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The COVID-19 pandemic has had an extensive impact on the global higher education
sector. In a written survey, staff and students at the Lucerne School of Social Work
reported how they had coped with the challenges to their teaching or respective learning
situation. The initial survey was conducted during the lockdown in spring 2020, and the
follow-up survey was performed in the period of relaxed sanitary measures in summer
2020. During the first wave of the survey, 51 employees and 225 students participated. In
the follow-up survey, 28 employees and 117 students partook. Findings indicate that the
increased workload created by the transition was stressful for both staff and students but
overall was handled well. Staff and students who felt supported by the university
management experienced less psychological distress. Since the outbreak of the
pandemic, there has been an effort to develop hybrid forms of teaching. Because the
social work curriculum contains building blocks that are difficult to implement in the form of
distance learning, the transition posed challenges for both staff and students. During times
of transition, university management must carefully assess the support needs of staff and
students and take appropriate action.

Keywords: distance learning, distance teaching, social work, COVID-19, stress, higher education, distance
education

INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic has had an extensive impact on the global higher education sector. In light
of rising concerns about the current pandemic, a growing number of universities across the world
either postponed or cancelled all campus events such as workshops, conferences, sports (both intra
and inter university), and other activities. As of the 26™ April 2020 UNESCO reported there have
been 1,563,992,622 affected learners worldwide from pre-primary to tertiary education. This equates
to 89.3% of all enrolled learners, globally and includes 183 country-wide closures (UNESCO, 2020).
Obviously, the Swiss education system was and still is also affected by the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic. Due to a sharp rise in infections, the Swiss Federal Council declared the “extraordinary
situation” as early as March 16, 2020, passing an ordinance that placed massive restrictions on public
life. Primary schools as well as universities had to close immediately. While elementary schools had
already reopened by May 11, 2020, Swiss universities were able to resume teaching on June 8, 2020
under the condition that they apply strict public health measures. Due to the second and third
COVID-19 waves, classes at the universities were again taught in the form of distance learning, in the
fall. It is assumed that classes will remain restricted for an indefinite period of time.

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org

1 August 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 720565


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/feduc.2021.720565&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-08-23
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2021.720565/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2021.720565/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2021.720565/full
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:suzanne.lischer@hslu.ch
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2021.720565
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2021.720565

Lischer et al.

Following the onset of the pandemic, it became necessary to
hold educational sessions and meetings in the form of
videoconference meetings. Videoconferencing was a critical
tool that allowed universities and many businesses to continue
working during a “shelter-in-place” phase. Zoom in particular
helped hundreds of millions of people by making
videoconferencing free and easy to use (Bailenson, 2021).
However, migrating from traditional or blended learning to a
fully virtual and online delivery strategy will not happen
overnight and thus has been associated with many challenges
(Crawford et al, 2020). In general, an entirely online course
requires an elaborate lesson plan, teaching materials such as audio
and video contents, as well as technology support teams. Due to
the sudden emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic and its related
public health measures, most faculty members had to face diverse
challenges regarding online teaching, such as lack of experience
with planning and conducting online courses, no time for early
preparations, and lack of support from educational technology
teams (Bao, 2020).

The challenge of this transition, however, did not only affect the
university staff, but also the students. For both groups, the rapidly
changing work and study arrangements were deemed to cause
work or study-related stress, which might be affected by a number
of personal stressors including having to work remotely, having to
change tasks, and having to combine all of this with home-
schooling children and caring for shielding elderly family
members or neighbors (Der Feltz-Cornelis et al., 2020). The
literature concretizes various additional problems that arise
when teaching and studying at home during the pandemic:
Firstly, there are a wide range of distractions from teaching and
studying at home. Secondly, not all lecturers and students are able
to find suitable spaces for teaching and studying. Thirdly, teaching
and studying can be constrained by insufficient hardware and an
unstable network at home (Zhang et al, 2020). Psychological
symptoms such as worries, physical symptoms due to stress,
especially stress due to remote working and living
circumstances might lead to reduced work productivity related
to the COVID-19 outbreak (Der Feltz-Cornelis et al., 2020). Other
negative impacts include the feelings of isolation and
disconnectedness that may be experienced during lockdown and
remote working (Williams et al., 2020). It is therefore unsurprising
that findings suggest pre-existing mental health crises in
universities could worsen, not only for students but also for
academics who may struggle to reconcile the increased demands
with their needs at home, and who must forfeit their right to a good
work-life balance (Watermeyer et al., 2021).

The changed working and studying conditions during the
pandemic were not only a challenge for the wellbeing of
university staff and students. The professional social work
curriculum was also reaching its limits due to increased distance
teaching and learning. There are compulsory elements of the
curriculum that cannot be offered as part of distance learning,
such as internship, which measures the capabilities or
competencies of students to enable them become a qualified
social worker (Azman et al, 2020). Crucial to social work
education is the mutual reinforcement of academic and
practical learning, which includes the process of socialization in
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the academic and professional community of social work, learning
through exposure to complex and ill-structured social practice and
through reflection on the interface between scientific knowledge,
practice knowledge and service users' knowledge (de Jonge et al,
2020). The adapted forms of teaching and learning also present
challenges from a didactic point of view. Research has found that
when undergraduate social work students have an experience of
“being known” by instructors and classmates, their motivation to
learn, ask questions, and engage with course material increases
(Rodriguez-Keyes and Schneider, 2013). Thus, it is apparent that
there are limits to distance learning in social work education for the
reasons mentioned above. However, in times of pandemic,
universities for social work have no choice.

Although a vaccine first became available in December 2020,
there are concerns about the long-term effects of COVID-19 on
the educational sector. The pandemic has served as a
“digitalization booster,” and this could be seen as a positive
consequence. Nonetheless, it is necessary to consider the
extent to which distance learning should be included in the
social work curriculum in post-pandemic times. Furthermore,
it is necessary to determine how lecturers as well as students can
be supported to make the best use of these new forms of teaching
and learning. Thus, the experience of the first wave of the
COVID-19 pandemic needs to be carefully evaluated and
strategies developed to inform how social work colleges can
adapt after COVID-19.

In consideration of this issue, the present study will examine the
experiences of staff and students at the Lucerne University of
Applied Sciences and Arts—School of Social Work, Switzerland
(hereafter Lucerne School of Social Work). Specifically, it will
identify which work or study-related situations university staff
(lecturers and scientific staff) and students experienced as
challenging during the first lockdown (first COVID-19 wave) in
spring 2020. The perspectives of both university staff and the
students were gathered in order to understand differences and
similarities in the challenges experienced. The aim of this study is
to analyze the teaching and learning situation of staff and students
during the first lockdown in spring 2020 and once again during the
period of relaxed sanitary measures in summer 2020. Evidence is
needed to inform recommendations on which structural measures
can be used to support staff at the Lucerne School of Social Work so
that they can best fulfill their educational mission in times of the
current pandemic and the period thereafter. Moreover, strategies
must be developed to ensure that students achieve good
educational outcomes, even in times of a pandemic.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

In April 2020, the Lucerne School of Social Work in Switzerland
launched the longitudinal study “Remote work and studying
during the COVID-19 pandemic” with two survey waves
among university staff and students. The first survey lasted
from April 23, 2020 through the end of May 2020, i.e., during
the lockdown. The second survey started on June 15, 2020 and
staff and students’ responses were received until August 14, 2020.
This period coincided with the time of relaxed sanitary measures.
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This study explores the following research questions.

1. To what extent did the workload of staff and students change
during the first wave of COVID-19 in spring 2020, and the
period of relaxed sanitary measures in summer 20202

2. What challenges and opportunities did staff and students
identify during that period in relation to remote work,
distance learning, and distance teaching?

3. In what way(s) did the staff and students feel supported by the

university management?
The body of knowledge regarding the psychological and societal
impacts of the pandemic and the related public health measures is
growing constantly. For example, studies now indicate that there
has been an increase in psychological distress for university staff
and students (Der Feltz-Cornelis et al., 2020; Fornili et al., 2021).
Similarly, findings from Swiss universities have revealed, that
students during the lockdown were on average more depressed,
slightly more anxious, more stressed, and felt more lonely than
half a year earlier (Elmer et al.,, 2020). Therefore, using the data
collected through the research project "Remote work and study
during the COVID-19 pandemic’, additional analysis was
conducted on the following questions:

4. How psychologically distressed were the university staff and
students?

5. Was there a possible association between perceived support by
the University to work/study from home and the level of
psychological distress?

Regarding the latter, we assumed that staff and students’ stress
levels would be lower in circumstances where they felt supported
by the University.

METHOD AND MATERIALS

The survey has been designed and conducted using the Enterprise
Feedback Suite (EFS) Survey by Questback. All employees and students
at the Lucerne School of Social Work were invited to participate by
email. They were informed about the purpose of the survey and about
their anonymity and right to withdraw. All participants voluntarily
gave their informed consent to participate. The Ethics Committee
Northwest and Central Switzerland approved this study.

Sample
A total of 139 employees were registered as working at the Lucerne
School of Social Work, in 2019. Of these, 79 were lecturers, 26 were
scientific collaborators and 34 were administrative or technical staff
(University of Applied Sciences and Arts, 2019). The responses of
those who were directly involved in social work education,
ie, lecturers and scientific collaborators were considered in this
study. From 105 employees (lecturers and scientific collaborators) 51
individuals participated in the first survey (response rate: 48,6%).
The response rate was lower in the second survey: 28 employees took
part. The response rate for the university staff is therefore 26,7%.
779 students were following an undergraduate degree course
in 2019. An additional 50 students were enrolled in a master’s
program (hereafter all referred to as “students”) (University of
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Applied Sciences and Arts, 2019). Of the total 829 students, 225
participated in the first wave of the survey (27.1%). The response
rate was lower in the second survey: 117 students took part. The
response rate for the students is 14.1%.

In total, therefore, 276 respondents (both staff and students)
took part in the survey in spring 2020 and 145 in summer 2020.
Due to the relatively low response rate, it is noted that the results
are not representative. The IDs of the participants were not
linked. For this reason, the data from the first survey and
second survey are treated as independent samples and a group
comparison was carried out.

Variable Specification

Sociodemographic Variables

We asked participants to report on their gender (male, female,
other), age, nationality, and highest achieved education (see Table 1).

Change in Workload

The change in workload was measured with a self-constructed
item “How has your work/study-related workload changed in the
last 30 days?” The following answers were possible: 1) Reduction
in workload 2) Additional workload due to COVID-19-related
transition 3) Less capacity due to care responsibilities 4) Increased
workload due to additional tasks 5) Workload remains
unchanged 6) No response. Multiple answers were possible
(see Figure 1).

Perceived Support from the University (University
Staff)

Respondents could rate a total of five self-constructed statements
using a 4-point Likert scale (1 = disagree, 2 = somewhat disagree,
3 = somewhat agree, 4 = agree, 5 = no response). 1) I feel
sufficiently supported by the University to be able to work
from home, 2) I have the necessary facilities to work/study
from home, 3) I think the University is managing the
situation related to the COVID-19 pandemic well 4) I think
the University is communicating the changing conditions
regarding the COVID-19 pandemic well 5) I find the
University cares about my wellbeing (see Table 2).

Perceived Support from the University (Students)
The students could rate a total of three statements using a 4-point
Likert scale (1 = disagree, 2 = somewhat disagree, 3 = somewhat
agree, 4 = agree, 5 = no response). 1) I personally believe that I am
adequately informed about the further process for my studies
(exams, internships, etc.), 2) I feel well supported by the lecturers
in continuing my studies, 3) A transition to distance learning
should also be sought for the period after the COVID-19-
pandemic (Sann et al., 2020) (see Table 3).

Challenges and Opportunities Regarding Remote

Work, Distance Learning, and Distance Teaching

In the first survey, university staff and students were asked in an
open-ended question on the one hand about the currently
perceived challenges of working at home, distance teaching and
distance studying (what are the challenges), and on the other hand
what they experienced as positive in this regard (what works well).
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TABLE 1 | Sociodemographic characteristics.

Characteristics

T1 (n = 51)
N (%) or M + SD
Age 45.2 (9.2)
Gender Female 28 (564.9)
Male 21 (41.2)
Other 0 (0)
No response 2 (3.9
Nationality Swiss 15 (53.6)
Non-Swiss 10 (35.7)
No response 3 (10.7)
Highest achieved education Secondary 0(0)
Tertiary 44 (88.3)

No response 7 (13.7)

Psychological Distress from the University Staff and
Students

In addition, the survey included a validated anxiety scale. The
4-item Patient Health Questionnaire-4 (PHQ-4) is a rapid self-
reported measure. Respondents rate their symptoms using a
4-item Likert rating scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 3
(almost every day), and the total score ranges from 0 to 12
(Lowe et al., 2010). We used Cronbach’s a to measure the scale’s
reliability — the internal consistency. The PHQ-4 is a well-
validated screening instrument, demonstrating a high internal
consistency (Cronbach’s a = 0.81) (Cronbach et al.,, 1951). The
scale categorizes the severity of clinically relevant depression and/
or anxiety according to the PHQ-4 score, as follows: Normal
(0-2), Mild (3-5), Moderate (6-8), Severe (9-12).

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics and correlations.
Due to a lack of normally distributed dependent variables (e.g.,
psychological distress), we used Spearman rank correlation to
measure the associations between “Perceived support from the
University” and “Psychological distress.” For the same reason,
Mann-Whitney U tests were used to compare differences between
two independent groups (e.g., differences in perceived support in
spring and summer 2020). To investigate effect size we used
Pearson's product-moment correlation coefficient r. A
correlation coefficient of 0.10 is thought to represent a small
effect, a coefficient of 0.30 a moderate, and one of 0.50 a large
effect (Cohen, 1988). We used IBM SPSS 27 for the statistical
analyses.

The analysis of the open-ended questions on "Challenges and
opportunities in relation to remote work, distance learning and
distance teaching" was carried out in two steps: Firstly, the data
were extracted from SPSS; secondly, categories were inductively
formed for each question following the qualitative content
analysis, drawing from Mayring (2007). This step was
conducted in a paper-based manner. The answers were then
assigned to the respective categories and interpreted. Finally, the
inductive categories for both questions were compared and
contrasted. The analyses were conducted separately for the
group of employees and for the group of students.

Distance Education in Social Work

Staff Students
T2 (n = 28) T1 (n = 225) T2 (n =117)
N (%) or M + SD N (%) or M + SD N (%) or M + SD
46.5 (9.5) 29.7 (7.6) 30.3 (7.8)
15 (53.6) 178 (79.1) 94 (80.3)
10 (35.7) 40 (17.8) 19 (16.2)
0 (0) 1(0.4) 0 (0)
3(10.7) 6(2.7) 4 (3.4)
22 (78.6) 209 (92.9) 110 (94.0)
4(14.3) 12 (5.3) 6 (5.1)
2(7.1) 4(1.8 1(0.9)
0 (0) 143 (63.6) 67 (57.3)
26 (92.9) 76 (33.8) 49 (41.9)
2(7.1) 6 (2.7) 1(0.9)
RESULTS

Sociodemographic Characteristics
Table 1 shows the characteristics of the survey participants from
the first survey (T1) and the second survey (T2).

Among the university staff, slightly more females than males
participated (54.9% in the first survey and 53.6% respectively in
the second survey). The average age was 45.2 years for the first
survey and 46.5 for the second survey. 53.6 and 78.6% respectively
had Swiss citizenship. It is natural to expect that all employees had
a tertiary degree.

The high proportion of female students (79.1 and 80.3%
respectively) who participated corresponds to the fact that the
proportion of women at the Lucerne School of Social Work is
72% (University of Applied Sciences and Arts, 2019). The
average age was 29.7 and 30.3 years, respectively. The
relatively high average age can be explained by the fact that
some of the students were already working in a profession, social
work constitutes their secondary education. Most students who
participated in the survey were students with Swiss citizenship
(92.9 and 94.9% respectively). It is worth noting that 33.8 and
41.9% of the participating students, respectively, already had a
tertiary degree.

Change in Workload

At the time of the lockdown in spring 2020 and the relaxed
sanitary measures in summer 2020, all employees of the
University were employed at a minimum of 50%, which
corresponds to a workload of 21 hours per week. 69.8% of the
students were employed for at least 50% (n = 157), 29
students were employed between 10 and 40% (12.9%) and 37
did not work at all at the time of the survey (16.4%). However, the
workload at which one is employed does not always reflect the
effective workload. For this reason, staff and students were asked
how the actual workload changed between spring and summer
2020. To answer this question, respondents had a total of five
answers (multiple responses). Since each answer option in the
respective sections refers to a percentage in relation to the total
sample, the sum of each category does not have to equal 100%
(see Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1 | Change in staff and students™ workload due to COVID-19 pandemic.
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TABLE 2 | Staff perceptions of support, over time.

T1 T2

M SD 1 SD U z P N
| feel sufficiently supported by the University to be able to work from home 352 153 271 1.18 447.000 -2.479 0.013 76
| have the necessary facilities to work/study from home 315 132 289 129 515000 -1.156 0.248 73
| think the University is managing the situation related to the COVID-19 pandemic well 326 1.45 3.18 1.49 567500 -0.875 0.381 74
| think the University is communicating the changing conditions regarding the COVID-19 pandemic well 2.42 1.33 2.11 1.26 640.500 -0.197 0.844 75
| find the University cares about my wellbeing 3.77 148 342 130 578500 -1.049 0.294 76
TABLE 3 | Students’'perceptions of support, over time.

T T2
M SD M SD V) z P N r

| personally believe that | am adequately informed about the further process for my studies
(exams, internships, etc.)

| feel well supported by the lecturers in continuing my studies

A transition to distance learning should also be sought for the period after the COVID-19-
pandemic

321 080 344 069 14,000.000 2448 0.014 326 0.14

319 0.77 337 0.74 13,518,000 2175 0.030 323 0.12
223 1.07 254 114 13,586.500 2.328 0.020 321

0.13
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What is most striking about the results is that in the spring of
2020, a total of 80.4% of the employees reported that they had
managed a higher workload because of the immediate transfer
to online working. Only 7.8% of faculty staff reported that they
had less to do. 11.8% had extra work due to assignments
directly related to the pandemic. 23.5% indicated that they
had less capacity due to care responsibilities (children or
relatives in need of care). Due to the closure of schools,
kindergartens and daycare centers in the spring of 2020,
employees often had to organize not only their own work or
studies but also provide childcare and home schooling
(depending on the age of their children). As of May 11,
2020, school or kindergarten classes resumed, which meant
relief for parents or for family caregivers. Thus the situation
appeared to have eased somewhat in the summer of 2020.
However, 60.7% of employees continued to report that they had
a higher workload due to online course delivery. 17.9%
continued to report having less capacity to work at the
University because of care responsibilities.

In spring 2020, students also experienced a significant
amount of extra work due to the transition (59.1%). The
situation had eased by the summer, where only 38.5%
reported that they had additional workload due to COVID-
19. Workloads due to care responsibilities (children or relatives
in need of care) are somewhat less pronounced among students
than among employees: Nonetheless, this affected 10.2% of
students in spring 2020 and 3.4% in summer 2020 (see
Figure 1).

Perceived Support from the University -

Staff Perspectives

Staff were asked to rate five statements about perceived support
from the University in relation to home working (see Table 2).
Statements were rated, on a scale from 1 (“disagree”) to 4
(“agree”). Between 46 and 48 respondents answered the total
of five questions in the first survey and between 26 and 28
respondents answered the questions in the second survey (see
Table 2). What is most striking is that the perceived support
received from university management decreased over time
(between spring and summer 2020). Currently, we can only
speculate about the reasons for this. It is possible that for
example, expectations for university management to take
action to address the enlarged workload increased over the
continued pandemic. If such responses are not forthcoming or
are not considered sufficient, this can lead to staff feeling a lack of
support. Working under highly volatile and possibly less than
optimal conditions for an extended period adds to the frustration.
It is likely that the form of communication used by university
management also influences whether employees perceive that
they are supported. However, a significant difference in responses
between the two points in time was found for the statement “I feel
sufficiently supported by the University to be able to work from
home” (see Table 2), even though the effect size is small (r = 0.28).
The statement that received the highest level of agreement both in
spring and summer 2020 was “The University cares about the
wellbeing of employees.”

Distance Education in Social Work

Perceived Support from the University -

Student Perspectives

The students were asked to rate three statements about perceived
support from the University using a 4-point scale from “do not
agree” (1) to “agree” (4).

Between 207 and 210 respondents answered the total of three
questions in the first survey and between 114 and 116
respondents answered the questions in the second survey (see
Table 3). Overall, the students reported feeling significantly more
supported by the University in summer 2020 than they did in
spring, even though effects were only small (see Table 3). This is
exactly the opposite experience to that reported by university
staff. A plausible reason for this is that the second survey occurred
after the exam session. The tension inherent to this assessment
period may therefore have eased somewhat. The students also
seemed to have become more used to the situation over time.
Opverall, the results demonstrated that the students felt supported
by the lecturers. What is particularly remarkable is that the
support for the statement that distance learning should be
maintained after the pandemic had increased during the
summer. This result is particularly important with regard to
the University’s strategy on distance learning in the post-
pandemic times.

Distance Teaching - Staff Perspectives

In the first survey, which was conducted in the spring 2020,
university staff were asked in an open-ended question about the
currently perceived challenges of distance teaching on the one
hand and on the other hand what they experienced as positive in
this context. 34 respondents (66.7%) answered this question.
Eight inductive categories were formed and assigned to the
statements, drawing upon the qualitative content analysis
according to Mayring (2007), which are highlighted below
(additional workload, lack of direct (informal) exchanges,
technical aspects, aspects of the social work curriculum,
motivated students, familiarization with new teaching formats,
didactic implementation, flexibility of the colleagues).

As mentioned earlier, the additional workload associated with
the transition was the biggest challenge for university staff (n =
15). Specifically, the development of didactic concepts that had to
be adapted for distance teaching was mentioned. Likewise,
communication with the students in a distance teaching
format proved to be more time-consuming. Instead of face-to-
face instruction, information was now communicated via email
or Zoom meetings, which had to be organized.

Another frequently mentioned difficulty was the lack of direct
(informal) exchanges with the students (n = 13). The interactive
exchange was also limited via Zoom. The lecturers had the
impression that the students were also inhibited from asking
questions if something was unclear. It was felt to be frustrating
that there were limited opportunities to observe student
responses. Associated with the limited ability to directly
communicate is the additional challenge of moderating and
keeping a discussion going in a distance teaching format. This
makes it difficult both to build relationships with students and to
measure learning outcomes.
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Aspects concerning technical difficulties were also
mentioned and the fact that not all lecturers and students
have the necessary digital literacy was also perceived as
problematic (n = 6). Three respondents specifically
mentioned the short time in which they had to manage the
digital transition and two mentioned that they did not receive
the required software licenses in time. Despite the difficulties
mentioned, when asked what worked well in distance teaching
ten lecturers mentioned the technology and the support
provided by the IT support team.

Five respondents also stated that familiarizing themselves with
new formats and dealing with new media had worked out well
(“technical challenges are feasible”), and that the didactic
implementation had been successful.

Since learning how to conduct conversations is an important
matter relating to aspects of the social work curriculum, three
lecturers stated that part of the curriculum could not be
implemented in the distance format. Moreover, study
excursions, by their very nature, could not be offered as a
digital substitute.

When asked what worked well in distance learning, some
lecturers reported that the students were accommodating and
motivated (n = 10). The flexibility of colleagues or external
lecturers was mentioned by two respondents. Not all
indicators were mentioned as either an opportunity or a
challenge. In summary the issue that concerned the university
staff most was the increased workload. Furthermore, there was a
clear uncertainty regarding the application of digital teaching
methods. It is obvious that digitization at universities needs to be
supported by IT staff. Thus, strategies regarding teaching in the
context of adapted learning environments are necessary.

Distance Learning: Students’ Perspectives
Alike to university staff, students were asked what they
experienced as challenging in distance learning and what
worked well. 194 students (86.7%) provided responses to the
questions. As mentioned above, inductive categories were
formed and assigned to the statements. The analysis resulted
in 13 main categories (additional workload due to distance
learning, direct (informal) exchanges, interactive sequences,
organizational matters, exams, inconsistency in distance
learning, quality of teaching and instructional design,
learning outcome, self-management, independent processing
of assignments and the (non-collaborative) elaboration of the
course material, learning environment and other life domains,
aspects of the social work curriculum, technical aspects
associated with distance learning).

Opverall, students reported a large additional workload due to
distance learning or high demands was a notable difficulty related
to distance learning (e.g., more, or excessive amounts of course
content, more time required for exchanges, assignments too
extensive or too numerous; n = 30). However, as an advantage
of distance learning, five respondents named the fact that
commuting was no longer necessary. This aspect is
particularly important since many students live in other cities.

A total of 42 students indicated that they strongly missed the
direct (informal) exchanges during the lockdown. The lack of or

Distance Education in Social Work

reduced (informal) exchange with students and lecturers and
thus the resulting loss of support was mentioned most frequently
(n = 19 students). However, 27 respondents, stated that
(informal) exchange and support worked well within distance
learning, for which both lecturers (n = 11) and fellow students
were mentioned as a source of support (n = 15). The interactive
sequences in class were partly perceived as cumbersome and
exhausting (n = 47).

Many students experienced discussions in the digital
classroom as difficult and perceived them as more sluggish
and boring than in face-to-face classes. Group work in
distance learning was also perceived as more demanding and
strenuous (n = 40). However, there were also twelve respondents
who felt that the opportunities for interaction in distance learning
were positive.

Regarding organizational matters, especially systematic
storage and access to teaching materials, a total of 34 students
mentioned difficulties. In contrast, 38 students specifically
mentioned these aspects when asked what had worked well in
distance learning. While 17 respondents mentioned the late or
short-term accessibility of teaching materials or the difficult
access to materials or books as difficulties, 30 students stated
that precisely this aspect worked well in distance learning.

Uncertainties regarding the exam (e.g., procedure, other
related information) were mentioned as difficulties by four
students. On the other hand, six students stated that the
above-mentioned aspects worked well.

In relation to inconsistencies in distance learning, 10 students
mentioned difficulties due to the lecturers designing the various
lessons in distance learning, differently (e.g., creating different
workflows).

A total of 34 students mentioned difficulties in distance
learning relating to the quality of teaching and instructional
design. In contrast, 68 students reported that these aspect
features had worked well during distance learning. More
specifically, 25 students complained that the structure, the
design and/or the preparation of the teaching material had not
been (equally) appropriate in all modules. In contrast, 55 students
stated that this had worked well (for the majority). Five students
complained that on some occasions, the lecturers’ instructions
had not been clear or comprehensible enough (e.g., with regard to
learning objectives or assignments), whereas this was mentioned
by 20 students as something that had worked well. Only one
student felt that the lecturers’ guidelines were too narrow. Some
students also criticized the lack of oral input by the lecturers, or
the insufficient feedback given on the assignments (n = 4), while
three felt this had worked well.

Some students considered the learning outcome from distance
learning approaches to be less effective, they perceived or at least
feared a loss of quality of learning or questioned the quality of
learning (n = 7). In contrast, two students stated that they were
able to learn some content well or even more effectively due to
distance learning.

The distance learning modality also received some criticism,
or a lack of acceptance, from students due to the increased
challenges associated with a greater need for self-management.
A total of 38 students mentioned difficulties in terms of
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FIGURE 2 | Level of psychological distress (PHQ-4) in university staff and students, over time.
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motivation (n = 18), self-discipline (n = 18) and concentration
(n = 11). In contrast, seven students reported that self-
management worked well.

The independent processing of assignments and the (non-
collaborative) elaboration of the course material was perceived as
a challenge by a total of 29 students (e.g., difficulties in
understanding and lower retention rates). In contrast, 47
students reported that this worked well for them, and
particularly appreciated the flexible scheduling.

33 students mentioned one or more difficulties relating to the
learning environment and other life domains (e.g., due to distractions,
other people in the house, the combination of studying and
homeschooling, no suitable place of work available or insufficient
equipment, not enough time for studying due to demands from other
life domains). Five students explicitly mentioned long periods of
screen use as problematic. The maintenance of the work-life balance
or the delimitation of the different areas of life was explicitly
mentioned as a difficulty by six respondents. Two students saw it
as a problem that the regular (daily) structure has disappeared. On the
other hand, four respondents stated that the work-life balance could
also be implemented effectively during distance learning and 13
students stated that their learning environment in distance learning
was advantageous.

Twelve students mentioned, among the perceived difficulties,
that certain contents or modules related to aspects related to the
social work curriculum were unsuitable in the context of distance
learning (e.g., interviewing, study trip, practice projects). 11
students, on the other hand, were explicitly convinced that
distance learning is also well suited for social work education.

51 students believed that the technical aspects associated with
distance learning worked well. In contrast, 14 respondents reported
difficulties in the technological aspect of distance learning. The
difficulties mentioned included technical malfunctions, the
technical effort in general or insufficient technical capacities or
the unsuitability of specific tools (e.g., “Zoom”).

It is obvious that there are different points of view regarding
the implementation of the new forms of distance learning, which
were used due to COVID-19-pandemic. In general, however, the
students coped well with the situation. It is also apparent that self-
management-competencies had become even more important in
the context of distance learning. It is therefore important to
empower students to develop the appropriate competencies.

PERCEIVED SUPPORT AND LEVELS OF
PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS

Considering the findings relating to perceived support, additional
research was conducted to determine how stressed university staff
and students were and whether the level of perceived support
from the University had an impact on the level of psychological
distress experienced by staff and students.

The level of psychological distress was assessed with the Patient
Health Questionnaire-4 (PHQ-4). On average university staff
tended to show signs of mild psychological distress during the
first lockdown in spring 2020 (see Figure 2). Accordingly, about
half of this group showed no signs of psychological distress (n = 25;
49.0%), 15 respondents showed signs of mild psychological distress
(29.4%), and three showed signs of moderate psychological distress
(5.9%). In summer 2020, respondents showed less psychological
distress (see Figure 2). About two thirds (n = 18;64.3%) showed no
signs of psychological distress, and nine respondents (32.1%)
showed mild psychological distress according to the PHQ-4. A
Mann-Whitney-U-Test was carried out to determine if there were
differences in levels of psychological distress in spring and summer
2020. There was no statistically significant difference in the levels of
psychological distress between both groups, U = 513.500, Z =
-0.822, p = 0.411.

All in all, at both points in time, students showed higher levels
of psychological distress than university staff (see Figure 2).
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TABLE 4 | Level of psychological distress in students and staff, over time.

PHQ-4: PHQ-4:
students staff
M SD M SD U z P N
T 316 247 235 1.89  3,411.000 -1934 0.053 238
T2 231 2.00 1.93 1.62 1,374500 -0.744  0.457 139

Although 87 students (38.7%) showed no signs of psychological
distress during the lockdown, 80 respondents (35.6%)
experienced mild psychological distress, 19 students (8.4%)
showed signs of moderate distress, and nine showed signs of
severe psychological distress (4.0%). However, in summer 2020
less students showed signs of psychological distress. At this time,
more than half of the respondents (n = 66; 56.4%) showed no
psychological distress, 40 (34.2%) mild psychological distress, 5
(4.3%) showed signs of moderate and 1 of severe psychological
distress. This difference in levels of psychological distress in
spring and summer 2020 was statistically significant, U =
8,743.500, Z = —-2.942, p = 0.003, r = —0.17. That is, students
felt significantly more stressed during the lockdown in spring
2020. In addition, the results indicate that students felt more
distressed during the lockdown in spring 2020 and in the summer
2020 than university staff, even though these differences were not
statistically significant (see Table 4). However, stress levels in
both groups decreased after the lockdown. A plausible
explanation for this difference could be the levels of perceived
support received by both groups from the University.

As expected, employees and students who felt more supported
by the University experienced less psychological distress.
Accordingly, we found a moderate statistically significant
negative association between the staff's perception of being
sufficiently supported by the University to work from home
and their level of psychological distress (PHQ-4) (see
Table 5). For students, an association between their stress
level and their feeling of being supported by lectures in
continuing their studies was also negative and statistically
significant but weak.

Students were more stressed at both time points but felt better
supported. Combined with the finding that the relationship
between stress and perceived support was weak for students
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but moderate for staff, this suggests an important difference
between the two groups: it seems plausible that to reduce
work-related or work-associated distress, perceived support
from the employer is more important than when it is not an
employer-employee relationship. It is probably the case that other
sources of support have been more important to students, such as
family or friends. Accordingly, perceived support from the
University was only able to reduce students’ stress levels to a
limited extent.

DISCUSSION

This study examined how staff workload and student educational
situations changed during the first wave of COVID-19 (spring
2020) and following the first wave (summer 2020). Not
surprisingly, the workload increased for both university staff
and students. This result corresponds with the evidence that
the teaching transition involved a heavy workload (Bao, 2020).
The additional workload for the staff was primarily because
courses had to be redesigned, which requires a great deal of
effort (Crawford et al., 2020). As the findings of the present study
indicate, employees had extremely limited time resources
available for this purpose. Effective distance and online
teaching requires the use of distinctive skills and abilities on
the part of the qualified academic staff and the availability and
skills of a learning design team to train and facilitate this
implementation of distance and online courses (Davis et al,
2019). The problem with the additional workload was
exacerbated for those staff and students who had to take care
of children or relatives. A study also conducted at the Lucerne
University of Applied Sciences which examined this particular
issue, revealed that women with care responsibilities were
particularly affected by the additional workload (Lanfranconi
et al,, 2021).

University staff already had the option to work remotely
before the pandemic. However, the responses of the staff made
it clear that a workplace at the University has more functions than
just completing the work that needs to be done. Personal contact
with colleagues and students is very important. This trend is
reflected in research as well. Prior to the pandemic, the option of
remote working under flexible work policies was typically used by

TABLE 5 | Association between level of psychological stress and feeling of support by the University (spring, 2020).

M SD PHQ-4 score “I feel sufficiently supported “| feel well supported
by the University to be able to work by the lecturers in continuing
from home” my studies”

Staff (N = 43) PHQ-4 235 1.89 1.00 -0.406 (p = 0.007) not applicable

“I feel sufficiently supported by the  3.52  1.53 -0.406 (p = 0.007) 1.00 not applicable

University to be

able to work from home”
Students PHQ-4 3.16 2.47 1.00 not applicable -0.298 (p = 0.000)
(N =192

“| feel well supported by the 3.19 0.77 -0.298 (p = 0.000) not applicable 1.00

lecturers in continuing

my studies”
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companies to attract talented employees. When remote work is
imposed rather than voluntarily chosen, and when it is
implemented by individuals with limited experience of remote
working, switching to remote work as the only option for
employees poses a significant challenge (Li et al,, 2020). The
results do not provide a clear picture of whether students work
more effectively at home. One plausible challenge is that some
students are less well equipped for working remotely, for example
because they live in shared apartments and have less space
available. It is also possible that they have limited experience
of distance learning.

As a tendency, it can be stated that both staff and students felt
partially or rather well supported by the university management.
It is striking that the perceived support from the University
decreased among the university staff in summer 2020
compared to spring, while the students felt better supported in
summer. Regarding the employees, it is likely that dissatisfaction
tended to emerge after the increased workload could not be
reduced to the desired extent. From the answers to the open-
ended questions, it appears that the students appreciate the
lecturers’ efforts to make the best of the situation.
Nevertheless, numerous implications can be derived from the
results of the open-ended questions should the pandemic
situation persist. Students need the security of being able to
plan their studies. Furthermore, even in times of crisis,
consistency is needed regarding teaching, including the finer
details of document storage, deadlines and information on
the exams.

However, the changes in education also make differences in
self-management-competencies between students more visible.
The results suggest that some students experienced problems
with self-management in the context of distance learning.
This finding is in line with previous research results: Some
students can study quite independently and create an
appropriate rhythm of study and private activities. Others
find this quite difficult because, in their own words, they lack
sufficient self-discipline, concentration and time self-
management skills. This group is more dependent on the
regularity of lessons and the support from teachers, but in an
asynchronous learning network they have to do without these
benefits (de Jonge et al., 2020). It is therefore the lecturers’ task
to empower the students with suitable didactic concepts to
acquire the corresponding competencies.

While digitization in social work education has so far been
approached rather hesitantly (Smoyer et al, 2020), the
pandemic acts as a digitization booster. It is likely that forms
of teaching and exchange that had to be used in times of the
pandemic will also be pursued in post-pandemic times. One
such example being international Zoom conferences, which, in
addition to saving time resources, also makes sense in terms of
protecting the environment by minimizing travels. Within this
context, the question is raised as to how the digital literacy and
self-management-competencies for students can be enhanced to
prepare them optimally for their future working lives. Despite
the many advantages, exclusively digitalized social work training
is not an option for the post-pandemic period. Several staff and
students were concerned about the lack of direct exchange on
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the one hand and the form of exchange, mostly via Zoom, on the
other. Some emphasized that a digitally delivered course or
digital video conferencing is exhausting. Several explanations
for “zoom fatigue” can be found in the literature: Excessive
amounts of close-up eye gaze, cognitive load, increased self-
evaluation from staring at a video of oneself, and constraints on
physical mobility (Bailenson, 2021). Thus, teaching via video,
e.g., Zoom, is not equivalent to face-to-face teaching. Moreover,
it was clearly expressed that important components of social
work training, such as interview skills training, are difficult to
implement in a digital environment. It is obvious that study
journeys and field practice experience cannot be conducted
digitally. Considering that practical training is of central
importance in social work, it can be stated here that distance
learning is not the exclusive future model of training.

However, given that digitization is playing an increasingly
important role in all areas of work, the fact that the pandemic
has led to an increase in digital literacy among both staff and
students is certainly a positive development. Thus, digital
literacy is no longer a “nice to have” but indispensable
competence for both staff and students. Since the pandemic
is likely to be followed by a return to traditional classroom
teaching, strategies need to be developed to ensure that future
students can benefit from the experience and learning gained.
Accordingly, the acquisition and continued use of digital literacy
skills will need to be ensured within the curriculum. There are
many reasons to believe that COVID-19 has created “a new
normal” for the universities—one that will continue after the
pandemic (Lischer et al., 2021).

An important finding of the study is that a proportion of both
students and staff experienced high levels of psychological
distress at both time points, with those of students being
higher than those of university staff. This is surprising
because overall, students indicated that they felt well
supported by faculty staff. Based on the present results, we
can only speculate as to why this is so. However, findings suggest
that students, as well as the general population, may be
experiencing psychological effects from the outbreak of
Covid-19, such as anxiety, fear, and worry, among other
reactions (Cao et al., 2020). Further results demonstrate that
reduced social interactions, lack of social support, and emergent
stressors related to the COVID-19 crisis can have a negative
impact on students’ mental health (Elmer et al., 2020). However,
the finding that students were more stressed than staff can also
be well explained in terms of developmental psychology:
Middle-aged people have more effective stress management
strategies than younger people. For example, they are often
more practiced at preparing for and dealing with challenging
situations (Aldwin et al., 2010). This seems to be a plausible
explanation. However, we do not know the extent to which these
psychological symptoms were pre-existing or whether they were
solely related to the COVID-19 crisis. What is important is the
finding that staff and students who felt more supported by the
university management experienced less psychological distress.
It can be assumed that the pandemic will have longer-term
implications for the stress levels of both employees and students,
and the university management should give this issue due
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consideration. It is particularly important that the levels of well-
being and psychological health of the employees is monitored
from time to time and that appropriate actions are taken in
response, such as occupational health management measures.
Likewise, appropriate measures are needed for students who are
affected by psychological distress, such as low-threshold
counseling.

Limitations

This study investigated university staff and students’
experiences, over time and compared their responses. Thus,
insights into social work education since the beginning of the
pandemic are provided. However, the present study has several
limitations. The response rate for the second wave of the
survey was relatively low, therefore the responses cannot be
regarded as representative. Thus, the results have an
explorative nature. Since the data was not linked at a
personal level, no intraindividual comparison between the
responses of the two surveys was possible. Furthermore,
data on certain variables such as course type (full-time or
part-time) and year of study was not collected. Nevertheless,
the group comparison provides important insights into how
employees and students coped with the transition period.
Within the scope of the survey, we generated evidence of
how the psychological stress of university staff and students
changed between spring and summer 2020. However, we do
not know how the perceived stress levels of the employees has
changed compared to the time before COVID-19.

CONCLUSION

Social work will need to develop new ways of dealing with the
“new normal” in the post-pandemic period. It is therefore
important that the experiences gained are carefully evaluated
and incorporated into the didactic concepts. Since the outbreak
of the pandemic, there has been an effort to develop hybrid
forms of teaching (e.g., a combination of face-to-face-classes
and distance learning). These will increasingly have to rely on
distance learning as a complement to traditional classroom
teaching, e.g., in the form of blended learning. Schools of
Social Work are particularly challenged because the
curriculum contains building blocks that are difficult to
implement in the form of distance learning. However, the
results indicate that some learning content can certainly be
taught in the form of distance learning. These newly developed
forms of learning should be used to empower students to acquire
the digital skills they need for their future careers. Any future
adjustments to the curriculum must therefore be critically
evaluated. Distance learning, for example, must not be used
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