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Abstract

Amidst the challenges posed by the coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic, universities 

grappled with adapting to online service delivery, particularly affecting student 

placements in programmes requiring practicum experiences. Addressing this, four 

Australian Universities/Colleges collaboratively initiated the Supporting Placement 

through online Access and Community Engagement (S.P.A.C.E) Project, a twelve- 

month research endeavour. This study, based on qualitative data from S.P.A.C.E, 

reveals that the project’s success in delivering quality placement experiences hinged 

on three key factors: (1) the creation of a liminal (or third) space, (2) a genuine com-

mitment to critical pedagogy and (3) the intentional use of online technology for an 

authentic learning experience. Significantly, the findings have implications for the 

field of social work by challenging assumptions about online learning, influencing 

social work theory through the exploration of a transformative ‘third space’, 

enhancing practice through critical pedagogy and suggesting policy directions that 

support flexible and viable online modalities in social work education. This research 
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contributes to a growing body of evidence supporting online learning as a flexible 

and effective means for authentic and transformational learning experiences.

Keywords: field education, online learning, placement, social work, work- 

integrated learning
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Introduction

In the post-coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) world, universities, 
like many societal institutions, will never be the same again (Harkavy 
et al., 2021). The impact of lockdowns around the world forced universi-
ties to find alternative ways to continue to deliver high-quality education 
and training through online platforms (Papouli et al., 2020; Bay et al., 
2021). For the first time in contemporary Australian history, the 
Australian Association of Social Workers (AASW) relaxed more pre-
scriptive placement requirements to enable field education placements to 
occur irrespective of lockdowns and agency closures (Morley and 
Clarke, 2020). This led to a surge in innovative, creative and flexible 
placement modalities with no discernible difference in the capacity of 
students to meet competency or learning outcomes as compared to tradi-
tional in person placement modes (Salter et al., 2020; Lomas et al., 2022). 
Internationally, accrediting bodies had a similar approach, revising place-
ment guidelines for student social workers to allow for remote field 
placements, remote supervision and reduced placement hours (Jun et al., 
2021; Au et al., 2023; O’Keeffe et al., 2023).

Curiously post-COVID, rather than embrace innovations in online 
and simulated learning, social work accreditors in Australia have chosen 
to reinstate previous rules and requirements to placement length, atten-
dance and structure. This may stem from long-standing tensions and 
ideological debate within Australian social work education that pushes 
for ‘work-ready’ graduates who are easily able to fit into the neoliberal 
workplace context, versus a focus on deeply transformational and deep 
learning that often requires a level of critical supervision at odds with 
the workplace demands of many social work agencies (Saxton et al., 
2021). Hesitancy and reluctance to embrace online learning is in contrast 
to the broader global post-COVID paradigm shift regarding the opportu-
nities for online technologies within education (Ossiannilsson, 2020).

This article builds on the work of Morley and Clarke (2020), highlight-
ing the opportunities for transformational placement learning through 
the re-imagining of traditional placement models to those that embrace 
online modalities and flexible working arrangements. Through deliberate 
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engagement with online technology, the Supporting Placement through 
online Access and Community Engagement (S.P.A.C.E) project sought 
to enable a virtual learning environment conducive to transformational 
and highly valued placement outcomes. Ten students residing in 
Australia, China, Hong Kong and South Korea from four Australian uni-
versities and colleges took part in the S.P.A.C.E project in 2021. This 
provided a unique opportunity to step outside of the dominant clinical 
model of field education, to those that embrace tenants of community 
development, research, policy, project-based learning, person-in- 
environment and advocacy (Morley and Clarke, 2020). By drawing on 
student narratives of the S.P.A.C.E project, this article explores the con-
cept of liminal space as an opportunity for deep transformational learn-
ing. The research shows developing intentional communities of practice 
and supportive supervision enhances the quality of virtual learning envi-
ronments in social work programmes. The focus on student voices dem-
onstrates inclusive policy in social work field education which considers 
the diverse perspectives and needs of social work students. This study’s 
insights on creating virtual learning environments are particularly rele-
vant as adaptability is crucial in aligning social work field education with 
the changing dynamics of post-COVID social work.

Online learning and social work field education

Social work educators have long claimed that field education placements 
are the signature pedagogy of the discipline (Boitel and Fromm, 2014). 
The International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW) and 
the International Federation of Social Work (IFSW) adopted the joint 
Global Standards for Social Work Educations and Training (2020), 
which recognises that field education is a core component of a social 
work qualification and needs to be at least 25 per cent of the pro-
gramme. Within the Australian context, social work students at both un-
dergraduate and post-graduate levels are required to complete 
1,000 hours of supervised placement, generally across two 500-hour 
placement blocks (AASW, 2020). These placements, sometimes known 
within the university sector as Work Integrated Learning, are seen as vi-
tal to the provision of ‘market ready’ graduates (Wolf and 
Archer, 2013).

Despite the significance of placements for student learning, field edu-
cation within Australia has been in a state of crisis for decades (Egan 
et al., 2018). For students, unpaid placement experiences have been 
linked with significant financial burden and hardship (Oke et al., 2022), 
and negative impacts on their mental well-being and social isolation 
(Hodge et al., 2021). With a growing number of field education models 
focusing on managerialist styles of supervision rather than processes that 
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facilities deep learning (Morley and Dunstan, 2013), and inconsistencies 
in learning opportunities due to the out-sourced nature of placement 
within host agencies (Egan et al., 2018), quality of student learning is im-
paired. From a university management perspective, placements are often 
viewed as costly and resource intensive (Cleak and Zuchowski, 2020), 
and are overseen by a mandated set of requirements established by the 
national accreditation body, the AASW. Despite strong criticism of the 
national placement requirements for its lack of flexibility and evidence 
base (Newcomb, 2019), placement processes have remained relatively 
unchanged bar a brief period in response to COVID-19 (Morley et al., 
2023). Notwithstanding promising evidence for quality learning and pro-
fessional development within ‘non-traditional’ placements (Lomas et al., 
2022), the impetus for agency-based, in person and competency-oriented 
models of placement learning remains. This highlights a preference for 
placements that prioritise skill-based and individualised practice over 
that of the broader socio-political sphere of social work such as research, 
policy and advocacy, which are equally important skills for social work 
students to develop (Gredig et al., 2022; Cherry et al., 2023).

In disciplines such as Business and the Health Sciences, the use of on-
line platforms as innovative places to support learning has been em-
braced for some time (Wolf and Archer, 2013). This correlates to 
significant uptake and accessibility to information technology since the 
1990s and the dominance of asynchronous online or virtual instruction as 
the preferred means for higher education provision (Lewis and Orton, 
2000). Certainly, contemporary social work demands graduates to be 
proficient in navigating online platforms and electronic systems to thrive 
in technology-driven practice environments (Mishna et al., 2021). 
Despite this, Australian social work education has been slow to accept 
technology in practice, with fears that it may supersede traditional in 
person classrooms, impacting on student skill development.

The AASW requires all online Australian social work programmes 
provide a minimum of twenty days of in person student-teacher contact 
(AASW, 2020). These requirements are congruent with the Global 
Standards which state that face-to-face spaces are a critical part of social 
work education (IFSW, 2020). Coupled with concerns from students that 
online classrooms lack the depth of learning offered by in person en-
gagement (Forgey and Ortega-Williams, 2016), the continued distinctions 
made between in-person or online contact appear to be reflective of the 
dominant discourse in social work educational arenas, irrespective of a 
lack of evidence supporting the premise that in-person learning is a su-
perior pedagogically (Morley et al., 2023). This is important for field ed-
ucation, as many students opt to complete their studies through online 
learning as they often do not have the time or ability to attend their en-
tire programme in person (Macken et al., 2021). Online learning provides 
access to education for students in rural areas or students whose learning 

Page 4 of 18 K. Saxton et al. 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/advance-article/doi/10.1093/bjsw
/bcae049/7649333 by U

niversity of Southern Q
ueensland user on 24 July 2024



and communication styles are better suited to online environments 
(Jones, 2015). It is well documented that many social work students, par-
ticularly those enrolled in post-graduate courses, are mature-aged stu-
dents who often identify as low-income earners with family 
responsibilities, international students or students who have paid em-
ployment commitments (Hemy et al., 2016; Goldingay et al., 2018). 
Simultaneously juggling these responsibilities and additional challenges 
whilst completing extensive placement hours adds to the physical and 
emotional toll on students (Barry, 2022). Recent publications also high-
light the financial burden of lengthy unpaid placements in social work 
and the ways in which these further impacts upon the well-being of so-
cial work students (Gair and Baglow, 2018), particularly those who al-
ready face disadvantages due to race, citizenship, work rights, gender, 
age or other social marginalisation (Baglow and Gair, 2019). These con-
siderations have led to renewed calls to review field education practices 
within social work (Morley and Clarke, 2020; Saxton et al., 2021), includ-
ing the use of online spaces and technologies (Smoyer et al., 2020).

Liminal space and transformational learning

The uptake of online learning tools within social work education cannot 
be overlooked post-COVID-19. The practice of creating online learning 
spaces to facilitate deep and transformational learning has been building 
a steady evidence base for some time (Rose et al., 2019). 
Transformational learning experiences, such as those reported by stu-
dents during field education experiences, are considered both a hallmark 
of critical social work pedagogy (Morley et al., 2019) and deeply rooted 
in student experiences of moving through periods of uncertainty to then 
reflect on this process critically and how this has transformed, or shifted, 
their knowledge base and world views. Critically reflective spaces allow 
students to grapple with ambiguity and have been linked to the concept 
of liminal or ‘third spaces’ (Kofke, 2020; O’Callaghan et al., 2020). As 
defined by Turner (1982), liminality derives from the Latin word limen, 
meaning threshold, and is often considered as the space in between one 
state and the next (Eklinder Frick et al., 2020). In the context of social 
work field education, this could be constructed as the transitional space 
between identifying as a student, learning knowledge for practice and 
the process of emerging as a professional graduate, able to apply this 
knowledge to various practice contexts. Liminal spaces require students 
to enter a space of uncertainty, or unknowingness (Rose et al., 2019), 
which can be uncomfortable and threatening for learning styles that pref-
erence more Eurocentric, positivist and competency-based models of as-
sessment (Moss et al., 2022). However, as ambiguity and uncertainty 
remain key features of modern globalised life (Shi et al., 2020), the 

Online Learning and Liminal Spaces Page 5 of 18 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/advance-article/doi/10.1093/bjsw
/bcae049/7649333 by U

niversity of Southern Q
ueensland user on 24 July 2024



ability for social workers to navigate uncertainty is paramount. As such, 
supporting students to move through uncertainty and develop confidence 
to navigate this process is viewed as a key goal of both field education 
and social work curricular (IFSW, 2020).

Whether or not liminal spaces occur organically or are deliberately 
constructed depends on the nature of the learning context. Existing stud-
ies suggest active steps can be taken to establish safe learning environ-
ments conducive to liminality, enabling students to cross the learning 
threshold (O’Callaghan et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2021). This includes ensur-
ing a sense of shared safety amongst students in which voices and opin-
ions can be shared without fear of judgment, ridicule or criticism (Lee 
et al., 2021). There is also emphasis on critical reflection and supporting 
students to unpack their own values, emotional responses and world-
views in their interpretation of experiences (Eklinder Frick et al., 2020). 
A deep commitment to critical reflection is accepted as vital in social 
work curriculum and practice (Fook and Gardner, 2012; Morley et al., 
2019), particularly approaches where deliberate efforts to raise levels of 
self-awareness and consciousness for emancipatory aims (Lynch et al., 
2019). However, agency-based placements in which the supervisor- 
supervisory relationship reflects a deep power imbalance and students 
feel pressure to conform to organisational requirements are unfavoura-
ble to transformational outcomes (Saxton et al., 2021). For effective lu-
minal spaces and deep student learning to occur, the role of both the 
place, or location of learning and that of the field educator or supervisor, 
appear key (Lee et al., 2021).

Variability amongst the skill level of field educators and the outsourcing 
from university-employed educators to a reliance on sector volunteers has 
raised concerns about the consistency and equitability of social work field 
placement experiences for some time (Wayne et al., 2006). This is despite 
irrefutable evidence that the nature and quality of the student-supervisor 
relationship is one of the key precursors to a positive learning and field 
placement experience (Cleak and Wilson, 2022). Enabling students’ access 
to experienced and skilled supervisors via the provision of online placement 
learning experiences presents a logical response to some of these chal-
lenges. Online learning arenas that transcend a specific geographical loca-
tion have already been shown as effective mechanisms for transformational 
learning (Eklinder Frick et al., 2020; Lomas et al., 2022). They also have the 
capacity to break free of institutional and bureaucratic constraints where 
power is more evenly distributed (Lee et al., 2021) and students can experi-
ment, take risks and no longer fear failure (Eklinder Frick et al., 2020). 
Turner (1982) as discussed by Eklinder Frick et al. (2018) argues that this 
antistructure, or third space, creates a sense of equality, fellowship and 
community. This also aligns with other online spaces that have been suc-
cessfully used to foster a positive sense of community (Fawns et al., 2019), 
support the development of interpersonal skills (Lomas et al., 2022) as well 
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as social work’s professional agenda to create a unified global social work 
identity (Rasell et al., 2019). Community, a sense of safety, trust and be-
longing are also precursors to students feeling confident to take risks (Moss 
et al., 2022), the ability to engage in critical reflection (Lynch et al., 2019) 
and overall student engagement and retention within university contexts 
(Patterson Silver Wolf et al., 2021). In this article, the symbiotic relationship 
between luminal space and critical pedagogy is inherently applied.

Research design and project overview

The S.P.A.C.E project enabled the creation of an online, virtual 
‘community’ where students could meet and engage with other students 
to complete their placements. A purpose-built Microsoft TeamsTM site 
was developed to include resources including relevant readings, commu-
nities of practice topics and as a way for students to communicate with 
each other and their supervisor. Initially, the students completed a two- 
week intensive orientation, where the group met with their supervisor 
virtually via Zoom. During the orientation period, the students had a va-
riety of discussions on critical social work, social work values and ethics 
and spoke with various guest speakers from a diverse range of social 
work backgrounds. Following the two-week orientation, the students 
continued to meet regularly for group supervision, student-led communi-
ties of practice and project-based learning. These activities increased 
students’ skills in project planning, teamwork, public speaking, the devel-
opment of interpersonal skills, cross-cultural communication and 
problem-solving. Students also met with their supervisor individually and 
were encouraged to complete critical reflections on their experiences 
and on various social work issues. Students were allocated individual re-
search projects in areas of interest to them, allowing students to further 
develop their research skills and engage in critical reflections on issues 
raised in their research. This study received ethics approval from the 
Charles Darwin Human Research Ethics Committee (H21069).

Recruitment and sampling

The participants were all Master of Social Work students who enrolled 
in the S.P.A.C.E project for one field placement unit. Students were 
from four Australian universities: Charles Darwin University, Excelsia 
College, Queensland University of Technology and the Australian 
Catholic University. Whilst all students were enrolled in Australian uni-
versities, three of these students were participating from overseas due to 
Australian border closures. These students were in Hong Kong, China 
and South Korea. Participants were advised that participation in the 
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evaluation would have no impact on their grades, and that they could 
decline to participate without prejudice. Participants were also advised 
that if they withdrew from the project after their interview, their results 
would not be included in the study and there would be no adverse con-
sequences for doing so. One student declined to participate in the fi-
nal interview.

Methods

This study is qualitative in design and drew on well-established 
approaches to qualitative and evaluative research, namely individual 
interviews, and thematic data analysis. Interviews were selected as this 
method allows for the participant’s experience to be heard (Hardwick 
and Worsley, 2011). The interviews were conducted via ZoomTM with 
the students at the conclusion of the project. These interviews were re-
lated to the experiences of completing placement online, and the impact 
and influence of the virtual environment upon their development as 
emerging social workers. Interviews were conducted by one member of 
the research team, with each student allocated to a different researcher 
affiliated from their tertiary institution. Students were given a copy of 
their recording and were involved in transcribing their own data. 
As part of the recording function, ZoomTM performs an automatic tran-
scription of the interview. This technology allowed for a faster transcrip-
tion process, and students then listened to their interviews and were able 
to correct any errors in the automatic transcription. This was an oppor-
tunity for the students to enhance their research skills and ensure they 
were an active part of the research project. It also provided the students 
an additional opportunity to refine their interview or withdraw from 
the study.

Following transcription and prior to coding the interviews, students 
were given pseudonyms and the interviews were distributed to the 
researchers for analysis. These interviews were then coded using the-
matic analysis, with a focus on any emerging patterns or opportunities 
for future development within online teaching platforms. Thematic 
analysis is useful in qualitative research to identify and interpret the 
themes that emerge from the data (Willis, 2019). Similar approaches 
have been used to evaluate other online field education projects 
(Whitaker et al., 2022). The authors then divided into pairs to engage in 
a second round of thematic coding to further tease out the most perti-
nent sub-themes and their implications for social work practice. Three 
themes were captured: Liminal Spaces and Grappling with Uncertainty, 
Transformational Learning for Life and Technology as the Enabler. 
These themes are discussed below.

.
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Findings: Liminal spaces and grappling with uncertainty 

The students found their S.P.A.C.E placement as initially difficult to articu-
late as it did not conform to the direct/indirect binary of past placement 
experiences. Although it was sometimes difficult for them to manage the 
expectations of their experience, many felt it was an opportunity to be a 
part of ‘growing something new’. Initial preconceptions about a non- 
workplace/indirect placement needed to be worked through directly as part 
of placement learning. Some students share their initial reactions below: 

A lot of people who did indirect placements told horror stories of sitting in, 
you know, staffrooms reading policy and you know that sort of stuff. And 
I was like, well, that’s not really … it’s a waste of my time, basically, 
whereas I haven’t felt like that for even a second in this (Joyce)

I did feel disappointed before the placement started. Because I’ve always 
wanted to work in hospital for my final placement. But after the project 
started, I changed my thought (Marie)

Students spoke about how their concerns of ‘unknowing’ were alleviated 
after the induction period of S.P.A.C.E and the building of intentional 
communities of practice/learning. International students and students in 
remote locations stated that their experience of building S.P.A.C.E gave 
them a sense of social work from a global perspective and resulted in 
rapid relationship building, stronger accountability and professional iden-
tity fostered via online platforms, as some share below: 

So I was able to build a community with S.P.A.C.E and that was like a 
big thing for me because I work remotely. (Anna)

We didn’t know each other at the beginning of the project, and you 
know we all come from different country with various culture. But we 
work together as a team, we must build rapport in a short time so we 
can collaborate with each other better. So, I think it improves my 
relationship building skill. (Marie)

Students spoke of how their exposure and creation of liminal space fos-
tered deeper learnings, together with shared dependence upon each 
other regarding tasks and group outputs/outcomes. The critical social 
work lens provided through S.P.A.C.E offered some students previously 
not exposed to critical programmes a new perspective. This, combined 
with the multi-cultural perspectives provided a rich learning experience, 
as some explain below: 

We have built a community where we are interested in each other’s 
experience and social work areas, and I think … it gives us the qualities 
to work in a group and to respect each other deeply (Binsa)

It was really good having other students and having them as colleagues. 
I think because there was a lot of learning from each other as well and a 
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lot of discussions that I don’t think you would get the opportunity to 
have in some other placements. (Joyce)

The interaction I have with my supervisor with my colleagues, the 
sharing of experience. The learning from each other. Making social work 
a globalised profession. And I am thinking, what am I gonna do when it 
ends. It has become part of my life (Jules)

Students also spoke of challenges with S.P.A.C.E, such as navigating sys-
tems and timeframes and finding mutual times to connect and work to-
gether without the structure of a traditional placement. Participants 
reported that this did take some reflection on incorporating cultural dif-
ferences, but the results were proportional to the effort and time dedi-
cated to task, as some explain below: 

Coming together is a challenge. Not that it’s negative but probably it’s 
for me scheduling when we do our tasks as I use the weekend to do my 
studies and do my tasks (Jules)

And then I did a bit more reflection and I was sort of saying I feel like I 
talk too much in the group or I’m always the one, me and a few others 
maybe are always the ones giving the answers. Then had a bit of 
reflection on that and … some of the [students] are not taught the same 
in their education. You know, it’s very different. Like don’t speak unless 
you know the answer. Don’t speak unless you ask the question directly, 
so just learning different communication styles was work … Yeah, so 
then I found if I individually emailed someone and said hey, would you 
like to have a chat, it was … “Yep sure no problem. Let’s do this,” and 
that’s the way around it … Just having to approach things a little 
differently (Joyce)

Transformational learning for life

The students spoke of the transformational learning they had experi-
enced using critical reflection, both in their professional and personal 
lives. Through learning positionality and being able to identify assump-
tions shaped through discourses, the students were able to shape a future 
professional framework, as one describes below: 

The most interesting thing in this project is that I put that experience to 
use. I used critical reflection to learn about what I needed to do as a 
social worker. I reflect on my experience, I reflect on how I do things, I 
applied this experience to my life (Jules)

The critical approaches to learning also enabled the students to conceptualise 
social work from a global perspective and identify elements of white, western 
privilege that they might encounter in their work or future practice. 
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I have prepared to presentation for the whole class during the project, 
which is about the pro-democracy movement in Hong Kong and also the 
social work in ancient history and these topics I’m really love to do it 
and share it with everyone. (Sam)

What is social work [in Africa] and how it happens, comparing social work 
in Australia, where you have all the systems that are functional. There was 
also a comparison about living up on Pacific Region where social work is not 
a profession, as they say. For e.g., Brazil, Nigeria and places like this.

Students also identified their use of critical reflection learnt through 
S.P.A.C.E as enabling them to integrate theory and practice; to be uti-
lised in self-care; to improve their practice; navigate ethical dilemmas, 
which is summarised by one student below: 

Yes, definitely one of the critical skills outlined is critical reflection. So 
the theory is applied practically. To see the benefits of critical reflection 
as a social worker, it’s huge. When I started my social work placement, I 
struggled with critical reflection. I didn’t want to do it. But then I 
jumped on it because it supports the learning. And it helped me with the 
critical incidents that I was living through. So to come into the S.P.A.C. 
E project for supervision and learn to apply critical reflection meant that 
I could live an even more deeper critical reflection and that is something 
that I cherish. No excuses now! Sometimes we do things without 
knowing why and critical reflection is a way to develop our social work 
skills that we do every day. To identify my practice framework through 
the S.P.A.C.E project is so valuable. (Jules)

Supervision was also an issue that all students discussed as being pivotal 
to their learning and all felt that ‘really great supervision’ (Sam) was 
core to the success of S.P.A.C.E and this was enabled via the virtual 
space in ways that wasn’t available in direct placements.

Technology as the ‘Enabler’

Overwhelmingly, the students talked about technology as being the en-
abler of their learning experience. Apart from facilitating students’ con-
nection to each other, there was acknowledgment of how important the 
connection was to their supervisor—comparatively more so than in di-
rect, in-person attendance placement experiences.

The students described the online platform (TeamsTM) as both a tool 
(to complete placement tasks, document storage, etc.) and a space en-
abling connection with different locations/countries and time zones. 
Many compared this connection with their experience of in-person con-
tact with peers, as the connection in the online space was purposeful, yet 
it was not transactional. Students felt a strong sense of connection to the 
community they formed, fostered by their supervisor and enabled by the 
virtual platform of Teams. There were structural examples offered by 
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students as to why this happened (two-week intensive and then booked 
sessions) as well as workplans. 

I guess I’ve worked remotely for almost four years now, 3-4 years. 
[Now] it doesn’t feel that I’m working on my own because when I log in 
everyone is there, everyone is online. I could, I could simply just send an 
email message, expecting to receive a reply after an hour or so, but not 
like the next day or late at night when I’m already off work (Anna)

We exchanged contact details, we got to know each other through 
phone, WhatsApp. It was online, but it was constant, there hasn’t been a 
week that we haven’t seen each other. I think it worked (Carmella)

Students viewed their experiences with S.P.A.C.E as better preparing 
them for future practice post-COVID. This was not just interpreted as 
working virtually (digital skills), but also being better able to manage 
workload independently/flexibly, being self-initiated/directed as a future 
worker, communicating with a broad range of people through multiple 
media. This self-learning was more evident to the students in this online 
placement in comparison to an in-person attendance placement. 

At the very start, I liked the idea of the project, but I was not too 
excited about the online bit. But I did a placement last year, it was face 
to face, to be honest I did not build the rapport with other people I have 
built in this placement, I’m glad that at least we met every week, even if 
it was online. The fact that we were all students in this project, even 
though we have different interests, different experiences, and strengths, 
we all started from the same point. All of us being on the same line, 
made me identify with everyone, I didn’t need to be in the same physical 
space in order for not to feel isolated. That sense of community, sense of 
we’re all in this together, we’re going to work it out together (Carmella)

Discussion

In line with principles of critical pedagogy and critical reflection, key social 
work education ideas (Johnstone et al., 2016), transformational learning is 
achieved by being able to critically reflect on key moments of discomfort 
which in turn provide opportunities for renewed personal or professional 
growth. This also aligns with the concept of liminal space, with students 
experiencing uncertainty, but also the opportunity for critical reflection and 
transformation. Yet merely an online platform in and of itself may not be 
enough to achieve meaningful learning (Macken et al., 2021). The creation of 
a community, the establishment of clear tasks and expectations, and a sound 
supervisory relationship all play an important role in student learning. This 
supports existing understandings of enablers for good placement learning in 
other practice contexts such as research, remote and in person (Hill et al., 
2021). This suggests that the environment plays a key role in student 
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placement success as well as being key in building and developing strong in-
terpersonal skills. Notably, this enabling learning environment appears to be 
replicable in an online environment.

As the students of S.P.A.C.E reflected, their placement certainly did not 
look, nor feel like the more traditional model of field education set in an 
agency with service users. However, the development of direct practice 
skills was never the focus of the S.P.A.C.E, as it was one of two placements 
students were required to complete. The placement met the standards for 
field education which acknowledge the broader fields of contemporary 
social work practice that students must also prepare for which include 
research, policy and community organising and development work (AASW, 
2020). Whilst the placement occurred during COVID-19 restrictions, 
students expressed their understanding that the placement modality would 
better prepare them for their future practice in an increasingly technology- 
driven workplace, where digital skills and the ability to work independently, 
collaboratively and flexibly are critical.

The results of the S.P.A.C.E project also emphasise the importance of su-
pervision in the proving of placement learning. It highlights the role of super-
visors in creating a safe and supportive learning environment, where students 
feel comfortable taking risks and engaging in critical reflection (Theobold 
et al., 2017). Although the use of virtual and online platforms may be an at-
tractive cost cutting option for placement facilitation (Meinert et al., 2021), 
this research suggests that prioritising good quality supervision is linked to 
positive placement outcomes as it would be in a ‘traditional’ placement con-
text (Bogo, 2015). Additionally, the experiences of students in the S.P.A.C.E 
project also highlight the role of technology in enabling positive placement 
outcomes. It highlights the flexibility and accessibility that online platforms 
provide, particularly for students with other commitments. This approach 
could potentially help students manage the ever-increasing pressures of bal-
ancing financial obligations or caregiving responsibilities alongside their place-
ment requirements. Exploring virtual placements as a tool to reduce the 
economic burdens on social work students (Morley et al., 2023) could also 
help to respond to the growing concerns about the emotional and financial 
toll placements can create for students (Hodge et al., 2021), that professional 
bodies such as the AASW need to respond to.

Conclusion

The findings of this study contribute to the field of social work in several 
ways. The research sheds light on the transformative potential of online 
learning in field education, challenging preconceived notions and resistance 
within the social work community of what constitutes placement. By demon-
strating that virtual placements can provide a rich and meaningful learning 
experience, the study addresses concerns about the depth of learning and the 
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development of practical skills in online environments. Moreover, the empha-
sis on engaging student voices in discussions about the restructuring of field 
education underscores the importance of a participatory approach in shaping 
the future of social work education. This inclusive methodology ensures that 
the perspectives and experiences of social work students are considered, 
promoting a student-centred approach to education.

In a post-COVID-19 context, social work can reimagine the possibilities 
for field education in ways that both acknowledge the opportunities pre-
sented by online learning, as well as address the longstanding shortcomings 
of traditional field education modalities. Although the online space was at 
times met with uncertainty, it was the creation of this unique online commu-
nity, or liminal space, that allowed students to lean into the uncertainty as 
part of an essential element of transformational learning. By creating inten-
tional communities of practice and providing supportive supervision, these 
findings suggest social work programmes can create a virtual learning envi-
ronment that is conducive to deep and meaningful learning experiences. The 
findings of this study further contribute to emerging pedagogical discourse in 
social work that promotes inclusivity and offers innovative strategies for cre-
ating virtual learning environments in social work education. As the field 
navigates the changing dynamics of education, these insights can inform the 
development of policies, practices and theories in social work, ensuring the 
profession remains responsive and adaptive to contemporary challenges.
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