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Abstract
This dissertation explores the changing dynamics as well as the perceptions of students concerning online higher education. Social work education plays a more significant role in social development. It is important to comprehend that social work encompasses a proper understanding of its educational necessities. Both the social work profession and social work education provide different formulations at multiple levels in the field. In the United States of America, social work education is accessible at every level of education starting from the community college all through to doctorate level. Training and education are essential because they form the foundation of social work activities. The degree to which professional social practitioners execute their duties and responsibilities in the society is solely reliable on relevance, adequacy as well as the perception of the society and students towards online social work education. The perception the students portray online social work education is depended on the scope of training and education. So, to understand student’s perception about online social work education to social development in the US, it is vital to have a significant understanding of the requirements of professional social work education, and it is fundamental to understand the elements needed for one to acquire a degree in social work education. Social work education can fill the existing gaps in the field of social work development only if experts in this discipline are effectively regulated, and the structure of the curricula is suited to address the social development requirements.
STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF ONLINE HIGHER EDUCATION
Chapter One: Changing Dynamics in Higher Education
Introduction
	Several formidable challenges in student enrollment presently face institutions of higher education across the United States.  This is especially so as the result of fewer high school graduates entering college.  In the U S., the high school grade has been estimated to range from 66% to 88% between 2015 to 2017.  According to Cummings et al. (2015), the rate of high school graduation plays a major role in the evaluation of the performance of American high schools to get the exact figures of students enrolling under online social work in higher education. The most recent national data of high school grandaunts demonstrate that more high schoolers their diplomas from high schools than it was initially recorded by Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs in 2017). However, the increase in number of students graduating from high school does not infer that more learners are proceeding to college.  More than 83% of learners who were seniors in high school during the 2013-14 year graduated, an inch up from 80% the year before. 
Data released recently by the national student clearinghouse research center indicate that the college admission rate has dropped significantly from 78% to 74%. College enrollment rates have decreased for the fourth consecutive year, despite the enormous increase in federal aid for poor students who cannot afford college tuition. The number of high school graduates enrolling in universities and colleges this year which stands at 1.8%, a figure lower than 2.5% that was registered last year. Consequentially, among those high school graduates who enter colleges, 0.8% join online education courses more so among the students who have full-time jobs while attending colleges. Cummings et al. (2015) demonstrate that many students prefer going for online education when they have no adequate time for traditional classes. Very often high school graduates now postpone college for a variety of reasons, which run the gamut from personal concerns such as care for infants and young children to a desire to explore the world in a gap year (Beddoe, 2016).  The main reasons for declines in college enrollment, however, seem to be the rising costs of college education, coupled with the decreased availability of government funding (Broadbent & Poon, 2015). 
	This downward trend in government funding of higher education can be tracked in the decade following the Great Recession. Some have labeled this period as the lowest point in the history of both federal and state funding for higher education (Robert et al., 2019). This period has earned this designation, despite some increased allocations to public colleges and universities. For example, in the 2016-17 school year, there was a $9 billion decrease from the 2008 allocation of funds to public higher learning. Even though society has generally touted the value of higher education, some state legislators have continued to create hurdles, making higher education inaccessible and more expensive among the poor in America. 
Aims and Research Questions
This study focuses on the online student in the Master of Social Work (MSW) program. It specifically addresses the questions of whether the online study fosters a sense of belonging and inclusion.  A sense of belonging is the general feeling of confidence that social workers normally have while recognizing that they are in social work profession. Through the sense of belonging, social workers are affirmed by the role they play in a community, helping solve some problems that are identified in the community (Rubin & Babbie, 2016). The positive attitude among social workers, therefore, enables them to be easily approachable by members of the communities that they serve. 
 Although this study targets online MSW degree programs and how social workers evaluate the effectiveness and success of online MSW programs the findings will likely have implications for online graduate study in general. The research question for this dissertation will be:
What are students’ perceptions of sense of belonging with online social work programs?
There some challenges that online social education programs may experience. These challenges include passive students since most education is self-directed. Therefore, to ensure that online students still have a sense of belonging in the MSW program is to make certain that there is quality, breadth, and depth of learning (Hockridge, 2013). There is also the instruction strategy, which if deemed poor, may result in a low sense of belonging among the online social work students, as they feel the level of education is inadequate (Hockridge, 2013).
A sense of belonging within online programs is deemed important for making social workers easily identify with their profession. The sense of belonging normally makes such people establish the specific ways in which they might be of benefit to the profession (Holosko, 2015). Such individuals also seek to establish appropriate ways in which they might uplift one another. 
Statement of the Problem
 Access to modern technology is an important element that can foster online education. Therefore, lack of effective technology has affected the perception of many students wanting to enroll for online higher education. Wilke & Vinton (2017) posit that technology is an integral factor in online education therefore, the federal government should provide appropriate technology to promote online education among the interested students. This can be achieved by employing committed professionals in the social work discipline as well as designing necessary systems that support online education development. According to Bryson, (2016) perhaps the most damaging impact of failing to honor social work education would be loss of opportunities for higher education to a larger segment of society, in a period when post-secondary education is more necessary than ever before. Cutbacks to available educational financial aid in the government funding structure have forced many potential aspirants to higher education to delay enrollment (Broadbent & Poon, 2015). However, educational institutions will inevitably have to make changes— changes that will meet the needs of this new financially challenged student population. 
The rising costs and reductions in government funding have caused institutions of higher learning to reassess priorities. As colleges and universities struggle with reductions in governmental funding, they are recognizing the need for flexibility and are tailoring old plans of study to the changed needs of these non-traditional student populations and creating new ones designed specifically for students who also are full-time employees or who will enter the workforce immediately after their graduation from high school.  Student populations of these profiles are likely to enroll in programs that offer them the chance to advance their professional lives even as they seek to advance their current skills.
Institutions of higher education see the wisdom in adopting innovative models that are likely to improve their level of funding while at not compromising the quality of social work (Them & Lynch, 2014). One of the tenets of the new models is higher learning needs to be flexible to be accessible for students. In essence, flexibility in online education is likely to increase enrollment in higher education programs (York, 2019).  The most effective online platforms allow students to use available time to work towards higher education while holding a full-time job.
Challenges with Lack of Funding to Higher Education
[bookmark: _gjdgxs] 	Challenges such as lack of funding, inaccessibility and lack of flexibility are adversely affecting institutes of higher education hence the reason for dwindling number of students enrolling for online social work education. Universities and colleges of higher learning have implemented various open learning programs in efforts to respond to these on-going challenges.   that allows students to study when and where they want as well as receive and return their written assignments via postal or email. Furthermore, statistics show that more than six million people are currently enrolled in open learning programs in the US (Birkenmaier et al., 2011). Open learning programs are innovative programs that promote opportunities for learning within the boundaries of formal education systems. These programs break through the physical barrier that may hamper the ability of students to acquire information, who are often primarily located in isolated rural areas (Kadushin & Harkness, 2014). Student isolation also may reflect the technological desert of older urban areas as well as regions of cities with high poverty indices. 
These socio-economic factors, as well as physical geographic challenges, typically provide post-secondary educational institutions opportunities to innovate and bring insulated areas and these potential students into the larger world of knowledge- and information-acquisition from distances that range from miles to continents. Rubin and Babbie (2016) suggested a comprehensive structure of open learning that may provide a valuable learning experience as well as an effective learning process for online students. Probably the most crucial element involved taking advantage of the spreading use of the internet to ensure a seamless, real-time flow of information from instructors to students (Rubin & Babbie, 2016). Where the infrastructure exists, students now use online platforms to access infinitely diverse forms of information.
If open learning programs are to be comparable in quality to the traditional higher education experience, certain requirements are needed to ensure there sufficient and quality online learning experience. Platforms for open learning require stability and ease of navigation. The platform, for example, must be properly administered and monitored. Each lesson module, moreover, must be comprehensive, that is, complete with resource materials that may be referenced in a learning module and bibliographic suggestions for further reading and/or practical application. (Kadushin & Harkness, 2014). Program monitoring is crucial since the aim is to note the specific areas of weakness that it may contain. Weak areas may be identified and strengthened continuously to allow students to attain better and more productive interactive sessions while using it (Birkenmaier et al., 2011).
According to York (2019), statistics derived from surveys taken at the time of the report showed that about four of the students enrolled in higher education pursued at least one online course. Almost three million, or 14.3% of those students were enrolled in fully online programs. Another 15.4% were taking both the distance learning modules and non-distance modules. Decrease in funding of higher education affected public institutions the most and provided change in funding, for instance, in Pennsylvania it went from 80% from State and 20% from tuition to complete opposite where only state provides 20%; also, state is sometimes giving more to state-affiliated institutions in Pennsylvania than to the public or state-owned institutions. Nearly five million (83%) were at the undergraduate level of study. It is important to note that public institutions have enrolled more students in distance education, with 67.8% of the distance students (Gianino, 2016). There are projections that the figures are likely to rise as more people become aware of the existence of online learning programs and the vital role that online learning platforms can play. (Howard, 2016).   According to the Distance Education Enrollment Report 2017, enrollment in private institutions increased by 11.4% in 2015. In the same period, enrollment in private for-profit institutions fell by 9.4%. Compelling studies have demonstrated that many people are interested in online learning programs because of the diversity and flexibility associated with distance education programs.  Another important reason why many learners are opting for distance learning programs is because of reduced commuter costs and therefore, students are going for cheaper alternatives (Vernon et al., 2009). 
Despite their declining base, it is important to note that public institutions have continued to increase enrollment, while the private nonprofit colleges and universities have been on the decline for three years in a row (York, 2019). From this, we may conclude that public institutions then play a significant role in the provision of distance education. 
Innovative Models in MSW programs
Introduction of higher quality and advanced technological measures in the online platforms and websites that offer graduate online education in social work are among the top reasons the trends in online learning have been changing in the recent past. High interactive software programs such as ezTalks webinar, blackboard, wizIQ, articulate storyline and Udemy have greatly promoted learning and teaching of online classes. The availability of these software has significantly contributed to positive change in the numbers of students enrolling for social work.  Internet connectivity now is relatively inexpensive; with the current generation, then, internet costs are very low and thus, affordable for those students who are economically disadvantaged. Do all these factors support the new trend in graduate? online education. Furthermore, scholars indicate that more and more students will enroll in online classes in the future than it stands at the moment.
Vernon et al. (2009) further reiterate that distance education is an essential tool for obtaining social work education as it has facilitated opening of the doors of education for some students who would never have had the time for onboard classes. Today, with the tremendous growth in technology, students from rural areas, in underserved communities, those behind in their career advancement and potential students who are financially crippled can access quality education through distance learning (Altbach et al., 2009). 
 Social work-oriented courses that utilize modern innovations can deliver new avenues for learning and teaching. The quality development in the provision of social work education is the recent inauguration of bachelor’s programs that are accredited by the (CSWE) which is entirely provided through distance studying. Many universities including the Texas State University-San Marcos and the University of North Dakota provide MSW degree program through distance education.  Renowned institutions such as the Florida State University deliver advanced ovation in MSW degree programs through an online learning platform. Likewise, the College of Denver provides a distance BSW degree program. Compelling evidence supports the viability of student success in online degree program since the establishment of the institution in 1931. College of Denver enrolls about 30,000 students a year to pursue a degree in social work education. 
Scholars have demonstrated that the incorporation of technology in learning is important as it enhances the learning process, especially in decision making. Additionally, the internet is important in critical thinking, reflection, purposes and it makes a learner be responsible for his or her own learning efficiency. Technology is an effective medium for the success of distance education in social work education. A study by Maidment (2005), found that computer-aided learning sufficiently promotes the teaching of social work through online platform, a practice that has positively impacted the students’ perception towards distance learning. 
The BSW is different from MSW (Anderson, 2003). The student who enrolls to pursue a BSW degree will need to take classes in subjects such as sociology, political science, psychology, and an introductory social work course. However, BSW is not only limited to these courses. Much depends on the institution's level and standard of progress in delivering distance learning. The completion of the MSW program, on the other hand, requires that the student merely declare an interest in an area of specialization. Haythornthwaite (2000) posits that the most common subjects of specialization in MSW programs include social work education, child welfare, and substance abuse. Many of the students who enroll for an MSW degree will be required to base their program on the specialization selected on the day of enrollment. Another significant difference between the BSW and MSW is admission requirements. The principal requirement a student needs to enter a BSW degree program admission accredited four-year university or college and the student should also declare social work as the major.  An MSW candidate is expected to have a BSW degree. Furthermore, many candidates have earned considerable undergraduate credits in two major, sociology and psychology. Additionally, some institutions will demand that all MSW candidates should have proficiency knowledge in a second language. The DSW differs from the MSW in that the DSW program awards a candidate a doctorate which permits the degree holder to become a social work researcher.  
The practice of social work has to have relevance for the online learner since candidates who have a BSW degree can secure an employment opportunity in a social service agency (Petracchi & Patchner, 2001). Alternatively, the holders of BSW can opt to register for an MSW. The practice of social work also gives the candidate more opportunity to learn and understand the emotional, psychological and social nature of human behavior. The student has opportunities to observe the social environment to comprehend human psychology, social welfare, and program management.  Working with skilled social workers, students can have input, contributing to solutions to social problems in communities.
Online learning gives a chance for a student to access higher education from a perception of equitable groups of online learners. While the technology needed to support online learning today is affordable, there are challenges still affect distance learning. Wolfson et al. (2005) posit that the need for a sense of belonging is therefore key in determining the perceptions of students in learning. Strategies that focus on fostering a sense of recognition and inclusion in the distance learning paradigm seems promising in handling student retention in online learning spheres. Students who pursue online programs need to have a sense of belonging because such spirit guides them to have a feeling of belonging to a functional place of learning just like their counterparts in the traditional classroom. A sense of belonging can be developed through intentionality built into these programs. 
Currently, several options are available for students pursuing social work. Social work education includes ad hoc online programs and courses, fully online programs, School-as-a-Service, educational partnership, blended or hybrid courses, and flipped classrooms’ teaching strategies. Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) are offered at a given time as suggested by the lecturers online. One only needs to log into the account to access the materials for the lecture or the videos posted by the instructor (Hill, 2014). Students engaged in open learning programs deem MOOCs such as Duolingo, Google premier, Treehouse, Lynda, Codecademy and Education First learning as the most appropriate because they create effective channels of solving any problems they might be experiencing, giving the student regular access to the instructor. (Atkins & Frederico, 2017). Online education has also been determined to be effective in reducing the challenges that MSW students are likely to have in accessing diversity in people who possess the appropriate information for dealing with the problems students experience in the administration of social work activities (Howard, 2016). 
Students are more likely to experience a variety of models in higher education which encourage interest in personal research in line with these different concepts. This exposure can help students learn more about the skills required to improve their performance. Online students are also better able to track the trends evidenced in social work practice. They learn the input that they can have in the field once they gain the chance to participate fully in community activities (Watkin, 2012). This enables students to be more flexible in handling their school work as well as careers. 
MSW Educational Outcomes
In the recent past, online education MSW programs have drastically increased. According to Augustine & Gentle-Genuity (2013), from the statistics provided by CSWE in the United State approximately 20 online education MSW programs exist. Among these programs, some are hybrids that offer a systematic mix of onsite classes utilizing online instructions for teaching (Fook, 2016). Other programs use satellite locations and interactive TVs, however, most of education MSW services are currently being offered online. Collins & Halverson (2018) argue that the online figures show that, at the moment 9 of CSWE- structured distance education curricula are delivered online differently applying asynchronous and interactive synchronous modalities. Simonson et al. (2014) defined asynchronous as an assignment that can be accomplished in a student's proposal within a given timeframe. Synchronous, on the other hand, refers to a class that is held, live through the use of an online platform system in which both the students and instructor take part simultaneously (Allen & Seaman, 2017). 
As a consequence of the relative modernity of online education, there is no distinct definition which describes such a program well. Studies by Caruth & Caruth (2013) defined distance or online education as a method of imparting knowledge that is largely dependent on the internet as the key source of disseminating information, delivering content and collaboration between the students and the instructors. Unlike face-to-face education, distance education does not imply a standalone educational program that is devoid of significant internet-oriented instruction. Additionally, online education is not limited to hybrids where a section of the content is offered in media different from the internet such as video, TV, and radio (Seaman et al., 2018). 
According to the US Department of Education’s Office of planning, evaluation and policy development and program studies, online social work services have greatly increased because of heightened demand for accessibility and flexibility contributed by various elements (Kentnor, 2015).  Various pieces of literature reviews report that increased financial constraints, high transport costs and emergence of nontraditional families are profound reasons that have led to increased demand for distance education among the students. Notable research conducted by Murphy & Rodríguez-Manzanares (2012) found that enrollment for distance programs in higher education increased by 12 percent whereas face to face programs only witnessed a 23 percent increase. Furthermore, the report demonstrated that almost 30 percent of all the higher education students pursue distance education and programs. Simpson & Anderson (2012) revealed that distance education has greatly contributed to the success of social work education. Many institutions explain that flexibility seen in online programming makes learning and students’ participation in MSW classes more tangible and productive for many. (Hismanoglu, 2012). 
As much as distance pedagogical methods have accomplished consistent inroads between social work education, some professionals warn that virtual class programs cannot replace the face to face programs (Moore, 2014). Moreover, the scholars argue that virtual educational programs have failed to provide equal opportunities for socialization that is need for a healthy profession. Jelfs & Richardson (2013) posit that critics of distance education programs demonstrate that web-based designs provide inadequate collaboration and personal interaction, both of which form the center stage for establishment of crucial interpersonal skills that every profession wants employees to exemplify and deploy. 
Opponents of online education also hold that online structured learning cannot give similar opportunities given by the traditional learning systems regarding debate, discussions, and dialogue essential for expansion of authentic intellectual levels. Like that is not enough, other critics maintain that in case of unstable internet connectivity learning can be compromised which leads to minimal students’ satisfaction. 
With the increased growth in online education as well as the underlying questions that surround the importance of distance pedagogical structure, there lives a quick need for researches that can clarify the effectiveness and signify the dependability of distance social work education. Regardless of this open requirement, limited research has been executed concerning online social work education. However, this research study evaluates different literature reviews about the educational results of a wide online bachelor's social work program and drawing a comparison line between these outcomes with those of the traditional classroom counterpart. During the past decade, a couple of researches have endeavored to investigate effectiveness of offering clinical social work courses through distance education.
The outcomes of these researches have demonstrated no big variance between the online and traditional students. Particularly, quasi-experimental research by (Barbour et al., 2013) demonstrated that imparting clinical experiences via distance learning programs is an essential and effective modality that any society can rely upon. The only satisfactory study so far that carried an investigation about the results of online MSW program was performed by Florida State University (FSU). The university is known for offering a part-time program in online studies specifically for clinical students. According to the posttests that were presented by the FSU no significant differences were identified between online social work programs and traditional classroom.
Social Work Education
The Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) keeps a directory that is used by programs for social work education that offers online education facilities. The CSWE accepts that the lists for social work programs cannot be exhausted (Benneworth, & Jones, 2012). Research demonstrates that by late 2012 there were about bachelor of social work (BSW) and more than 20 masters of social work (MSW) programs recorded to provide adequate distance learning options. Growing social problems, such as poverty, urbanization, and slum congestion, brought self-help groups and organizations together to address them. Eventually, petitions to have social education formalized were presented to various government organs on the grounds of its importance. During the final years of the 19th century, these programs were accepted in different institutions of higher learning (Greene, 2017). The first notable initiative was the collaboration between The New York College of Science and Columbia University, where they offered the first class on social work. Later, in 1904, in Boston, Simmons College joined with Harvard University and established the Boston School of Social Workers. Simmons was the first college to train social workers. By 1908, The Chicago School of Civics and Philanthropy was offering a full course on social work education. This earned it the name University of Chicago School of Social Service Administration (Knott & Scragg, 2016).
There was a brief period of uncertainty in 1915 when Dr. Abraham Flexner at The National Conference of Charities and Corrections argued that social work could not be described as a profession due to is lack of specification in terms of knowledge, skills, and practice in handling challenges affecting humanity. This led to professionalizing of this discipline through concentration on scientific methods as well as casework. In 1918, the American Association of Hospital Workers was launched as a way of improving the opportunities for formal education in the field of social work. In 1919, The American Association of Schools of Social Work (AASSW) was established as the Association of Training schools for Professional Social Workers. This aimed at establishing a scientific base for handling challenging behaviors and patients who experienced mental dysfunction. In 1932, AASSW wrote the procedures for accrediting social workers as an affiliate of the already existing America Association of Psychiatric Social Workers (AAPSW) and the American Association of Medical Social Workers (AAMSW) (Ramsay, 1988). In 1937, the National Association of Schools of Social Administration (NASA) was formed to control the membership in social work education programs in institutions of higher learning. They called for a general approach to forming and executing social work education.
NASSA and AASSW joined with other local and regional associations to form the National Council on Social Work Education in 1946. In the wake of the 2nd World War, the need for people with social work skills increased as a consequence of the high number of humanitarian needs, especially in treating war veterans.  A task force was formed and recommended the establishment of an umbrella association to manage the process of accreditation of social work education programs and practice. Consequently, NASA and AASSW were disbanded in favor of the establishment of the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) at the beginning of 1952 (Kendall, 2002). Its main aim was to develop comprehensive social education programs to address the needs of the United States, as well as its territories, and Canada.  
	The 60s saw an increase in social work after the 1964 declaration of the war against poverty by President Johnson (Benneworth & Jones, 2012). The government recognized poverty as a social problem. Several measures such as Medicare, Department of Housing and Urban Development, the Economic Opportunity Act, Medicaid, the Older Americans Act, and the Office of Economic Opportunity were put in place to address the situation (Kendall, 2002). The 70s ushered in a new era in social work with an influx of social work education programs. During this period the nation experienced social unrest, which was attributed to a lack of proper reforms in social work (Moore et al., 2015). The situation seemed to stagnate reforms and steps that had earlier been made. During this decade the Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) was introduced. The content was synchronized with the needs of society. This decade also experienced an increase in privatization of practices in the field of social work. 
During the last decade of the 20th century, the government has engaged non-governmental organizations and private entities in contributing to social welfare programs. The controversial 1996 welfare reform bill, which provided for temporary aid to needy families, was approved. More funds were available to schools providing social work education programs, especially those concentrating on areas of mental health, child welfare, domestic violence and aging. The bill also set conditions for assistance to families in need. The millennium marked an increased in the number of students taking social work education programs. This field has been diversified to cover large areas based on specific needs. Bills have been passed to adjust to the societal needs in this field. With the invention of technology, social work education programs have not been left behind. Several programs are offered through online platforms as well as practice (Turner, 2017).  
There have been many changes in social work education since teaching is no longer traditional. The Internet of Things (IoT) has dramatically modified the learning process by introducing e-learning programs. The online social work education journey started at Florida State University in 2002, where they offered the first MSW program through distance learning education.
Theoretical Framework
Various theories are applicable concerning social work education. They include the adult learning theory of andragogy, Kolb's experiential learning theory, and the social exchange theory.
The Adult Learning Theory of Andragogy
The adult learning theory of andragogy was developed by Malcolm Shepherd Knowles. The theory applies five assumptions used in adult learning (Pyles & Adam, 2015). One of the assumptions of this theory is self-concept. Self-concept relates to the idea that as a human being grows, he develops from being a self-independent personality to one who is self-directed (Power, 2013). Therefore, through social work education, a person becomes more oriented to identify the specific problems within the community. 
The assumption of readiness to learn is also crucial in enabling social work students to be more willing to gather insights about the profession that they are undertaking (Merriam, 2018). Online learning enables students of social work to have quality learning experience. It exposes them to a wide variety of resources that they can use to improve upon their skills. The online experience, therefore, plays a major role in improving the readiness of students to becoming ready to learn. 
The third assumption relates to the orientation to learning. It details the attitude that people have about social work. Through the application of online learning in social work, it helps the students become more oriented to solving the various problems that they identify in their communities. Students also determine that social work is an important concept as it improves the community (Ozuah, 2016). Students also become more inquisitive regarding the specific measures that they may take to ensure that they are of assistance to their communities once they become full-fledged professionals. As a result, they act as a significant encouragement to others who are in the process of joining the profession.  
The fourth assumption of Andrology is the motivation to learn. Online learning is useful in social work education as it builds upon the motivation of students to learn different concepts (Robbins et al., 2005). Learning through a new experience, as opposed to the traditional classroom method, the students identify with the idea that they can more objectively compare different principles. Online learning in social work permits students to more readily gain access to a wide range of ideas that they may be put to use on the job (Popple, 2011).
Social Exchange Theory
The social exchange theory is also imperative with online learning in social work. The theory is built on the idea that social behavior is normally an effect of an exchange process. Through the exchange, people typically seek to maximize the positive outcomes while at the same time cutting out the adverse effects. In online learning, students are likely to rely more on online media for acquiring information about the subject matter that they are being taught (Cropanzan et al., 2017). As a result, learners analyze the content provided within the online modules more. Online social work education also enables learners to avoid the waste of time that normally characterizes traditional classes.
 The social exchange theory looks at research studies and the theoretical approach to social conformity. Online social work students can combine different learned skills in a new rejuvenated and well-informed way. Ultimately, this will bring better outcomes in the programs (Cropanzan et al., 2017). The social exchange theory is important in showing the interaction between various social groups. It also details the real value that lies in support. The theory is essential in terms of the application of social work concepts.
Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory
Kolb's experiential learning theory introduces social work education as an applied science in society. That is, how social work is executed, analyzed, and how it is accepted by individuals within the community. Apart from employing virtual learning methods to educate social workers, this theory proposes the use of hands-on skills that are useful in the field. The employment of virtual learning, in turn, improves the sense of belonging among the MSW social students since they are assured of the high quality of the education they receive and the polished skills they possess. Thus, to acquire adequate skills and knowledge requires undergoing four phases, simulation, reflection, abstraction, and experimentation. To optimize the learning process these four aspects (simulation, reflection, abstraction, and experimentation) must be achieved, according to Kolb’s experiential learning theory (Wilke & Vinton, 2017). Through the implementation of the theory, social workers will be able to improve and grasp more knowledge in their field constructively

The theoretical framework is shown below
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What is the perceived support?
Does the student have conflict with instructors?
Is there a perception of fairness in the program?
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The relationship with classmates online
Is there support and do the students have online groups for discussion?
Rejection and victimization from others
Are students popular among peers?

											

The Relevance of Social Work
Social work programs have undisputable relevance in providing degrees online, including developing of a huge enrolment catchment area, hence giving a golden opportunity to students in remote locations like the rural sections of the states and entry into social work education (Sun & Rueda, 2012). Moreover, social work is relevant in the modern world as it allows students facing high mobility risks such as the spouse who has a family to manage and active-duty military men and women to get high-quality education.
Furthermore, the students have the opportunity to customize their education programs by enrolling for online programs that offer students’ specialized curriculum regardless of the physical location where learning is taking place. Moore (2013) reports that social work education is relevant because it allows students who have the desire to work on full-time basis or have full-time duties of caregiving to build a strong and flexible learning experience. Online social education provides access to different diverse groups and populations that make it possible to enrich the virtual classroom. Turner (2017) posits that social work education provides a huge pool of learners which in turn leads to growth in tuition dollars for the university and the social work unit. The tuition dollars that the pools of students pay promotes backfills for cuts in institutional budgets, higher discretionary money that can be used for devolving institutional infrastructure or for advancing programs. According to Boling et al. (2012), online social work education remains to be a relevant choice for institutions because it enhances efficient use of physical position of the campus.
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