
of students for a teleconference itself indicated 
a high level of commitment to learning. It was 
also found that ICTs were increasingly used in 
discussions with potential supervisors and liaison 
persons internationally to clarify the expectations 
of students and universities, the curriculum, prac-
tice standards and codes of ethics.

The use of the university’s electronic Dis-
tributed Learning System (DLS) was found to 
be extremely valuable. The structured direction, 

which involved specific thematic questions and 
case studies being posted, provided to the dis-
cussions on DLS at the University meant that 
some students participated more than others. One 
student who did not contribute to the discussion 
on-line reported:

I found the discussion extremely useful….
mostly I agreed with the comments/ critiques of 
others and had little to add, but it has helped me 
clarify and conceptualize better….therefore I make 
it a point to review all the postings each week.

The unintended benefits can be far greater than 
anticipated in this mode of learning.

ict anD international 
fielD eDucation

What motivates students is a key to understanding 
the desire for international placements. Globaliza-
tion, the interconnectedness of communities and 
societies leading to the blurring of boundaries, 
and the compression of time and space has meant 
that there is a greater demand for international 
placements. Students consider the ability to criti-
cally analyze and compare and contrast different 
elements of theory and practice that is context 
specific as giving them an edge over others in this 
highly competitive global marketplace.

It is in this context that a partnership has 
emerged between an Australian University (RMIT 
University) and an Institution in India, the Cen-
turion School of Rural Enterprise Management 
(CSREM) which has been to the mutual benefit 
of all partners and has been in many cases a test 
for the ICT technologies in field education. Over 
the past six years several groups of students from 
three universities (part of the CSSW network) have 
been in field placement arrangements in India, 
initially in a very ad hoc manner. With the pas-
sage of time more structure has been provided to 
the program. Pattanayak’s collaboration with the 
CSSW network, in various capacities, eventuated 
in placements for students in Orissa, India.
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A brief introduction to Orissa may be useful 
at this point, in endeavoring to understand not 
only the difficulties in the use of ICT but also the 
differences between the practice of social work/ 
community development in the field and the ac-
cess issues for students to ICT. Orissa, a state on 
the eastern coast of India is resource rich however 
48% of its approximately 38 million population 
live below the official poverty line. 16% and 22% 
of its population belongs to the scheduled caste 
and scheduled tribe categories respectively. These 
categories are acknowledged by the Constitution 
of India and have entitlement to positive discrimi-
nation because of their historical marginalization. 
Due to the remoteness of various regions in the 
state, large pockets of the population (the erstwhile 
Koraput-Bolangir-Kalahandi districts) have little 
access to services and are socially excluded.

Where the state has proved to be ineffective 
in the provision of services, NGO’s and private 
sector agencies have stepped in to fill the gap. 
It is in this context, that the Centurion group of 
Institutions (CGI) have come into existence in a 
remote district of Orissa. Their main objective is 
to provide opportunities to the excluded popula-
tions to gain access to quality education at dif-
ferent levels, extending from primary through to 
tertiary education. It is with the CGI that RMIT 
University (Victoria, Australia) has developed a 
partnership for social work field education. CGI 
also collaborate with local institutions (state and 
non-state) in pursuit of their objective. Two such 
collaborating local NGO’s (BREDS and Velugu 
Association) provide placement experience from 
Australia. While the two NGO’s are actually lo-
cated in the neighboring state of Andhra Pradesh 
they share similar demographics.

The experience of total isolation associated 
with the remoteness of this region has led us to 
acknowledge the importance of students partici-
pating in group placements in Orissa rather than 
individual field experience. Remoteness also 
meant that the ICT services provided mainly by 
the state provider are limited. With the entry into 

the market of private providers, the situation has 
improved considerably. The Institutional partner 
in Orissa, CSREM has made an effort to put in 
place ICT services to enable students to access 
their university for academic information and 
resources, liaison and supervision and also to use 
e-mail, google talk and skype to communicate with 
their personal and professional support networks. 
CSREM has a designated computer laboratory 
for students on international placements with 
24hour Internet connectivity. There is also regu-
lar telephone contact with supervisor and liaison 
person. Where students possess mobile phones, 
they have been effectively used, especially to seek 
immediate clarifications. Further, the Institution 
has put in place audio/ video conferencing fa-
cilities for the purposes of teaching, supervision 
and liaison which will benefit the next group of 
students. However, these facilities have had dif-
ferential benefits for students depending on the 
NGO in which they are placed (primarily due to 
the distance).

There is another limitation posed to the ex-
pectations of students and universities. The prac-
titioners of social work/ community development 
in the field in Orissa are less dependent on ICT’s 
and draw attention to how they contrast with the 
aspirations of communities as well as the self 
reliance that the practitioners are attempting to 
achieve with these communities. There is a lot of 
sharing of scarce resources within and between 
organizations and therefore organizations do not 
invest heavily in ICT infrastructure. CSREM has 
stepped in to bridge this gap.

moDelS of international 
fielD eDucation anD ict

Experiential learning is an integral part of hu-
man service education through structured group 
interactions and field education. While face-to-
face contact is the focus, if not the foundation of 
human services field education across all human 
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services field education programs, this is being 
challenged by the increasing preference of students 
for various means of communication alternate to 
the traditional telephone, face to face interview 
and group seminars. The amount, type and means 
of communication required by the increasing num-
ber of students undertaking overseas placements 
provide visible indicators of this. Tesoriero and 
Rajaratnam (2001) acknowledge the importance 
of regular ongoing communication in a variety 
of ways ancillary to, as well as in support of, the 
on-site supervision.

The four models of international field education 
experience identified by Pettys (2005) in a study 
of twenty-one schools of social work in the United 
States provides a useful framework for reflecting 
upon the use of ICT with overseas students from 
RMIT University between 2005 and 2008. These 
four models are the:

1.  Independent/ one-time placement model;
2.  Neighbor-country model;
3.  On-site model; (and)
4.  Exchange/ reciprocal model.

Each of these models is considered below.

1. independent/ one-time placement

This model, regarding the placement of an indi-
vidual student in a host agency is ‘usually driven 
by student interest and/ or experience in a specific 
geographic region’ (Pettys et al, 2005, p.282). In 
RMIT’s program this applies predominantly to 
students keen to use their placement as grounds 
for return to their country of origin. Our approval 
for this is conditional upon the student having 
strong family connections and supports in that 
country as well as access to an agency with avail-
able professional supervision during placement. 
Such was the case for a student on placement in 
South America who had previous travel experience 
there as well as a command of the local language. 
The student’s communication skills, assessed by 

her supervisor as ‘excellent, in both spoken and 
written Spanish’ (Final Report, 2006) enabled 
her to carry out a much needed qualitative evalu-
ation of the non government organization which 
worked primarily in maternal and child health. 
Considerable individual briefing was provided pre 
and post placement. Regardless of the supervision 
and support provided in-country the expectation 
of regular communication with the home school 
has been clearly stated in student feedback.

In the past at RMIT University, we have ap-
proved other placements of similar nature arising 
from a lecturer’s connections for the “one-time” 
learning opportunity in another country (e.g. 
Zambia, Cambodia). Given the nature of this 
model students in this category may not be sub-
jected to the same pre-placement procedures or 
pre-departure briefings.

Accessing and negotiating an appropriate 
organization for students seeking return to their 
country of origin may be time consuming for 
all parties. Planning for the placement in South 
America was facilitated by one of the student’s 
relatives who worked in human services in that 
country. A contrast to this is finding an appropriate 
venue for a student returning to Ethiopia for her 
final placement. Contacts through International 
NGOs and informal academic networks were 
discouraging. The unforeseen opportunity arose 
whilst one of the field education coordinators was 
scanning the e-mailed Newsletter of a Global Hu-
man Rights Network and found an advertisement 
for a project worker with a local community orga-
nization working with women in Addis Ababa, an 
area of particular interest to the student. A speedy 
response came from the Newsletter editor to the 
request for contact details.

2. neighbor-country model

The “neighbor-country” model which involves 
links ‘with social work programs which were 
geographically located close to an international 
border’ (Pettys et al, 2005, p.283) refers in the 
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United States to countries such as Mexico or 
Canada where the students were often returning 
as citizens or residents of the neighboring country 
to do their placement. In Australia this applies to 
countries in the Asia Pacific region some of which 
attract a greater student interest than others, be-
ing countries in the spotlight owing to political 
unrest and a high refugee population (e.g. East 
Timor, Thai Burma border). Factors inhibiting 
the organization of placements in some of the 
neighboring countries (Asia Pacific) may relate 
to the level of safety rating issue by the Foreign 
Affairs Department/ Government or access to 
appropriate resources for accommodating and 
supervising students.

One student on placement in Cambodia relied 
heavily upon the extended role of her supervi-
sor, a former university staff member; access to 
telephone and Internet being less unreliable in 
isolated areas in rural Cambodia where the student 
was located.

3. on-Site model

This third model identified by Pettys et al (2005) 
is based upon an adjunct faculty member in the 
host country who is delegated to the supervisory 
and sometimes liaison roles. Our example of 
this model is coordinated by Pattanayak who has 
hosted groups of students in India during the past 
few years. In contrast with the American model 
which places attention on student screening and 
selection we have found the pre-departure brief-
ing program a more appropriate method which, 
on a few occasions has resulted in student with-
drawal from the international placement program. 
An important early link with students has come 
from Pattanayak’s participation each year in one 
of the pre-departure briefings in Australia. Her 
continuing relationship with the University staff 
has helped to address the isolation and limited 
ICT access of students for certain periods dur-
ing placement in pairs in rural villages in India. 
Students were placed in pairs with two different 

organizations in isolated rural villages. Telephone 
liaison was therefore limited to occasions when 
students returned to the city where Pattanayak 
resided, and where group and individual supervi-
sion was mostly provided.

The ICT methods used for international field 
education, in addition to printed information packs 
and additional reading material, in this instance 
were; telephone/ teleconferencing, Internet access 
the university library and peer communication via 
computer and mobile phone. While previously 
there was greater reliance on teleconferencing, 
video conferencing, using skype, is planned for 
the near future.

One student reported that:

The Internet … has been really important to 
my placement…. as it’s an important source of 
information to back up field learning and more 
importantly a link to home. I don’t think the previ-
ous group of students used Internet or other things 
as much as I do.

The web has been used as a great source of 
information in the remote locations where stu-
dents are on placement as well as a link to the 
outside world. Information to support various 
pieces of work students are pursuing as part of 
their placement is also sourced from the Internet. 
For example, legislations involved in the forma-
tion and functioning of NGO’s, case studies of 
similar programs being undertaken in different 
parts of the country and the world and the lessons 
learnt, background material on local issues such 
as trafficking, to name a few are often quoted by 
students.

Where students have possessed mobile phones 
they have been able to contact their supervisors 
and liaison persons when required besides keeping 
in touch with families. To date it seems that the 
use of mobile phones has been under explored 
and under utilized, especially SMS.

Our findings are consistent with the American 
experience, of students benefiting from greater 
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learning in more secure environments than in the 
contexts referred to in the previous two models. 
This on-site partnership model is the most appro-
priate structure for addressing the complexities 
associated with overseas placements. However 
given the fluid nature of community development 
contexts, specific learning goals may sometimes 
only be identified once the student is situated there 
and engaged in dialogue regarding appropriate or 
otherwise experience presenting at that time.

Valuable examples of on-site models developed 
by two other universities in Australia provide 
placements for students in the Philippines and 
India. The Philippines on-site field provision 
is through partnership of another university in 
Victoria (La Trobe University) with a large non 
government organization which auspices an in-
ternational student unit for students from several 
countries. Philanthropic resources have enabled 
the university to send a group of students each 
year to this agency, exposing them to a diversity of 
services and programs based on a developmental 
approach in another culture.

A structure for students to acquire intercultural 
competence, prior to and during placement, in 
India with a rural non government organization 
working from a primary health care model situation 
in South India has been developed by Tesoriero 
and Rajaratnam. The partnership between one 
of the universities in South Australia and a large 
community health complex has extended to joint 
engagement in research and consultancy with the 
sharing of expertise ‘at national and international 
levels’ (Tesoriero, p.130).

Tesoriero and Rajaratnam (2001) acknowledge 
the importance of regular ongoing communica-
tion in a variety of ways, ancillary to, as well as 
in support of the on-site supervision. Their model 
provides guidelines for regular communication. 
Students are assigned a mentor and a supervisor 
to whom they are accountable and report regularly 
in each project. The university provides weekly 
phone communication for reflection and review 
of their social work practice and strategies. In 

addition, students submit and receive feedback 
through e-mail on a regular analysis of their 
practice (pp.37-8).

4. exchange model

Pettys et. al. (2005) views the fourth model, the 
“exchange model” as ‘the most intensive and 
demanding on the home university, both in terms 
of faculty time and university funding’ (p.284). 
RMIT’s partnership for student exchange with uni-
versities in two neighboring countries, Malaysia 
and the Philippines provides a particularly viable 
model for our social work students. Consultation 
by phone and e-mail, regarding potential place-
ments begins before students depart Australia. 
The home university is responsible for in-country 
orientation, placement referral, liaison, access to 
University resources and ancillary support. A value 
of this model is that dependence upon communica-
tion with the home school is primarily by e-mail 
and phone. The exchange is reciprocal and in this 
sense a genuine exchange partnership is entered 
into. The partnership between the universities has 
developed beyond the exchanges to include staff 
exchange and joint research. Visits by staff to 
these countries, with meetings and briefings with 
prospective students, have been well received and 
seen as a sign of the commitment of the universities 
to work together in mutual partnership.

Like Razack (2002) we have found, in engag-
ing in the exchange model, that ‘All students, 
even those with initial difficulties around culture 
shock and language differences, reported that 
their placements were innovative and challeng-
ing’ (p.260).

Attention to the advantages brought about by 
increasingly sophisticated ICT risks prioritizing 
the “medium” above the “message”. The questions 
we pose are two-fold. Firstly regarding the nature 
of learning that takes place in these contexts. How 
might it be comparable with learning standards 
expected of a placement locally? Secondly, should 
we, and if so how might we understand the effect 
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of student presence upon the communities with 
which they engage?

Whitmore and Wilson (1997) propose a set 
of principles for field education partnerships for 
countries in transition. These include:

non-intrusive collaboration;• 
mutual trust and respect;• 
a common analysis of what the problem • 
is;
a commitment to solidarity;• 
equality in the relationships; (and)• 
an explicit focus on process and the impor-• 
tance of language.

These principles are demonstrated by the peo-
ple and institutions responsible for the placements 
provided in the models in India, Malaysia and the 
Philippines. The on-site and exchange placement 
models for Australian students in countries in tran-
sition, contextualize students in ways which are 
distinctly different from placements at home. This 
is reflected in the formal placement experience as 
well as overall life experience. Students in India 
in 2008 acknowledged the great assistance they 
had from the natural resources specialist who gave 
them an insight into her role while also discussing 
the importance of organic farming techniques; 
and the gender specialist who also accompanied 
them to the field and explained on site many of 
the complexities in gender relations which would 
have otherwise posed a number of questions for 
the students of the agency both on and off the 
field. From a more personal perspective certain 
forms of cultural inclusion, interpreted sometimes 
as cultural conformity during time away from 
placement have challenged some students.

international 
placement policy

Placements carried out through the on-site model 
and that of the partnership exchange program are 

considered the more effective frameworks by all 
parties, with the exception of some instances of the 
independent/ one-time placement models which 
“fits”, albeit unpredictable. Our field education 
policy, reviewed annually to take account of any 
contextual changes offers these models as the 
major options for students seeking international 
placements. Overarching this social work specific 
policy is the RMIT University “global passport” 
policy regarding international study. In summary 
the policy for social work field placements in 
other countries states that placements may be 
undertaken:

In conjunction with a university with • 
which we have or are developing a partner-
ship or in a country where we have strong 
links with staff in an organization (on-site 
model); or
A tertiary institution which provides struc-• 
ture for accommodating students holisti-
cally (exchange/ partnership model); or
In the student’s country of origin where • 
there are family supports, qualified social 
work field instructors and student speaks 
the local language; or
In a country where student has strong per-• 
sonal reasons for engaging in placement 
(e.g. previous volunteer/work experience 
and strong links with the host organization 
which can provide social work supervi-
sion) (independent/ one-time placement 
model).

Approval is also conditional upon supervision 
and liaison being available from appropriately 
qualified local staff (social workers) who have 
at least two years’ experience and are eligible 
for membership of the professional social work 
association in the country where the placement 
is undertaken.

Students planning an overseas placement 
should be able to articulate what they need to 
learn on placement in another country in terms of 
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social work knowledge and skills. They must be 
able to say why this experience in another culture 
is appropriate in terms of acquiring the required 
knowledge and skills. Moreover students must be 
financially capable of funding their travel, accom-
modation and living expenses whilst on placement 
overseas. Similarly adequate RMIT University 
social work/ field education staff resources are 
essential to negotiate and maintain appropriate 
contact with all parties during the placements.

Further complexities arise when students may be 
required to carry out additional course work while 
on placement. Both access to information for their 
course work as well as access to discussion and 
course material is an issue where connectivity is a 
problem. In 2006, students expressed great frustra-
tion at their inability to access both the university 
discussion board as well as quality information to 
supplement their learning from the field.

ict application for 
international placementS

Our experience confirms the need for a well 
conceptualized policy/ road map for ICT in inter-
national placements. However, this may require 
some resources invested both by the university 
and other partners. Web based technologies can 
be further used so as to enable all stakeholders to 
communicate better.

Clearly some of the steps involved would be 
that:

Students have to think through their mo-• 
tivations for an international placement, 
identify what are the skills/ knowledge and 
resources they bring to the placement, ar-
ticulate what they need to learn and fulfill 
the requirements based on checklists prior 
to departure: part of this may be to gather 
adequate information about the placement 
and various programs that a recipient coun-
try may have.

The information packs to the partner-• 
ing agencies which need to precede stu-
dents’ placement should be sent on-line 
by the University well before the student 
placement.
Supervision and liaison requirements to be • 
communicated to the agency such that suit-
able facilities, whether telephone, Internet 
or designated videoconferencing can be 
made available when required.
The use of mobile phones and SMS to be • 
explored further.
Internet facilities to be made available • 
to students while on placement and web 
based discussion groups set up on arrival 
of students, if not prior to arrival.
Protocol to be established for communica-• 
tion in case of emergencies.

ICT is as beneficial as the system allows it to 
be. In rural areas often there are power failures 
and this would mean that there may be interrup-
tions to supervisory/ liaison/ discussion sessions 
in progress. Efforts are made by the institution to 
have backup electricity generation systems but 
this may also take time or fail in some instances 
for a variety of reasons (for example fuel, miss-
ing operator, and such other factors). The Internet 
facilities in some isolated rural areas in Orissa, 
India have not stabilized and in many places 
there are still dial up facilities which may be very 
slow and may continually disconnect; this is a 
frustrating experience. Broadband connectivity 
is proving to be a very useful service provided in 
some of these locations. The technology available 
with an agency in a rural area may be obsolete 
by standards in Australia and therefore students 
with their knowledge of current technology may 
not be able to operate them.

In contrast, students on exchange placement 
in Malaysia and the Philippines benefited from 
being situated in urban agencies involved in 
international issues and projects for which they 
had reasonably sophisticated ICT equipment. 
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Similarly the university auspicing them enabled 
students to maintain contact with local university 
support staff.

Our experience confirms that of Panos (2005) 
who, through his work with international stu-
dent placement programs has identified onsite 
supervision as essential. He promotes the use of 
videoconferencing for students on placement in 
remote or isolated locations to provide supervision 
during placements to complement and support that 
of the host agency. The use of video-conferencing 
for supervision of students on international place-
ments was effective in overcoming students’ 
feelings of isolation. Similarly students’ abilities 
to use ICT tools in forming support groups, was 
identified as a valuable tool for informal com-
munication. However sparse attention has been 
given in literature to date to the costs associated 
with ICT. Whilst universities, at least those in 
Western countries, are placing high priority on 
learning by alternate flexible modes investment of 
this nature is often not feasible for local agencies 
in countries in transition.

aSSociateD factorS

From our experience with a diversity of overseas 
placement models key factors can be categorized 
into organizational and legal, educational and 
personal.

organizational and legal Structure

Clear contracts for all parties need to be negotiated 
prior to departure, documenting accountability 
which, especially in countries in transition, extends 
beyond the education/ learning plan. Where part-
nerships have been negotiated all involved need an 
understanding of the nature of the partnership and 
the students place in this. Issues of accountability, 
responsibility and duty of care carry a meaning 
which extends beyond that of placement agencies 
in the home country. This holds true irrespective 

of whether or not there is a partnership between 
the University and host organization. For example 
what are the implications for supervisors and the 
accountability of students who may be located 
with an organization in a rural setting where sur-
vival may be dependent upon familiarity with the 
local culture? Also students sometimes express a 
curtailment of their liberty when the NGO restricts 
their movement on their own, but as part of their 
duty of care, the NGO may consider it a risk to 
the security of the students to allow the students 
to venture out on their own. Besides, NGO’s have 
expressed that it is a matter of their reputation as 
well which is at stake.

Our experience has indicated blurred bound-
aries regarding responsibility and liability in 
several instances when students are located in 
other countries. For example when phoning to 
arrange an appointment for telephone liaison with 
a student who had been “driven by interest to a 
country of her choice” in Europe (an example of 
the independent/ one-time placement model) we 
learnt that the student was on vacation in another 
country. The routine procedure in Australia is to 
advise the university when taking time out from 
placement. When the student is overseas should 
this accountability be formally delegated to the 
agency? Does the agency assume this respon-
sibility on behalf of the university? Indirectly 
related to this is the place of “associate” group 
members. In the past with group placements added 
complexities have arisen with the unannounced 
accompaniment or arrival of a friend or partner 
of one of the group.

Overarching these issues is the question 
about the extent to which the university should 
be expected to care for and cater to international 
students’ needs and wants. University policies 
in Australia must take account of the legislation 
governing those coming to Australia as interna-
tional students. For Australian students in other 
countries the situation may vary according to the 
institution accommodating them and the socio-
political and national security situation of that 
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country. Australian students on recent placement 
under the exchange model in the Philippines ex-
pressed some reticence regarding the “watchful 
eye” of the local “parent” university. In contrast 
the observation and experience of their field 
coordinator during a visit to the country resulted 
in an appreciation of this “protection” and reas-
surance of preventive measures regarding two 
more students soon to begin placements there 
on exchange. This observation was shared with 
the next two exchange students to that country, 
preparing them for this situation and raising their 
awareness of the benefits in relation to the vulner-
ability of students as “foreign female” visitors and 
the risks to which they may be exposed.

educational

In 2008 students at RMIT University who were 
planning overseas placements attended five brief-
ings, totaling about fifteen hours, and spanning 
a period of approximately eight months at these 
briefings. Former and current lecturers with inter-
national development experience and a wealth of 
wisdom as student teachers and supervisors shared 
knowledge about core international community 
development concepts and facilitated a journey of 
critical reflection upon student motivation, values 
and aspirations.

All teaching parties have assessed this most 
recent overseas group placement to India as the 
smoothest, least problematic and most education-
ally significant to date. Whilst learning from previ-
ous feedback and observation about the need for 
organized access to ICT and a clearer understanding 
of the different roles, a major factor contributing 
to the positive experience – individually and col-
lectively - was the extent and depth of the pre-
placement briefings, enabling students to develop 
more realistic expectations of the environment and 
experience in a totally different culture.

cross-cultural being

The likelihood of less structure and resources in a 
number of organizations in countries in transition 
has highlighted the importance of student ability 
for self-directed learning, an ability to reframe the 
situation and theoretical understanding. Alongside 
this is the need to reframe ways of engaging, com-
municating and relating more holistically, look-
ing at issues rather than individuals. How might 
students learn to conceptualize collectively rather 
than analyze individually and ‘recognize their own 
shifting identities’ (Razack 2002, p.259).

At the initial stage of placement I didn’t quite fully 
comprehend the significant value of the basic key 
principles of community development, including 
the value of community ownership and the owner-
ship of processes and structures, and it quite soon 
became apparent to me that I needed to further 
develop my understanding of these principles in 
order to function appropriately within this orga-
nization (Student, India, 2006).

language

Should students planning overseas placements be 
required or encouraged to plan from early in their 
university studies to undertake certain courses such 
as language electives and international develop-
ment prior to their departure? To what effect is 
lack of local language likely to impede practice? 
Little attention has been given in literature to 
date to the resource input by NGOs in countries 
in transition where local agency staff may be 
required to play the role of interpreter/ support 
worker for students. Three students on place-
ment in India were provided with an interpreter 
to accompany them whenever they went into the 
field. In contrast, as indicated previously, the prior 
knowledge, experience, skills and language of the 
student on placement in South America enabled 
her to carry out a qualitative evaluation of some 
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of the agency services to support a submission for 
continued funding, a contribution highly valued 
by the agency. While the lack of knowledge in 
the local language may prove disadvantageous in 
certain circumstances, good knowledge of English 
in students has been found very beneficial to the 
agencies in India. The structure for the learning is 
built around how best students can benefit under 
the circumstances and therefore students have 
been involved in conceptualising, conducting and 
documenting research as well as writing project 
proposals in order to seek funding.

learning context

In her article on the dilemmas of international 
social work (2005) Gray refers to the writing of 
Tsang and Yan (2001) and Hessle (2004) who 
suggest that the context-bound nature of social 
work challenges any claims to a universal authen-
ticity (Gray 2005, p.252). The likelihood of less 
structure and resources in a number of organiza-
tions in countries in transition has highlighted 
the importance of student ability for self-directed 
learning, an ability to reframe the situation and 
theoretical understanding. Alongside this is the 
need to reframe ways of engaging, communicating 
and relating more holistically, looking at issues 
rather than individuals. This extends also to stu-
dents grappling with the absence of the personal 
pronoun “I” and an acceptance that they are there 
primarily to learn, not to do, and if delegated tasks 
by the agency appreciate their involvement and 
not judge from a western perspective. Students 
in Bangladesh grappled with the realization that 
there is no concept for individuality in that cul-
ture. Related to this is the different meaning and 
relevance of confidentiality and privacy when 
community development placement experience 
means “living” in the community immersed on 
a 24/7 basis.

theory and practice considerations

According to Gray and Fook (2004) ‘there are 
commonalities in theory and practice across 
widely divergent contexts’ (p.262). The “grand 
metaphor”/ big picture provides an important 
framework for student learning which involves 
recognition and valuing of commonalities and 
differences, a contextually framed social work 
approach grounded upon social justice and ‘valu-
ing dialogical processes within local contexts that 
does not exclude honoring existing social work 
knowledge’ (Gray 2005, p.233).

critical reflection and assessment

Given the more likely experiential discourse as 
distinct from outcomes driven placement in certain 
countries in transition, there is a need for greater di-
versity of assessment tools to accommodate critical 
reflection. These include port folios, written critical 
issues analysis and reflection at micro, mezo and 
macro levels. As indicated previously Tesoriero 
integrates Fook’s (1996) approach to reflective 
practice into the learning process of students at the 
Rural Unit for Health and Social Affairs (RUHSA) 
(Tamil Nadu, South India), using her reflective 
questions for students to question the meaning of 
their experiences and increase their intercultural 
sensitivity (Tesoriero, 2006,p. 131).

These will more effectively reflect disciplinary 
dialogue and exploration of multiple meanings, 
finding common ground, space and place for 
exchange of ideas and ideologies with the rec-
ognized social work supervision and experienced 
colleagues; maximizing opportunities to develop 
relationships with peers, and learning from people 
with local wisdom.

Heron (2005) found that Canadians returning 
from overseas needed to ‘..not only de-brief their 
international experiences and any encounters with 
risk that they have had, but also create meaning 
for themselves out of what they have seen, heard 
and done’ (p. 791).
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At this time students may require the most sup-
port in making connections between theory and 
practice. Unfortunately many individual student 
travel plans post placement and the academic/ 
university calendar in Australia does not easily 
accommodate these needs.

concluSion

With ICT an integral component of education 
generally and internationalization of curriculum 
promoted in various forms for tertiary students, 
international placements for social work students 
reflect the benefits of ICT whilst challenging its 
application. The distinguishing features of social 
work education are that it is “field” located and that 
the student is under professional supervision.

Whilst communication amongst key players in 
social work placements is becoming increasingly 
dependent upon various modes of technological 
communication, ICT remains ancillary to and 
dependent upon certain core characteristics of 
field education which apply generally, but require 
more complex planning and greater resourcing for 
international placements. We refer here to the need 
for: well conceptualized policy for international 
placements; pre departure preparation regarding 
cultural awareness with particular attention to self 
reflection and realistic expectations; appropriate 
organizational structures for learning and living 
in another culture; clear contracts with the pro-
fessional supervisor/s and other parties engaged 
with students and an understanding of roles and 
responsibilities of key players.

Our experience has highlighted the importance 
of a policy for international field education based 
on social justice principles, structures in coun-
try of destination which can accommodate the 
student “being” in a very different context and 
social work curriculum (other courses in addi-
tion to pre-placement briefings) which place the 
student in both global and local paradigms. As 
with access to effective communication medium 

these components are inevitably reliant upon the 
resources available at the home university.
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‘After the idea, there is plenty of time to learn 
the technology’. -- James Dyson (1947-), English 
inventor and businessman, Against the Odds, 
1997 in Oxford Dictionary of Quotations (2004, 
p.294:20).

introDuction

Information communication technologies today are 
in abundance. People of all ages, particularly young 
people communicate through the Internet to access 
the social networking sites MySpace and Facebook; 
the online video site YouTube; microblogging sites 

abStract

This chapter introduces a design process for developing useful information communication technologies 
for the human services. Key to the success of the design process is an in-depth knowledge and under-
standing of user needs and requirements. The stages involved in the design process are presented in this 
chapter and include: user and task analysis, persona and scenario development and the establishment 
of measurable usability goals. A case study illustrates the application of this design process to develop 
a Web enabled electronic work requirement awareness program (e-WRAP) for people recovering from 
mental illness seeking employment. The challenge for social workers is to use these new technologies 
to improve service provision and enhance quality of life without compromising ethical standards of 
practice; particularly in relation to client confidentiality, privacy and self-determination.
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Twitter and Plurk and the virtual world of Second 
Life. In addition to these are Internet sites such as 
Wikkipedia, MSN and Google. Most organizations 
today have a web presence for marketing, attract-
ing users and conducting business. Increasingly 
organizations in the human services are adopting 
web technologies to reach user groups to communi-
cate their messages and to increase organizational 
efficiencies. However the profusion of informa-
tion on the Internet makes it difficult at times for 
users to actually locate the information they are 
seeking. This may be due to diversion sites that 
can cause considerable frustration, confusion and 
time delays or an overload of information, with 
many Internet sources unverified. Access to the 
Internet can be costly requiring constant updates 
and virus protection with some media requiring the 
latest versions of sophisticated software to access 
them. Available software and the Internet service 
provider will also affect access and speed.

These new technologies create both challenges 
and opportunities as designers try to reach their 
intended user groups using the most appropriate 
means and messages, delivered in a timely man-
ner. Central to the success of designing useful and 
usable information communication technologies 
for the human services is in-depth knowledge and 
understanding of the target audience, referred to 
hereafter as “users”. The stages involved in the 
design process are presented including: user and 
task analysis, persona and scenario development 
and the establishment of measurable usability 
goals. This is followed by a case study of mental 
health and employment illustrating the application 
of this design process to develop a web enabled 
Electronic Work Requirement Awareness Program 
(e-WRAP) designed for people recovering from 
mental illness seeking employment.

uSer analySiS

The main features of user groups are identified 
by conducting a user analysis. This involves 

thinking and forming assumptions about what 
users would like. The next crucial step is to 
test these assumptions against the “reality” of 
the users in an endeavor to understand their 
needs, expectations, knowledge base, experi-
ence and preferences. Information is also gained 
on technologies and software that users have 
available to them, for example via broadband 
or dial up, as well as the physical environment 
where the Internet is accessed. By involving 
users in the pre-design stage they become active 
and important partners in the design process. 
Research techniques that complement each 
other for conducting a user analysis comprise: 
contextual interviews, individual interviews, 
surveys and focus groups (United States Depart-
ment of Health & Human Services, 2008). The 
more techniques used the greater the depth of 
knowledge gained about the needs of users and 
the less likelihood of design errors. A common 
mistake to avoid is choosing “flashy” technol-
ogy over accessibility.

contextual interviews

Contextual interviews are similar to participant 
observation, and involve observing and listening 
to users while they are engaged with the technolo-
gies. These interviews provide information on the 
physical and social environment as well as the 
technologies available including means of access, 
familiarity and level of comfort and support. For 
instance a person’s use will vary according to 
whether they are on broadband or a modem. Dial 
up access to the Internet may mean that the users 
want to use the web quickly so that a telephone 
line is not tied up for extended periods. Access 
will vary according to the Internet service provider 
with many limiting or denying access during peak 
periods. Insights are gained on whether or not 
users have anyone who can assist them with the 
technology and the nature of this support. Con-
textual interviews are usually informal with the 
interviewer mindful of not imposing any changes 
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on the environment that is being observed. This is 
achieved by watching and listening to users and 
interviewing them by means of questions, probes 
and reflective statements to gain an understanding 
of what they are doing, thinking and feeling. The 
interviewer does not ask users to perform specific 
tasks or respond to case scenarios.

individual interviews

Individual interviews are different to contextual in-
terviews in that they involve collecting information 
directly from the user and do not include contextual 
observations. The ultimate goal is to gain deeper 
understanding and insight into users’ ICT needs. In-
dividual interviews allow for a deep understanding 
of users’ attitudes, beliefs, experiences, desires and 
fears. Individual interviews provide an opportunity 
to have a detailed one on one discussion where the 
user has the full attention of the interviewer. This 
information is usually gained during a 30 minutes 
to one hour interview that may be conducted in per-
son, on the telephone or by computer aided means 
such as instant messaging. Information collected 
during the individual interviews will complement 
that already gained in the contextual interviews by 
providing further information as well as confirming 
or denying observations already made.

Participants are selected on the basis of their 
embodiment of the main features of the intended 
user group. An interview protocol, with interview 
questions designed in neutral language, provides 
focus and structure with the interviewer mindful 
of applying this flexibly. The interview style and 
approach can be adjusted to the personality and 
communication style of the interviewee, making 
them feel comfortable and engaged in the inter-
view process.

Interview skills in listening, questioning 
and follow up probes are useful, particularly 
those aimed at clarification where the individual 
interview and contextual interview informa-
tion differs. For instance, how does the level 
of comfort with ICT observed in the contextual 

interview correspond with the user’s individual 
interview responses? This is also an opportunity 
to gain feedback on particular ICT applications 
and content by asking users to rank or rate these. 
The granting of permission to tape record and 
transcribe interviews or to have note takers will 
ensure that as accurate a record as possible of 
interview responses is obtained.

Individual interviews can assist in refining 
the questions to be included in online surveys or 
they can be conducted following online surveys 
to provide more detailed information about par-
ticular users.

online Surveys

Online surveys are structured interviews with 
users recording and submitting their responses 
online. These surveys generally generate a greater 
number of responses than individual interviews 
but often they do not have the same depth of 
information. Individual interviews can inform 
the survey questions. Online surveys are readily 
accessible on the Internet and very user friendly. 
Data collection is relatively easy and efficient 
as users record their own responses rating and 
ranking ICT applications and content.

Information can be collected in online surveys 
during an initial planning phase to learn more 
about who users are and what they would like. 
Alternatively they can be conducted after ICT 
applications have been designed to seek feedback 
from users as to whether or not these meet their 
needs and if they have suggestions for improve-
ment. This latter approach is particularly suited 
to use of new or innovative ICT that users have 
limited knowledge or experience of. A further 
possibility is for the survey to remain active for 
instant feedback at all stages throughout the design, 
implementation and evaluation process. This al-
lows for ongoing incremental improvements and 
suggestions while they are fresh in the mind of 
users. A series of online surveys may be conducted 
at significant stages of design.
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The design team needs to be clear on the pur-
pose of surveying users. Survey distribution may 
be a pre-existing website for the organization or 
another site where users go. If multiple postings are 
made it is important to consider the possibility of 
multiple responses from the one user and whether 
or not this poses a problem. It may give a false 
idea of numbers of users who have responded, yet 
a frequent user may a have a lot of good ideas. 
Issues of how the data will be recorded, stored 
and managed need to be considered carefully with 
ethical approval obtained where necessary.

Group e-mails through listservs are useful for 
making direct requests to users to participate in on-
line surveys. A letter of request sent directly to the 
user, with an embedded hyperlink opening directly 
to the survey, provides for an easy and immediate 
response. The more complicated the task the less 
likelihood of users participating, particularly if it 
is voluntary. When designing an online survey it 
is best to keep it short, with 10 or less questions 
preferred. Questions might include demographic 
information about users, prior experiences of ICT 
and what they would like.

Ease of completion is a central consideration 
with the survey preferably taking 10 minutes or 
less to complete. Open questions provide rich 
qualitative data about users’ needs and experi-
ences as well as the terminology they use. Closed 
questions provide aggregate numbers and can be 
useful when collecting demographic information 
and for asking users for rankings or ratings of ICT 
applications, the data analysis being quicker and 
easier than responses to open ended questions. 
Time and resources available for compiling and 
analyzing data will influence the number and type 
of questions asked. More detailed information can 
be gained in a further online survey, individual 
interview or focus group.

focus groups

Focus groups are a commonly used research tech-
nique, particularly amongst social work research-

ers, educators and practitioners. Information is 
discussed and shared within the focus group about 
attitudes, needs, concerns and interests with regard 
to the design and application of the technologies in 
relation to the specific context of the user group. 
This provides a deeper understanding of how us-
ers engage with the technology and the problems 
they face. Information is gained about the culture 
of the group and shared or diverse viewpoints 
that can trigger more in-depth discussions. It is 
also an opportunity to gain information on users’ 
responses to ideas and prototypes.

Focus groups usually comprise of between 
eight and 12 users, or potential users, for the 
duration of approximately two hours. During this 
time a moderated discussion occurs on a range of 
pre-determined topics or themes. Desired learning 
outcomes of the focus group are identified and used 
to structure the discussion by writing a script for 
the moderator to follow with topics to cover and 
questions to ask. This script is to be applied flex-
ibly so that the discussion flows smoothly and all 
participants have an opportunity to contribute to 
the discussions. This may mean that the moderator 
changes the order of questions or topics covered 
but ultimately has covered everything during the 
time allocated for the focus group. This requires a 
skilled moderator who is able to keep the discus-
sion focused, deciding when further discussion of 
a topic is needed and when to move on.

Tape recordings of group sessions and one or 
more note takers are critical for an accurate record-
ing of the focus group discussions. As the focus 
of the moderator is managing the discussions and 
intervening when necessary it is not appropriate for 
this person to also be a note taker, unless this role 
is shared with a co-facilitator. In co-facilitation the 
moderators may take it in turns to chair the group 
and take notes. Reliance on recordings alone can 
be problematic, particularly in instances when 
more than one person is talking at the same time 
due to background noise and difficulty identify-
ing the speaker. A task analysis provides detailed 
information on how users achieve their goals and 
the steps involved.
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taSk analySiS

Task analysis is useful in identifying the processes 
and tasks associated with project design to achieve 
the desired outcomes (Pruitt & Grundin 2003, 
p.12). As with user analysis this is influenced by 
psychological, social and cultural factors, as well 
as the user’s physical environment. Prior knowl-
edge and experience will also influence how tasks 
are approached. The question of what tasks users 
need to complete using ICT is considered as well 
as different levels or types of uses. For example, 
a tertiary student may be paying a university ac-
count, conducting library searches or accessing 
lecture notes and course materials. The specific 
steps that students follow in undertaking these 
tasks are examined. This activity may or may 
not involve use of ICT. The student may go to 
the library to conduct their research, rely solely 
on electronic sources or a mixture of both. A task 
analysis provides information on how this activ-
ity is being conducted and the number of steps 
involved. How users currently perform tasks is 
examined with consideration of how efficient this 
is. If ICT can assist in producing more efficient 
outcomes this needs to be considered according to 
how well these match with users’ ways of thinking 
and working as well as contextual factors.

A task analysis provides information on the 
tasks and activities that the ICT must support 
and the scope and nature of these. It will inform 
decisions on the choices of different technologies 
for different activities that match users’ goals, 
tasks and the steps involved. These steps will be 
refined to support users achieving their goals in 
the most efficient and effective manner. Once the 
user and task analysis have been completed the 
persona is designed.

perSona

The persona is a hypothetical construct that em-
bodies the main features of the population that the 

project is being designed for. The persona assists 
in understanding user information needs informing 
design and accessibility and ultimately suitability. 
However, it must not become a replacement for 
active user involvement. User profiles have been 
used for some time in marketing with the persona 
introduced in project design by Alan Cooper in the 
late 1990s. Cooper’s (1999) early work focused on 
goal directed design by creating fictional personas 
used as a basis for creating activity scenarios. In 
later years more detailed personas were developed 
by using interviews and ethnography to gain a 
clearer picture and understanding of intended user 
groups across a much wider range of disciplines 
(Bloomquist, & Arvola, 2002). Lang (2007) 
stresses the importance of locating the persona 
within the relevant discipline and the disjuncture 
that can often unwittingly occur in beliefs and 
actual practices across disciplines. Where interdis-
ciplinary differences exist these can be managed 
and resolved by basing decision making on what 
is best suited to the needs of the persona (McKay 
& Martin, 2007). Research conducted by Ronkko 
(2005) in Sweden cautions against tokenistic and 
inappropriate use of personas to justify design 
decisions without proper user consultation as well 
as problems that can occur when power is used 
inappropriately within the design team.

For personas to be used effectively a strong 
commitment is required by all members of the 
project team. The use of abstract representations 
to guide design have been used extensively, how-
ever often designers do not have a shared view 
of their intended user group and can fall in to the 
trap of designing for themselves. Cooper (2004) 
argues that designing for a persona is better than 
designing for the designer, or for a vaguely defined 
user group. Hourihan (2002) warns against the 
project team designing for themselves and losing 
sight of the intended user group. She comments, 
‘We thought we were the primary persona. Like a 
recovering substance abuser, it’s a constant chal-
lenge for me to refrain – I can always imagine 
that I’m the user’ (p.3). Use of the persona can 
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create a safeguard against this by developing 
empathy between the designer and the user. It 
can also prevent “design creep” by providing a 
constant reference point for all design decisions. 
“Constant” is not to be confused with “static” 
as with all human computer interaction it is the 
dynamic nature of this interaction that is central 
to its relevance and currency.

Personas superseded the so-called “elastic 
users” by replacing them with a real identity that 
becomes an integral part of the project design 
process. The persona provides a conduit for trans-
mitting a wide range of information about design 
and use. Whilst Cooper (2004) was not particularly 
concerned with the persona being representative 
of the user group, Grundin & Pruitt (2002) argue 
that representation of the user group is crucial 
and that this is the main advantage of using a 
persona. A persona provides a lens that includes 
the socio-political context and addresses issues 
around quality of life and difference. By focusing 
attention on a particular user group, personas assist 
in identifying different kinds of users as well as 
those who are not being designed for.

Designing the right persona or set of personas 
is particular to the main features of the user group 
and is time and culture specific. Decisions are 
often made to create maximum effect with others 
brought up to speed later, or perhaps left behind. 
Increasingly in the human services decisions are 
geared to particular user populations with this 
seen in targeted media campaigns, particularly 
for young people such as the “safe sex” campaign 
using text messages on Valentines Day and World 
Vision’s Teenage Affluenza video on YouTube 
(Ryan 2008).

Personas were used to assist in the development 
of Microsoft Windows and MSN Explorer. Both 
of these products were designed to cater for varied 
and complex user groups across all generations 
and cultures. When designing Windows two target 
audiences were identified by using personas and 
customer segments. The Window’s persona team 
comprised 22 people including technical writers, 

graphic designers, usability engineers, product 
planners and market researchers who developed 
six personas. A panel of 5,000 users who matched 
the persona profiles was established and consulted 
as part of the design team on a regular basis (Pruitt 
& Grundin, 2003). Like Microsoft, many other 
organizations including Ford Motor Company, 
develop and use personas reporting numerous 
benefits from doing so such as better understand-
ing of users needs, shorter and improved design 
periods and a superior end product. Similarly, 
personas aid in educational design for the human 
services workforce (Martin, McKay, Hawkins & 
Murthy 2007).

The persona comes to life as a “real person” 
for whom the project is being designed. Decisions 
are now being made about a person with a name 
and identity, albeit hypothetical. Detailed written 
documentation that succinctly describes the main 
features of the persona is essential. The level of de-
tail suggested by Freydenson (2002) for a persona 
includes; ‘at least a first and last name, age, goals, 
background story, a telling quote, e-mail address, 
job title and a photograph’, (p.1). Other features 
might include: gender, educational background, 
family, class, health, ability/disability, race, ethnic-
ity and culture, sexuality and spirituality. Cooper 
(2004) comments, ‘All things being equal I will 
use people of different races, genders, nationali-
ties and colors’ (p.3). The persona will change 
and develop with the project and at times more 
than one persona may be required, particularly in 
instances of extreme diversity amongst potential 
user groups. Freydenson (2002) recommends the 
development of primary and secondary personas. 
These personas extend beyond the user to include 
others such as managers and funding bodies. The 
main focus is on the primary persona, whilst also 
being mindful of the needs of secondary personas. 
Ultimately the primary persona must be satisfied 
with the system that is delivered, with a common 
vision and commitment to the persona essential for 
successful design and implementation. Effective 
communication is important, particularly with 
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those who may be absent from meetings where 
the persona is discussed. Creative strategies are 
required to keep the persona relevant and the focus 
of activity. It is useful to have something to signify 
this. This may simply be an empty chair at meet-
ings that represents the presence of the persona 
in discussions and decision-making.

ScenarioS

Scenarios are short stories, or narratives, that pro-
vide greater detail about users and their particular 
needs. Depending upon the size and scope of the 
project, between 10 and 20 of the most common 
scenarios that depict users and the tasks they need 
to perform will be written. This keeps the focus 
on users rather than organizational structures, 
creating a greater understanding of the content 
to include in the design and how to best struc-
ture this. Scenarios can be created during user 
analysis. These scenarios can be given to users 
to follow in usability tests to see if they match 
their requirements. Three main types are goal 
based, full scale task and elaborated scenarios 
(United States Department of Health & Human 
Services, 2008).

Goal based scenarios include only the activity 
the user is required to do. An example is a social 
worker registering a client’s name and address 
on an electronic database. Simple goal based 
scenarios inform the architecture of the site and 
content.

Full scale task scenarios support goal based 
scenarios by including all of the steps involved 
in achieving a particular goal. This is a technique 
familiar to workers in the human services using 
behavior modification programs. Task scenarios 
can be developed by watching and recording 
the steps taken by users when performing a task 
or they can be developed independently by the 
project team. Most benefits are gained from an 
approach that is customized to the user group’s 
style of engagement, with the project team adding 

improvements and efficiencies that sit comfort-
ably with them.

Elaborated scenarios provide greater detail, 
allowing for deeper understanding of users’ level 
of comfort and skill in using ICT as well as their 
motivations and possible fears. This more in-depth 
understanding assists in developing the required 
content at an appropriate level. For example an 
elaborated scenario of the goal based scenario 
might be this social worker not only required to 
enter basic registration data but to move from a 
paper based system of client file notes to an elec-
tronic one. An elaborated scenario might be:

A social worker with over twenty years ex-
perience uses a computer to access e-mail and 
write reports. She has been told that a new system 
will allow for file notes to be sent electronically 
between agencies. She is not comfortable with 
the idea of writing personal information about 
clients on a web site and is particularly concerned 
about issues of privacy and confidentiality. As a 
result she has decided that when the new system 
is introduced she will limit what she puts in her 
file notes.

An elaborated scenario would include these 
fears and concerns with strategies developed to 
address these and avert the possibility of users 
limiting or modifying the level or type of engage-
ment due to a distrust of the new technologies and 
how they will be used.

The persona and scenarios are tested, evaluated 
and further developed by feedback from usability 
testing with actual, rather than fictitious members 
of the user group.

uSability teSting

Continuous feedback is obtained by conducting 
usability tests frequently, particularly early on in 
the design process. This means problems can be 
identified early on and are therefore less costly 
to fix, as well as providing valuable feedback on 
whether or not the design is achieving its intended 
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outcomes. When conducting usability testing it 
is important to remember that it is the ICT and 
its application that is being tested, not the users. 
Data is collected through observations and user 
ratings. Five point scales can be used to assess 
levels of user satisfaction. These tests are gener-
ally conducted over a one hour period, with the 
size of a usability testing group usually between 
eight to 16 users. This number may vary accord-
ing to the main characteristics of the user group, 
with four to six people appropriate for user groups 
that are fairly homogenous. Smaller groups with 
varied membership may be used to test particular 
aspects of a design at different stages of the design 
process. The staff who have developed the ICT 
and activities observe and listen carefully, taking 
notes on user experiences as they follow scenarios 
to implement the ICT given to them by the project 
team. This information is used to reflect upon how 
to improve the design.

It is preferred that usability testing be conducted 
throughout the design period on a series of proofs 
and prototypes rather than on a final product only. 
This requires adequate planning for the alloca-
tion of sufficient time and resources. For each 
round of testing it is important to identify what 
the specific goals are and to focus on these. For 
instance, the focus in an early round might be on 
testing for levels of user comfort, and in a later 
round on levels of satisfaction. The aim of the test 
is to determine how well each goal is being met. 
Typically a usability test is assessing both user 
performance and preference by collecting data 
on: usability problems, user performance, task 
completion, speed, and levels of satisfaction.

Successful, accurate completion of a task in 
a timely manner is generally considered a more 
important measurable usability goal than user 
satisfaction. Results on performance are more 
reliable than user preference as the latter may 
be based on levels of comfort, keeping in mind 
that learning new tasks will generate stress. Low 
user ratings indicate that the ICT applications 
need to be improved. However, high ratings do 

not necessarily mean that problems do not exist. 
This could be due to the influence of extrane-
ous factors such as users blaming themselves 
for difficulties encountered, unwanted personal 
attention and the particular tendency amongst 
human services workers to be kind to members 
the project team.

Ultimately the measure of usability is that 
the application of the ICT allows users to do 
their tasks in the same amount of time or less, 
with similar or improved levels of success and 
satisfaction. No doubt there will be varied needs 
and experiences amongst members of the user 
group with the design tailored to meet as many 
user needs as possible to successfully complete 
the required task. Ideally the ICT will improve 
upon other ways users have achieved their goals 
or they are not likely to embrace them unless they 
are compelled to do so. If this is the case, ongoing 
conflict management strategies will need to be 
employed while further user and task analysis is 
conducted (Martin & McKay 2007).

The following case study demonstrates the ap-
plication of the project design stages of user and 
task analysis, persona and scenario development, 
and usability testing for the development of a web 
based resource to assist people recovering from 
mental illness gain employment.

caSe StuDy: DeSign of 
electronic Work requirement 
aWareneSS program (e-Wrap).

background

Web based resources available for finding work 
are primarily listings of positions that can be 
searched according to type of position, location 
and pay rate. Templates and examples of resumes 
are available as well as tips for interview. These 
sites are targeted at the general population and 
do not address issues of self-esteem, motivation, 
concentration, discrimination, stigma and per-
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ceptual difficulties associated with recovery from 
severe mental illness and long term unemploy-
ment. The World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) 
standards for web-design and accessibility do 
not include design features tailored to meet the 
needs of people recovering from mental illness 
(W3C, 2005). Instead, these standards concentrate 
on the machine-dimension of human computer 
interaction. As such, they focus on web-access 
protocol development and browser privacy issues. 
Despite the Web Access Initiative (WAI) there are 
no web enabled work searching systems designed 
for people recovering from mental illness (WAI, 
2002). e-WRAP was developed to provide a tailor 
made web based resource to assist people recover-
ing from mental illness gain employment. Project 
team members were users, carers, practitioners and 
academics with expertise in the areas of mental 
health, psychology, social work and information 
communication technology. The team’s first task 
was user analysis.

user analysis

Contextual interviews were conducted with 
people who were recovering from mental illness 
by observing and discussing the approaches and 
strategies they used when looking for work. Use-
ful information was gained on work searching 
strategies and the varied paper and web resources 
available. Of particular note was the range of web 
resources accessed designed for the general popu-
lation and the lack of sites designed specifically for 
people recovering from mental illness. Valuable 
information was also gained on type of Internet 
access and levels of comfort with accessing and 
navigating these sites, concentration and frustra-
tion when using them, as well as the suitability 
of the content and design features.

Individual interviews were conducted with us-
ers as well as experts in the fields of information 
communication technology, mental health and 
vocational rehabilitation and employment. These 
experts were chosen due to their knowledge and 

experience with the user group. The individual 
interviews supplemented the contextual interviews 
with further information provided on web-based 
employment services designed to provide open, 
flexible and distributed access for people who 
may experience difficulty in returning to work 
after a long absence. An immediate challenge for 
the project team was to provide evidence of the 
need for a more specialized web-mediated work 
searching system designed specifically for people 
recovering from mental illness if the project was 
to proceed.

The project team held many focus group 
meetings with users and experts. An outcome of 
these meetings was the need to focus on easily 
accessible information related to employment 
as well as support and education concerning 
mental health and well being. This was in order 
to enhance the self-confidence of people (all age 
groups) recovering from mental illness who may 
have been out of work for many years, or have 
never experienced paid employment. There was 
general consensus that the design needed to ensure 
that navigation was kept simple and that a person 
could take regular breaks and easily return to the 
site. It was suggested that in order to return to 
the Login Screen, the user should only need to 
press a Close button to finish a session. Re-entry 
should be made possible again by repeating a 
simple Login procedure. It was suggested that 
touch screen technology be used to facilitate easy 
access to information. This meant that the system 
should function without a keyboard and mouse. 
The outcome of much discussion with a user focus 
group, was that the Home Page should welcome 
the user through an audio greeting that could be 
toggled to a textual description as an alternative. 
Key job seeking options were identified during 
the focus groups.

task analysis

A task analysis enabled identification of the 
processes and tasks associated with the goal of 
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gaining and maintaining suitable employment, as 
well as promoting and supporting positive mental 
health and well being. The design was informed 
by knowledge of the difficulties and frustrations 
navigating a range of print and electronic work 
search systems and the absence of any facility 
designed especially for people recovering from 
mental illness wanting to re-enter the workforce. 
Brainstorming assisted in identifying the five 
key tasks of looking, applying, commencing and 
keeping work as well as surviving and maintain-
ing motivation and positive self-esteem if unsuc-
cessful. These were developed as the main search 
menu for site entry and navigation as shown in 
Figure 1.

Task analysis was used to identify all of the 
steps involved in each of these activities, informing 
the development of a persona and scenarios.

persona

The personal and disciplinary background of 
members of the project team member led to di-
vergent interests and priorities. A persona proved 
useful in providing a focus for the project team to 
develop a more in-depth and shared understand-
ing of what a potential user might look like. A 

brainstorming process was used to develop the 
main features of the persona. A name that could 
be used for both sexes was originally preferred so 
as to avoid gender bias in the design. However, 
it soon became apparent that the persona needed 
a gender to enable effective communication 
between team members and to create empathy. 
Inadvertently team members were referring to 
the persona as female so this was formalized by 
naming the persona Jill.

Jill was now the main reference point for all 
further discussions about the project design and 
implementation. She came to life not only by name 
but also in terms of age, gender family, educational 
background, health and mental health, employ-
ment history, housing, socio-economic status 
and race ethnicity and culture. This was done in 
a manner that was respectful in the realization 
that Jill could not possible represent the diversity 
of people recovering from mental illness who 
might be looking at returning to work. Figure 2 
provides an example of a brief description of a 
larger persona developed for Jill.

By including several features of  disadvantage 
in the “Jill persona” that are not uncommon to 
people recovering from mental illness seeking 
employment, the project team was able to cater 

Figure 1. e-WRAP prototype log in screen (reproduced in McKay & Martin 2007)
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for a wider range of contingency factors in the 
scenarios developed.

Scenarios

A mapping process assisted in the development of 
scenarios by identifying Jill’s needs, interests and 

concerns when looking for work and use of ICT. 
Full scale task scenarios were used to assist Jill 
achieve particular tasks. For instance, Jill did not 
have suitable clothes to wear to interviews leading 
to an additional design feature of information on 
clothing banks. Elaborated scenarios were written 
for the five key tasks of “looking, applying, start-

Figure 2. Persona of Jill
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ing, keeping and surviving”, identified in the task 
analysis. A key question was, “What kind of work 
does Jill want?” with the addition of the search 
icon “Find My Dream Job” under “Looking For 
Work.” Questions invariably started with “What 
if?” What if Jill did not want to return to work 
but simply needed to comply with requirements to 
keep government benefits?” “What if Jill wants to 
pursue a career or perhaps she wants a change of 
career?” Questions were asked around voluntary 
work vis-à-vis paid employment and the possibility 
that Jill might need to pursue further education to 
gain qualifications in the area she wanted to work 
in. “Was an adequate income a main priority for 
Jill?” “What was her level of English – written 
and spoken?” “How had Jill adjusted with issues 
of resettlement in Australia and possible trauma?” 
Care was taken to consider all of the possible 
scenarios that Jill may encounter.

When mentally unwell Jill struggled with 
motivation, had reduced levels of concentration 
and an increase in paranoid thoughts and audi-
tory hallucinations contributing to lowered self 
esteem. Technical aspects were designed so as to 
be responsive to Jill’s mental health and issues of 
motivation and level of perceptual comfort using 
e-WRAP. This led to the inclusion of design fea-
tures that meant Jill could log in and out without 
losing any data stored as well as addressing issues 
of privacy. These features were consistent with 
recommendations made by participants in the 
focus groups during user analysis. The stigma 
and discrimination Jill experienced both when 
seeking employment and in general, as well as 
already lowered self-esteem, led to the inclusion 
of design features on dealing with knock backs, 
general health and well-being, self-care and build-
ing self-esteem. Low-cost leisure activities were 
built into the design in recognition of the loneliness 
and boredom that Jill experienced, also taking 
into account the difficulty of managing on a low 
income. What initially began as an employment 
focused project broadened into quality of life. 
Figure 3 shows the menu hierarchy designed for 

“Looking for Work”.
Touch screen technology was used to design a 

computer system that was easy to use and tailored 
to the needs of people recovering from mental 
illness considering employment. Main features of 
e-WRAP were design features that were responsive 
to the difficulties people using the system may 
experience in relation to motivation, cognition 
and perception. Pictures, photos, graphics, video 
streaming and quizzes were used to add variety 
and make the design interesting, relevant and fun 
to use. The graphics and images were designed 
mindful of Jill’s mental state.

The instructional designer worked tirelessly 
to be responsive to the needs identified for Jill to 
design appropriate screen chattels. For instance, 
a simple press of each key option was designed to 
deliver a sub-level menu. The screen chattels were 
always on display and included: an orientation 
button (top of screen), audio/text toggle button, 
page navigation mechanisms: back button (pre-
vious screen), a home page button, and the full 
menu of key job seeking options displayed along 
the bottom edge of the screen. This framework 
presented an intuitive/inquisitive approach to 
information where the user has complete control 
over where they may wish to go next. In keeping 
with the 5-star principles of instruction (Merrill 
2003) the prototype offered video on demand 
(Okamoto, Matsui, Inoue & Cristea 2000). 
These vignettes showed users everyday activities 
concerning health and safety issues, preparing 
for an interview, typical job environments, and 
benefits of socializing at work. Four categories 
of work were offered; professional, community, 
health and education, and trades and services. 
Video On Demand buttons were located beneath 
each category. The focal point of the prototype 
was the interactive job selection module with a 
comprehensive employment knowledge system 
including job vacancy listings and specific position 
descriptions (McKay & Martin, 2007).
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usability testing

A pilot study of e-WRAP was executed over a 
four month period. Arrangements were made 
with users to test system components as they 
were finished progressively. Specific goals were 
set at each stage of testing to assess; usability 
problems, user performance in terms of navigation, 
successful completion of tasks, speed and levels 
of satisfaction. Preliminary qualitative feedback, 
including that of several people who were not 
regular users of computers, was very positive. 
They found the system easy to use and a helpful 

resource and were able to relate to the characters 
in the various Video On Demand vignettes. The 
prototype was launched at a Mental Health Con-
ference run by the psychiatric disability support 
sector. This conference attracts a large number of 
consumers and carers as well as service providers 
in vocational rehabilitation. A display was set up 
in the foyer with people able to use e-WRAP at 
their leisure. Members of the project team were 
able to observe how people used the navigation 
system as well as seeking informal and formal 
feedback. Participants who identified themselves 
as users, carers, workers, students or academics 

Figure 3. Looking for work
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were asked to complete a short questionnaire 
on the usefulness and functionality of e-WRAP. 
Both quantitative and qualitative data was col-
lected on degree of comfort, ease of use, areas 
for improvement with specific feedback sought 
on use of video on demand, employer data bases 
and types of jobs. Respondents were asked what 
they liked the most about e-WRAP and what they 
liked the least. Five point rating scales were used 
to assess levels of satisfaction. Users were asked 
where they would prefer e-WRAP to be located 
to ascertain where people would like to access 
this resource and ultimately whether or not they 
would use e-WRAP themselves or recommend it 
to family or friends recovering from mental illness 
seeking employment.

Observations at the trials and Conference, 
combined with informal and formal feedback, 
indicated that users were able to complete tasks 
with ease and success as well as having high levels 
of satisfaction. The project team was mindful of the 
importance of the successful completion of tasks in 
a timely manner as more significant than reported 
user satisfaction. Participants acknowledged that 
whilst there are numerous work search systems 
available none of these are tailored specifically 
to the needs of people recovering from mental 
illness and that e-WRAP is a much needed and 
welcome resource to assist people recovering from 
mental illness to achieve their vocational goals. 
All respondents commented favorably about e-
WRAP and supported the idea of developing a 
live version that included data bases of employ-
ers as well as links to all of the other databases 
indicated in the proto-type.

concluSion

As illustrated in the case scenario of e-WRAP, 
developing useful and usable Information Com-
munication Technologies for the human services 
requires in-depth knowledge and understanding 
of the intended user group. Techniques for user 

analysis include contextual interviews, individual 
interviews, online surveys and focus groups. 
Contextual interviews provide essential informa-
tion on the intended user group through careful 
listening and observations of users while they are 
engaged with the technologies. Individual inter-
views, online surveys and focus groups allow for 
more in-depth understanding of users attitudes, 
beliefs, fears and concerns and the degree to 
which these are shared amongst members of the 
user group. Task analysis assists in identifying 
the processes and tasks associated with project 
design to achieve the desired outcomes focusing 
on how users achieve their goals and the steps 
involved in doing so. Personas aid the design of 
suitable ICTs by providing a constant reference 
point for all design decisions on a hypothetical user 
that embodies the main features of the intended 
user population. Scenarios based on personas 
provide greater detail about users’ goals and as-
sociated tasks, needs and levels of comfort with 
ICTs. Usability testing throughout all stages of 
the design process assists in assessing both user 
performance and preference as data is collected on 
navigation, successful completion of tasks, speed 
and levels of satisfaction. This design process 
facilitates the development and application of 
information communication technologies that are 
relevant for the human services. Social workers 
are encouraged to embrace new technologies to 
improve service provision and enhance quality 
of life without compromising ethical standards 
of practice pertaining to client confidentiality, 
privacy and self-determination.
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abStract

This chapter aims to demonstrate the capabilities and practical applications of a case management 
software system for not-for-profit organizations. Whilst a variety of software systems are available, for 
the purposes of this chapter the authors will use/refer to “Penelope,” a system designed by Athena, a 
Kitchener, Ontario software company. Penelope is a sophisticated piece of technology that can collect 
and analyze information on clients, services, human resources and outcomes. Although a wide range 
of data can be collected using this software, it cannot make decisions about what to record or how to 
scrutinize the data. The “what to record” and the “how to analyze and interpret” are management 
and clinical decisions. Effective use of case management software requires technical, management and 
analytical skills combined with leadership and imagination. Case management software systems and the 
information they provide are only as good as the planning and organizational systems in which they are 
used. The best starting point for practitioners and managers seeking answers to questions about their 
clients, services, community and policy, and to maximize the capabilities of case management software 
systems is the development and application of a program logic model unique to the agency in question. 
A program logic model focuses on the services and programs provided by the agency describing its’ 
inputs, activities, outputs and outcomes. Understanding how to develop and apply their model allows 
practitioners and managers to perform tasks such as performance monitoring, experimental and quasi 
experimental approaches program evaluations, and client satisfaction and outcome studies to demon-
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‘To err is human but to really foul things up 
requires a computer’. -- Farmers’ Almanac for 
1978 ‘Capsules of Wisdom’ in Oxford Dictionary 
of Quotations (2004, p.670:70).

introDuction

Case management software programs enable 
organizations to collect data describing their cli-
ent population and service provision as well as 
the outcomes and effectiveness of these services. 
These programs facilitate agency collection of data 
about clients and the services provided to them 
and may be extended to enabling communication, 
scheduling, billing, clinical notes and evaluation 
tools. Case management software systems may 
be purchased as a propriety package or designed 
in house by organizations to manage their client 
service data. For the purposes of this chapter, we 
will confine our comments to the Penelope Case 
Management Software developed by Athena 
Software, based in Kitchener, Ontario. This pack-
age was designed for health and human service 
agencies and is based on traditional concepts of 
case management. In this chapter we will describe 
Athena’s Penelope and use it to demonstrate its’ 
capabilities and practical applications in needs 
studies, program evaluation, quasi experimental 
designs demonstrating outcomes and efficacious 
services.

We will focus on the practical applications of 
case management software for a variety of reasons. 
Studies on the not for profit sector reveal that agen-
cies collect data about clients and their programs. 
This data collection process is traditionally paper 
based frequently imposing an ever increasing 
administrative burden with organizations com-
mitting time and substantial resources to meet the 
specific needs of funders rather than those of the 
organization and its clients. Eakin (2007, p.1) in a 

review of accountability and compliance require-
ments in Canada asserts that nonprofits are swept 
up in complex, time consuming and very detailed 
accountability reporting systems and controls. 
Whilst meeting funders’ requirements, many not 
for profit agencies are unable to transform the data 
into a form suitable for purposes more immediately 
useful to them. These purposes encompass grant 
proposal development, program evaluation, fis-
cal monitoring, project planning, and enhancing 
their understanding of social problems as well as 
assisting with day to day management issues. Few 
organizations employ specialist staff to advise on 
using and analyzing existing data. Instead of hiring 
skilled staff to perform these tasks in house, they 
are likely to use external agencies and consultants 
at great expense. In this situation, the not-for-
profits are at the mercy of the funders’ demands 
and perceptions and the consultant’s model of good 
evaluations. The clear view from the not for profit 
perspective is that they collect data required by 
their funders, but are not able to utilize this data for 
internal purposes because they are overstretched. 
Not for profits are caught in a dilemma. On one 
hand they are expected to collect data but on the 
other, the demands and costs of compliance with 
funder accountability requirements mean that there 
is little time or in-house skill to use the data for 
management and evaluation.

accountability requirementS

The not for profit sector faces particular challenges 
from funding bodies which are increasingly requir-
ing greater accountability. This accountability has 
two components traditional financial accountabil-
ity and, increasingly, measurement of outcomes. 
There are rising expectations that services will be 
targeted at those most in need. These expectations 

strate the effectiveness of their services to funding bodies, consumer groups, and their boards of directors 
whilst also providing a tool that can be used to enhance agency performance.
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are held by funding bodies including government 
and community foundations. Quite simply, fund-
ing bodies want a return on their investments. 
To meet these requirements organizations need 
access to sophisticated information systems that 
allow ease of data collection and the statistical 
and analytical capacity to use these systems to 
best advantage.

The United Way of America (1997) has provid-
ed an overview of various accountability demands 
in the sector over the past 25 to 30 years. Account-
ability initially focused on fiscal responsibility 
and documentation of how funds were spent; this 
focus remains a fundamental concern. A focus on 
the products or outputs of programs was the next 
step. These new measures included the number of 
products delivered (e.g. counseling sessions) and 
the number of people assisted. Whilst products 
delivered and people assisted are important and 
useful statistics, they are crude indicators of qual-
ity of service delivery. Over time, funders have 
focused more on service standard measures that 
demonstrate and ensure the quality of services and 
adherence to standards. Some of these standard 
measures include staff qualifications, staff-client 
ratios, specific service practices, record keeping 
and privacy protection. With recent reductions in 
health and welfare budgets, there has been a shift 
from looking at standards to addressing whether 
services were targeted to those most in need. 
Agencies are increasingly required to provide 
data that demonstrates services are delivered to 
those who most need them.

Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) and client 
satisfaction studies are more recent developments. 
Key performance indicators were developed by 
public accounting firms and include ratios of 
inputs, services, outputs and total costs. Client 
satisfaction measures have also been developed as 
part of overall quality assurance measures. These 
latter measures seek the views of clients on a range 
of variables including accessibility and customer 
satisfaction. They provide information to funders 
about the agency and its operations. Unfortunately 

these newer measures do not tell funders about 
the effectiveness of funded programs and whether 
clients are better or worse off. The current focus 
has moved to measurement of program outcomes 
and benefits for clients. Funders are now seeking 
quantitative results and evidence from agencies 
that demonstrate their service effectiveness.

Evidence of changing accountability require-
ments can be found by “googling” funding guide-
lines. Several community foundations, as part of 
their funding application process, ask questions 
about inputs, activities, outputs, and outcomes 
(short, medium and long term). Implicit in this 
request is a program logic approach. They also 
ask applicants to provide evidence that their pro-
posed intervention is the most effective one to use 
for the intended beneficiaries. This suggests the 
importance of measuring outcomes, i.e., a move 
towards evidence based practice and research. 
For example, the US Department of Justice, Drug 
Court Discretionary Grant Program provides 
funding for non-violent substance abusers with 
a goal to reduce substance abuse and recidivism 
of offenders. Agencies funded under this program 
must provide data to measure the results of their 
work which includes the percent of participants 
who re-offend while participating in the drug court 
program. Specifically this means total number of 
participants, the number arrested on drug-related 
charges, the number arrested on non-drug related 
charges and the number of clients with drug court 
program violations. The funding body also wants 
quantitative data on clients who have successfully 
participated in programs. Compliance with these 
measures requires good information systems and 
the analytical skills of staff.

One recently emerging and dramatic pressure 
on both for profit and not for profit organiza-
tions comes from the managed care approach. 
Here traditional fee for service arrangements are 
replaced by a system where costs and services 
are controlled by limiting the amount and type of 
services provided. The focus is on reducing the 
costs whilst simultaneously improving quality of 
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care by collecting and using evidence on the ef-
fectiveness of clinical interventions. For example, 
take a person receiving treatment funded by /an 
insurance company following a car accident. In 
earlier times, this patient may have been able 
to receive physiotherapy, massage therapy and 
chiropractic care simultaneously. This would be 
a costly arrangement and, as these services were 
provided concomitantly neither the insurance com-
pany nor the therapists themselves would know 
what particular interventions were successful or to 
what degree. By taking a managed care approach 
and monitoring costs and services, insurance 
companies might now recommend that service 
providers begin with one therapeutic intervention 
and only introduce other services after a period 
of time where the efficacy is demonstrated or 
where there is a demonstrable need and evidence 
to provide additional services.

In the managed care environment, providers 
are expected to have and adhere to explicit prac-
tice standards, to review the way their services 
are utilized and to address quality improvement 
in their work with clients. This places demands on 
practice management and is only possible with good 
electronic information systems. The managed care 
revolution requires that agencies and practitioners 
keep accurate patient records, manage their billing, 
write clear statements about the client’s problem 
and set clear therapeutic goals and outcomes, 
develop research skills and adhere to standards 
of practice and established clinical protocols for 
a variety of clinical problems. There are parallels 
in the mental health system where Gregoire and 
Jungers (2007, p.735) expect that counselors need 
to provide ‘a good treatment plan that includes the 
following elements: a clear statement of the client’s 
problem, specific goals with measurable criteria 
and time frames for completion of the goals, and a 
clear statement of the means to be used to achieve 
these goals’. The elements of a good treatment 
plan fit with the components of the logic model 
as described later in this chapter.

aDminiStrative burDenS

The process for applying and reporting on funding 
adds to an agencies administrative burden. In a 
study of not for profits in Ontario, Eakin (2007) 
asked agencies to rate the complexity of funding 
application and reporting processes from simple 
to complex. A simple application proposal is short 
with readily accessible information and straight-
forward program descriptions, whilst a complex 
proposal has time constraints, requires specific 
data that is not readily available and specificity on 
programs and outcomes. In reporting on funding, 
simple reporting processes require readily avail-
able information while extreme reporting requires 
data that is difficult to obtain, requires exercise of 
both management and clinical judgment, much ad-
ditional data and is demanding of staff time. Many 
not for profit agencies rated the application and 
reporting process as extreme with few rating them 
as simple. This reporting process is made more 
difficult when organizations receive funding from 
multiple sources thus having numerous reporting 
requirements. All this takes time and expertise that 
few agencies are equipped to deal with.

Privacy legislation in Australia (Privacy Act 
1988) and similar provisions in other countries 
require compliance with client information 
management standards which take account of 
the importance of data security and data quality, 
provide capacity for individuals to access and 
correct their personal information whilst empha-
sizing care in the use of sensitive information. 
Management information systems such as case 
management software programs allow organiza-
tions to collect and present information to funding 
bodies whilst maintaining compliance with such 
legislative demands.

In the health sector, evidence based practice 
is a standard professional expectation. Evidence 
based practice is the conscientious, explicit, and 
judicious use of current best evidence in making 
decisions about the care of individual patients 
(Sackett, Rosenberg, Gray, Haynes and Richard-
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son 1996, p.71). It brings together integration 
of clinical expertise and compassionate care of 
patients with the best available evidence from 
research. Whilst its utility in health care has 
been clearly demonstrated, the development of 
evidence based practice in the human services 
is in its infancy. There are, nevertheless, promis-
ing ways in which this approach can be used for 
improving knowledge about service and provider 
users, practitioners, organizations, policy and 
research (Johnson & Austin 2006). It is expected 
that evidence based practice and research will be 
increasingly used in response to greater account-
ability requirements made by funders leading to 
specific demands for: outcomes measurement, 
increasing availability of expertise and resources 
for evidence based practice, and rising expecta-
tions that the not for profit organizations will 
manage for results.

Managed care is practiced in Canada and the 
USA and to a lesser extent in other countries. 
There are, nevertheless, pressures on all not for 
profit organizations to use aggregated program 
data to demonstrate their effectiveness. Local 
foundations are an increasing source of program 
funding for the not for profit sector. On one hand 
foundations with tax exemptions are expected to 
demonstrate results to governments and in turn, 
foundations demand efficiencies and outcomes 
from recipient organizations. Governments are 
result oriented, requiring information from the 
not for profits sector about their program, prog-
ress against objectives and specific results. They 
now demand that funded programs demonstrate 
achievement of particular outcomes and outputs as 
well as effective, efficient and efficacious services. 
Many organizations are required to achieve these 
requirements and conduct their own evaluations in 
order to receive ongoing funding. If not for profits 
do not have the internal capacity to undertake 
these evaluations, they may need to hire external 
consultants, an expensive exercise. Large not for 
profit organizations receive funding from multiple 
sources including federal, state, regional or local 

organizations with increasingly complex, and pos-
sibly overlapping reporting requirements. Unless 
organizations have, or are able to purchase the 
analytical and research capacity to separate inputs, 
activities and outcomes from various programs 
and transform this data into specific results, their 
ongoing funding may be jeopardized.

Despite these demands, governments and 
private funders in the US were generally dissat-
isfied with the research data that organizations 
provided to justify grant proposals and support 
evaluations (Stoeckler 2007, p.111). Funding is 
not a right or entitlement in the non-government 
sector. Acceptance of funding means responsibil-
ity. Funders expect that services will be directed 
and targeted to those most in need. It is assumed 
that there will be fiscal responsibility, account-
ability for funding and measurement of outcomes. 
Quality standards are expected, these including 
use of service protocols, adherence to practice 
standards, appropriate use of qualified staff, 
participation in quality assurance, and meeting 
accreditation standards. Finally governments 
expect that, wherever possible, practice is based 
on demonstration of effectiveness. Whilst these 
are the funding bodies’ expectations it does not 
mean that these bodies will necessarily pay for 
costs associated with achieving accountability.

In summary, funder demands for greater ac-
countability are outpacing the technical and re-
search capacity of the not for profit sector resulting 
in many agencies being unable to meet the specific 
accountability and program evaluation demands of 
funders. How then can case management software 
be used to address funders’ demands for program 
monitoring purposes and to develop and address 
the effectiveness of services? Case management 
software is a tool providing an organization the 
capacity to manage, evaluate and monitor pro-
grams, research and plan services. The utility 
of the software is a significant human resource 
consideration. It may be necessary for agencies 
to spend money to save money, in other words to 
weigh up the costs and benefits. The training and 
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development costs could be amortized over time 
whilst there will be savings with a move from 
paper based and error prone system to collation 
and analysis done by the system.

To fully realize the value of software programs, 
their introduction requires leadership, the orga-
nizational readiness to change and the research 
capacity of staff to maximize the utility of infor-
mation systems. The introduction of software may 
also entail a significant diversion of staff from 
management, administration and service provision 
to participate in the necessary training.

penelope

Penelope by Athena Software is a feature-rich and 
flexible case management and client information 
management solution for mental health and human 
service providers. The software brings together 
billing, clinical documentation and outcome man-
agement - into a secure and easily implemented 
web-based package. Penelope is a client-centric 
system that captures the spectrum of services a 
client may be receiving, from individual, family 
and group clinical services to educational and 
preventive programs. A wealth of demographic, 
referral, risk and bio-psycho-social information 
can be collected and custom recovery plans can be 
built into the system. In addition, the MIS (Man-
agement Information System) captures progress 
notes, signature forms and attachments such as 
images and external documentation.

At an enterprise level system, Penelope not only 
accommodates hundreds of concurrent users but 
facilitates coordination of care through assignment 
of providers to cases. This provider assignment 
can encompass different models ranging from 
primary or multiple providers for a single service, 
a multi-disciplinary team approach or a single 
pairing approach for one-to-many services. The 
integrated scheduler component captures service 
provision through time and also coordinates ser-
vice among administrative and clinical staff; an 

(optional) integrated billing function accommo-
dates a complex variety of funding and payment 
scenarios with efficiency and ease. Users, from 
clinical service providers, to reception, billing staff 
and management have user-defined authorized ac-
cess to various aspects of the system and benefit 
from the specific workflow and reporting features 
relevant to them. By integrating all components 
of service provision whilst customizing the user 
experience the system is extremely efficient and 
easy to use. With little to no duplicate data entry 
a wealth of information can be captured. Penelope 
can be used to report on a wealth of information 
of interest to the organization as a whole in ad-
dition to complete individual case files. Program 
and funding utilization statistics and client and 
program outcomes can be related to such service 
characteristics as length and/or frequency of ser-
vice, participation in and/or receipt of multiple 
services, presenting needs/diagnoses, staff and 
staff caseloads and attributes (qualifications, 
specializations), demographic variables and more. 
Such powerful reporting allows organizations to 
identify strengths and gaps in service, identify 
and secure recurring and additional funding op-
portunities and monitor progress towards internal 
benchmarks. This chapter will focus on this par-
ticular aspect of the software.

core features

The case file is a central component of the practice 
information system in all health and human service 
agencies. In a paper based office, these files hold 
personal and service information about individual 
clients and their families. The case file is also a 
key component in the case management software 
environment being stored and managed electroni-
cally rather than in a file room or cabinet.

In a case management software environment, 
files are based on individuals participating in, 
or receiving services from the agency. When an 
agency accepts a client referral and provides a 
service, the agency collects, as part of the intake 
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process, information about that individual client. 
This includes personal identifying and demo-
graphic information such as age, address, family 
size and structure, school information, income and 
education. The reason for referral is also a criti-
cal part of the intake process with details of the 
referring agency or worker, a critical part of this 
process being recorded in the data base. In some 
agencies, information about insurers or account 
information will also be included. Figure 1 shows 
the range of information that might be collected 
about an individual.

Table 1 shows the possible range of information 
for collection. Whilst user defined variables are not 
shown in the diagrams these variables comprise 
data and information unique to the agency and cli-
ent group, for example in a child protection agency 
user defined variables may include notifications of 
child abuse, name and demographic information 
about those reporting, and reasons for reporting. 

This agency may also include information about 
foster care arrangements, names of carers and 
respite care arrangements.

Demographic information is supplemented by 
narrative documents including intake summaries, 
presenting information, treatment or recovery 
plans, progress assessment reports, details of 
incoming and outgoing telephone calls, social 
history, service provision, intervention and sum-
mary statements. The case file provides informa-
tion about the individual client, case documents, 
intake summary and referral information and 
file attachments containing essential information 
necessary for working effectively with clients as 
illustrated in Figure 2.

Workers can use the system to schedule activi-
ties and appointments, and log information about 
whether the client has attended their appointments. 
Although many agencies do not bill clients or 
insurers, the program incorporates a system that is 

Figure 1. Individual information
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able to invoice and record payments, track billable 
services and provide for single and batch invoicing 
and provide summary financial information.

information DomainS

Although the Penelope case management informa-
tion system provides information about individuals 
and cases that can enable practitioners to manage 
their case loads effectively and efficiently, the 
system, more importantly allows aggregation 
of information into many domains. Put simply 
information is collected about individual clients 
at the case level, program and services level and 
at the activity level. These information domains 
with examples of associated outcomes are illus-
trated in Table 2.

Aggregated data allows agencies to use data 
in a variety of different ways to serve the needs 
of clients, management of human and financial 
resources, assessing client satisfaction, program 
planning and managing funding requirements. 
Given its simplicity of use the package presents 
may opportunities for agencies.

WHere to Start?

Information domains provide a conceptual frame-
work for the collection of standard demographic 
and user defined information. This is the easy part 
of the journey. The transition from information 
collection to management and utilization of this 
information is more challenging for agencies. The 
transition from data collection to using data for 
monitoring and analysis of programs should not 
be feared by administrators or practitioners. It is 
helpful to start with some very simple questions 
and link these ideas to concepts and strategies in 
the literature.

What are our questions about our programs? • 
Practitioners have exploratory questions 
about the services provided and admin-
istrators have questions about the use of 
agency resources to deliver these programs. 
Both have questions about clients, services 
to community and policy. These are who, 
what, how and why questions. They are the 
questions of interest to the agency and not 
questions imposed by funders.

Table 1. Range of information for collection 

Individual profile Demographic information Collateral contact 
information

Billing / account information

First / last name
Date of birth
Gender 
Address 
Post code
Country 
Phone details
Site of service
Contact instructions
Referral source

Educational attainment 
Employment status 
Occupational type 

Income source 
Income range 

New Australian 
Country of birth 

Citizenship status

Full name 
Relationship 
Organization 

Address 
Post code 

Phone

Total invoiced 
Total applied receipts 

Total unapplied receipts 
Total applied write offs 

Balance 
Transaction history 

Debits 
Credits

Employment /
school information

Outcomes evaluation infor-
mation

Pre-enrollment information File attachments

Employer name
Work contact
Address 
Phone 
Email 
Work comments

Pre / mid / post stage evaluation 
Surveys completed

Reasons for waiting 
Waiting for program 
Waiting for worker 

Comments 
Waiting since

Letters 
Reports 

Documents of any data type
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What questions do we have about our ser-• 
vices to clients and community and how do 
we measure the work we do? At the most 
simple level these questions relate to per-
formance monitoring. The issues for con-
sideration are what information is collected 
and how do we interpret the information in 
the agency.
What are trying to achieve in our agency? • 
This is a deliberate question about the in-
tentions of programs and services, and ex-
pectations about the outcomes we hope to 
accomplish. These simple questions link to 
the idea of the program logic model, a map 

which is unique to every agency and pro-
gram. What we are trying to achieve should 
fit with agency plans, funding submissions 
and formal evaluations.
How do we demonstrate the effective-• 
ness of our intervention and use these re-
sults to change services? This is a research 
question. This process can be more com-
plicated and exhaustive when combined 
with complex analytical and interpretative 
approaches.

We therefore have four types of questions: 
exploratory, monitoring and interpretative, in-

Figure 2. Individual and case file information
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tentions and evaluative. Before understanding 
these questions, it is necessary to understand the 
concept of the program logic model which assists 
in understanding these questions.

logic model

In simple language, a logic model is a graphic 
representation used as a guide to convey what 
agency services are intending to achieve. This 
guide, unique to every agency provides a mecha-
nism to communicate to funders, researchers and 
community about services and outcomes. At a 
more formal level, Frechtling (2007, p.1) defines 
a logic model as a ‘tool that describes the theory 
of change underlying an intervention, product 
or policy’. This theory of change simply means 
that when resources and activities are combined 
in particular ways they will lead to intended 
outcomes for clients. If a particular set of actions 
are prepared, then specific results are expected. 
These logic models are important aids to assist 
organizations in applying for grants as they 
clarify the intended purpose, activities, outputs 
and outcomes. In addition, these models provide 
a framework for developing an evaluation study, 
setting a framework for the information to be 

collected and also documenting the intervention 
and how it worked. Logic models are not fixed 
as they can be developed at any time during the 
life cycle of the program and can be modified if 
the circumstances of the program change. For 
organizations using a case management software 
system, logic models provide the elements for 
data collection enabling compilation of relevant 
information, and a focus for analysis. Although 
this chapter will focus on technological aspects 
of the logic model, it should be remembered that 
developing logic models is a collaborative en-
deavor and a dynamic process involving agency 
staff and other stakeholders. Over time, the logic 
model used may need revision as practitioners 
work with the clients and develop new practice 
knowledge of activities and outcomes.

Logic model components are simple and 
include inputs, activities, outputs and outcomes. 
The inputs are resources which are brought to a 
program including financial, material and human 
resources. Some programs may have multiple 
funding sources whilst human resource can include 
volunteer support, in kind assistance or partner-
ships with other agencies. Activities are those 
action steps taken in the program to achieve its 
stated goals and outputs. Outputs are the results 

Table 2. Information domains 

Clinical domain Service delivery domain Outcomes evaluations domain

Personal and family information
Demographic data
Employment data

Collateral contact information
User defined information

Case documentation and notes
Clinical activities

Case load statistics 
Activity status statistics 

Activity statistics 
Program specific statistics 
Presenting issue statistics 

Case flow statistics

Client self ratings at pre, mid, and post stages of service 
Percentage change over time 

Frequency distribution over time 
Qualitative feedback 

Client satisfaction results 
Outcomes reporting by program and funder13

Billing accounting information External reporting domain Human resources domain

Client fees / funder invoices
Payments and write offs

Subsidy / sliding scale information
Program-specific accounting

Account aging

Funder specific reporting 
Program specific reporting 

Aggregate reporting 
Population specific reporting

Worker hours – indirect, direct, non-case 
Activity status by worker 
Activity types by worker 

Case load / worker capacity data 
Worker involvement in specific program 

Billable hours
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of the program such as products, services and 
reports produced. Outcomes are the changes to 
people and situations resulting from the activities 
and indicate that the aims of the program have 
been achieved. Documentation of these outcomes 
provides evidence of the success of the program. 
Outcomes can be written as short term, medium 
term and longer term. It is not possible here to 
address issues in developing program logic models 
but substantial online resources are available from 
such organizations as the United Way, Kellogg 
Foundation as well as print material (Frechtling 
2007; Wholey, Hatry & Newcomer 2004).

Although the logic model is a clearly struc-
tured approach, its development is a dynamic and 
iterative process that requires involvement of all 
staff and takes place over time. McLaughlin and 
Jordan (2004, p.15) suggest that managers regard 
the logic model as a process that involves both 
program participants and other stakeholders as-
sociated with the model’s implementation. Above 
all logic modeling is part of long term cultural 
change. Understanding the program logic model is 
fundamental in demonstrating outcome measures 
to funders, preparation of grant application and 
using data in other forms of inquiry.

The program logic model provides a structure 
for demonstrating outcomes to funders, a frame-
work for funding applications, and a series of 
questions for formative and summative program 
evaluation. As a theory of change is embedded 
in the logic model, the model with associated 
outcomes allow for testing of the effectiveness of 
the change strategy. The particular value of the 
program logic model lies in program evaluation, 
a process that includes:

Development of a conceptual model of the • 
program and identification of key evalua-
tion points
Development of evaluation questions and • 
definition of measurable outcomes
Development of an evaluation design• 
Collection of data• 

Analysis of data• 
Provision of information to interested au-• 
diences (Frechtling 2007, p.127).

WHat are tHe exploratory 
queStionS about 
our programS?

This is something that practitioners and ad-
ministrators do every day although they may 
not describe this as an investigative, analytical 
and/or interpretative process. Questions about 
practice emerge because practitioners and ad-
ministrators have hypotheses about practice and 
want confirmation of their intuition. There are 
many questions that practitioners and manage-
ment may ask on a day to day basis. Generally, 
the software program enables practitioners and 
administrators to use data collected to provide 
the answers. Listed below are examples of the 
questions that may be asked.

Questions about services to clients

How long is our waiting list?• 
How quickly do we respond to urgent • 
cases?
How many hours of service do we provide • 
per client?
What is the demographic profile of our cli-• 
ent group?
What is the diversity of our client • 
populations?
How many cases of elder or child abuse • 
have we received?
What sorts of complaints do we receive • 
from clients about our services?
How many clients return for further • 
assistance?
What are the most common problems ex-• 
perienced by our clients?
What are the health and social risk factors • 
of our clients?
What sort of health and mental health prob-• 
lems go together?
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What are the most intractable mental health • 
concerns experienced by our clients?

Questions about resources

How many years of experience do agency • 
staff have?
What is the range of staff qualifications?• 
What is a reasonable workload for staff in • 
a particular service area?
What is the cost of group work activities • 
and individual therapy?
How many hours of supervision per year • 
are provided to new and experienced 
staff?
What is the cost per person attending train-• 
ing programs?
Are some staff more effective in working • 
with some clients than with others?

Questions about the agency in the commu-
nity

How does our client service profile com-• 
pare to similar agencies?
What are the social problems in the neigh-• 
borhoods served by our agency?
What are the most urgent unmet • 
needs identified by the clients and 
community?
What is the network of referrals and how • 
do we work with these agencies?

Questions about policy

How does a particular social policy impact • 
on the clients in the agency?
What are the challenges for clients in ac-• 
cessing health and welfare services such 
as housing, health services or income 
support?
Does the allocation of resources for ser-• 
vices match the costs of delivering those 
services?

The above questions are useful but they need 
to be linked to a commitment on the part of the 
agency to engage in measuring and monitoring 
performance and outcomes. There are several 
steps in this process including:

Obtaining and holding the support of man-• 
agers and stakeholders
Identifying the questions that the agency • 
wants answered
Defining the criteria to use in answering • 
those questions
Understanding the data that needs to be • 
collected
Determining how that data is to be present-• 
ed and analyzed.

The steps in beginning this process are elabo-
rated by Wholey (2004) using the concept of evalu-
ability assessment, that is a process undertaken by 
the agency to determine what evaluations might 
be useful, explore what evaluations would be 
feasible and design evaluations.

WHat are tHe monitoring anD 
interpretative queStionS 
about tHe Work We Do?

Administrators and practitioners also have 
questions about the quality of their services and 
programs and rely on quantitative descriptive 
accounts to track and monitor performance on 
a regular basis. These questions may relate to 
resource management, outputs, activities, pro-
ductivity, service quality, customer satisfaction 
(Poister 2004). This information can assist agen-
cies to manage for results. Although the data is 
descriptive, it can also supplement more complex 
evaluative tools.

Performance monitoring is an important tool in 
the management and planning of services bringing 
together collection of data, accountability require-
ments, theories of social change and performance 
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monitoring measures. The aim of performance 
monitoring is to track performance in a timely 
and scheduled manner using a range of measures 
related to agency programs providing information 
to managers, stakeholders and policy makers. 
It can assist agencies to assess how a program 
is operating and the extent to which program 
objectives are being achieved in the service de-
livery. Where objectives are not fully achieved, 
performance monitoring can assist in rethinking 
aspects of delivery. Performance monitoring uses 
client satisfaction measures and can report on cost 
effectiveness and productivity.

Performance monitoring may be imposed by 
funders to compare services or deliberately used by 
agencies as part of their operations. For example; 
in the Australia health care system, performance 
monitoring is imposed with hospitals required 
to measure and report indicators such as patient 
waiting time for elective surgery or the number of 
patients who wait longer than 24 hours in emer-
gency. Within a human service agency, similar 
measures track can what is happening with pro-
gram outcomes. Measures collected are descriptive 
and it is not possible to attribute causation. The 
value of some measures can also be challenged. 
For example, the size of a case load may not reflect 
the actual workload of individual practitioners as 
some cases are complex and other cases have a 
relatively simple intervention. Similarly, the length 
of a hospital waiting list may mean that there is a 
very effective early detection of problems rather 
than a queue of more serious problems. Once 
these measures have been developed and there 
is clarity about their reliability, they can then be 
used in a variety of different ways by the agency 
including;

Use of particular resources used in pro-• 
gram areas (e.g. number of support work-
ers needed to care for an older person in 
their home)
Output measures (number of cases or cli-• 
ents serviced)

Productivity measures (cost per investiga-• 
tion of child abuse)
Service quality especially turnaround time, • 
accessibility, safety, waiting time for diag-
nostic assessment or time from application 
for a pension or benefit until a decision is 
made and provided to the customer
Outcomes or the extent to which a program • 
is effective
Cost effectiveness or the ratio of costs to • 
outcomes (cost per discharged consumer)
Customer satisfaction (for various aspects • 
of service delivery such as therapy, finan-
cial assistance, child care or home help) 
(Poister 2004, pp.99-102).

Much of the information described above 
can be taken directly from the data management 
system. The data can be raw numbers, percent-
ages, averages, or indexes which are generally 
composites representing a particular characteristic. 
Some performance measures require additional 
information for collection but this can be part of 
the intake, assessment and intervention process. 
This can include questionnaires such as the Health 
Status Questionnaire, measures of risk factors, 
social functioning, observations by therapists, 
follow up data on clients after a set period and 
surveys. It is important to bear in mind that mea-
sures should be specific and oriented to results, 
understandable, and be reliable, (objective and 
dependable) and valid (fair and unbiased).

WHat Do We intenD to acHieve?

Software management programs provide agen-
cies with a tool to record information about their 
clients and services and then use this information 
deliberately for a variety of administrative and 
research purposes. Unfortunately, many social 
service organizations do not utilize software man-
agement programs or management information 
systems to their full potential if indeed they do 
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possess such programs. Stoecker (2007) notes that 
not for profits collect a lot of data but do not use 
much of the data collected. One step in effectively 
using the tool is to think systematically about 
programs delivered by the agencies asking what 
in particular is this program intended to achieve 
and with what results for the client group. The 
name given to this approach is the logic model 
and here agencies specify inputs, activities, outputs 
and outcomes.

interpretative approaches 
to outcomes

The program logic model is quantitative in ori-
entation. There are also qualitative evaluative 
approaches rather than quantitative using inter-
pretative orientations guided by social construc-
tivist theories. Here participants create their own 
understanding based on past and current experi-
ences alone and in collaboration with others. This 
interpretative model allows practitioners, to learn 
as they proceed with the program and modify and 
adapt according to the clients and issues faced 
along the way with outcomes developed through 
the process rather than planned before the pro-
gram commences. It is particularly relevant in 
service delivery when the services and problems 
are complex.

Although interpretive models are qualitative, 
there is logic to interpretative evaluation with 
stages that include engagement, discovery, sense 
making and unfolding (Netting, O’Connor & Fauri 
2008, p.136). These stages are not necessarily 
sequential but more of a spiral progression. The 
process of engagement and relationship building 
with diverse groups, discovery and sense mak-
ing happens simultaneously with a deepening of 
understanding with the development. Information 
collected in this process comes from multiple 
sources including qualitative and quantitative data, 
narratives from logs or case studies, observations, 
views of all participants or even the discovery of 
tensions and ambiguities.

When using interpretative approaches, ac-
countability and the use of information systems 
pose special challenges. Funders may not like 
these approaches because outcomes are not clearly 
quantifiable and therefore hard to evaluate and 
compare with similarly funded programs. Never-
theless, it is possible to meet funder accountability 
requirements using information systems. The 
emergent interpretative models rely on description 
and documentation of multiple views, relationship 
building, understanding of complexity, consensus 
building processes, options and possibilities and 
the learning process. These can be documented in 
reflective journals, narratives of critical incidents, 
day journals, contact logs, methods journals, 
notes of meetings, and transcripts of significant 
meetings. These can be supplemented with vari-
ous forms of quantitative data. Case management 
software programs can be used to store this data, 
make and edit notes. They can be stored in the 
system and retrieved for analysis by exporting 
them to such programs as NVIVO.

HoW Do We evaluate tHe 
effectiveneSS of our Work?

There are three ways to demonstrate effective-
ness: experimental, quasi experimental designs 
and evaluations that examine impact. Generally 
these evaluations are done by large scale organiza-
tions rather than the small not for profit. The gold 
standard for effectiveness studies is experimental 
randomized studies. These require that participants 
are randomly assigned to either a treatment group 
or a non treatment group, called the control group. 
Generally, these studies are difficult to implement. 
The outcomes of these groups are then compared 
to determine the impact of the service or inter-
vention. Quasi experimental designs are similar 
to experimental designs and are more common 
because the allocation of subjects to groups is 
not random. There are several variations of ran-
domized designs including time series based on 
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repeated measures, before and after comparisons 
and post program comparisons. Finally, effective-
ness is evaluated by examining changes in risk 
or outcomes amongst the client populations. Risk 
factors that include for example mental health or 
general health problems are measured to determine 
the impact of the program.

caSe management 
SoftWare anD reporting

Software programs provide a mechanism for 
information collection. Penelope software allows 
tracking of client activity from demographic char-
acteristics of the population and program related 
perspectives to clinical outcomes. A wide variety 
of reports can be used to answer basic practice and 
administrative questions and to allow performance 
monitoring. Custom surveys can easily be built 
into the system by users. In addition, the Penelope 
case management software system includes public 
domain outcome and evaluation templates that 
can be used in outcome studies and for inclusion 
in quasi experimental designs and randomized 
experimental studies. Examples include Brief 
Psychiatric Rating Scale, General Satisfaction 
Survey, Hamilton Anxiety Rating Scale, Global 
Assessment of Functioning Scale, and Family/
Couple Outcomes Survey. Proprietary scales can 
also be used with this software.

Although this software is both powerful and 
flexible, the introduction and ongoing manage-
ment of performance measures, outcome studies 
and the incorporation of experimental studies does 
present challenges for organizations. The United 
Way of America (2000) recognizing that many not 
for profit organizations were using performance 
monitoring, required the development of outcome 
measures as part of funding requirements. They 
followed up many funded organization with a 
survey examining the impact of this requirement. 
Many agencies identified outcome measurement 
as helpful as it enhanced record keeping and 

facilitated success in competing for additional 
funding and resources. On the other hand they 
identified lack of access to technical resources to 
solve problems and inadequate software and staff 
time to complete these requirements.

Introduction and effective use of case manage-
ment software systems, such as Penelope will take 
time. There are some fundamental requirements 
including the involvement of all staff and stake-
holders in the planning, and the support of senior 
management and the board of directors. Data 
collection methods, analysis and interpretation of 
results may need to be supported with additional 
technical expertise. The system is developed on 
a trial and error basis with a process of testing, 
evaluating and making improvements before it 
meets the needs of management, practitioners 
and funding bodies. Once established, improve-
ments and modification will also be required. 
Throughout this process, a range of problems 
will be presented especially in relation to the 
quality of agency records. Hatry (2004) identi-
fied issues in relation to missing and incomplete 
data, aggregated data where information is not 
classified into useful and pertinent categories, 
quality control for the reasonableness of data 
and privacy issues.

tHe future

Demonstration of effectiveness using manage-
ment information systems is here to stay. Soft-
ware programs to support these initiatives will 
increasingly be adopted with funder demands and 
as organizations effectively using such systems 
will gain competitive funding advantages. Ef-
fective software solutions in the human services 
sector will be ones that address a combination 
of priorities including cost effectiveness, ease 
of use, user and system security, decision sup-
port and evaluative support. In addition, flexible 
systems that can accommodate the diverse needs, 
best practices and specific logic models of human 
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service organizations will have the greatest impact 
on their success.

There will be an increased public account-
ability for funding. This will go beyond financial 
accountability to include service quality and 
service outcomes. Performance indicators and 
programs outcomes are likely to be made more 
public enabling comparisons to be made by the 
clients they serve. Savvy consumers may elect 
to attend programs which can demonstrate the 
best outcomes. This is already occurring in the 
health sector with use of service indicators such 
as infection rates of particular hospitals and the 
community. Scrutiny of performance and outcome 
measures for funded programs will be undertaken 
with attention to the relevance, rigor, and interpre-
tation. For example some funding bodies already 
specify the measures required as part of funding. 
With this data they are able to make comparisons 
between the costs and service outcomes. They may 
use this knowledge to determine future funding. 
Benchmarking is a process that allows funders to 
compare performances, outcomes and associated 
costs for similar services. It allows examination 
of performance in particular periods of time, 
outcomes for different target groups, variations 
of service delivery and performance in similar 
organizational structures and geographical areas 
(Pathfinder 2003). Funders may well classify ser-
vices according to what they interpret as a “good” 
performance although such a classification system 
would need to done with some care as different 
client groups, neighborhoods or populations may 
exhibit different results.

concluSion

Case management software programs are sophis-
ticated tools with practical capabilities enabling 
improved management performance and dem-
onstration of outcomes. At a basic level, these 
software programs facilitate collection of data 
about clients. Agencies that do not go beyond 

data collection are under utilizing the system’s 
capabilities and not getting a return on their in-
vestments. With increased accountability require-
ments from funders, there are expectations that 
the not for profit sector will need to demonstrate 
outcomes for clients. This chapter, using Penelope 
case management software as an illustration has 
provided practical examples of the way agencies 
can make the transition from data collection to 
performance monitoring and demonstration of 
effectiveness.
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Chapter 12

The Role of Information 
and Communications 

Technologies in Human Rights 
Monitoring and Advocacy

John Lannon
Leeds Metropolitan University, UK

‘Live as if you were to die tomorrow. Learn as 
if you were to live forever’. -- Mahatma Gandhi 
(1869-1948), Indian philosopher, internationally 
esteemed for his doctrine of nonviolent protest.

introDuction

Human rights are a set of universal claims that ex-
ist in order to protect individuals from oppression, 

discrimination and illegitimate coercion, typically 
by state actors. They provide the basis upon which 
the notions of dignity, equality and human security 
can be upheld and promoted at all levels of society, 
and they are codified in a widely endorsed set of 
international undertakings known as the Interna-
tional Bill of Human Rights. This includes the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR), the International Covenant on 

abStract

This chapter analyses tools and techniques used to document human rights abuse. It outlines the oppor-
tunities and pitfalls associated with the use of information and communication technologies by human 
rights organizations, and it examines the importance of rigorous documentation to underpin human rights 
work. Tools developed to help grassroots organizations record usable and actionable information are 
contrasted with an initiative that actively involves citizens in the reporting of xenophobic attacks. The 
analysis shows that the tools and systems used to monitor human rights violations are essential to the 
effective implementation of human rights standards. It also shows that new technologies can empower 
ordinary citizens to become directly involved in awareness building and debate about human rights 
abuse.

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60566-735-5.ch012
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Economic Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 
and a number of other internationally recognised 
covenants. These have been given effect to vary-
ing degrees at national level in order to provide 
protection to individuals and to enable them to 
realise their full potential as human beings.

In a 2003 Harvard University lecture, the 
former UN High Commissioner for Human 
Rights Mary Robinson said our challenge today 
is to give meaning to the values of human rights 
in our own communities as well as in the global 
community of nations (Robinson, 2003). Echo-
ing the words of Eleanor Roosevelt who played 
a vital role in the drafting of the UDHR, she said 
that without concerned citizen action to uphold 
human rights at home, we will look in vain for 
progress in the larger world. In order for the hu-
man rights obligations of states to be understood 
and taken seriously as legal obligations, there is 
a need for research, analysis and reporting by 
non-governmental organizations within and on 
behalf of local communities. Respect for all human 
rights – including civil, political, economic, social 
and cultural rights - is primarily the responsibility 
of national governments. Human rights groups 
and activists, often with different agendas, work 
together at local, national and international level 
to hold them accountable and to bring pressure 
to bear to address deficiencies in their human 
rights record.

A number of factors have contributed towards 
addressing traditional and emerging forms of hu-
man rights abuse. These include the emergence 
of an international human rights regime, growing 
transnational social movement networks, increas-
ing consciousness and information politics (Brysk, 
2002). Globalization creates new opportunities 
to challenge the state from above and below ac-
cording to Brysk, but it also creates new human 
rights problems related to the shrinking of states, 
the decision-making power of global institutions, 
the integration of markets, international flows of 
information and people, and the spread of cultures 
of intolerance. Information and communication 

technologies (ICTs) play an important role in all of 
these. As the various players increasingly leverage 
and apply new technologies we see significant 
changes from the traditional distributions of power 
in the international system (Selian, 2002).

This chapter looks at the role of ICTs in hu-
man rights advocacy, and provides an analysis of 
some of the tools and techniques used to gather, 
report, analyze and disseminate information on 
human rights abuses. It outlines the opportunities 
and challenges associated with the use of ICTs by 
human rights actors and it examines the impor-
tance of rigorous documentation and verifiable 
information sources to underpin human rights 
work. This is followed by a case study describing 
how an initiative that actively involves citizens 
in the reporting and dissemination of information 
contributes to awareness raising in relation to a 
human rights issue. Finally the added value of 
tools designed specifically to record and analyse 
human rights data is discussed, and their value 
in the context of the overall human rights regime 
is described.

backgrounD

ICTs represent the most significant technological 
breakthrough of the last half century. The costs are 
declining dramatically, and new applications that 
improve our human and organizational capabili-
ties are being developed every day. Communica-
tions and information flows are becoming more 
instantaneous, more global and more content-rich 
as a result of technological innovation and con-
vergence. These have contributed greatly to the 
enhanced transparency and accessibility of hu-
man rights information for citizens, particularly 
in terms of legal and administrative information, 
but they have done even more to improve the 
administrative, organizational and management 
skills of community and grassroots organizations, 
and thus ‘to tip the scales of power slightly back 
towards an equilibrium’ (Selian, 2002, p.19).
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ICTs have transformed the capacity of the 
worldwide human rights movement to highlight 
human rights abuse and to advocate for causes 
and victims of oppression. They make it easier 
to share and to access information; they facilitate 
human rights data aggregation and analysis; they 
offer new tactical approaches to campaigning; and 
they precipitate real-world activities ranging from 
local demonstrations to intergovernmental agency 
lobbying. They also enable global participation, 
and give local actors and previously invisible 
groups international visibility.

Accurate and timely information is an in-
dispensable tool for human rights work, and an 
essential precondition for effective responsive ac-
tion and the promotion of human rights - whether 
by organizations, individuals, governments or 
international institutions (Metzl, 1996). The 
benefits of ICTs lie not only in the range of their 
functionality but in the variety and versatility of 
their application, according to Selian (2002). She 
says the use of ICTs in human rights work can 
be broken down broadly into four main realms 
whose level and quality of interaction (amongst 
themselves and with one another) has been vastly 
improved. According to Selian, individuals, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), national 
governments and supranational institutions have 
all been empowered insofar as they ‘have the 
means to effectively communicate their stories, 
agendas, laws and agreements, respectively and 
with maximum input’ (Selian, 2002, p.19).

In particular, human rights NGOs and activ-
ists benefit greatly from ICTs as they record and 
report human rights violations. Organizations and 
individuals around the world have been making 
good use of email to report and disseminate details 
of human rights abuses since the early 1990’s. 
Back then, the development of structures such 
BurmaNet and the China News Digest created 
issue-based networks acting on specific human 
rights violations and informing the world of such 
abuses (Halpin & Fisher, 1998). Nowadays blog-
ging has become an important tool for grassroots 

organizations and activists who want to tell their 
stories to a global audience. These are assisted 
by international human rights NGOs like Hu-
man Rights Watch who serve as ‘alternative wire 
services for people interested in places and issues 
rarely covered by mainstream media’ (Zucker-
man, 2004).

Mobile phones are also becoming more 
widely used for human rights activism and re-
porting. They are convenient, relatively reliable, 
inexpensive, coverage is improving all the time 
(Currion, 2007), and in most parts of the world 
their use is much higher than that of computers. 
With a mobile phone, a witness can report an 
incident anonymously by sending text messages 
using pre-paid SIM cards (Verclas, 2007). Mobile 
phones and digital cameras are also used to shoot 
footage that can be instrumental in quickly alert-
ing the international community to human rights 
violations. They can also result in human rights 
perpetrators being brought to justice; a video 
recording of Egyptian police brutality that made 
its way to international bloggers and Youtube 
helped bring about the arrest and conviction of 
two police officers in November 2007, for example 
(BBC News, 2007).

With the widespread dissemination of mobile 
video there are potential privacy and security 
implications in exposing the victim as well as 
the reporter. Nonetheless it is often felt that the 
benefits of uncovering the abuse outweigh the 
potential negatives (Verclas, 2007).

Twitter, which is a web-based tool that allows 
users to create a network of friends and to post a 
small update from their mobile phone by sending 
a text message, is another example of how new 
technologies are being appropriated successfully 
by the human rights movement. It is ideal for hu-
man rights activists as it is free and anonymous, 
and it enables them to provide live updates and 
to notify hundreds of contacts simultaneously 
with one message. One of its most valuable uses 
therefore is in situations during campaigns and 
demonstrations where there might be danger of 



187

The Role of Information and Communications Technologies in Human Rights

repression, arrests, etc. (Pearson, 2007). This is 
particularly true in parts of the world where there 
is limited Internet access, as information can be 
received as well as updated via a mobile phone.

tHe benefitS anD pitfallS of 
ictS for Human rigHtS Work

ICTs improve the ability of human rights orga-
nizations to marshal the facts into a persuasive 
logical argument (Weyker, 2002). Incident reports 
gathered over time and linked together using an 
appropriate information management system 
can enable an organization to make comparative 
analyses of patterns of violation in time, space, 
and social structure (Ball, 1996). The kinds of 
organizations interested in doing this type of work 
include grassroots human rights NGOs, United 
Nations human rights monitoring missions, gov-
ernment human rights bodies and truth commis-
sions. In some cases the focus is on monitoring 
ongoing conditions; in others it is on studying 
historical events.

The rise of global communications and media 
has afforded oppressed groups and individuals 
better opportunities to pitch their causes to dis-
tant audiences (Bob, 2002). With the advent of 
email and the World Wide Web in the mid 1990’s 
the dissemination of human rights information 
was no longer restricted to the traditional media 
and the well-resourced international NGOs like 
Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch. 
More recently, a range of online reporting options 
including message boards, wikis, chat rooms and 
blogs have enabled activists and reporters to reach a 
global audience directly within minutes of a human 
rights violation occurring. Emergent practices of 
citizen journalism where ordinary people play an 
active role in the process of collecting, reporting, 
analyzing and disseminating news and information 
(Bowman & Willis, 2003) not only get informa-
tion out quickly and cheaply; they also challenge 
the traditional approaches to news reporting and 

empower oppressed communities.
Citizens in Sri Lanka who have been effectively 

cut out of mainstream media, for example, have 
found new ways of expressing themselves, their 
concerns, their aspirations and their ideas for 
resolving conflict through a citizen journalism 
initiative called Groundviews (Hattotuwa, 2007). 
This tri-lingual website (http://www.groundviews.
org) features a range of ideas, opinions and 
analyses on humanitarian issues, media freedom, 
human rights, peace, democratic governance and 
constitutional reform. It was set up as a means 
through which citizens could document their own 
perspectives on life in conflict zones, call attention 
to humanitarian emergencies, and give information 
on security conditions. It also acts as a forum for 
the type of critical debate that does not take place 
in mainstream Sri Lankan media today.

The Groundviews conversation is still largely 
in English and is limited to urban areas. It lacks the 
grammar of age-old diplomacy and sociopolitical 
norms and is ‘raw, visceral, impatient, irreverent, 
pithy [and] provocative’ according to Hattotuwa 
(2007). Nonetheless in the context of Sri Lanka, 
where two decades of war have resulted in an 
ongoing series of struggles to secure human rights, 
basic human needs and a sustainable peace, citizen 
journalism initiatives like this play an important 
role as they have the potential to provide a forum 
for all citizens to express themselves and their 
ideas freely.

Another example of how citizens can benefit 
from ICTs is the Israeli human rights organization 
B’Tselem’s Shooting Back project. The project 
which was launched in January 2007 provides 
Palestinians with video cameras to capture and 
expose human rights violations in the Occupied 
Territories. Most of what has been filmed is Israeli 
settler violence in the West Bank, done with the 
complicity of the army and police. Some of it has 
been aired on Israeli and international television 
networks and is made available on the Internet, 
giving global audiences an opportunity to see what 
is happening to Palestinians on the ground.
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As in the case of Groundviews in Sri Lanka, 
Shooting Back has empowered Palestinians 
through citizen journalism and the use of ICTs. 
The project demonstrates how the video camera 
is not only a useful tool for documentation and 
advocacy; it has also become a source of protection 
for Palestinians (Goodman & Yakobovich, 2007), 
as settlers often run away when one is produced. 
Furthermore B’Tselem uses the video evidence 
to support complaints filed with the army and the 
police. Palestinian victims of abuse perpetrated 
by settlers or soldiers are often discouraged from 
lodging complaints by bureaucratic obstacles but 
these videos help to promote accountability and to 
seek legal redress for Palestinian complainants.

Video footage of human rights violations is 
regularly used in courts, tribunals, legislative 
bodies and human rights commissions, as well 
as by the media, transnational organizations and 
solidarity networks. It is a great way to create 
public awareness about human rights violations, 
while also empowering oppressed communities. 
The Witness archive (http://www.witness.org) is a 
good example of this in action. It consists of more 
than 1000 hours of raw footage documenting a 
vast range of human rights abuses, and features 
first-hand testimonies, interviews and imagery 
about rights violations and conflict sites around 
the world. Witness donates video cameras to hu-
man rights organizations and trains and supports 
their workers to integrate video into human rights 
campaigns. They also have an online video com-
munity for human rights called The Hub (http://
hub.witness.org) where anyone can upload, watch 
and share videos about human rights, as well as 
take action to help end human rights abuses. Ac-
cording to Gillian Caldwell, executive director 
of Witness, quoted in Weaver (2005), these tools 
bestow the power to document events on the lo-
cal people who experience them – as opposed to 
journalists visiting from other regions or countries. 
This goes a long way towards opening the eyes 
of the world to human rights violations and to 
promoting public engagement and policy change. 

It also serves as a launch pad for campaigns that 
people around the world can get involved with, 
and actions they can take to promote and protect 
human rights.

ICTs also enhance the ability of NGOs to 
draw other people into the organising efforts of a 
group or movement and to create new connections 
through which to collaborate (Weyker, 2002). The 
Internet in particular has transformed the capacity 
of social movements – including human rights 
movements - to build coalitions and networks and 
to advocate for causes, principles, and other people 
(Hick & McNutt, 2002). It opens up opportunities 
for local organizations by giving them national, 
regional and even global reach, and it facilitates 
the convergence of organizations with different 
goals and strategies (Cammaerts & Van Auden-
hove, 2003). Transnational human rights networks 
can influence state practice through information 
exchanges, provided domestic human rights ac-
tivists can keep their cause on the international 
agenda and supply good quality information to 
their international allies (Burgerman, 1998).

There are pitfalls, however, in the use of ICTs 
in human rights work. Firstly the proliferation 
of voices demanding attention for their human 
rights concerns can lead to a problem of too much 
noise interfering with effective action (Weyker, 
2002). ICTs enable more groups and individuals 
in countries where human rights violations are 
occurring to communicate with the outside world, 
and since these do not always work through a 
movement or organizational hierarchy there is a 
risk that mixed messages may be presented. Even 
worse is the possibility that false statements are 
unknowingly or unwisely made, thereby calling 
into question the credibility of reports from the 
country in question.

Another pitfall identified by Weyker (2002) 
is that some places are socially, economically or 
legally unfavourable for the application of these 
technologies to human rights work. In some cases 
the communications infrastructure is inadequate; 
in others the social organization and capacity to 
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effectively exploit the opportunities presented 
by new technologies is lacking. Human rights 
organizations can use the Internet to create their 
own online content and establish peer-to-peer 
communications for widespread dissemination 
of information but they need the expertise and 
resources to do so in a safe environment. Web 
2.0 technologies and applications like social 
bookmarking, wikis, blogs, tags, and RSS (Real 
Simple Syndication) have helped enormously 
however. According to (Krasne, 2005) they are 
already allowing non-profit supporters to build 
movements for social, environmental, economic, 
and political change, and the human rights move-
ment is no exception in this regard.

The main threat to the safety of human rights 
groups that use the Internet is that governments 
fearful of the free flow of information purpose-
fully try to control or hinder it. In June 2006, for 
example, the Chinese government announced it 
was going to step up control of search engines 
and blogs to block what it called “illegal and 
unhealthy” content, and western based Internet 
companies operating in the Chinese market were 
not slow to help them do this by allowing their 
tools to be used for surveillance activities and 
censorship. But the Chinese authorities are not 
alone in their implementation of restrictive and 
punitive measures that deny online freedom of 
expression and information. In 2004, Reporters 
without Borders chronicled a long list of regimes 
opposed to Internet freedom. They reported that 
in Vietnam, for example, web content is exten-
sively censored and e-mail is monitored in order 
to track down “subversive” Internet users. In 
Burma only a few hundred hand-picked people - 
regime officials, top military figures and heads of 
export companies - are officially allowed Internet 
access. And in Tunisia, where press freedom is 
non-existent and many have looked to the Inter-
net as a source of independent information and a 
place for debating ideas, the determination to gag 
the Internet is such that the only Internet service 
providers allowed to serve the public are those 

owned by the president’s associates (Reporters 
Without Borders, 2004).

The practices of Internet surveillance and 
censorship continue around the world, with 
governments using the presence of undesirable 
or critical material as a justification for repres-
sive controls and laws. In November 2008, for 
example, Reporters Without Borders reported 
that an Egyptian blogger who was arrested in 
November 2006 because of articles he posted 
was still serving a prison sentence for “insulting 
Islam” and “insulting the president” (Reporters 
Without Borders, 2008). His “crime” was the fact 
that he had criticized the authoritarian abuses of 
President Mubarak, and the practice of separat-
ing the sexes in the university in which he was 
studying law.

Equally worrying is the fact that law enforce-
ment and intelligence agencies around the world 
have developed new surveillance capabilities and 
have been given new legal powers to monitor In-
ternet users in response to the threat of terrorism. 
Some countries have even introduced legislation 
justifying and encouraging such practices, and this 
further increases the persecution and suffering of 
human rights defenders. It also undermines their 
legitimate work and introduces new vulnerabili-
ties within the human rights movement. The key 
to dealing with these threats is security; human 
rights defenders need to secure their work by 
learning about the technologies they use, and in 
particular about the concepts of computer and 
Internet operations (Vitaliev, 2007). This, accord-
ing to Vitalev, will make them more effective in 
protecting themselves and in promoting the rights 
of those they try to defend.

Vitalev (2007) outlines the key elements of 
information and communications security for 
human rights defenders and organizations at risk. 
The first is to secure the physical environment in 
which they operate, as most security incidents that 
affect the work and livelihood of human rights 
defenders are connected with physical violence 
and intrusion into their workplace. But while good 
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physical access barriers can deter some of those 
seeking unauthorised access to an organization’s 
information repositories, mainly because of the 
additional time required to circumvent them (Lan-
non & Halpin, 2006), they usually don’t deter state 
actors who want to access or destroy human rights 
information. They can work openly and usually 
have the staff and specialist tools to gain access 
(Mobbs, 2002).

The next step for human rights defenders and 
organizations is to address their digital security by 
installing anti-virus, spyware and firewall tools. 
For this the security edition of the NGO-in-a-Box 
CD (http://security.ngoinabox.org/) provides a 
range of solutions. Having good passwords and 
changing these every three to six months is also 
important, as is the use of screen locking and 
computer startup passwords.

Two other important issues to consider when 
working with information according to Vitalev 
(2007) are how to recover it and how to destroy 
it. Recoverable backups of documents and other 
information are critical in order to avoid infor-
mation loss through human error, carelessness, 
system malfunction or malicious damage. Human 
rights organizations must therefore give careful 
consideration to the type, quantity and frequency 
of backup for their information. Equally it is 
important for them to ensure that any data which 
is no longer wanted is properly deleted. This in-
cludes wiping temporary files, Internet browsing 
histories and so on.

Making information inaccessible to all but the 
intended party is another key consideration for 
human rights defenders. It provides protection 
for the defenders themselves, and it is essential in 
order to avoid jeopardizing the lives of witnesses 
and victims (PoKempner, 1997). But govern-
ments and other interested parties can intercept 
electronic communications at publicly accessible 
Internet nodes, through line tapping or disclosure 
by Internet Service Providers, or by intercepting 
the main lines that connect their country to the rest 
of the world. Encryption has therefore become a 

necessary and seamless part of electronic com-
munication for human rights defenders in many 
parts of the world.

Given the sensitivity of much of what they 
possess and the threat this information could pose 
to the authorities, human rights organizations 
clearly need to be vigilant about their information 
security. Nonetheless a tool like the Internet that 
can provide immediate communiqués and cheap 
dissemination of information to a wide interna-
tional audience is invaluable. Efforts to censor 
and control the flows of information in and out of 
countries do not stop the free flow of information 
across borders. Even in countries where access to 
technology is scarce and where freedom of ex-
pression and association are limited, the Internet 
therefore provides human rights defenders with 
the opportunity to stay in contact with support 
networks and to disseminate recorded human 
rights abuses quickly and securely.

Human rigHtS 
eDucation anD ictS

In a background note to the World Summit on 
the Information Society in 2003, the Office of 
the High Commissioner for Human Rights noted 
that ICT facilitates ‘networking among individu-
als and organizations involved in human rights 
education; make it easier to share information 
on successful programmes and practices; and 
provide access to the many human rights educa-
tion resources available on the Internet’ (Office 
of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 
2003). In a broader context, Claude and Hick  said 
that ICTs facilitate human rights education and 
training by helping people to analyse the world 
around them, to understand that human rights are a 
way to improve their lives and the lives of others, 
and to take action to prevent human rights viola-
tions (Claude & Hick, 2000). They differentiate 
between formal human rights education (HRE) 
which takes place through schools, colleges 
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and universities, non-formal HRE which is any 
organised, systematic education activity carried 
on outside the formal system, and informal HRE. 
The latter may or may not be organised, and is 
usually unsystematic education, ‘having its impact 
on the lifelong processes by which every person 
acquires and accumulates knowledge, skills, at-
titudes and insights from daily experiences and 
exposure’ (Claude & Hick, 2000, p.231).

Flowers (2000) defined human rights education 
as all learning that develops the knowledge, skills, 
and values of human rights. It is a complex pro-
cess that requires cognitive, emotional and active 
learning according to Mihr (2004). Nonetheless 
endorsements for human rights education have 
been proclaimed in various global and regional 
legal instruments ever since 1945, when the Char-
ter of the United Nations called for cooperation 
in promoting and encouraging respect for human 
rights and fundamental freedoms (Andreopoulos 
& Claude, 1997). This premise, which was reaf-
firmed in 1993 in Vienna at the United Nations 
World Conference on Human Rights, creates re-
sponsibilities at the State level in terms of formal 
education. It also creates responsibilities among 
social institutions, including NGOs, who deliver 
non-formal education in human rights.

Online human rights education centers now go 
beyond the provision of material for formal educa-
tion and training to address the non-formal HRE 
needs of a variety of sectors. The Human Rights 
Education Associates (HREA) library (http://www.
hrea.org/erc/Library/), for example, which is one 
of the most extensive online human rights educa-
tion libraries available to the public, contains over 
2,000 full-text guides, curricula, textbooks and other 
documents that can be used for both formal and 
non-formal education relating to human rights. In 
addition to general resources and formal education 
material, it provides training material for profes-
sional groups such as teachers, law enforcement 
officials and companies. It also includes a range of 
non-formal education material for women, NGOs, 
community leaders and youth.

Human rights education involves analysis 
through reflection on one’s own situation (Lan-
non & Halpin, 2006). The mere gathering of 
knowledge is not enough for this; there also needs 
to be awareness building, everyday examples, 
experience and reflection (Freire, 1995). A good 
example of how the Internet and other ICTs can be 
used to meet this challenge is Pambazuka News, a 
weekly newsletter and platform for social justice 
in Africa. In keeping with the need for emotional 
and active learning, it has also become a tool for 
advocacy in Africa. As part of the 2005 campaign 
for the ratification of the protocol on the Rights 
of Women in Africa, for example, two special is-
sues were produced profiling important aspects 
of the protocol.

According to Shahjahan Siraj, a former online 
editor of Banglarights.net (an independent web 
portal that exposes and challenges discriminations 
and violations of human rights in Bangladesh), 
‘global information systems, [the] Internet as 
well as ICTs have opened up the golden gate for 
human rights promotion in Bangladesh’ (Siraj, 
2005). ICTs provide public access to information 
and build a virtual space for community gathering 
and grassroots development, particularly in the 
case of marginalized communities, he says, and 
websites can change a situation dramatically by 
encouraging participation in debate about human 
rights abuse. Siraj believes that if such a resource 
were available in Bangladesh it would gives con-
tinuous objective education and awareness both to 
the human rights defenders and offenders.

monitoring anD reporting 
Human rigHtS violationS

The human rights regime depends on information 
that is reliable, trustworthy and relevant. If it is not 
objective and truthful, it will be ignored (Weyker, 
2002), and if it is not presented in a way that is 
usable by its recipients it has little value.

Human rights standards are set primarily by the 
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UN, its sub-bodies and other inter-governmental 
organizations. They are also set by specialized 
agencies such as the International Labor Orga-
nization (ILO) that are linked to the UN, and by 
regional bodies such as the Council of Europe and 
the African Union. Human rights monitoring is 
undertaken to see if these standards are being met 
in domestic settings, and it involves the repeated 
collection and recording of information for later 
use (Guzman & Verstappen, 2003). It is done by 
the human rights treaty-based committees of the 
UN (including the Human Right Committee, the 
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, the Committee on the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination, and so on), special rapporteurs and 
other bodies under the UN Commission on Human 
Rights, and some other specialist agencies. It is 
also undertaken by government bodies, including 
human rights commissions, and by NGOs.

Human rights treaty bodies like the UN Hu-
man Rights Committee consider periodic reports 
submitted by UN member states on their compli-
ance with human rights treaties. International 
NGOs play an important role in this process by 
providing reliable and independent information 
to the Committees through reports that shadow 
the entire state report or provide commentary on 
specific articles of a convention. These shadow 
reports, which are an opportunity for NGOs to 
voice their human rights concerns and criticisms 
at an international level, rely on unhindered 
grassroots NGO activity in a country and the 
flow of information from them. In the absence 
of these information flows, the attention of the 
international community will not be drawn to the 
situation in a country, even if the level of human 
rights violations there merits attention.

In writing about how to document and respond 
to allegations of torture within the international 
system for the protection of human rights, Giffard 
(2000) said that some NGOs have adopted excel-
lent methods of reporting, but many less experi-
enced NGOs are either unaware of the importance 
of the information they provide, or have never had 

the opportunity to learn how best to present it. A 
significant proportion of the information received 
from such NGOs is wasted, she said, not because 
the allegations are unfounded, but because impor-
tant facts are omitted, the allegation is worded in 
excessively political speech, or it is presented in a 
language that the recipient does not understand or 
does not have the resources to have translated. In 
other cases a lack of familiarity with the functions 
of the various international bodies and mechanisms 
means that information is incorrectly sent to an 
authority that is not empowered or mandated to 
use it effectively.

NGOs generally work with others to gather 
details of situation or individual cases; to inves-
tigate events linked to suspected human rights 
violations; to produce records and analysis of 
investigations carried out; and to report to an 
international body. ICTs simplify all of these 
steps in the human rights information chain, but 
without the application of appropriate norms and 
standards the mistakes highlighted by Giffard 
(2000) are likely to be repeated.

Human rights NGOs monitor ongoing viola-
tions of human rights as well as the compliance of 
governments with treaty obligations. They collect 
data relating to violations from various sources 
including newspaper articles, official reports and 
documents, medical records, and testimonies from 
witnesses and people directly involved. Policy-
makers, prosecutors, truth commissions, academ-
ics and other actors use the information collected, 
as do the international NGOs that submit shadow 
reports to the treaty monitoring bodies.

If an organization is recording or investigat-
ing large numbers of human rights cases it must 
have a systematic way to file information. This 
requires the design and use of a good information 
management system (Ball, 1996) which gives the 
organization a way to organise its information 
and to accumulate information from a diversity 
of sources over time. This has implications that 
go far beyond computing, according to Ball. For 
example, if an organization conceptualizes a hu-
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man rights event as a single act committed against 
a single victim, the organization has already ruled 
out any analysis of repression directed against 
villages, trade unions, and other groups. To under-
stand targeted government action, attacks against 
individual victims should therefore be maintained 
in such a way that they can be viewed as a single 
mass event.

Another important aspect of human rights mon-
itoring by NGOs is the use of standard formats and 
controlled vocabularies (Guzman & Verstappen, 
2003). A Geneva-based NGO called HURIDOCS 
(Human Rights Information and Documentation 
Services, International, http://www.huridocs.org) 
has produced standard formats for recording hu-
man rights events and exchanging information 
with others in the human rights regime (Dueck, 
Guzman, & Verstappen, 2001a). Organizations are 
encouraged to use these when documenting human 
rights abuse, firstly to describe what happened and 
who did what to whom, and secondly to provide 
an account of the actions taken in response. The 
first part is based on documenting events and 
acts (an event is something that happens, and it 
is made up of a single act or a series of related 
acts such as an attack on a labour leader and the 
bombing of his office), the people involved and 
the nature of their involvement. The individuals 
or groups involved in an event may be victims 
(the object of an act) or perpetrators (the ones 
who commits the act).

The second part of the methodology outlined 
by Dueck, Guzman & Verstappen (2001a) is to 
describe the actions taken in response to an event 
and who did them. It covers the provision of in-
formation (including an examination of conflict-
ing reports and assessment of the information’s 
reliability), any intervention relating to the event 
(assistance provided, medical examination, etc.), 
details of the person providing the information, 
and details of any intervening parties.

HURIDOCS have also developed micro-
thesauri to enhance the effectiveness of ICT-based 
applications that use the event standard formats. 

This helps with data classification, and gives us-
ers coherence and consistency in their data entry 
(Dueck, Guzman, & Verstappen, 2001b). This 
contains a HURIDOCS Index Terms list which 
includes all the terms commonly used in human 
rights work. It also contains coded typologies 
for types of act (deliberate killing, harassment, 
violation of the right to privacy, etc), the rights 
that apply to an event, the physical identification 
markings on the victim or perpetrator, and the 
source providing the information.

The use of standards and codes make it easier to 
record and retrieve information relating to human 
rights events, especially in cases where computer-
based systems are used to store the information. 
It is also easier to exchange or communicate 
information to other organizations if they use the 
same standards and codes. So while it is com-
monplace for recordings made by witnesses and 
others in the field to use free form descriptions of 
an event, the information becomes more valuable 
if it is encoded using standard formats.

Human rights organizations are also encour-
aged to use metadata - which is data describ-
ing the content, structure and management of 
information - to describe their published online 
information, as this makes it easier for search 
engines to sort and retrieve it. The most widely 
used standard for this is Dublin Core (http://
dublincore.org/). It is a vocabulary of fifteen 
elements used in information resource descrip-
tions, the semantics of which have been estab-
lished through consensus by an international, 
cross-disciplinary group of professionals from 
librarianship, computer science, text encoding, 
the museum community, and other related fields 
of scholarship. The elements include resource 
properties such as creator, date, description, 
format, language and publisher.

The use of metadata can be supplemented by 
use of the HURIDOCS micro-thesauri to describe 
the content of a record or web page in a human 
rights context. A good example of how this can 
benefit human rights workers is HuriSearch 
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(http://www.hurisearch.org), a human rights 
web search tool developed by HURIDOCS. 
HuriSearch incorporates Dublin Core metadata 
into its indexing, and analyses search results us-
ing the HURIDOCS Index Terms so that users 
can easily identify the most prevalent human 
rights themes on the Web. At the end of 2008, 
for example, it has indexed over 511,000 human 
rights Web resources as relating to “women” and 
almost 440,000 on “health” – both of which are 
listed in the Index Terms.

caSe StuDy: citizenS 
reporting online in 
SoutH africa

The importance of citizen journalism as means 
of documenting human rights violations is typi-
fied by the UnitedForAfrica.co.za portal. This is 
an interactive online facility set up in May 2008 
within days of an outbreak of xenophopic attacks 
on foreigners in South Africa. Its objective was 
to enable ordinary people who witnessed or had 
information about violent incidents to anony-
mously submit reports.

Incident reporting on UnitedForAfrica.co.za is 
done using a web-based form. The web reporting 
provides incident description, location, date and time, 
incident category (selected from a predefined list) 
and the names of people involved. It even provides 
the option of adding links to uploaded video - for 
example on Youtube. There is also an SMS facility 
which people can use to text in reports to an adver-
tised number. Leaflets with the number prominently 
displayed were produced and distributed around 
potential trouble hotspots. These leaflets highlighted 
the objectives of the project which were to have 
stories told; to mobilize members of the public to 
assist; to mobilize government to react; to raise 
money and to inform people how they can assist; 
and to share opinions on the causes and solutions 
through ongoing dialogue and debate.

None of the reports received by UnitedForA-
frica.co.za were published without first verifying 
the content. A system of checks was implemented 
which included conducting online searches to see if 
other commentary existed on the incident, as well 
as checking if more than one person reported the 
incident. The portal managers were also anxious 
to ensure they were not seen to be sensationalising 
what was happening; the potential repercussions 
of publishing for individuals, vulnerable groups 
and society in general always need to be taken 
into consideration.

The type of information being reported and 
published by UnitedForAfrica.co.za is typified 
by the following incident which occurred at the 
Atteridgeville township on Saturday June 14th 
2008 at approximately 2.00pm:

A Mozambican man has been burned alive by a 
mob during disturbances near the South African 
capital Pretoria.

The 30-year-old was stoned then set alight in 
Atteridgeville township after being accused of 
an arson attack on a shack the day before, said 
police.

Three suspects were held for murder and robbery 
as 2,000 rand ($246 £126) were stolen from the 
man, police said.

Atteridgeville was the scene of a spate of recent 
attacks on foreigners, in which 62 people died.

A report on this incident was subsequently 
published by the BBC News in its entirety, with the 
following additional background information:

Tens of thousands of people were displaced in the 
violence - blamed on unemployment and scarce 



195

The Role of Information and Communications Technologies in Human Rights

resources. It was the worst bloodshed since the 
end of apartheid in 1994.

There were reports on Saturday of other clashes 
at a transit camp near Pretoria housing some 
2,000 people who have been driven from their 
homes. Many were reported to be Somalis. (BBC 
News, 2008)

When the issue of xenophopic attacks against 
foreigners flared up initially, the mainstream 
media used UnitedForAfrica.co.za to get first 
hand reports. The portal manager regularly got 
approached by a news site and would find himself 
mediating between them and someone who was 
closer to what was happening on the ground. It 
was helpful for the media in South Africa at the 
time to get information on attacks very quickly 
without having to run around from location to 
location. As a result, the issue was being reported 
more often and to a wider audience than would 
otherwise receive it.

Once published on UnitedForAfrica.co.za, 
reports appear on a map-based view for others to 
see. The map, which is a “mashup” of the xeno-
phobia incident reports and Google Maps, allows 
users to click on a location or incident to get more 
information. Mashups, which are the compound-
ing or “mashing” of two or more pieces of web 
functionality to create powerful applications, are 
just one example of how Web 2.0 technologies 
were used in response to the xenophobia crisis. 
Another is the Afrigator xenophobia page (http://
afrigator.com/) which aggregated blog posts and 
news articles of the crisis.

In the first day after it went live there were 357 
site visits to UnitedForAfrica.co.za; on the second 
there were 932. The portal was used to provide 
information on where the incidents were happen-
ing. This information proved to be quite valuable; 
site managers were even linking with NGOs on the 
ground that were providing assistance, and were 

using the portal as a central point to bring all the 
data together and to help the NGOs to prioritise 
their response.

UnitedForAfrica.co.za was designed by a 
South African web marketing agency called 
Quirk who also manage and maintain it. It is built 
using an infrastructure called Ushahidi, which 
means ‘’testimony’’ in Swahili. The Ushahidi 
engine was initially developed to map reports of 
violence in Kenya after the post-election fallout 
at the beginning of 2008, and has its roots in the 
collaboration of Kenyan citizen journalists at that 
time. It provides a platform that any person or 
organization can use to set up their own means 
of collecting and visualizing information and it is 
available as a free, open source application that 
others can download, implement and use to create 
awareness of a crisis in their own region.

The core Ushahidi engine is built on the premise 
that gathering crisis information from the general 
public provides new insights into events happening 
in near real-time. It uses direct citizen reporting 
rather than depending on experts in the field, and 
has been tested with people working on issues 
linked to the environment, health, political crises 
and human rights. The focus is on crisis situation 
reporting, not just human rights, but while the 
use of standard event formats and coding has not 
been implemented, human rights organizations 
with the expertise to do so can filter and verify 
the reports to build a picture of the human rights 
situation in a crisis.

Since mobile phone ownership rates are 
quite high now, even among some of the poorest 
members of society, Ushahidi are working with 
FrontlineSMS to produce a light version of their 
incident reporting form that can be loaded on a 
phone. This is free software that enables computer 
users to send and receive text messages with 
large groups of people through mobile phones. It 
enables two-way communication, which is useful 
for incident reporting by people in the field.
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beyonD citizen journaliSm: 
uSing Human rigHtS event 
reporting toolS

According to Benetech, a Californian non-profit 
company that develops technology-based tools 
to assist human rights organizations, there are 
about 10,000 human rights NGOs throughout 
the world that collect information in the field. 
Much of the violation and abuse information 
gathered by grassroots organizations is cur-
rently being lost to confiscation, destruction, 
or neglect, they claim, and as a result the ef-
fectiveness of these NGOs is reduced and it is 
difficult or impossible for prosecutors, truth 
commissions and international human rights 
groups to use the information as evidence to 
hold the perpetrators of human rights abuses 
accountable (Benetech, 2008).

In response to this problem, Benetech devel-
oped the Martus Human Rights Bulletin System, 
which is a tool designed to collect, organize and 
securely store human rights violations information. 
It enables grassroots NGOs to create a searchable 
and encrypted database on an off-site server and 
to store their records on this. The software, which 
is freely available and open source, is used by 
organizations around the world to protect sensitive 
information and to shield the identity of victims 
or witnesses who provide testimony on human 
rights abuses.

The Martus Human Rights Bulletin System 
addresses what Benetech say are the four critical 
requirements for software to protect the records 
of grassroots human rights groups. These are that 
it should be

usable: as easy to use as email, can run on • 
an inexpensive computer and does not re-
quire a constant connection to the Internet;
secure: records are encrypted, stored se-• 
curely at a remote site, backed up to mul-
tiple locations and protected by a unique 
password;

searchable: specific violations and identi-• 
fying details can be searched by groups or 
outside researchers granted access to the 
records; and
transparent: the software is open source • 
so any group can examine the code and 
make an informed decision about using it 
(Benetech, 2008)

Some of the organizations that use Martus to 
protect their data also use Analyzer, which is a 
software program developed by the Human Rights 
Data Analysis Group (HRDAG) to organize human 
rights information for statistical analysis. Data is 
coded according to the “who did what to whom” 
model, and records describing the source of the 
information, the victim(s), the perpetrator(s) and 
the acts committed are entered, with relationships 
created between the different pieces of informa-
tion. Analyzer can combine data from multiple 
data collection projects, and in so doing it can 
provide the sort of large-scale statistical analysis 
required by truth commissions. The HRDAG has 
assisted the truth and reconciliation commissions 
in South Africa, Sierra Leone and East Timor and 
in all of these its work proved to be instrumental 
in helping the commissions to make powerful and 
credible findings.

HURIDOCS have developed an alternative 
data collection system called WinEvSys for hu-
man rights NGOs. This is based on the standard 
formats and micro-thesauri developed by the 
same organization, and is implemented using 
the Microsoft Access database software. Unlike 
the two-stage data collection/analysis approach 
of Martus and Analyzer, the WinEvSys system 
can produce analysis and statistics based on type 
of violation, perpetrator, victim characteristics, 
geographic area, time period, and so on.

While the WinEvsys database system uses 
built-in vocabularies to describe all types of viola-
tions and all aspects of a human rights case, thus 
giving a human rights organization flexibility in 
its data recording, its use requires more training 
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than Martus. HURIDOCS believe, however, that 
the training is necessary to ensure that NGOs do 
not over simplify human rights monitoring and 
reporting. The data richness supported by WinEv-
Sys is necessary, they say, and leads to successful 
and reliable routine monitoring instead of waiting 
until a situation has exploded.

HURIDOCS say that human rights informa-
tion should be accessible, meaning the right 
information should reach the right people when 
and where they need it. It should also be usable, 
meaning it should be presented in such as way 
as to facilitate analysis and decision-making, 
and it should be compatible, in order to increase 
levels of sharing and improve communication 
and collaboration (HURIDOCS, 2007). All these 
contribute to making it actionable, which is the 
most important characteristic of any information 
collected by human rights organizations.

WinEvsys has been in use for over a decade, 
and is currently used by human rights organizations 
in Bangladesh, Mexico, the Philipines, Zimbabwe 
and elsewhere. In response to feedback, HURI-
DOCS have decided to update it while keeping the 
same controlled vocabularies. The new system, 
which will be called OpenEvsys will be a web-
based application capable of being deployed as 
a standalone application, over a local network 
or over the Internet. According to HURIDOCS 
this will help organizations to work together 
more easily on documentation of human rights 
violations, and will strengthen collaborations to 
underpin success at the United Nations Human 
Rights Council’s periodic review of states’ human 
rights practices.

concluDing remarkS

The gathering, storage, analysis and dissemination 
of human rights information is greatly enhanced 
by the use of ICTs and by the development and 
deployment of ICT-based information systems. 
Many of the information flows between actors 

in the human rights regime would not take place 
without these, and as a result the promotion and 
protection of human rights would be greatly 
diminished.

Systems are now being deployed with greater 
speed to provide solutions that are usable, secure 
and relevant to the needs of the human rights 
movement. Individuals are being empowered 
to report and comment on the human rights 
situation in their own community as the ex-
plosion of mobile phone applications, online 
video sharing and other tools makes it easy to 
share information about human rights violations 
with global audiences. Citizen journalists, con-
nected into the communities they report on, can 
provide an immediacy of reporting that is not 
possible with mainstream media. Eye witness 
accounts of human rights violations can be 
uploaded and used as irrefutable evidence of 
what is happening under a repressive regime. 
And human rights defenders that are at risk of 
intimidation or attack can keep in touch with 
their network of supporters, just to tell them 
they are still alive and free.

From a human rights perspective, the lack of 
attention to detail and concerns over the verac-
ity of what is reported can reduce the value of 
the information being gathered. Human rights 
work depends on reliable evidence and on the 
efforts of grassroots organizations to gather and 
record information that will bring perpetrators of 
abuse to justice. These efforts are strengthened 
as organizations’ access to ICTs improves and 
their capacity to use technology-based tools is 
enhanced. Tools that strengthen the information 
management capabilities of human rights organi-
zations provide new opportunities for the human 
rights movement. Furthermore, the pooling of 
information from a number of sources enables 
international watchdogs and agencies to build 
a more complete picture of what is happening 
in any part of the world, and thus set in motion 
processes leading to censure and accountability 
for human rights abuse.
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Thanks to ICTs, the discourse of human rights 
is now spreading beyond the elite settings of in-
tergovernmental agencies, academic institutions 
and international NGOs, to the villages and towns 
of the oppressed. The online world is increasingly 
being used to stimulate debate and learning about 
human rights, sometimes through active citizen 
participation in the reporting of violations. Access 
to information enables human rights promotion 
through reflection and learning, and while much 
of what is reported may never be used to build 
a case against the human rights offenders, it sets 
in motion processes that ultimately lead, through 
empowerment, to greater protection from abuse, 
persecution and oppression.
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Chapter 13

Social Shaping of Technologies 
for Community Development

Redeployment of Information 
Communication Technologies among the 
Kelabit in Bario of the Kelabit Highlands

Poline Bala
University Malaysia Sarawak, Malaysia

‘The new electronic interdependence recreates the 
world in the image of a global village’. -- Marshall 
McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy in Daintith, John 
(ed.) Quotations, Bloomsbury (1996, p.256:1).

introDuction

Over the last 15 years information and communica-
tion technologies (ICT) have been increasingly and 
optimistically promoted as a means of transforming 

developing countries into “modern” and knowledge-
based societies and to alleviate some of the social 
and economic problems of developing world, par-
ticularly those in rural areas. Yet very little is known 
about the veracity of these aspirations, much less 
about the long-term social and economic effects of 
these technologies upon development in rural areas 
(Keniston, 2002).

Informed by a social shaping technology (SST) 
framework, this chapter explores how the introduc-

abStract

Using electronic-Bario (e-Bario) project in the Kelabit Highlands of Sarawak in East Malaysia, this 
chapter explores how the introduction of information communication technologies (ICT) as developmen-
tal tools have been mediated and reconfigured by webs of social relations and the intricate interplay of 
social, political and cultural conditions specific to different social and technical settings. One crucial 
factor conditioning the effects of the project has been the Kelabit’s own desire for, and expectations 
of, “development” and “progress.” This is a quest which ties in closely with two fundamental Kelabit 
concepts: doo-ness and iyuk. As a result, the social and economic effects of ICT have unfolded through 
countless open-ended strategic and everyday decisions made by the Kelabit themselves, who actively 
consume, apply and make use of objects, ideas and services in the Highlands.
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tion of information communication technologies 
was mediated and reconfigured by webs of social 
relations and the intricate interplay of social, 
political and cultural conditions specific to the 
Kelabit Highlands. In this way the chapter seeks 
to achieve a more critical understanding of the 
relationship between ICT and society that provide 
an understanding of the implications of ICT for 
social and economic development and inform 
current discussions about the emerging “Informa-
tion Society.”

Social SHaping anD 
conSequenceS of ict

The social shaping of technology (SST) approach 
to technology-society relationships has emerged 
in the late 1980s as an important framework to 
explore whether technology can be seen as a main 
force that shapes society or whether society and 
social values shape the way in which technology 
affects our lives. With regards to information com-
munication technologies, the approach builds on 
two main themes: the design and implementation 
of ICT artifacts and systems; and the implications 
of ICT for individuals, organizations and society. 
Within this broad remit the SST approach could 
not, and will not deny that technology has an effect 
on society but at the same time emphasizes orga-
nizational, cultural, economic and other factors 
influencing the process of technological change 
and innovation (Williams and Edge, 1996; Kling, 
2000). In other words, deviating from a techno-
logical determinism standpoint, SST embraces 
the centrality of users, society and social values to 
shape the way in which information communica-
tion technologies (ICT), affect our lives, (Dutton, 
2001; Rohracher, 2003; Fischer, 1992).

Taking the lead from the SST framework, this 
chapter explores the social and economic effects 
of electronic-Bario (e-Bario), an ICT-based com-
munity development project implemented in the 
Kelabit Highlands of Sarawak. This is in order to 

shed some light on the character and significance 
of ICT in different social and technical settings 
and at the same time to illuminate the processes 
of shaping the use and impacts of ICT in Bario. 
It takes into account the role of the Kelabit’s own 
desire for, and expectations of, “development” and 
“progress.” This is a quest which ties in closely 
with two fundamental Kelabit concepts: doo-ness 
and iyuk. As will be made clear later in the chapter, 
both notions signify movements and good-ness 
in terms of social status among the Kelabit. By 
highlighting their significance, this chapter argues 
that it is the local cultural logic of doo-ness and 
iyuk among the Kelabit which is central to the 
shaping of technology especially how meanings 
(symbolically) are “inscribed to technologies” 
(Rose, 2001, p.69), creating a desire for new 
technologies, and informing their development and 
appropriation by users in the Highlands. In short 
Kelabit notions of iyuk and doo-ness are central 
to functional and symbolic encoding of technolo-
gies in Bario and are crucial factors conditioning 
the effects of the project. This is evident by the 
ways in which the social and economic effects of 
e-Bario have unfolded through countless open-
ended strategic and everyday decisions made by 
the Kelabit themselves, who actively consume, 
apply and make use of objects, ideas and services 
in the Highlands.

backgrounD: tHe 
e-bario project

Considered the traditional homeland of the Kelabit, 
the Kelabit Highlands is situated above the rapids 
found at the headwaters of the Baram and Limbang 
in Northeast Sarawak, close to the border between 
Kalimantan and Malaysia in the Miri Division. 
Although there is no official boundary to define the 
area, Thong and Bahrin (1993, p.17) estimate that 
the Highlands comprise an area of approximately 
2,500 square kilometers. With an average altitude 
of 1000 meters above sea level, it is surrounded by 
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some of the highest peaks and rugged mountains 
in Central Borneo. This out-of-the-way situation 
is well noted by Harrison (1959): ‘There is one 
[of] or two places on the map of Borneo and, 
more widely, on the map of the world – where 
you can get farther away from a known place …, 
from what most people call “the world.” There 
are fewer places where you (or I) are likely to be 
able to feel more remote, more “cut off” from the 
great outside…’ (p.5). Nowadays, flying into the 
unofficial capital of the Kelabit Highlands known 
as Bario, is the only practical way to get there. 
There is no road, and a land expedition requires 
a river journey plus an additional weeklong trek 
across forested mountains (Bala, 2002).

But, who are the Kelabit? Numbering at 5,240 
in 2000, the Kelabit are one of the smallest ethnic 
groups in Malaysia. For the past thirty years many 
have left the Kelabit Highlands for education and 
job opportunities. As a result only a thousand 
still remain in the Highlands while the rest are 
living in cities like Miri, Kuching and Kuala 
Lumpur, or even overseas in the U.K., U.S.A., 
Canada, Holland, Australia and New Zealand. 
This high level of rural-urban migration has led 
to a geographically-dispersed community, creat-
ing almost a clear distinction between the Kelabit 
who remain in the Highlands (rural Kelabit) and 
those who have left to live in urban areas (urban 
Kelabit).

Ironically, it was because of these two social 
situations: high levels of rural-urban migration of 
the Kelabit and the geographical remoteness of the 
Kelabit Highlands that Bario became a test-bed for 
the e-Bario project. Initiated by an interdisciplin-
ary team of researchers from Universiti Malaysia 
Sarawak (UNIMAS), e-Bario explored the use 
of telephones, computers, Very Small Aperture 
Terminals (VSATs) and the Internet to improve 
the lives of marginalized groups in remote areas 
of Sarawak. Initially funded by International 
Development Research Centre in Canada, it was 
later adopted by the Malaysian Government as one 
of its Demonstrator Application Grant Schemes. 

The project was largely initiated in response to 
Malaysia’s approach to adopt ICT as essential 
developmental tools in generating a knowledge 
and information-based society (UN, 2000, p.9) - a 
form of society which Malaysia aims to attain by 
the year 2010 (Goh Beng Lan, 2002, p.190).

In order to facilitate this mass development 
program, the Malaysian government has set out 
specific targets. These include: to become an Infor-
mation Society by the year 2005, whereby people 
would have access to information, and information 
becomes a commodity; and to be a Knowledge-
based-Society by 2010, with a Malaysian society 
that values the culture of life-long learning and 
the creation of knowledge-based products and 
services. Known as the National Information Com-
munication Technologies Initiatives, the following 
is a brief review of the mechanisms by which the 
government aims to attain these targets:

a)  establishment of a National IT Council;
b)  formulation of a National IT Agenda;
c)  development of the Multimedia Super 

Corridor;
d)  implementation of Bridging the Digital 

Divide Program (BDDP);
e)  awarding of the DAGS (Demonstrator 

Application Grant Scheme).

The design of this multi-faceted strategy and 
the mechanisms, however, does not include a clear 
picture of how the rural sector of the nation will 
be situated within the larger framework. There-
fore there exists a huge gap between what are in 
effect two worlds: the government’s aspirations 
for a future knowledge-based economy, and the 
realities of rural living.

It was within this perceived hiatus in national 
development planning that e-Bario was conceived 
as a pilot project to explore whether provision of 
equal access to ICT can bring economic, social 
and cultural benefits to rural communities in 
Sarawak. This is particularly significant for the 
state of Sarawak, where 60 per cent of its 2.027 
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million people live in rural areas. Although 
Sarawak has been promised a full and equitable 
allocation within Malaysia’s mass development 
plan, many communities have no access to good 
roads or to telecommunication services (Harris, 
1999). Most rural areas lack both telephone lines 
and a continuous supply of electricity. Bario, in 
short, exemplified the disconnected portion of 
the digital divide, and presented a challenging 
environment in which to test the usefulness and 
effectiveness of ICT in rural Malaysia (Harris 
et al., 2001). Since access to ICT is predicted to 
promote new social, economic and cultural op-
portunities in rural areas (Enberg, 1998), e-Bario 
also provides a useful window to explore the roles 
that ICT can play in advancing community-based 
development in developing countries. With this in 
mind, the villagers in Bario were systematically 
connected to a range of ICT in September 2000 
and have grown to include the following physical 
and technological components.

1.  Computer Laboratories: Two computer labo-
ratories were designed and equipped with 16 
computers due to demand from students and 
teachers. The lab was also equipped with 2 
printers and a scanner.

2.  Telephonic equipment: The new technologies 
were installed within the existing communi-
cations network, the telephones were placed 
at strategic locations or important meeting 
places in Bario, such as the airport, the shop 
area, the school and also the clinic.

3.  Very Small Aperture Terminals & Network 
Configuration: To provide access to tele-
phone (voice) and Internet networks four 
Internet ground station technologies known 
as Very Small Aperture Terminals (VSATs) 
were installed by Telekom Malaysia Berhad. 
These were located at the shop area, the 
clinic, the school, and the airport.

4.  Telecentre: A permanent telecentre, known 
as Gatuman Bario (Bario Link), was set up 
in 2001. It is located at Pasar Bario and has 

5 rooms: a room for computing services, a 
visitor’s room with table and chairs for meet-
ings and resting, 2 rooms for administration 
purposes – one for the e-Bario coordinator 
and the other for technical assistance - and 
another for staff to monitor and run the day 
to day management of the telecentre. The 
telecentre is equipped with 10 computers, 
an inkjet printer, a laser printer, a laminat-
ing machine, a photocopier and Internet 
access.

5.  Power Supply:Since Bario is outside the 
national grid, the telecentre was initially 
powered by diesel run generators. This power 
supply has evolved into a hybrid diesel (80%) 
– solar panel (20%) power supply, and more 
recently a solar panel – diesel system.

6.  Training and skills: An Information 
Technology (IT) Literacy Programme 
was introduced by the research team from 
University Malaysia Sarawak in conjunction 
with COMServe, a local IT company based 
in Kuching. Training was identified as an 
ongoing process, and not a one-time or once 
only activity. The training included word 
processing, key-board usage, e-mailing, 
browsing the web, and the management of 
technologies including trouble shooting.

6.  Website creation: Due to web hosting prob-
lems this information was incorporated into 
a web site designed by UNIMAS at www.e-
bario.com. The web site contains informa-
tion on the project, and also on the Kelabit 
Highlands. It was designed to promote Bario 
as a tourist destination, and is linked with 
other web sites developed by or used by 
Kelabit, such as the Online Kelabit Soceity 
(OKS).

8.  Storage of information – Bario Digital 
Library: An experiment with recording, 
documenting and disseminating Kelabit 
songs and dances on CD ROM has been 
developed under the project. It is called the 
Bario Digital Library (BDL). The first record 
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contains nine lakuh songs by women in Bario 
with digital images of each singer singing 
the lakuh. Each song has been transcribed 
in Kelabit, with English translation. It is a 
step towards the creation of an electronic 
record of Kelabit oral stories.

9.  Management and Administrat ion: 
“Management and Administration” is not 
a physical or technological component of 
e-Bario, but rather a management system, 
which has been put in place in order to man-
age the project in Bario, and also the com-
munity telecentre. To achieve this, a project 
coordinator-cum-manager has been appoint-
ed by the Council of Elders, Authority for 
Village Protection and Development (Malay, 
Jawatankuasa Keselamatan, Kebersihan 
Kampung (JKKK)) and University Malaysia 
Sarawak to oversee the workings of the 
initiative in Bario. In addition to the project 
coordinator, a technical assistant was also 
trained and appointed to oversee the tech-
nical aspects of the project, such as trouble 
shooting and managing all the equipment 
and software.

Technologically, the initiative was a milestone 
in terms of providing equal access to ICT in the 
Malaysian context, and was identified as “one of 
the most notable of Malaysia’s Internet develop-
ment initiatives” by the International Telecommu-
nications Union (ITU, 2003). In the international 
arena, the initiative has put Bario and the Kelabit 
on the world map - a remote community con-
nected with up-to date technologies – leading to 
its selection as one of the Top Seven Intelligent 
Communities of 2001 by The World Teleport 
Association in New York.

aSSeSSing “effectS”: WHat 
really HappeneD in bario?

This technological development nonetheless 
raises important questions. What of the Kelabit 

themselves? What meanings do they inscribe to 
the technologies? How have the new technolo-
gies come to be incorporated in existing social 
practices? That is, how have the technologies 
have been appropriated and used by the Kelabit 
in Bario?

To explore these questions in detail the next 
section will highlight two fundamental Kelabit 
concepts: iyuk and doo-ness. An understanding 
of these two concepts can help us to understand 
on going Kelabit engagement with e-Bario and 
in turn can highlight the social processes taking 
place that shaped meanings and usage of tech-
nologies in Bario.

kelabit Iyuk and doo-ness

Between August 2005 and September 2006, when 
engaging the Kelabit with discussions on the 
impact and effects of ICT in the Highlands, their 
response was always quick and straightforward. 
I have been told it is about iyuk (movement) and 
the attainment of doo-ness (good-ness and better 
well being). Traditionally these two notions indi-
cate movements and good-ness in terms of social 
status among the Kelabit. While iyuk broadly 
refers to the notion of movement and specifically 
to status mobility, doo-ness embodies notions of 
good-ness, success and better well being, or rather 
the qualities required to constitute a good person 
such as knowledge, endurance and perseverance, 
self discipline, hospitality, generosity, and strength 
(Bala, 2008).

The attainment of doo-ness through means 
and mechanisms of iyuk is the basis of all social 
status among the Kelabit: it represents an ideal that 
Kelabit individuals and collectively aim to attain 
and accumulate. It is the the images and ideals of 
doo-ness, and the interweaving processes between 
doo-ness and iyuk that have generated and sus-
tained Kelabit modes of engagement with ideas, 
institutions and objects from the outside world. 
These externalities are adopted and co-opted by 
the Kelabit and given meanings, for example, 
as a means of providing a range of new options 
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and systems for attaining and expressing social 
status, prestige and power in the Highlands. It is 
the dynamics between these that is relevant to 
the way in which Internet, computer, telephone 
and Very Small Aperture Terminals (VSATs) 
were received and adapted by the Kelabit in the 
Highlands and beyond. This is in spite of, or 
possibly as a response to the Kelabit insulation 
from much of the world; for instance, prior to 
World War II, little was known by outsiders of 
the Kelabits and their surroundings. They were 
self-sufficient: producing salt, planting rice and 
hunting and gathering jungle produce for food as 
main source of protein.

An ethno-historical analysis can establish how 
over the years the Kelabit forged connections with 
the rest of the world through a variety of strate-
gies and traditions to attain iyuk and doo-ness. A 
clear example of this is how through the cultural 
activities of travelling far (me ngerang mado), 
the Kelabit came into the possession of prestige 
items, such as jars, beads and gongs. These were 
impossible to obtain locally in Central Borneo. 
Therefore those items that reached the highlands 
are considered important visible signs of prestige 
in the community (Saging, 1977; Talla, 1979; 
Janowski, 1991). Among these prestige items are 
the T’ang and Ming Chinese jars, locally known 
as belanai ma’un (ancient jars). These are prized 
as family heirlooms, particularly the150-pound 
ceramic jars with red dragon.

By traveling far, a person did not only ac-
cumulate prestige items but also knowledge. 
The experiences gained through traveling are 
considered knowledge, thus the Kelabit notion: 
mado lawe, mula’ nuk keli (Far traveling increases 
one’s understanding). As with other prestige ob-
jects, knowledge is a good source of high social 
standing in the longhouses (long structure built 
on stilts with common areas and separate family 
dwellings). This suggests that cultural practices 
of traveling far are important local practices and 
strategies for iyuk of status among the Kelabit; they 
are important means to incorporate objects and 

ideas from the outside world into Kelabit social 
system. Hence those who possessed these items 
are highly regarded in the community.

kelabit Iyuk, Doo-ness 
and nation-ness

At the same time as the Kelabit absorb objects, 
ideas and people into their social system, the 
Kelabit themselves have been integrated into 
the wider economic and political terrain. Most 
pertinent here is the formation of Malaysia in 
September 1963. Sarawak together with Sabah, 
Singapore and Malaya have formed a federation. 
Consequentially, the population on the Malaysian 
side of Borneo was granted Malaysian citizen-
ship and its privileges. With the granting of this 
citizenship new forms of economic, political and 
social systems were introduced.

As noted by Anderson (1983) ‘Nation-ness is 
the most universal legitimate value in the political 
life of our time’ (p.12). This process inevitably 
did not only change how to attain iyuk and doo-
ness but also the very notions of iyuk and doo-
ness in the Kelabit Highlands. That is, what they 
constitute among the Kelabit in the contemporary 
world. Said differently, the Kelabit integration 
into Malaysia as a nation-state has transformed 
the meaning of iyuk and doo-ness within the com-
munity; increasingly the notions are linked with 
the Malaysian government’s notion of “develop-
ment” (Malay, pembangunan) which is seen as a 
means for individuals to attain and enjoy affluent 
and prestigious lifestyles whilst at the same time 
enabling the whole collective (in this case the 
Kelabit society) to command high standards of 
living and respect from others. This is revealed 
through Kelabit every-day discussions concerning 
their contemporary identity and standard of living 
as a group. These discussions often focus on how 
to attract and bring more development projects 
into the Highlands for doo-ness: big and small 
infrastructure, better roads, cars, good medical 
services and effective communication facilities.
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In fact, there is a sense of communal pride in be-
ing considered a progressive and successful com-
munity. Although complex, there is consequently 
an overall general desire for “development” as 
promulgated by the Malaysian government as 
means for iyuk and doo-ness among rural and 
urban Kelabit. Seen in this light, e-Bario is just 
one of many projects being pursued by the Kelabit 
to promote “progress” in the Kelabit Highlands, 
partly as a strategy for gaining doo-ness and iyuk 
for the Kelabit as a whole.

It is this Kelabit contemporary desire for 
progress and development, which partly defined 
the Kelabit on-going engagement with e-Bario in 
the Kelabit Highlands. If in the past the Kelabit 
participated in travelling far in search of Chinese 
jars, beads and other valuable items as part of 
their strategies for advancement, in the contem-
porary world the Kelabit are eager to collaborate 
with the world of progress and development in 
order to attain better well being (doo ulun) in the 
Highlands.

In order to understand how exactly ICT as 
developmental tools have been used, or rather 
are used to increase the Kelabit’s livelihood, the 
next section will highlight the appropriation of 
technologies for communication, and as means to 
position or reposition Kelabit interests and their 
identity as a group.

As described earlier, many Kelabit have left 
the Highlands for education and job opportunities. 
This has led to a highly mobile and geographi-
cally-dispersed community. As a result of their 
widespread diaspora the Kelabit are constantly 
looking for ways and strategies to ease commu-
nication between urban and rural Kelabit. It is out 
of this need that the Kelabit are using e-Bario as 
new ways and strategies to foster family relations 
and community connections. This is especially 
important for many older men and women in the 
Highlands who welcome the telephone especially 
as an improved means of communicating with their 
children living in the cities. The significance of 

this is made clear by Maren Talla who is 78 years 
old. He said, ‘In the days before the telephone, I 
had to fly to and fro between Bario and Miri when 
I wanted to speak to my son and daughters, who 
currently are all living in Kuala Lumpur. It’s a lot 
of money to fly down to Miri and Marudi just to 
speak with them. But now with the telephone, it 
is so much easier and cheaper. Although I can’t 
see their faces, at least I can hear their voices. It 
is very satisfying to my soul when I hear them. I 
usually stop at the Pasar (market) to have some-
thing to eat and also to call my children on my 
way to my sheep ranch. It feels so good to be able 
to hear their voices on the phone; it makes me 
sleep well in the night. Listening to their voices 
on the phone calms me.’

The significance of e-Bario however goes 
beyond easing communication between rural and 
urban Kelabit for it also signifies that ‘we [the 
Kelabit] are at par with the rest of the world and 
people.’ Although many do not use the Internet 
in relation to daily activities such as farming and 
so forth, the presence of the new technologies in 
Bario is perceived not purely as a means of ob-
taining better quality information, connectedness 
and iyuk, but also as a symbol that the Kelabit are 
doo (progressive) in that they are not being left 
behind by others. These technologies are markers 
and signifiers that they are on a par with others 
in embracing worldwide shifts of perspective 
and influence. This is particularly significant in 
the context of Kelabit’s present day marginal or 
even displaced position within the broader policies 
and discourse of the Malaysian state and ethnic 
framework of development.

To explore the situation in detail, the next part 
of this section will provide a brief overview of 
Malaysia’s ethnic-oriented national development 
agenda under Malaysia’s New Economic Policy 
(NEP or DEB for Dasar Ekonomi Baru in Malay) 
which was introduced in 1971 in response to race 
riots in Kuala Lumpur in 1969.
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malaySian etHnic frameWork 
of Development

The Malaysian Ethnic Framework of Develop-
ment under New Economic Policy (NEP) signifies 
a development pattern which is tilted towards 
distributional objectives, albeit along racial lines 
(Brosius, 2003; Hilley, 2001; King, 1999; Scott, 
1985). Underlying the national quest for rapid 
economic growth is the desire to accelerate the 
process of restructuring Malaysian society to 
correct economic imbalance so as to reduce and 
eventually eliminate the identification of race and 
ethnicity with economic function (Second Malay-
sia Plan 1971-1975 provides a thorough outline of 
the aims and agendas of the policy). Embedded 
in the framework, however, is the requirement to 
identify persons based on their ethnic and religious 
affiliation for the purpose of resource and wealth 
distribution. As noted by Chandra (1986, p.33), 
ethnic and religious categories “carry deep mean-
ings for people” in defining a person’s existence 
and purpose especially in accessing political and 
economic resources in Malaysia.

What are the implications of the framework for 
the Kelabit, as one of the smallest ethnic groups 
in Sarawak? The Kelabit have to come to grips 
with their assimilation and participation within 
Malaysia’s inter-ethnic disparities with regard 
access to key economic and political resources.

First of all, the Kelabit “peripheral situation” 
in relation to particular (Malay) political cultures 
is aggravated by the Highlands’ physical dis-
tance from centres of power. Without numbers, 
constituencies, pressure groups or lobbies, and 
with their out-of-the-way location (Tsing 1993), 
there is a concern that the Kelabit are not given 
a hearing in the context of a national integration 
discourse, which places, as will be made clear 
later, the Malay-Muslim bumiputera at the top 
of the hierarchy.

Second, although article 153 (Kedit, 1989) 
guarantees the Kelabit as Bumiputera (lit. the 
sons of the soil) certain privileges under the New 

Economic Policy (NEP), the eminent position of 
Malay adat istiadat (customs and traditions) and 
Islamic religion has created a sense of hegemony 
and superiority on the part of the Malays over 
other groups in Malaysia. Consequentially, the 
prominence of Malay-ness in national discourse 
tends to benefit the Malays politically, socially 
and economically (Shamsul, 1986; Jomo, 1985). 
In the long run this framework has forced ethnic 
groups into a competitive relationship with each 
other, in which one group’s advancement can 
mean the retardation of another group (Despres, 
1975; Nagata, 1979).

Putting this differently, the NEP and ethnic 
framework of development as new and shifting 
political, economic and social contexts have 
created new form of iyuk competition, in which 
the Kelabit must engage competitively with 
other citizens who are not Kelabit for economic 
and political resources. This entails the Kelabit 
to compete with other ethnic groups for access 
to government financial support, government 
grants, development projects and schemes. All 
this has introduced a particular concern or desire 
among the Kelabit for new means to project their 
identity in relation to others in Malaysia and glob-
ally; hence constantly looking for strategies for 
collective political agency and to advance their 
social status within Malaysia’s economic and 
political terrain.

It is partly due to this dynamic of economic 
competition that the Kelabit have appropriated 
e-Bario as a new means and strategy to strengthen 
and articulate their iyuk and doo-ness through 
what Miller and Slater describe as “dynamics of 
positioning,” (2001:18). Dynamics of positioning 
is a term used to denote how people engage with 
the ways in which Internet media position them 
within networks that transcend their immediate 
location, placing them within wider flows of cul-
tural, political, and economic resources.

A good example of this is how the Kelabit 
are currently using and transforming e-Bario as 
a forum and a stage to position and reposition 
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their aspirations for cultural and political iyuk 
and recognition by others. This is reflected in the 
words of 80 years-old Balang Radu, who claimed 
that e-Bario has enabled further progress (iyuk) 
for those living in Bario by providing the means 
to forge connections with the rest of the world. 
He stated, ‘With these new means of communica-
tions, our lives are made much easier, although 
we live isolated in the headwaters of Baram. We 
can now liaise with the outside world from our 
villages, including talking to our children in Kuala 
Lumpur, Kuching and throughout the world. This 
is progress (iyuk) for us. It has made our life easier 
and we are connected to the rest of the world in 
a new way. Therefore we are basically very-very 
pleased with its arrival. We are now on a par with 
the rest of the world.’

Balang Radu’s remarks demonstrate that the 
new technologies are being incorporated into 
the Kelabit ongoing pursuit for mechanisms to 
position themselves within wider networks of 
interaction that transcend their isolated position 
in the Highlands. In this way the Kelabit can 
continue to be integrated within (and be part of) 
the space of global flow of technologies, skills, 
communication and information. As described in 
the beginning of this chapter, Kelabit society has 
long been connected to the outside world through 
their geographic mobility, and the dispersal of 
families. In tandem with their experiences, the 
Kelabit also see themselves as a part of the wider 
world of progress. Just as the cultural practices 
of travelling far, and the adoption of school and 
church have expanded their horizons, so too the 
Kelabits’ contemporary acceptance of ICT like 
the telephones, the Internet, Very Small Aperture 
Terminals (VSATs) and computers in the High-
lands is seen as an extension of their existing 
connections to the rest of the world.

This sense of achievement is important for 
the Kelabit for the specific reasons I have noted 
earlier. They are deeply concerned about their com-
munal doo-ness or status and collective interests 
in relation to others, especially within Malaysia’s 

multiracial setting. As I have suggested, one of 
the ways in which the Kelabit are engaging with 
this situation is by positioning themselves on the 
same level with others in their pursuit of progress 
and success. By their capacity to attract new ideas 
and technologies into their environment, and their 
ability to adopt, incorporate, master and recreate 
them, the Kelabit portray themselves as a suc-
cessful and progressive people.

e-Bario in this sense can be perceived as hav-
ing three-fold significance in Bario: it provides 
means for iyuk by making it easier to communicate 
with diasporic Kelabit; it serves as a strategy for 
the image management of Kelabit doo-ness, in 
terms of their prestige and social status both lo-
cally and on the larger stage of Malaysia and the 
expanding world environment. It is a marker of 
Kelabit success. At the same time, it has become 
a symbolic compensation and a new resource for 
their relative smallness in numbers, political mar-
ginalization within Malaysia’s ethnic framework 
of development and the geographical isolation of 
the Highlands from centres of power.

This dynamics of positioning is revealing 
through the ways e-Bario has been integrated 
within the local political apparatus to become a 
versatile platform for the Kelabit to position and 
reposition their interests in relation to the far wider 
context of state and national development plans. 
The Internet, computers and software are becom-
ing useful tools and means to form networks, to 
acquire new skills in the Kelabit Highlands and 
to position the Kelabit at the forefront of com-
petition for economic and political resources in 
Malaysia.

A local person, whom I shall refer to as 
Robert, who returned to Bario on retirement, il-
lustrates this situation. Besides making a living 
as a tourist guide, Robert is involved in a number 
of organizations at village level: as secretary to 
a political party, and as secretary to the develop-
ment bureau of the Council for Village Protection 
and Development. In many ways Robert depends 
on the computing services provided at the tele-
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centre both for his tourism activities and also for 
conducting research, gathering information and 
writing documents and reports, including a concise 
development proposal for the Kelabit Highlands 
to be submitted for consideration under the Ninth 
Malaysia Plan. It was in this context that he stated 
that the Internet gave him access to a mass of in-
formation and enabled him to communicate with 
relevant people and agencies, such as the policy 
makers, politicians and government officials: ‘The 
Internet seems to reduce the amount of protocol 
one has to endure in order to get through to these 
development conveners.’

Robert’s statement indicates that some Kelabit 
are turning to these technologies as means to strat-
egize their actions in their encounters with ideas, 
intervention and people from the outside world. 
This is particularly important as new notions of 
development which include commercial logging 
and large-scale, futuristic development plans for 
the Highlands are currently being introduced and 
implemented in the Bario. For instance, in 2003, 
commercial logging as a form of development has 
been introduced in the Kelabit Highlands. This 
differing concept of development has begun to 
shift attention away from socio-economic develop-
ment among the Kelabit to their legal rights and 
governance in relation to their land and cultural 
heritage in the Highlands. This has stimulated 
individuals and groups to speak up after many 
years of moving in tandem with state-initiated 
plans for development. This is because there are 
significant concerns about the potential impact of 
logging in the Highlands area. These include the 
effects on watersheds for wet rice cultivation in 
the area; the Kelabit dependence on the forest for 
jungle produce and wild game; and the growing 
ecotourism in the Kelabit Highlands. Numerous 
people provide guiding and lodging services for 
Malaysian and international tourists, many of 
whom are attracted by the opportunities for long-
distance trekking. Seen in this light, demands for 
land for timber concessions are bound to come 
into conflict with Highlanders in competition for 

the same resources. This is due to the very nature 
of logging is in complete contradiction to the new 
types of tourism that the Sarawak Tourism Board 
and the Kelabit themselves want to attract.

Simultaneously, there is a feeling that the 
Kelabit are dealing with the limitations of available 
local institutions and practices for confronting the 
many problems that commercial logging and road 
building are generating and will continue to do 
so. One critical issue is the shifting notion of land 
ownership, which is seen as a steady alienation 
of the Kelabit from their heritage land, and if left 
unaddressed, could become a growing arena for 
political conflict at the village level.

All these social and political processes are 
beginning to shape Kelabit modes of engagement 
with ICT, and their outcomes in the Highlands. 
The use of the Internet, computers and telephone 
permits a form of political agency, especially 
as these new forms of intervention threaten to 
change the physical and cultural landscape of the 
Highlands. The new technologies inspire those 
in Bario to reach out to those that have left the 
Highlands, but still maintain a strong interest in 
the affairs of the village.

A good example of this is the use of community 
websites such as the Online Kelabit Society (OKS). 
As an online forum, the site features discussions on 
various issues which currently face the Kelabit. It 
is an on-line forum, and the discussions that take 
place within it, which allow for exchanges of ideas 
between members of the community both within 
Malaysia and beyond. Some topics or themes 
are the encroachment of commercial logging and 
the impact of development in Bario, mapping of 
Native Customary Land and cultural sites in the 
Kelabit Highlands, and the documentation of the 
Kelabit language, which are increasingly being 
managed via the Internet. A recent example of 
this is an Internet forum to revive the use of the 
Kelabit language among the younger generation. 
The initiative was launched by a Kelabit woman 
living in Miri, who is very concerned about the 
declining interest for and usage of the language 
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among migrant Kelabit. As a network conducted 
on the Internet, the discussion list includes Kelabit 
who are living in Miri, Kuala Lumpur, Kuching, 
Bario, Bintulu and Singapore. The main concern 
is to find ways of documenting “extinct” Kelabit 
words, terms and phrases, while at the same time 
promoting the use of the language

All this points to the idea that the Internet 
has become a new means to maintain solidarity, 
within an increasingly stratified and occupation-
ally mobile population, and in the face of new 
types of development intervention described. In 
fact, the significance of Online Kelabit Society, in 
reproducing and maintaining solidarity among the 
Kelabit has been likened to the traditional roles of 
ruma’ kadang (the longhouse) by one of its regular 
users. This is because it provides space for the 
exchanges of ideas and advice, which are impor-
tant elements of communal living in a longhouse. 
This suggests that ICT makes it possible for the 
Kelabit to form new networks and to reproduce 
effective organization and actions. At the same 
time, the presence of ICT facilitates a greater 
agency and capacity for political engagement to 
question, assess and debate these developments, 
and to form links with other agencies which might 
be useful. The various technologies available at 
the telecentre, for instance desk tops, associated 
software and the Internet, are currently being 
used to strategize the Kelabit position in their 
encounters with commercial logging activities 
in the Highlands. Examples of this are the docu-
mentation of oral histories and the recording of 
images relating to cultural and historical sites 
found in the Highlands, as well as the marking of 
their Global Positioning System (GPS) points. All 
these are uploaded into a Geographic Information 
System (GIS) database at the telecentre, to allow 
for the construction of a land-use history in the 
form of a digital map, and spatial and temporal 
analyses of past land use in the region. These in 
turn are useful historical and legal documents in 
negotiations with agencies involved in conserva-
tion and logging.

In so many ways, the telecentre nowadays 
has become more than a venue to provide equal 
access for new technologies in the Highlands. It 
has increasingly become a place and forum for 
the Kelabit to present and manage other “devel-
opment” issues currently facing them in Bario. 
This trend was made evident through a recent 
conversation with the local manager, in which he 
said that, ‘e-Bario is not just about ICT anymore. 
We are also into introducing and managing the 
implementation of solar power in Bario and have 
bought a printing and laminating machine for the 
Centre. So, now people in Bario can print their 
photographs very easily. We produce the same 
quality as the shops in town, but at a cheaper 
rate for our people.’ Furthermore, he continued 
that ‘e-Bario has now become the secretariat for 
all sorts of events and activities in the Kelabit 
Highlands. Both the church and Council of El-
ders use the centre to organize their religious and 
administrative activities.’ At the time I spoke to 
the manager, the Centre was organizing the World 
Wildlife Fund “Heart of Borneo” Project’s yearly 
symposium in Bario and also for the annual Kelabit 
Highlands Food and Cultural Festival. Put simply, 
ongoing negotiations and explorations are taking 
place to make e-Bario significant and relevant to 
the people in the Kelabit Highlands beyond the 
imagined practical outcomes of the initiative, and 
far beyond the original intentions of the project 
proposal.

concluSion

In conclusion, what can we learn from e-Bario 
especially with regards to ICT for community 
development and its effect at the grass roots level? 
Experiences in e-Bario made it clear that the 
introduction of information communication tech-
nologies has been mediated and reconfigured by 
webs of social relations and the intricate interplay 
of social, political and cultural conditions specific 
to the Kelabit Highlands. As a result, the social 
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and economic effects of e-Bario unfolded through 
countless open-ended strategic and everyday 
decisions made by the Kelabit themselves, who 
actively consume, apply and make use of objects, 
ideas and services in the Highlands. As shown 
in this chapter, one crucial factor conditioning 
the effects of the project was the Kelabit’s own 
desire for, and expectations of, “development” 
and “progress.”

All this suggests that real-life situations can 
change the purpose of technologies, and the ways 
in which they are used may differ greatly from what 
had been envisaged at the outset. Placed within lo-
cal social processes and circumstances, the visions 
of outside policy-makers for introducing ICT as 
tools for social and economic development may 
differ markedly from the actual realities of their 
use and effectiveness in different political and 
economic settings. As drivers and developmental 
tools for the creation of a knowledge-based soci-
ety in Malaysia, the technologies in Bario have 
not necessarily heralded a new form of society. 
Rather, they have been partly integrated with 
or subordinated to existing practices, internal 
values and socio-political arrangements in the 
community. Their continued use and adaptation 
has also provided for new forums of dialogue and 
communication, allowing a sense of communal 
identity to be rekindled. In turn, it is within these 
social processes that the computers, Internet and 
telephone have been given meaning, and their 
application modified and developed within the 
community’s social context and in a wider politi-
cal and economic terrain.

This social shaping of use, and the simultane-
ous modification of social and political processes 
facilitated by or inspired by engagements with 
ICT suggests that it is in the local circumstances 
that ICT is engaged with, interpreted, represented 
and woven into the fabric of daily life of those 
communities within the area. The technologies 
should not, therefore, be viewed as separate and 
independent entities, but rather as objects that 

gain effect, meaning and relevance through the 
ways in which they are adopted and become part 
of the Kelabit social and political life.

As we can see the Kelabit negotiate what 
value to attribute to the Internet, computers and 
telephones, and how to apply these technologies 
to their own political, social and economic cir-
cumstances. All this resonates closely with Nor-
man Long’s transformative process of planned 
development, which he describes as ‘constantly 
reshaped by its own internal organization, cultural 
and political dynamics and by specific conditions 
it encounters and itself creates, including the re-
sponses and strategies of local groups who may 
struggle to define and defend their own social 
spaces, cultural boundaries and positions within 
the wider power field’ (2001, p.72).

The presence and use of ICT in Bario facili-
tate, inspire and modify existing Kelabit social 
practices, strategies and actions in their on-going 
engagement with development. This is particularly 
apparent in their engagement with commercial 
logging as a new industry in the area. It is an 
example of local empowerment, whereby the use 
of ICT has facilitated greater agency for political 
engagement in the face of this shifting notion of 
development. The new technologies are seen to 
increase the Kelabit’s opportunities and abilities 
to make choices and to translate them into desired 
actions and outcomes. As a direct result, e-Bario 
has been recreated as a new platform to manage 
the interface of development in the Kelabit High-
lands. In short, the presence of the Internet and 
computers as technologies of communication and 
information shape, color and influence the Kelabit 
response to their current circumstances.
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Chapter 14

Social Policy and Information 
Communication Technologies

Paul Henman
The University of Queensland, Australia

‘Each individual has a universal responsibility to 
shape institutions to serve human needs’. -- His 
Holiness the Dalai Lama

introDuction

Electronic information and communication tech-
nologies are now an indispensable element of the 
operation of government. Governments utilize 
ICTs for the delivery of government services, 
the analysis, development and implementation of 

public policy, the management of government op-
erations, and the conduct of democratic processes. 
This chapter specifically examines the relationship 
between social policy and ICTs. While the focus 
is on ICT use vis-à-vis social policy, as this is the 
policy area of human services, the observations are 
equally relevant to the broader domain of public (or 
government) policy.

The term “social policy” refers to policies en-
acted by governments that contribute to individual 
and collective well being. The term “policy” refers to 

abStract

This chapter examines the contribution of information communication technology (ICT) to the operation 
of social and public policy. The governmentality analytic is introduced as a way in which to highlight 
how ICT is used by the state in governing populations. The chapter identifies four ways ICTs relate to 
social and public policy. First, social policy can be a response to ICT innovation and use. Second, ICT 
is used to implement and administer social policy. Third, ICT is used to develop and evaluate social 
policy. Fourth, the use of ICT can shape the very nature and substance of social policy. The chapter 
illustrates these theoretical and conceptual approaches by examining the extensive and innovative use 
of ICT in Australia’s national income security agency, Centrelink.
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decisions and actions undertaken by government, 
of which legislation is the most formal manifes-
tation of policy. There is no clear cut definition 
of what is considered “social policy” in contrast 
to the more encompassing term “public policy”. 
However, welfare, social security, immigration, 
education and health are clear examples of so-
cial policy as are all human services. Taxation, 
economic and transportation policy involve as-
pects of social policy, such as tax benefits, labor 
market regulation and access to public transport 
respectively.

Until recently, the role of ICTs in government 
and more particularly in public policy processes 
has been poorly studied. ICTs have been given 
some attention by academics in the discipline of 
information technology, public administration and 
political science (e.g. Bellamy and Taylor, 1998; 
Griffin et al, 2007; Frissen, 1999; Heeks, 1999; 
Heeks, 2006), but virtually no consideration in 
public policy and social policy. The major excep-
tion is the long-standing concern about privacy 
and data protection, which has generated consid-
erable debate and policy formation. The relative 
absence of ICTs from understanding government 
and public/social policy is largely a result of the 
view that ICTs are mundane technologies that 
are simply tools to implement government policy 
decisions. This also reflects a widely held view 
that policy making and policy administration are 
two distinct domains, with ICTs being relegated 
to the domain of public administration. A second 
reason for the limited consideration of ICTs in 
social policy and particularly human services has 
been the traditionally low tech nature of many 
human service organizations in which consider-
able professional discretion is involved and where 
services are delivered by small-scale, voluntary, 
non-government organizations.

It has been the advent and rapid development 
of the internet over the past decade that has gen-
erated interest in the role of ICTs in government. 
In particular, such networked ICTs have been 
linked with public administration reform agendas 

to “modernize government” and to provide more 
“joined-up”, individualized and responsive gov-
ernment service delivery. For example, in the UK 
the link between government reform and ICTs has 
been made quite explicit in former Prime Minister 
Blair’s modernization agenda (UK 1999) and in 
the transformational government agenda through 
shared service delivery (UK 2005). Definitions 
of “e-government” (also called “electronic gov-
ernment” or “digital government”) by national 
governments and international governmental 
organizations similarly make the link between 
ICTs and transformation of government opera-
tions, as the following example from the United 
Nations illustrates:

We put ‘e’ in front of ‘government’ to recognize 
that a public administration is in the process of 
transforming its internal and external relation-
ships with the use of modern information and com-
munication technology (ICT) … E-government 
is a government that applies ICT to transform 
its internal and external relations. Through the 
application of ICT to its operations, a govern-
ment does not alter its functions or its obligations 
to remain useful, legitimate, transparent and 
accountable. If anything, this application raises 
society’s expectations about the performance of 
government, in all respects, to a much higher level 
(UN, 2003, pp. 1-2, emphasis in original).

Of the entire and very broad range of ICTs, 
internet technologies have come to define the lens 
of much recent consideration of the use of ICTs 
in government. Indeed, national governments 
are now annually benchmarked on the extent to 
which they use and develop internet technologies. 
National comparisons of e-government are regu-
larly published by the United Nations Division 
of Public Economics and Public Administration 
(www.unpan.org/DPADM/MajorPublications/
UNEGovernmentSurvey/tabid/600/Default.aspx) 
and the Institute of E-government at the Waseda 
University in Japan (www.obi.giti.waseda.ac.jp/). 
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Such surveys compare governments on the way 
in which they make use of internet technologies 
drawing on the idea that there are stages of e-
government development. The United Nations 
refers to five stages of e-government:

1.  Emerging: A government web presence is 
established through a few independent of-
ficial sites. Information is limited, basic and 
static.

2.  Enhanced: Content and information is up-
dated with greater regularity.

3.  Interactive: Users can download forms, 
contact officials, and make appointments 
and requests.

4.  Transactional: Users can actually pay for 
services or conduct financial transactions 
online.

5.  Seamless: Total integration of e-functions 
and services across administrative and de-
partmental boundaries (UN DPEPA, 2002, 
p. 10).

Such stages depict government use of internet 
technologies as evolving from simple to more 
complex uses, with the implication that more 
developed usage is associated with more devel-
oped forms of public administration, government 
service delivery and citizen participation.

While the internet technologies applied first in 
business (as e-commerce) and then in government 
(as e-government) has provided the impetus and 
framework for much thinking about ICTs in public 
and social policy, it is increasingly being recog-
nized that e-government not only involves internet 
technologies, but other ICTs, including mainframe 
computers and computer databases, decision sup-
port systems or expert systems, telephone call 
centers, mobile phone SMSing and smart cards. 
Indeed, digital information and communication 
technologies were well entrenched in government 
operations before the internet was invented, and 
much government use of internet technologies are 
built on those earlier digital ICTs (Cortada 2008). 
Moreover, modern government has always been 

intrinsically tied up with information and commu-
nication technologies. Well before the invention 
of the integrated circuit, government bureaucratic 
action was predicated on statistics, paper forms 
and filing cabinets, punched cards, the telegraph 
and telephones (Agar, 2003; Higgs, 2004).

Perri 6 (2004) provides one of best consider-
ations of the various uses of ICTs by government 
and how this varies according to different orga-
nizational and individual actors. He argues that 
e-government consists of four distinct domains 
of activity:

1.  e-democracy involves the use of ICTs by 
government to receive the views of citizens, 
businesses and organizations;

2.  e-service provision involves the “delivery 
of public services over digital networks and 
media”;

3.  e-management relates to the use of ICTs 
for managing the use of resources within 
government; and

4.  e-governance refers to the “digital support 
for policy formulation and the scrutiny and 
oversight of the achievement of policy goals” 
(pp. 15-17).

In each of these domains ICT has some, but 
a varying, relationship with public policy. In e-
governance and e-democracy, ICTs are used for 
thinking about, developing, analyzing and evalu-
ating policy. ICTs implement policy in e-service 
provision. In e-management, policy is limited to 
policies on government administration. These 
observations demonstrate the various ways in 
which ICTs can be implicated in social and public 
policy processes.

tHeory anD conceptual 
frameWork

Governmentality is the conceptual approach used 
to analyze the role of ICTs in government, and 
social policy more particularly. Inspired by the 
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work of French philosopher Michel Foucault in 
the early 1980s, in the last ten years the govern-
mentality analytic has generated a massive body 
of work that adopts the approach to provide new 
insights across a wide range of domains.

Mitchell Dean, a leading governmentality 
scholar, summarizes the conceptual approach as 
follows:

[Governmentality] deals with how we think about 
governing, with the different mentalities of govern-
ment. … It is a matter not of the representations 
of individual mind or consciousness, but of the 
bodies of knowledge, belief and opinion in which 
we are immersed (Dean, 1999, p. 16).

To be sure, studies of governmentality are not 
concerned with the way in which government is 
thought as an idea, but how that “thought operates 
within our organized ways of doing things, our 
regimes of practices, and with its ambitions and 
effects” (1999, pp. 17-18, emphasis in original). 
Governmentality is therefore an analytics of gov-
ernment that examines the inter-relations between 
the conceptualization and practice of government 
– how each contributes to and forms the other.

Peter Miller and Nikolas Rose make a similar 
point, by arguing that governmentality involves 
both “political rationalities” and “technologies of 
government” (1990; 2008, pp. 26-52; Rose and 
Miller, 1992). This characterization understands 
governmentality as both linguistic and discursive, 
on the one hand, and material, on the other. “Politi-
cal rationalities” are the discursive, constructive 
and justificatory elements of government, whereas 
“technologies of government” are the means with 
which such discourses are translated into action, 
or enacted. According to Miller and Rose:

If political rationalities render reality into the 
domain of thought “technologies of government” 
seek to translate thought into the domain of re-
ality, and to establish “in the world of persons 
and things” spaces and devices for acting upon 

those entities of which they dream and scheme. 
(1990, p. 8)

While this perspective may give the impression 
that “technologies of government” are subservient 
to “political rationalities” by implementing the 
latter, Miller and Rose acknowledge that there 
is a ‘complex interweaving of procedures for 
representing and intervening’ (1990, p. 7).

In the context of this chapter, the governmental-
ity approach helps to highlight the ways in which 
ICTs are involved in processes of governing – or 
what Foucault calls the “conduct of conduct” – and 
can therefore be understood as an expression of 
contemporary operations of power and rule. Of 
course, the specific utilization of technologies 
is extremely diverse. They can be mobilized by 
totalitarian regimes to help coercively control 
populations. Alternatively, more open liberal 
democracies’ use of ICTs often facilitate more 
indirect forms of power, such as the use of mass 
media to shape public opinion and govern through 
experts (Miller and Rose, 2008, ch. 8).

Understanding government as involving 
both expressions of political rationalities and 
technologies of government provides a way in 
which to engage with a discussion of ICTs and 
social policy. Indeed, it should be noted that social 
(and public) policy is itself both an expression 
of political rationalities, but also a technology of 
government (Henman, 2006b; Henman, 2009; 
Walters, 2000).

the relationship between 
icts and Social policy

There are four different ways in which ICTs relate 
to social policy (and public policy more broadly). 
First, there are a range of social polices about ICTs. 
Some social policies respond to the social problems 
that ICTs are perceived to bring, while others seek 
to utilize ICTs as a specific strategy to address 
social problems. A long-standing policy concern 
arising from the use of ICTs – both by government 
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and business – is privacy and data protection. It 
is the ability of digital ICTs to readily copy and 
circulate data that intensifies concerns about per-
sonal privacy. Over the years governments have 
developed a range of policy instruments to limit 
the distribution of personal data held by public and 
private organizations, and to ensure appropriate 
technological and organizational practices are in 
place to avoid unauthorized access to personal data 
(Bennett & Raab, 2006). The policy concern with 
privacy is very much tied up with concerns about 
“dataveillance”, that is, surveillance through the 
use of one’s data (Lyon, 1994; 2007) and more 
recently identity fraud, which is the act of claim-
ing to be someone you are not.

The “digital divide” is another social problem 
which has said to have arisen as a result of ICTs. 
The argument is that as digital ICTs – and the 
internet in particular – have become increasingly 
essential to the conduct of everyday life (such as 
banking, education and learning, interacting with 
government and participating in social networks) 
those without access to those technologies and/
or the ability to use them will become increas-
ingly excluded from mainstream society (Norris, 
2001; Servon, 2002). A range of social policies 
have developed to address this concern, including 
enhancing education, increasing use of ICTs in 
schools, encouraging markets for low-cost ICTs 
and providing public access to ICTs and training 
in their use.

A second way in which ICTs relate to social 
policy is that the technologies are used to imple-
ment and administer social policies. ICTs are 
now an essential part of government operations 
due to their ability to efficiently store, manage, 
circulate and calculate data. ICTs provide the 
means by which government officials are able to 
readily access the personal data of recipients of 
human services in order to assess eligibility, reg-
ister changes of circumstances and record actions 
taken. In calculating benefit eligibility for social 
security and taxation benefits, ICTs automate 
policy. Networked ICTs have become particularly 

significant as governments have increasingly used 
non-government organizations to deliver human 
services. Such “outsourcing” of government 
operations often involves extensive and regular 
data reporting requirements, which networked 
ICTs support. Through data-matching exercises, 
governments use ICTs to assess compliance with 
social policies to ensure only those individuals 
and organizations entitled to receive particular 
benefits, services and payments do so.

Apart from implementing social policy, ICTs 
are thirdly used in the social policy process for 
policy analysis, evaluation and development. 
Administering policy generates immense amounts 
of data which ICTs can store. Such data holdings 
are often combined with additional data which 
are then analyzed to understand the impact, 
distribution and effectiveness of social policy. 
Governments increasingly use highly complex 
computer models to assist policy developers 
identify the likely impact of proposed policies 
on different sectors of society. Models are now 
commonplace in economic forecasting, population 
change, taxation and social security, retirement 
incomes projections and climate change (Hen-
man, 2002). Insights gained from using ICTs in 
analyzing policy domains provide the basis for 
refining and reforming social policy.

Finally, ICTs shape social policies. It is the 
way in which ICTs operate that can contribute to 
new forms of social policy. It has been long argued 
that computers embody a quantitative, calculative 
and formally-defined form of operation (Henman, 
1995; Roszak, 1988; Weizenbaum, 1984) which 
has shaped social policies to become more focused 
on quantitative elements of social problems and 
reduce professional discretion in human service 
delivery (Alexander, 1990; Garson, 1989; Hen-
man, 1997; Henman, 1999). Computers have also 
come to define what policies are implementable. 
They can close off some policy options and while 
opening up more complex options. Data gener-
ated, stored and analyzed by ICTs have also given 
rise to new insights. One example is an emerged 
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understanding of a differentiated citizenry in 
which different sub-populations experience dif-
ferent sorts of social risks (such as: long-term 
unemployment, poor health, and compliance or 
security) to which social policy responds and ICTs 
help administer (Henman, 2004).

These four ways in which ICTs and social 
policy inter-relate will be used to examine ICTs 
in the case study of Australia’s national income 
security organization, Centrelink.

practice context

The practice context for this chapter is Australia’s 
national welfare delivery agency, Centrelink 
(www.centrelink.gov.au). Australia is a federated 
state consisting of three tiers of government: a 
national, federal government; six state and two 
territory governments; and approximately 700 
local governments. Government responsibility 
for human service policy making and delivery is 
distributed across the three tiers of government 
according to constitutional arrangements. States 
have responsibility for the delivery of hospitals 
and community health, education, child protec-
tion and police. The federal government has 
responsibility for taxation and social security 
benefits, and immigration. Disability services, 
housing policy and indigenous affairs are shared 
by both State and Federal governments under 
negotiated agreements. The federal government 
has the majority of revenue raising powers and 
the states the responsibility for delivering the 
majority of services, resulting in what is called a 
“vertical fiscal imbalance”. This has meant that 
the federal government has increasingly used its 
funding powers to influence directions in human 
service policy and services, leading to greater 
centralization of social policy.

Following most liberal welfare states (Esping-
Andersen, 1990), Australia’s human service sector 
operates in a “mixed economy of welfare”, involv-
ing government, private for-profit, and voluntary 

sectors in the delivery of social services, such as 
housing, disability support, health and educa-
tion. Increasingly government funding is used 
to (partially and wholly) finance human services 
provided by non-government agencies. In educa-
tion, one-third of Australian school students attend 
non-government schools (ABS 2007). In health, 
two-thirds of all hospital beds are provided by 
government-owned and operated hospitals and 
one-third by private hospitals (of which some 
are for-profit and some church-owned, not-for 
profit) (Duckett, 2007, pp. 136-140). Employment 
services are now fully privatized, but remained 
largely government-funded, with providers being 
relatively evenly split between private, for-profit 
organizations and not-for-profit organizations. 
Centrelink operates within this environment, with 
many of its clients also utilizing welfare services 
provided by non-government agencies.

Centrelink was created in 1997 by the Federal 
government as a government-owned “one stop 
shop” for the delivery of a wide range of Fed-
eral Australian government welfare benefits and 
services. It was created by splitting the former 
Department of Social Security (DSS) into two 
agencies: one focusing on policy; and one on ser-
vice delivery. Operating on a purchaser-provider 
model, Centrelink is contracted by nine separate 
federal social policy agencies to deliver the ben-
efits and services on their behalf to approximately 
6.5 million (or about 30 per cent of) Australians. 
The main focus of Centrelink is the payment of 
government cash benefits, such as unemploy-
ment benefits, age pensions and family benefits, 
rather than the delivery of welfare services. In 
international parlance, such benefits constitute 
Australia’s social security system. However, it 
must be noted that Australia is rare among OECD 
countries in not having a social insurance system. 
Instead, Australia finances its largely means-tested 
benefits through general revenue. Another major 
role of Centrelink is to assess the employment 
service needs of unemployed persons before 
referring them to private employment service 
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providers. Reflecting Centrelink’s focus on cash 
payments, the majority of Centrelink’s 25,000 staff 
are non-professional administrators who utilize 
Centrelink’s ICT infrastructure to input claimant 
data for assessing eligibility to cash benefits (which 
are then paid automatically) and to answer client 
queries. Professionally-trained social workers and 
other welfare workers constitute a tiny proportion 
of Centrelink’s workforce. These professionals 
are used to assist in making policy decisions in 
complex client cases, case managing clients who 
require financial case management, and managing 
and providing emergency services in the case of 
natural disasters.

In 2007, Centrelink’s service delivery infra-
structure was made up of 316 local offices, 25 
telephone call centers, and almost 400 smaller, re-
gional service access points, as well as national and 
state management offices (Centrelink, 2007, p. 11). 
Supporting this service delivery infrastructure is an 
extensive computer network, which is described 
as ‘one of the most sophisticated IT environments 
in the southern hemisphere’ (2007, p. 115). This 
infrastructure includes several massive mainframe 
computers linked to numerous Local Area Net-
works (LANs) incorporating PCs and some dumb 
terminals (which are simply computers used as 
monitors to present data processed by an external 
computer), immense data warehousing capacities, 
and separate parallel computers for data-matching 
capabilities. Like other national government social 
security and social insurance agencies which focus 
on cash benefits, Centrelink (and its predecessor 
the Department of Social Security) has always 
been a very big user and early adopter of ICTs 
in government. Internationally, Centrelink has a 
reputation as a technological innovator, which has 
been recognized within Australia by its receipt 
of a number of national e-government awards 
(http://www.finance.gov.au/e-government/better-
practice-and-collaboration/e-award.html).

Centrelink operations are significantly shaped 
by the wider social, political and economic en-
vironment. As in most OECD countries, the rise 

of the New Public Management (Osbourne and 
Gaebler, 1993; Pollitt, 2003) – which argues for 
public management to operate according to private 
business models – has resulted in a widespread use 
of performance indicators and targets, which focus 
the mind of front-line staff. Within Centrelink, 
performance targets include the percentage of 
benefit claims processed within a given period 
of time, responding to customer advice within a 
given time frame, or level of customer satisfac-
tion. Meeting such targets has been a challenge 
in an environment of complex and fast-changing 
social policy, and has resulted in considerable 
problems with inaccurate claims processing 
(Howard, 2006; Whyte, 2005). Neo-liberal politi-
cal rationalities have also resulted in an emphasis 
on identifying benefit overpayments and welfare 
fraud and blaming recipients for benefit errors, 
and the development of increasingly coercive, 
punitive, neo-paternalistic workfare policies to 
reduce what is perceived to be increasing welfare 
dependency (Mead, 1997; Peck, 2001). As part of 
the dual objective of improving service delivery 
and reducing costs, Centrelink has sought to utilize 
ICTs for self-service and integrate their operations 
with other (federal) government agencies and 
non-government welfare organizations.

caSe StuDy: centrelink

How then has Centrelink used ICTs in its role as 
a national deliverer of welfare services? This sec-
tion answers this question according to the four 
ways ICTs are used in social policy as outlined 
in the Theory section above. As will be evident, 
the role of ICTs in human services is extremely 
extensive and varied, and also has a history of 
both successes and failures.

First, social policies may be a response to 
ICTs. In terms of the governmentality framework 
described in this chapter, this dynamic may be 
an expression of the way the advent of new ICTs 
stimulate revised, refined or even new “political ra-
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tionalities”, such as notions of the “digital divide” 
and its assumption that access to information and 
ICTs is a necessary component of contemporary 
society. As a service delivery agency for other 
government policy agencies, Centrelink itself 
has a very limited role in making government 
policy. Of course, Centrelink must implement 
government policy responses to ICTs, specifically 
Australia’s privacy and data protection laws and 
national policies regarding accessible government 
websites. In Australia’s national social security 
system, one significant social policy responding 
to the emergence of electronic ICTs was initiated 
by Centrelink’s predecessor, the Department of 
Social Security (DSS).

Introduced in 1995 as a pilot program, the 
Community Information Network was a policy 
response seeking to deploy emerging networked 
ICTs to enhance the living standards of recipients 
of income support benefits, such as aged and 
disability pensioners, the unemployed and sole 
parents. Remarkably, this initiative occurred in 
the early days of the internet and prefigured the 
concept of the “digital divide”. The then Minister 
for Social Security, Peter Baldwin, argued that 
access to information could play an important 
contribution to enhancing disadvantaged persons’ 
living standards, and that the advent of the internet 
may exacerbate already present social divisions. 
The Networks were established by installing 
personal computers in a number of public and 
community centre locations within a local region 
and linking them together in a localized network. 
Department of Social Security clients in the area 
were able to use the Networks to communicate 
with each other and community sector workers 
through electronic mail and bulletin boards. It 
was envisaged that clients would be able to use 
these technologies to do such things as advertise 
their skills in the hope of being employed, build 
networks of exchange or swap useful information 
(Maher & Smith, 1996). The model of this program 
was later replicated in rural and regional areas, 
but both programs were ultimately closed down 

due to economic considerations, the wide-scale 
deployment of computers in public libraries and 
other programs to support access to ICTs for the 
financially disadvantaged.

Secondly, Centrelink deploys a very large 
ICT infrastructure to implement and administer 
social policies. In terms of the governmentality 
framework, this use of ICTs is a clear example of 
the way in which “political rationalities” are made 
real through “technologies of government”. At 
the core of this ICT infrastructure are mainframe 
computers that operate separate software systems 
for managing different categories of payments 
(namely pensions, allowances and family ben-
efits) which have evolved over time in response 
to policy and technological changes. Centrelink 
front-line office staff in both local area offices 
and call centers are connected to these payment 
systems through desktop computers connected 
in Local Area Networks, which are connected to 
the mainframe computers. The computer system 
considerably automates the processing of new 
claims for benefit, updating client information 
and the electronic payment of benefits into client 
bank accounts. While human operators enter cli-
ent data into their desktop, the computer system 
utilizes the data to calculate eligibility and level 
of payment a person receives. The system also 
automates compliance measures, such as check-
ing client data consistency with other Centrelink 
data. The system also sends out periodic letters to 
clients requiring response, and if a response is not 
recorded by human operators as being received by 
the due date a client’s payment is automatically 
halted. Interestingly, in 1994 the Social Security 
Act was amended to legally authorize the computer 
to make payment decisions, such as granting and 
suspending payment (Sutherland, 1994, pp. 172-
173 & p. 503).

In recent years, Centrelink has made use of 
newer ICTs to enhance its operation for both 
service delivery and efficiency improvements. 
Developments in on-line computer technology, 
whereby staff located anywhere within Australia 
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can access client data, has enabled the rise of tele-
phone call centers, operated by Centrelink since 
the late 1980s. Like many government agencies, 
Centrelink uses its on-line website to support 
electronic transactions. Australians are able to 
electronically alter their client data such as ad-
dress, telephone, employment level and income. 
Political and fraud considerations have limited the 
capacity to make new claims for benefits through 
the internet. In particular, concerns about the 
security of personal data transferred across the 
internet blends with political expectations that 
income support recipients should be eyeballed to 
ensure that their claims are legitimate and that the 
experience is stigmatizing and unpleasant.

While mainframe computers have increas-
ingly automated the assessment of welfare benefit 
eligibility and the calculation of benefit payment 
levels, in 2000 Centrelink began development of 
an expert system or decision support system for 
family related payments called EDGE. By directly 
modeling legislation, the expert system technol-
ogy was viewed as a way in which to enhance the 
accuracy and consistency of Centrelink’s benefit 
decision-making. However, after slow processing 
times and costly ongoing maintenance, the system 
was cancelled in 2004 (Henman, 2009, ch 5).

In the last decade social policies have increas-
ingly embodied a politics of neo-paternalism, 
whereby those viewed as “failed citizens” are 
managed in greater detail than the wider popula-
tion (Peck, 2001; Handler, 2004). An essential 
aspect of implementing and administering such 
policies is the use of ICTs for client compliance 
and surveillance. An example of this is the intro-
duction of a magnetic strip financial debit card 
in 2008, called a BasicsCard. The card is issued 
to certain recipients who have a proportion of the 
welfare payments forcibly quarantined as a result 
of certain forms of non-compliance, and can only 
spend that money on essentials (food, clothing, 
health care and hygiene products). Card holders 
are only able to use the card in stores that have 
agreements with Centrelink. While the magnetic 

strip card clearly operates as a form of surveillance, 
it also eliminates the onerous paper record keep-
ing by welfare benefit recipients and shop owners 
under the administrative system it replaced.

ICTs are also used for checking client com-
pliance and detecting welfare fraud, that is, for 
administering welfare policy more broadly. Since 
1988, Centrelink has used high-speed computer 
systems to match data from Centrelink and other 
external government agencies (such as taxation, 
immigration, police) to identify inconsistencies 
that might suggest overpayment of welfare benefits 
or even welfare fraud (Cahill, 1994; Clarke, 1995). 
In 2002, Centrelink trialed the use of telephone 
voice recognition technologies as an additional 
way in which to confirm the identity of clients and 
to manage caller demand. The technology has been 
subsequently installed across the organization. 
Privacy is essential to Centrelink’s trustworthiness 
and legal responsibilities, and this technology is 
a way in which to enhance automatic services 
and manage service demand, while upholding 
Centrelink’s privacy responsibilities.

Another recent development in social policy, 
to which ICTs have contributed, is the conduct 
of targeted benefits and services. Instead of tra-
ditional, universal approaches to social policy, 
targeted approaches seek to segment the recipient 
population into different categories and provide 
varied services and/or benefits to each sub-pop-
ulation (Elmer, 2004; Henman, 2004). Targeted 
approaches to policy and service delivery are seen 
as more effectively utilizing state resources and 
providing a more personalized service delivery. 
ICTs are important in managing such approaches 
because targeted policies are necessarily more 
complex than universal approaches, but they 
also have their downsides (Henman, 2005). One 
example of Centrelink’s use of ICTs for imple-
menting targeted social policy is the Job Seekers 
Classification Index (JSCI). In use since 1998, the 
JSCI is used by Centrelink in an initial interview 
with an unemployed person to rank and classify 
that person into one of six groups according to 
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their predicted chances of becoming long-term 
unemployed. The classification is used to identify 
the predicted level of employment assistance that 
person requires and the corresponding level of 
funding the government provides to the client’s 
private employment service agency (McDonald 
et al, 2003).

ICTs are also central components in imple-
menting a targeted approach to client compliance 
such that those clients profiled as greater risk of 
being overpaid receive greater levels of scrutiny 
(Henman, 2004; Henman & Marston, 2008). 
Centrelink has also considered targeted report-
ing mechanisms for unemployed persons. Cur-
rently, all unemployment recipients are required 
to physically report to Centrelink each fortnight, 
but ICTs enable Centrelink to potentially segment 
the unemployed population according to levels of 
“trustworthiness” and differentiate their reporting 
requirements.

In addition to using ICTs for the implementa-
tion of social policy, ICTs are used in the social 
policy process, for example, for policy develop-
ment and analysis. As with the use of ICTs to 
implement policy, this use of ICTs can be under-
stood as the development and mobilization of 
“technologies of government” for the purposes 
of achieving “political rationalities”. Given that 
Centrelink as a service delivery agency is not 
responsible for policy development, analysis or 
evaluation, its use of ICTs in this area is limited. 
However, the two major policy agencies for which 
Centrelink provides services – Australia’s Federal 
Department of Families, Housing, Community 
Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) and 
the Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations (DEEWR) – make extensive 
use of ICTs for policy analysis, development and 
evaluation.

Computer modeling is a major use of ICTs 
in policy development. Australia’s social policy 
departments make use of a number of highly 
developed computer modeling tools. Due to the 
complex nature of social security laws and their 

interaction with similarly complex taxation laws, 
computer modeling is an essential component in 
policy development. It helps policy makers iden-
tify the likely consequences of policy proposals. 
Since the late 1980s a computer modeling tool 
has been in use in Australia for assisting in the 
development of social security policy. It indicates 
the financial effects of a proposed policy on an 
individual type of family. It can also show how the 
Australian population as a whole will be affected 
by a proposed policy. In doing so, it identifies 
winners and losers under a given policy, and the 
size of the population affected. Consequently, the 
model also identifies the overall financial and po-
litical cost/benefit to government. More recently, 
FaHCSIA has made use of EDGE, the failed expert 
system mentioned earlier, for policy development. 
While EDGE was deemed unsuitable for policy 
administration, it also has a policy development 
tool built on the fact that its rule base replicates 
legislation. By adjusting the rule base to reflect 
proposed policy change, the policy modeling tool 
of EDGE can identify possible conflicts in legis-
lation and impacts on hypothetical clients. With 
these computer modeling tools policy options can 
be considered, their effects determined and poli-
cies refined to achieve the desired fiscal, social 
and political outcomes. However, by embedding 
policy in complex computer modeling, their use 
institutes problems for political and policy ac-
countability and the capacity for citizens to engage 
in the public debate (Henman 2002).

Statistics generated by ICT is a second key use 
of technology for the purposes of policy analysis, 
development and evaluation. Given that policy 
making is fundamentally based on information, 
the use of ICTs to generate, store, circulate and 
analyze largely quantitative data is an important 
feature of ICT use in government. Centrelink’s 
client administrative data provide an important 
resource for policy analysis and development. 
Since 2004, a representative sample of Centrelink 
client data has been collated to form a longitudinal 
dataset for policy research by government policy 
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makers and academics. Administrative data is also 
often supplemented by other national data sets and 
specialized data collections, which are ultimately 
managed and analyzed using ICTs. For example, 
the use of computers to analyze data on periods 
of unemployment directly led to the develop-
ment of the previously-mentioned Job Seekers 
Classification Index and the associated policy to 
differentiate employment services according to 
client profiles.

Finally, ICTs shape social policies. While it is 
not widely recognized, the advent and widespread 
deployment of ICTs in government can shape the 
nature of social and public policies (Henman, 
2006a; Henman, 2009). In terms of the govern-
mentality framework, this use of ICTs is a clear 
example of the way in which “technologies of 
government” give rise to new “political rationali-
ties”. The analysis of statistics is one area in which 
this occurs. The analysis of statistics can give rise 
to new knowledge and insights about the client 
population. For example, it provides the basis for 
breaking up the client population into different 
segments according to different levels of need or 
risk, which is then manifested in social policy and 
service delivery responses. The use of the JSCI 
illustrates how this occurs. Statistics are analyzed 
to reveal different patterns of unemployment as-
sociated with different personal characteristics. 
This leads policy makers to consider differentiat-
ing policy responses that better matches services 
to the predicted levels of need of unemployed 
persons. Such policies are viewed as providing a 
more effective and personalized response to social 
problems (such as long-term unemployment), but 
they also individualize our understanding of the 
causes of these problems. By linking periods of 
unemployment to personal characteristics, the 
social elements that contribute to unemployment 
(such as racial discrimination, poor economic 
environment) can often get overlooked.

The increasingly networked nature of advanced 
ICTs has also contributed to a recasting of social 
policy (and public administration). Networked 

ICTs support the exchange of data between gov-
ernment agencies and beyond. As a consequence, 
social policies are increasingly being made in one 
policy domain that requires the input of client data 
from another policy domain. With the assistance 
of networked data interchange, benefits or services 
provided in one domain can be made conditional 
on client circumstances in another domain. In 
Centrelink an example of this is the Maternity 
Immunisation Allowance, a universal payment 
to parents of children who are fully immunized 
at 18 months of age. This policy initiative relies 
on data from the Australian Health Insurance 
Commission, and in particular, the Australian 
Childhood Immunisation Register, a database 
of childhood immunization activity. Indeed, the 
impetus for the creation of the Register was to 
support the introduction of the Maternity Im-
munisation Allowance and similar conditional 
payments to general medical practitioners. Other 
conditional policies implemented by Centrelink 
include making a parent’s income support pay-
ments conditional on their child not truanting 
from school, or the absence of child abuse in the 
household, although the extent to which these 
policies are reliant on networked ICTs is unclear. 
While such conditional policies result from politi-
cal objectives, the rapid emergence and growth 
of such policies can not be easily disentangled 
from the networked information infrastructure 
that makes such policies readily feasible. As with 
targeted policy, such conditional policies also 
involve an individualization of social problems. 
By making receipt of benefits conditional on a 
person’s behavior or activity in another domain, 
such conditional policies place the sole burden 
on the individual to resolve the social problem 
(such as childhood immunization and school 
truancy).

The use of ICTs in implementing social and 
public policy raises questions about the emerging 
nature of the contemporary forms of government 
and citizenship. In particular, the increasing auto-
mation of social policy has led some to argue that 
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ICTs are helping to install a virtual state, whereby 
citizens become more marginal to its operations 
(Frissen 1999). Along similar lines, Bovens and 
Zouridis (2002) argue that the evolution of IT 
systems to progressively automate administrative 
processes has involved an associated evolution of 
public sector agencies. They argue that original 
street level bureaucracies, in which front-line 
public servants make administrative decisions 
within the legislative framework and with the 
support of ICT, have transformed to screen-level 
bureaucracies, in which ICT leads the activity 
of government officials whose administrative 
discretion is reduced as it becomes codified. This 
is then argued to be replaced by system-level 
bureaucracies, in which front-line government 
officials become superseded by an integrated and 
all-encompassing, automated IT system. Bovens 
and Zouridis see system-level bureaucracies 
generating significant constitutional challenges 
arising from the complete automation of policy 
and the displacement of street-level bureaucrats 
by automated and codified organisational opera-
tions. While this author does not fully embrace 
these somewhat dystopia analyses, they do raise 
considerable insights about the contribution of 
ICTs in subtle reconfigurations of social and 
public policy, governmental power and the nature 
of citizenship.

concluSion

It has been argued in this chapter that ICTs play 
an important role in the development and delivery 
of social policy. The governmentality framework 
has provided a way in which to understand ICTs 
as a component in governmental practices. Such 
an approach firstly highlights that ICTs can be 
understood as a mechanism in governing individu-
als and populations. While such “technologies of 
government” are often understood as implement-
ing “political rationalities” as expressed through 
public and social policies, it was also demonstrated 

that “technologies of government” can give rise 
to new “political rationalities”. This theoretical 
framework was deployed in examining the use 
of ICTs in Australia’s national welfare delivery 
agency, Centrelink, where the widespread and 
varied nature of ICT use is clear.

While ICTs are often seen as instrumental, in 
that they implement the dreams and ambitions 
of those who seek to govern, this chapter has 
sought to stimulate a critical approach to ICTs as 
a mechanism of governing that has power effects. 
Indeed, it was demonstrated that ICTs have been 
an important component in the reconfiguration 
of social policies. Increasingly, universal social 
policies are being individualized through targeted 
and conditional policies. Such developments are 
neither unambiguously good nor ill, but provide 
significant positive and negative elements. On the 
positive side, such policies enable governments 
to maximize the effectiveness of their policies 
and their resource investments by focusing more 
directly on those populations that are seen to need 
more direct and intensive intervention. On the 
negative side, such policies tend to neglect the 
social dimensions underlying social problems, and 
may lay the blame and responsibility for addressing 
them on the individual. Moreover, targeted policies 
necessarily involve inequality of treatment, which 
itself can improve policy outcomes, but may also 
exacerbate social divisions. Targeted policies also 
imply targeted forms of surveillance. The use of 
ICTs in social and public policy also raises ques-
tions about the nature of contemporary government 
and citizenship. Some authors provide dystopian 
images of systemic control and surveillance by 
the state. Such accounts may well be too extreme, 
but they can point to significant transformations 
in government and citizenship which might oth-
erwise be too subtle to detect.

The main message of this chapter is that ICTs 
are central to the practice of contemporary poli-
tics and power in a manner that simultaneously 
alleviates and adds to social problems.
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Tzu Hungs: Is there one word which can serve as 
the guiding principle throughout life?

Confucius: It is the word altruism. Do not do to 
others what you do not want them to do to you.

-- Confucius (K’ung Fu tzu 551-479 BC) replying 
to Tzu Hungs’s question in Oxford Dictionary of 
Quotations (2004, p.238:6).

introDuction

The rapid growth of the World Wide Web has seen 
users adopt various types of Internet-based Infor-
mation Communication Technologies (ICT) such 
as e-mail, social networking sites, and virtual com-
munities to support social relationships and facilitate 
information seeking behavior. Using a diverse set 
of interactive online media, people communicate 
and share information with each other and often 
recommend products and services. Ultimately the 
interactive, mediated exchanges of information 

abStract

The aim of this chapter is to explore the utility of online knowledge sharing for the health and human 
services. Experiences in marketing are used as a basis for the development of three broad and inter-
related theoretical concepts—the diffusion of innovations, viral marketing, and online word of mouth 
advertising—as well as several other influential factors to explain online knowledge sharing. Three 
major elements that stimulate online knowledge sharing are distilled from these theoretical perspectives 
including internal factors such as altruism, online social network size, and topic salience. This chapter 
uses these elements to propose a model of e-Mavenism which explains the cognitive processes that lead 
to online knowledge sharing behavior. Based on the e-Mavenism model, several strategies are suggested 
for online health promotion and community education.
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and knowledge among people form the basis of 
online knowledge sharing. This chapter is divided 
into four sections. The first section outlines how 
knowledge sharing online is performed and in-
cludes examples from four major online media 
organizations. These organizations were chosen 
because of the real world context they offer. Read-
ers are encouraged to incorporate their own past 
experiences with these organizations and consider 
how they engage in online knowledge sharing. 
The second section demonstrates successful ap-
plications of knowledge sharing drawn from the 
field of marketing, and highlights the potential 
for the application of this knowledge to health 
and human services education. The third section 
presents the theoretical concepts based on diffu-
sion of innovations research including electronic 
word of mouth (e-WOM) and viral marketing. 
Although the research reviewed in this chapter 
is derived from marketing studies, it provides a 
useful theoretical framework for understanding 
online knowledge sharing for health promotion and 
community education. Specific factors that con-
tribute to stimulating online knowledge sharing are 
presented. The last section proposes e-Mavenism 
as a model for online knowledge sharing for health 
promotion and community education.

knoWleDge SHaring online

Various types of online ICT tools facilitate knowl-
edge sharing. Those most closely associated with 
knowledge sharing are interactive and often inter-
personal media such as e-mail, blogs (weblogs), 
virtual communities, and online video sharing 
media. E-mail is the most frequently used online 
medium and has been evaluated as an interactive 
tool containing the most powerful potential for 
knowledge sharing online. For example, Fallows 
(2008) used national-level survey data (n = 2,251) 
to investigate Internet use and found that over 60 
per cent of Internet users send and receive e-mail 
daily. It has been estimated that in the United 

States alone there are well over 100 million daily 
e-mail users. (Phelps, Lewis, Mobilio, Perry, & 
Raman, 2005) This is a testament to how active 
users are in terms of mediated interpersonal com-
munication and highlights the extent to which 
people are sharing knowledge and information 
with each other online. E-mail lowers the costs 
associated with communication, allows people 
to share information with others in their social 
network and affords users the power to easily dis-
seminate persuasive messages. After all, receiving 
messages from friends about products, services 
or ideas is the core of word of mouth advertising. 
Given the popularity of e-mail and the potential 
for knowledge sharing, it is not surprising that 
organizations are interested in learning more about 
the antecedents of this behavior.

Pass-along behavior is the most representative 
process of knowledge sharing via e-mail and is 
defined as the forwarding of messages received 
previously (Phelps et al., 2005). This behavior 
is the mechanism by which people share vast 
amounts of knowledge and information via e-mail 
and can also be understood as a form of online 
knowledge sharing. Furthermore, knowledge shar-
ing via e-mail among peers is persuasive. Phelps 
et al. (2005) found that e-mail users viewed mes-
sages forwarded by their peers as more credible 
than commercial messages in mass media. This 
is a product of the personal connection and sense 
of trust between senders and receivers which is 
absent in traditional mass media advertising.

“Blogs” are a contemporary version of tra-
ditional personal journals and are very popular. 
People have a long history of appropriating 
technology to fulfill specific goals. With regard 
to Internet-based communication technologies, 
these goals have typically been interpersonal in 
nature. It is not surprising, then, that blogs have 
also been widely adopted by users for interper-
sonal ends. Herring, Scheidt, Bonus, and Wright 
(2004) examined a random sample of blogs and 
classified more than 70 per cent as personal 
journals, in which users posted content generally 
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about their day-to-day lives, often focusing on 
personal thoughts and feelings. Just as interac-
tive online social networking sites (SNSs) like 
Myspace.com and Facebook.com, blogs facilitate 
communication and information sharing among 
peers. Communication and knowledge sharing 
via blogs is typically conducted in the form of 
text-based posts, and recently other innovative 
media content is being incorporated including 
video clips (Herschel & Yermish, 2008).

During the process of knowledge sharing via 
blogs, two stages of asynchronous information 
exchange are repeated. Bloggers first present 
their own beliefs, ideas, or references to other 
information and share this with a network of peers. 
Feedback in the form of comments from other 
bloggers is then posted in response to initial posts. 
In this way, users are able to maintain mediated 
conversations (albeit asynchronous). Stefanone 
and Jang (2008) suggest that the broadcast nature 
of journal-style blogs actually functions to reduce 
the communication costs associated with com-
municating with a group of friends and family, 
regardless of age.

An important factor affecting the proliferation 
of blogs is ease of use. This is due to the wide 
variety of software applications and hosting sites 
available to users. These tools allow anyone with 
access to a computer and the Internet to create and 
maintain blogs because little technical knowledge 
(e.g., HTML) is required (Stefanone & Jang, 
2008). Convenient features like trackback, linking 
and comment posting encourage people to provide 
feedback both on original posts and previous 
comments, ultimately promoting interactive com-
munication. This knowledge sharing via blogs is 
also being adopted as a tool for online marketing 
distribution for business purposes (Wood, Behling, 
& Haugen, 2006).

Virtual communities are ‘social aggregations 
that emerge from the Net when enough people 
carry on those public discussions long enough, 
with sufficient levels of emotion, to form webs 
of personal relationships in cyberspace’ (Rhein-

gold, 1993, p.6). Even though virtual community 
members typically do not have any connection 
offline, they engage in interpersonal communica-
tion in these online communities and share their 
knowledge and experiences together (Hoffman & 
Novak, 1996; Kozinets, 1999; White & Dorman, 
2001). For example, virtual community members 
share praise and complain about products and 
services.

Online video sharing tools are the most recent 
and emerging tool for knowledge sharing and 
include sites like Youtube.com and Metacafe.
com (Herschel, & Yermish, 2008). These sites are 
comprised of videos created by ordinary people 
and have been evaluated as ‘the most successful 
of the social network product/services’ (Marcus, & 
Perez, 2007, p.927). Rainie (2008) used national 
survey data to explore online video sharing and 
found that over 48 per cent of Internet users visit 
video sharing sites like Youtube, with the popular-
ity of video sharing having grown by more than 
45 per cent in the past year. Online video sharing 
contributes to information and knowledge trans-
fers (Herschel & Yermish, 2008) and facilitates the 
construction and maintenance of culture (Marcus, 
& Perez, 2007). The practice of video sharing is 
clearly a popular and influential development for 
resource exchange online, and like blogs, is easy to 
use. Videos are simply recommended to others by 
simply embedding URLs in e-mail messages.

applicationS in marketing

In the field of marketing, online information and 
knowledge sharing is seen to possess remarkable 
potential. As described earlier many consumers, 
and potential consumers, have conversations via 
online ICTs like e-mail and blogs, and marketers 
believe that these virtual conversations can be used 
as an effective channel for conveying promotional 
information for products and services (Datta, 
Chowdhury, & Chakraborty, 2005; Gremler, 
Gwinner, & Brown, 2001). Carl (2006) and Walker 
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(2004) refer to individuals who actively share and 
recommend product and service information as 
“magic” people. By frequently sharing informa-
tion, these people effectively increase awareness 
and knowledge across their social networks and 
do so voluntarily.

Traditionally the sharing of marketing-related 
information among consumers has been consid-
ered one of the most influential marketing methods 
(Datta et al., 2005). Interpersonal communication 
and knowledge sharing among consumers has 
powerful effects on the formation of consumer 
attitudes and behaviors toward products and ser-
vices and especially toward new ones. Compared 
with traditional advertising and “personal selling,” 
the promotion strategy performed by consumer 
knowledge sharing is considered to be much more 
effective (Gruen, Osmonbekov, & Czaplewski, 
2006). Seventy-nine per cent of Internet users 
report using e-mail to communicate with their 
immediate and extended family (Rainie, Fox, 
Horrigan, Lenhart, & Spooner, 2000), suggest-
ing that the interpersonal nature of the Internet 
encourages consumer knowledge sharing in virtual 
environments (Datta et al., 2005).

The marketing field already has documented 
many successful cases exploiting online knowl-
edge sharing. One of the earliest organizations to 
apply interactive knowledge sharing via online 
media was Hotmail (Subramani & Rajagopalan, 
2003). Initially Hotmail subscribers numbered less 
than a million with the number of users increasing 
eight fold after only eight months because of peer-
to-peer information sharing (Constant, Sproull, & 
Kiesler, 1996; Subramani & Rajagopalan, 2003). 
Online knowledge sharing strategies have also 
been applied in journalism. Online daily news-
papers worldwide encourage their readers to send 
content of interest to others by including prompts 
stating, ‘send this story to a friend’. This func-
tionality allows readers to easily distribute these 
URLs through their personal networks. Delta Air-
lines and Google use an increasingly multimedia 
approach for dissemination by leveraging online 

videos to share knowledge about their products 
and services with their consumers (Herschel & 
Yermish, 2008; Webdriven, 2007). For example, 
Delta offers videos containing travel tips and 
Google created videos explaining how to enhance 
the functionality of their search engine (Herschel 
& Yermish, 2008, Vascelloaro, 2007).

The potential of online knowledge sharing 
is not limited to marketing. According to Carl’s 
(2006) analysis, the most frequent online discus-
sion topic in virtual communities focused on 
“life and living” (24.8 per cent) which includes 
family, education, food and dining and romantic 
relationships while the conversation frequency 
regarding marketing-related issues and products 
and services represents only about 12 per cent. 
In addition, it has been suggested that practitio-
ners and educators promoting pro-social issues 
in the fields of health and human services must 
consider knowledge sharing online because of 
its popularity (Carl, 2006; White, & Dorman, 
2001). However, little research has investigated 
the effectiveness of online knowledge sharing 
as a tool for health promotion and community 
education.

online knoWleDge SHaring 
anD Social Support

Early research findings on online knowledge 
sharing suggest that it performs a secondary func-
tion of promoting social support online (White 
& Dorman, 2001). Social support is defined as 
the interactions amongst people that support and 
satisfy their social needs (Kaplan, Cassel, & Gore, 
1977). People use ICTs to maintain social support 
peer groups through which they share knowledge 
and information with each other. The result is a 
better quality of life for group members and the 
social support resources available assists with 
difficult decision making (White & Dorman, 
2001). Thus, for many people, online communi-
ties enhance their quality of life.
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One of the most compelling examples of ben-
efits accrued from online group membership is so-
cial support offered in the context of health-related 
issues. White and Dorman (2001) maintain that the 
most common online social support groups focus 
on health-related issues and are characterized by 
extensive knowledge sharing via virtual communi-
ties, particularly by using group e-mail. White and 
Dorman (2001) also report that online community 
members feel an obligation and responsibility to 
share their valuable knowledge with others, with 
this stimulating knowledge transfer in these online 
virtual communities (Burrows, Nettleton, Pleace, 
Loader, & Muncer, 2000; Mitra, 1997).

White and Dorman (2001) suggest that educa-
tors must acknowledge motivations and patterns 
of people’s knowledge sharing behavior and 
understand how to apply online social support 
processes for educational purposes. Addition-
ally, Estabrook, Witt and Rainie (2007) highlight 
the importance of health and other educational 
information sharing among online users. They 
suggest that people use online information as 
their primary information source (58 per cent) to 
solve health and education problems as opposed 
to other mass media sources like news papers, 
television and radio. Online information sources 
were viewed as being of a high quality. Similarly, 
Estabrook et al. (2007) found that the Internet 
has become the primary information source for 
health and well being information and that this 
information is reliable; with 93 per cent of Internet 
users commenting that they were satisfied getting 
health-related educational information online.

Based on the popularity of the Internet as an 
information source, it is useful for human services 
workers to develop their understanding of how 
knowledge is shared online. More specifically, 
Phelps et al. (2005) propose the need to understand 
why people are motivated to share pro-social 
knowledge with others, and what other critical 
factors could influence knowledge sharing and 
community education online. They also suggest 
that educators can benefit from collaborating with 

experts in commercial marketing to maximize the 
likelihood of success.

Today, it is difficult to find a productive bal-
ance between efforts in the commercial realm of 
marketing and the more altruistic efforts of health 
promotion and community education. As de-
scribed earlier, the body of research on knowledge 
sharing in marketing industry is comparatively 
advanced in both theoretical and practical aspects, 
while the application of online knowledge sharing 
in pro-social domains like health promotion and 
community education is at an embryonic stage. 
The following discussion applies some of the main 
theoretical principles for online knowledge shar-
ing used in marketing and applies these to health 
promotion and community education.

tHeoretical frameWork for 
online knoWleDge SHaring

Three major theoretical concepts with empirical 
foundations in the field of marketing are particu-
larly relevant to online knowledge sharing in the 
human services. These are:

1.  Diffusion of innovation (knowledge);
2.  Online word of mouth (e-WOM); and
3.  Viral marketing

Diffusion of Innovation is ‘The process by 
which an innovation is communicated through 
certain channels over time among the members 
of a social system’ (Rogers, 1995, p.5). Even 
though Diffusion of Innovation was initially 
created to explain the adoption of technology, it 
has also been used for knowledge and news dis-
semination. It is useful for knowledge diffusion 
to be acknowledged by social educators because 
of its influence on power and culture (Herie & 
Martin, 2002).

Originally word of mouth (WOM) referrals in 
offline contexts like face-to-face communication 
were defined as ‘the informal communication 
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directed at other consumers about ownership, or 
characteristics of particular goods and services 
and/or their sellers’ (Westbrook, 1987, p.261). 
Simply, WOM referrals are verbal communica-
tion between people and include influential com-
munication about product/services among actual 
and potential consumers, referred to as WOM 
advertising (Datta et al., 2005). From a market-
ing perspective, WOM referrals are efficient and 
effective persuasion methods, compared with 
traditional advertising media such as television 
or radio advertising. Research by Herr, Kardes 
& Kim, 1991, demonstrates that consumers 
have influential power for constructing positive 
attitudes and decision making processes towards 
products and services.

Online Word of Mouth (e-WOM) is ‘any posi-
tive or negative statement made by potential, actual 
or former customers about a product or company 
which is made available to a multitude of people 
and institutions via the Internet’ (Hennig-Thurau, 
Gwinner, Walsh & Gremler, 2004, p.39). The most 
distinctive traits of e-WOM are that information 
and knowledge transfer occurs in online contexts 
both synchronously and asynchronously over 24 
hours a day and 7 days a week while the traditional 
WOM is usually performed in synchronic face 
to face settings (White & Dorman, 2001). Ad-
ditionally, e-WOM allows people to have much 
more communication and knowledge sharing with 
anonymous people in virtual contexts as well as 
their close friends or family (Hennig-Thurau et 
al., 2004).

e-WOM is growing rapidly via various types 
of interpersonal media (Brown, Broderick, & Lee, 
2007). The most representative examples of online 
media spurring e-WOM are social networking sites 
(SNSs) such as Facebook.com or Myspace.com. 
Applied in marketing these online media facilitate 
the exchange of views, personal opinions and 
information about products, services and brands. 
This knowledge exchange and sharing critically 
affects purchasing decisions (Brown et al., 2007). 
Furthermore, the popularity and strong influence 

of online peer review and recommendations fuels 
the marketing industry to invest in websites for 
consumer and peer reviews and feedback. These 
sites include BizRate.com and Epinion.com 
(Smith, Menon, & Sivakumar, 2005).

Viral Marketing is a “marketing technique that 
seeks to exploit pre-existing social networks to 
produce exponential increases in brand aware-
ness, through processes similar to the spread of 
an epidemic” (Datta et al., 2005, p. 72). In other 
words, viral marketing is a marketing strategy 
encouraging people’s positive knowledge about 
products and brands to be distributed to others 
like a virus (Datta et al., 2005). While some re-
searchers insist that viral marketing is just another 
type of WOM activity (Phelps et al., 2005), the 
most critical difference between viral marketing 
and WOM is the dependence on information 
from commercial sources. While WOM is totally 
independent of traditional commercial influence, 
viral marketing is a business strategy using natural 
WOM communication to achieve corporate goals 
(Carl, 2006).

factorS influencing online 
knoWleDge SHaring

Online WOM can be conducted with anyone, even 
with strangers regardless of any physical proxim-
ity or boundary (Datta et al., 2005). Compared to 
traditional media and face to face communication, 
online media allows people to communicate and 
share information with others outside their usual 
networks. Constant et al. (1996) argue that people 
cannot always access appropriate and valuable 
information from their close ties. Online knowl-
edge sharing via ICT media affords people access 
to valuable knowledge from potentially global 
networks.

The unbounded nature of online knowledge 
sharing is beneficial to health promotion and com-
munity education. If social educators disseminate 
their educational material via online ICT media, 
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it will reach a significantly broader audience as 
opposed to offline education. White and Dorman 
(2001) describe how online knowledge sharing is 
beneficial for those who cannot access offline edu-
cational material because of health-related issues. 
Additionally, health promotion and community 
education leveraging online knowledge sharing 
can assist many people who might otherwise not 
seek information due to possible embarrassment 
or social stigma.

Interpersonal ICT media such as weblogs and 
user-generated content do not require users to 
pay for their use (Marcus & Perez, 2007), and it 
leads online users to interact and share knowledge 
with each other via online ICT media without 
any financial worries. The cost-effectiveness of 
online knowledge sharing is also a positive fac-
tor for education with offline health promotion 
and community education requiring a significant 
amount of financial resources for physical space 
and other facilities.

Online ICT media offer faster and easier 
knowledge sharing than offline sources. Online 
social networks make possible more knowledge 
dissemination with less effort. Group e-mail 
or the forwarding of e-mails, are examples 
of efficient modes of knowledge sharing. If 
social educators use online knowledge shar-
ing strategies effectively, they will be able to 
disseminate their information to many more 
people with far less effort. The following case 
study of e-Mavenism presents a model for online 
knowledge sharing for health promotion and 
community education.

caSe StuDy: e-maveniSm

With the growth of online interactive ICTs, online 
users who easily and efficiently search online 
information have more virtual connections (or 
social network contacts) and consequently are 
more likely to become more knowledgeable in 
terms of general information (Belch, Krentler, 

& Willis-Flurry, 2005). In addition, users who 
have many online sources have the tendency to 
share their knowledge and information with other 
people. Online knowledge sharing is encouraged 
by the tendency for information sharing among 
users.

The psychological tendency to share knowl-
edge with others via virtual interactive ICT me-
dia is termed “e-Mavenism.” e-Mavenism is a 
concept adapted from marketing research which 
has identified the concept of “Market mavens.” 
Market mavens are people who are knowledge-
able in general marketing information and eagerly 
disseminate their knowledge and information with 
others in their social networks (Walsh, Gwinner, 
& Swanson, 2004). We propose that the term “e-
Mavenism” is effective for explaining the tendency 
to distribute and share valuable information with 
others based on a set of common characteristics 
in an online context.

First, online users exhibiting e-Mavenism and 
market mavens have a common trait; they are 
knowledgeable in terms of general information. 
Phelps et al. (2005) defines mavens as people 
who disseminate pass-along e-mail frequently. 
Secondly, e-Mavenism and market mavens do 
not create content such as opinion leadership, but 
are simply information distributors (Walsh, et al., 
2004). Thirdly, they commonly disseminate their 
own information and knowledge to other people 
based on a sense of perceived responsibility and 
altruism to others. Phelps et al. (2005) use the 
term “viral maven” in a similar manner to our 
use of e-Mavenism here.

If educators and professionals in health-related 
education are to stimulate educational information 
sharing via online media, they need to under-
stand the cognitive processes that lead to online 
information distributing behavior. The cognitive 
model of e-Mavenism presented in Figure 1 is a 
useful framework for application in the human 
services.

e-Mavenism is comprised of three constructs 
including; internal motivation (altruism, obliga-
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tion and self-pleasure), online social network size, 
and topic salience.

Internal motivations: Three motivational 
factors—altruism, obligation and self-pleasure—
influence knowledge sharing behavior and e-
Mavenism. Altruism, the desire to help and sup-
port other people, is consistently reported as the 
primary motivation of knowledge sharing behavior 
even though researchers have proposed different 
motivational factors such as anxiety reduction, 
self enhancement, vengeance and advice seeking 
(Datta et al., 2005; Herschel & Yermish, 2008; 
Walsh, et al., 2004). In addition, there is evidence 
that a sense of obligation to share information 
with other people, and the feeling of pleasure by 
informing others encourages knowledge sharing 
(Goldsmith, Clark, & Goldsmith, 2006).

Online social network size: As explained 
earlier, e-Mavenism is conducted by knowledge-
able people who have many information sources 
and the number and diversity of online social 
network contacts has a positive relationship with 
knowledge levels (Constant et al, 1996). Online 
social networks are comprised of more diverse 
ties because of the number of weak ties including 

relative strangers (Stefanone, Lackaff & Rosen, 
2008). Unlike offline social networks, online weak 
ties function as bridges for online expertise infor-
mation sources (Datta et al., 2005; Granovetter, 
1973) and increase the diversity of information 
sources (Constant et. al., 1996). Consequently, 
information from online weak ties makes online 
users more generally knowledgeable, which pro-
motes e-Mavenism. Therefore, online network 
size is a predictor of e-Mavenism.

Topic Salience: The concept of topic salience 
is closely related to diffusion of innovations, es-
pecially in the context of knowledge and news. 
According to Inoue and Kawakami (2004), people 
estimate the degree of salience for information in 
the initial stage of new knowledge diffusion, and 
decide whether or not to diffuse the new informa-
tion to others depending on the salience of topic. 
In the other words, the degree of topic salience is 
a predictor of knowledge diffusion and knowledge 
sharing. New information with a high degree of 
salience is diffused and shared by people much 
more rapidly and widely than a less salient topic 
(Rogers & Seidel, 2002).

Figure 1. Cognitive model of e-Mavenism
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future trenDS

To stimulate motivation health promoters and 
educators need to attract the interest of online 
users by appealing to their altruism, feelings of 
obligation, or the pleasure they obtain by sharing 
relevant messages. It is expected that the pro-social 
nature of health related education messages will 
facilitate this as online users can experience a sense 
of obligation and altruism simply by sharing health 
promotion and community education messages. 
Messages could be promoted well through weak 
tie online relationships as these are often preferred 
when people are seeking information and do not 
have any particular loyalty about an inquiry (Carl, 
2006). The salient points of health promotion 
and community education messages need to be 
identified and stressed, such as potential risks or 
benefits, when messages are created for them to 
be distributed rapidly and widely.

concluSion

As outlined in the e-Mavenism model, online 
knowledge sharing behaviors are induced by 
three predictors; internal factors, social network 
size, and topic salience. Relative to the internal 
factors, online users have a greater desire to share 
information with other online users when they feel 
more obliged to share information and expect the 
message to be helpful to other online users (al-
truism). Information is shared more readily with 
other online users when they are predisposed to 
achieving self-pleasure for sharing this knowledge 
with others. Based on these three internal factors, 
it is suggested that educators and professionals in 
health-related education should foster a greater 
sense of obligation, altruism and self-pleasure 
associated with sharing educational messages by 
emphasizing the good cause of health promotion 
and community education. It is further proposed 
that health promoters and community educators 

target weak tie online relationships to distribute 
their messages. Ultimately whatever the message, 
it must be perceived as salient by online users in 
order to maximize their desire to disseminate it 
throughout their networks.
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Afterword

Dennis Perry*
Chief Information Officer, Australian Labor Party National Secretariat

‘Prediction is difficult, especially about the fu-
ture’
A Danish proverb favoured by Niels Bohr

‘The best way to predict the future is to invent 
it’
Alan Kay

When writing about trends it is wise not to get 
too carried away by the shiny toys that often pass 
for new technology. Both of the opening quotations 
offer a more balanced approach to thinking about 
the future. Bohr, an atomic physicist and Nobel 
Laureate worked in that strange place where light 
can be described as a particle or a wave depending 
on the experiment. Kay, who has gone some way 
to inventing the future is described as the “father 
of the personal computer” (Barnes 2007), having 
described a prototype personal computer in 1969. 
Other people are credited with having built the 
“Micral” the first commercial non-kit computer 
based on the Intel 8008 microprocessor in 1973, 
but that’s another story.

Kay worked at the Xerox Palo Alto Research 
Center (PARC), that breeding ground for much of 
the important information and communications 
technology (ICT) we take for granted today. A 
colleague of Kay’s, Danny Hillis, has his own 
view of technology: “the stuff that doesn’t really 
work yet” (Kelly 2007). Once it becomes a good, 
reliable technology it becomes invisible, and the 
reasons why it doesn’t work at the time may be 
as much social as technical.

In 1992, I had already connected the Premier’s 
Office in Victoria to the Internet for email – no 
real World Wide Web as we know it then – and 
with the improbable domain name of vicgov.oz.au. 
In 1994, the Australian government was still 
coming to terms with the Internet, and replied to 
my email with a fax, thanking me for my email! 
The Department of Finance had received the 
email, but was email an accepted (legal) form of 
communication yet for the Federal government? 
Thankfully, the domain gov.au was established 
eventually and now applies to government bodies 
around Australia.
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By 1995, I had read and sent email using a 
commercial service, on a handheld device, whilst 
travelling in a cab to the airport. Even though it 
didn’t quite work reliably, this convinced me that 
wireless technology would feature in my future. 
I had to wait until 2008 for Apple’s iPhone 3G 
to add GPS to Google Maps so that I could tell 
the cab driver that the cab was heading in the 
wrong direction. I was also reading my email 
and checking something on the Web as a matter 
of course. The handheld device of 1995 was an 
HP100-LX with a RadioMail PC card. I also read 
a book, Prisoner of Zenda, on the plane, on that 
device, where the book was downloaded from 
Project Gutenberg. This experience convinced 
me that there is much that is good about social 
cooperation in making information freely avail-
able online. It also convinced me that I needed a 
bigger device to read books on. In 2009, I am still 
waiting for Amazon’s Kindle (or a Sony ebook 
PRS-700 for that matter) to be released in Aus-
tralia, so I can read more books on a convenient 
portable device.

The people best qualified to write about future 
technology are the gifted science fiction writ-
ers, who see that much further into the distance 
than ICT professionals. Around the same time I 
was experimenting with mobile email, John C. 
Dvorak (1994) wrote about “Trends in the PC 
Desktop Computer Industry”. There is no index 
entry for “Internet” in his book, but to be fair 
he acknowledges there will be massive growth 
in wireless communications [mobile phones and 
pagers]. However, he cautioned that there could 
be a backlash against increased personal intercon-
nectivity: ‘Insecurity is what these devices are 
about. Dump them’ (p.149). Needless to say, the 
BlackBerry was not too far away and celebrates 
its 10th anniversary in 2009.

By 1999, Douglas Adams, a science fiction 
writer, was able to ridicule the attitudes of jour-
nalists and BBC presenters who treated the whole 
“Internet” thing as ‘… just a silly fad, just like 

ham radio in the fifties’ (p.1). Happily for the BBC, 
by 2006, Mark Thompson, the BBC’s Director-
General, was named as the most influential media 
person in terms of cultural, economic and politi-
cal influence in the UK. His ranking was in the 
Guardian’s Annual Top 100, ahead of Apple’s 
Steve Jobs, News Limited’s Rupert Murdoch, 
and the co-founders of Google. This ranking, in 
part, was recognition of his understanding of the 
importance of new media.

In 1999, Adams was also more optimistic about 
what he called pervasive wireless communica-
tion, and he drew on material about Nokia, and 
Finnish experiences with mobile phones. The 
article he drew on appeared in Wired magazine 
(Silberman 1999). Adams included observations 
on Finnish mobile phone users texting (SMSing) 
one another, and cited comments by Risto Linturi, 
the principal research fellow for the Helsinki 
Telephone Corporation, who said ‘... the roaming, 
spontaneous gatherings of kids in the streets of 
Helsinki are not just a glimpse of our wireless 
future, but a resurgence of our collective past: 
the rediscovery of an ancient unity coded in our 
senses’. ‘We are herd animals’, he says. ‘These 
kids are connected to their herd - they always 
know where it’s moving’ (p.6).

In the same Wired article, Yrjö Neuvo, who 
was Nokia’s Chief Technology Officer in 1999, 
when questioned about the future commented, ‘If 
we have really high beams, we can see to 2005, 
… Every year we’ll be getting something funda-
mentally new. At 2009 we can’t see anything - it’s 
completely dark’ (p.4). 

Nokia, in 1999 was seen as such a progres-
sive company, that many people assumed it was 
a Japanese company. Meanwhile, in Japan, NTT 
DoCoMo launched i-mode for mobile phones, a 
mobile Internet services that lead to a phenomenal 
growth in their mobile communications market. 
The record growth gave rise to a mobile phone 
culture in Japan, including the availability of 
novels created to be read on mobile phones.
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In 2009, if one were to look at trends, it is ap-
parent that more information, and programs, are 
moving from personal workstations and from an 
organisation’s servers on to the Internet, or into 
the “Internet cloud” as it is known. Carr (2008) 
has written about this recently, but Graham (2004) 
in his essay “The Other Road Ahead” tells how 
he and his colleagues started building what are 
known now as Web applications and specifically 
what is known now as Yahoo Store, in 1995.

Much of the work at PARC took decades to 
move from being technology to becoming invis-
ible. But now the pace of change seems to be 
accelerating, perhaps due to rate at which infor-
mation can be exchanged. Google, which Carr 
discusses in his book, produces Web applications 
that stay as beta software for years. Traditionally, 
during software development a beta application 
is something that is not quite ready to be used in 
production. Perpetual beta is possible with Web 
applications because any errors can be fixed 
quickly and the changes are there for everyone to 
use. Google’s Gmail has been in beta since it was 
first introduced in 2005. In contrast, a patch or bug 
fix for an application running on a workstation 
has to be downloaded by everyone and installed 
on his or her own computer.

The biggest collections of personal information 
are probably not held in government databases, 
but on social networking sites like Facebook, 
MySpace, and in mailboxes on Gmail, Yahoo 
Mail and Hotmail. Do the users of these sites 
appreciate what they are divulging to the world? 
Perhaps they do know – and they don’t care? Is 
there a privacy issue – probably, but does it mat-
ter? Is privacy being redefined – is your “social 
identity” important - and how do we protect our 
reputation in the 21st century? Solove (2007) 
presents some frightening examples of what has 
happened to people who have acquired not only 
their 15 minutes of fame on YouTube, but everlast-
ing fame, or infamy. But people continue to post 
images on Flickr and videos on YouTube, which 
cease to be under their control the moment they 

are stored on the servers of private companies, 
most likely in another country.

Perhaps this is just a progression of the herd 
keeping in touch, first noted a decade ago in 
Helsinki with mobile phone use. Of course the 
mobile phone of today is now a Smartphone that 
can access the Internet and has applications to 
allow users to access their social networks and 
keep in touch via “Twitter,” which is SMS on 
steroids.

The extent to which you can be “tracked” has 
risks and rewards. The GPS software in your 
Smartphone that allows you to find your way, 
also allows you to record your location when you 
update your social networking application; “I’m 
doing this, and I happen to be here, and here’s 
a photograph by the way”. What if the person 
updating her or his social network with location 
information is a prominent politician or celeb-
rity? The mobile phone ruined the plot line for 
writers where the story relied upon a character 
being unable to use a telephone because the line 
had been cut. How will security staff feel about 
trying to protect a person who advertises where 
he or she is located?

Location awareness can also be used in a pas-
sive way to feed you information. As you walk 
past a cinema, or a restaurant, current films and 
show times, or a restaurant menu, can be sent to 
your Smartphone via a Bluetooth connection. 
Radio frequency identification (RFID) tags or 
transponders can reveal something about you at 
a distance. RFID is currently a technology, (i.e., it 
doesn’t always work well) but it has implications 
for privacy and security. 

On a toll way, an RFID tag (e-tag) can automati-
cally deduct the toll fee, which is convenient and 
not very intrusive. But a passport with an RFID 
tag will declare your nationality and an RFID tag 
in your watch will confirm whether in fact it is 
a genuine Rolex. Again, this sort of technology 
has risks and rewards, and opportunities for the 
provision of human services. Imagine the res-
taurant interrogating RFID tags in your clothes 
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(designer clothes versus no-name brand) as you 
walk by and deciding which menu to send to you 
via the Bluetooth connection.

By 2009, a discipline known as ubiquitous 
computing (ubicomp) has united research into 
ways of understanding human-human interaction, 
mediated by computer, that goes beyond the notion 
of an individual tethered to a personal computer, 
or just using a mobile phone for sending a “tweet” 
to Twitter (see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ubiq-
uitous_computing). Like many ideas that have had 
a profound impact on ICT, ubicomp comes from 
work started at two decades ago at PARC (Weiser 
et. al., 1999). The flows of information from you 
via a computing device (a Smartphone) to the 
Web, or from some local device like an RFID tag 
to you are examples of ubicomp.

Sometimes it will be an active process, where 
you provide, or seek information, and on other 
occasions some passive local information will be 
exchanged. Gordon Bell has attempted to record 
his life in his “MyLifeBits” project (Thompson 
2007). His recorded life includes e-mails and 
documents that may already be stored digitally, 
to phone calls and conversations which may need 
to be digitised. He also wears a Microsoft Sense-
Cam that takes photographs passively, and which 
can be reviewed later. Research is in progress 
to see how such a technology can help patients 
with memory problems or acquired brain injury 
to retain memories of recent events (see: http://
research.microsoft.com/en-us/um/cambridge/
projects/sensecam/memory.htm).

If there is one major theme that is emerging it 
is a new spirit of openness and a readiness to share 
and cooperate on the provision of information, 
knowledge and perhaps even wisdom. Wikipedia 
“the free encyclopedia that anyone can edit” is 
an online resource that is managed by volunteer 
editors around the world and has been shown to 
be as accurate as Encyclopedia Britannica when 
it comes to science articles (Giles 2005). These 
findings were challenged by Encyclopedia Britan-

nica, but in the rebuttal of 23 March 2006, Nature 
concluded with:

We note that Britannica has taken issue with 
less than half the points our reviewers raised. 
Both encyclopaedias have made corrections to 
some of the relevant entries since our article was 
published.

We do not intend to retract our article (see 
http://www.nature.com/press_releases/Britan-
nica_response.pdf)

If this resource is contentious, what about the 
prospect of Medpedia, a medical resource with 
information supplied by medical professionals and 
medical organisations? Schneider, in The Patient 
from Hell documented how he used his scientific 
training to work with his doctors to get the best 
treatment for his type of cancer (Schneider 2005). 
Imagine a world where access to high quality 
evidence-based medicine is freely available. Will 
everyone have the potential to become a patient 
from hell?

And what of the Personal Genome Project 
(PGP) launched by George Church in 2006? By 
2013 it has been predicted that a person’s genome 
will be able to be sequenced in 15 minutes, for 
less than $US1000.00. PGP aims to put the par-
ticipants’ genetic data, along with other medical 
data, personality trait material and basic physical 
measurements on a publicly accessible database. 
The goal is to allow anyone to use the data for 
medical research (Singer 2009).

One challenge for the social networking sites 
is to share information between each other. At 
present they are “walled gardens” holding their 
members so they can target them with promo-
tional material.  Your identity on one site may 
not authorise you on another site. Walled gardens 
and idiosyncratic ways of verifying your personal 
identity go against the zeitgeist, which is a new 
spirit of openness.

Many years ago Microsoft tried to develop 
its own content network, Microsoft Network 
(MSN) as an alternative to content available on 
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the “public” Internet. Similarly, when I first went 
to work in Canberra there was much discussion 
within government about using the Government 
Open Systems Interconnection Profile (GOSIP) in 
preference to the “open” Internet Protocol (IP) for 
networking computers. In both cases the public 
or open solution won out.

The implications of this new openness to the 
gathering and sharing of information for human 
services are unknown. However, it can be a 
frightening prospect to begin a lecture knowing 
your students may have instant access to vast 
information databases, while they are being 
taught, as well as access to their social network-
ing sites. Your lecture may be rated and posted 
online like a restaurant review, leading to a greatly 
increased, or greatly reduced, attendance at the 
next session. And of course, if the lectures are 
available to download, then perhaps no-one will 
feel compelled to attend.

The human services educator, service provider 
and researcher of the future may need to turn 
this information, which is so readily accessible, 
into true knowledge and wisdom. Maybe this 
has always been the goal of good teaching and 
research.

In concluding, it is interesting to watch how 
the early days of Barack Obama’s presidency are 
unfolding; already some people are calling his 
presidency, President 2.0 (or the Internet Presi-
dent). Obama wants to keep his BlackBerry and 
instructions were issued to federal agencies along 
the lines of – “if you have a policy of blocking 
access to social networking sites, please explain 
why” (Funnell 2009). When these sorts of actions 
and directives flow from the top down it will give 
government bodies and educational institutions 
flexibility to innovate, or at least explain why they 
are adhering to “older” ways of doing things.

There are valid security and privacy issues to 
work through which will slow down the introduc-
tion of these new approaches to providing training 
and services. But the “shifthappens” video pre-
sentations in the “Did You Know?” series show 

us that the challenges are many and the changes 
will happen quicker than we realise (see: http://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=jpEnFwiqdx8).

Dennis Perry1 PhD
CISSP, MACS 
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