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Learning by Doing Within Communities: 
Experiences of Innovative Practice 
Learning in Social Work Education During 
the Covid-19 Pandemic
Camilla Landi, Paola Limongelli, Francesca Corradini

Abstract: This paper refers to a practice learning method in social work 
education, called Unconventional Practice Placement (UPP), offered in 
the bachelor’s and master’s degree courses in Social Work at the Catholic 
University in Italy. During the UPPs, students work with a network of people 
(professionals from public or private organisations, service users, caregivers and 
members of the public) to create or implement innovative social interventions 
collaboratively. The health emergency and social distancing forced a significant 
redefinition of how UPPs are conducted. The article presents the findings from 
an online survey aimed at knowing how UPPs are defined and their specific 
characteristics, particularly, during the Covid-19 pandemic. The participants are 
511 social work students. This paper focuses on a comparison between the UPPs 
conducted before and during the pandemic. Most of the students performed 
social interventions in Northern Italy, the area most affected by the first wave of 
the pandemic. Nevertheless, the number of people involved in social planning 
increased considerably compared to the previous academic years. Despite social 
distancing, digital tools made it possible to carry out community social work 
and group work. However, these tools also showed some limits, particularly 
about the involvement of people in vulnerable conditions. Furthermore, this 
paper highlights the role of social workers and local community resources in 
the Covid-19 pandemic, thus proving that UPPs could be a valuable model for 
training future social workers to cope with crises.

Keywords: Social Work Education, Practice Learning, E-learning, Social Work 
Disaster
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Introduction

This article presents an innovative practice learning experience, proposed 
by the Catholic University of Milan and Brescia in Italy, called Unconven-
tional Practice Placements (UPPs). It also describes the findings from a sur-
vey online aimed at knowing how UPPs are defined and their specific char-
acteristics during the Covid-19 pandemic. This innovative practice learning 
experience proved to be a field learning opportunity that connected stu-
dents, universities and local communities.

Starting from a brief introduction about the role of social workers in 
emergency and disaster situations, this study presents a synthetic theoreti-
cal framework on Social Work Education, particularly during the Covid-19 
emergency. Such presentation is followed by a description of the UPP expe-
rience and the reflections emerged from the analysis of the data collected 
through the research study. Starting from the Social work students’ views, 
this study indicates that, despite the pandemic, practice learning experiences 
enabled students to work with local communities, and that the UPP model 
proved to be useful for training social workers to deal with emergencies.

Social Work during emergencies

Promoting local community skills for coping with human-made and nat-
ural disaster is one of the social work functions included in The Global Agen-
da for Social Work and Social Development from the beginning (ISFW, 2012). 
The relevant research highlights that, in many countries, social workers have 
been active in supporting people organising and making help interventions 
more accessible, especially for the most vulnerable groups (Zakour, 1997). 
However, despite their commitment, their work has rarely been publicly ac-
knowledged (Dominelli, 2015). In emergency contexts, social workers can 
intervene at various levels, such as casework, group work and community 
work, soliciting and devising interventions and coping strategies. Their ac-
tion is based on the need to satisfy people’s primary needs, providing psy-
cho-social support, information on rights and facilitating the connections 
among the different agencies and services (Sanfelici & Mordeglia, 2020). So-
cial workers’ specific skills make them capable of facing situations charac-
terised by uncertainty and lack of control (Calbucci et al., 2016). Community 
social work is essential as it develops and strengthens ties, social cohesion, 
and solidarity thus helping mitigate the consequences of emergency situa-
tions. Moreover, such work is particularly important for the most vulnerable 
people (Mathbor, 2007). In this sense, it is essential to guarantee the involve-
ment of people in the definition and implementation of social interventions 
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that respond to real needs (Sanfelici et al., 2020) and promote the empower-
ment and resilience of communities (Harms et al., 2020).

When carrying out social work practices during crises, resilience is not 
considered only as an attribute pertaining to individuals and groups but also 
as related to the contextual interactive dimension, the available resources, 
structural conditions and people’s ability to cope with adversity (Paton and 
Johnston, 2006). Drolet and colleagues (2015) define resilience as a concept 
that should be considered in a holistic-relational framework, according to 
a global and ecological approach (Ungar, 2013), observing and sustaining 
the relationships and the interactions between individuals, communities 
and environment. Hence, social workers’ role is to facilitate and enhance 
people’s and groups’ coping strategies, providing support, both at method-
ological level and through resources (Dominelli, 2015). Collective actions, 
accompanied by the concrete support from institutions and governments, 
are essential to enhance the social capital, a fundamental element for build-
ing collective efficacy in facing risky situations. In fact, community social 
workers act at the intersection point of people, society and environment, 
with the purpose of assessing community resources and increasing recovery 
skills (Ersing, 2020).

The need to contain the emergency could lead to adopt an oppressive ap-
proach, not respectful of people’s values and their self-determination skills 
(Dominelli, 2015). Consequently, it is crucial to train future social workers 
in managing increasingly frequent emergencies. Their training should pro-
mote skills that help them deal with highly stressful and complex contexts, 
such as creating and implementing group work experiences and conducting 
research to acquire in-depth knowledge on specific contexts (Harms et al., 
2020; Wodarski, 2020).

According to Dominelli (2021), emergencies are an important opportuni-
ty for social workers to support human rights, promote social justice and act 
ethically. The international literature (Banks et al., 2020) shows that, when 
performing social work, emergencies give rise to ethical challenges. Facing 
them involves balancing people’s right to be supported with the risks that 
social workers face while performing their work during emergencies. On 
the one hand, social workers are on the front line, close to people, groups 
and communities; on the other hand, they feel - and actually are - at risk 
while performing their job. Therefore, social workers need to make choices 
in carrying out their professional tasks at their discretion. However, disaster 
training is hardly offered in bachelor’s and masters’ degree courses in Social 
Work (Mathbor, 2007).

The pandemic raised important questions both on the methods of provid-
ing social work education and on its objectives, which should meet the need 
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to train social workers capable of responding to the emerging challenges of 
society.

Social Work Education and Covid-19

The Covid-19 pandemic had a strong impact globally, changing, some-
times even radically, everybody’s daily life. Governments worldwide have 
taken substantial measures to contain and limit infections by planning mas-
sive interventions, including lockdowns. These measures, based on physical 
distancing, have also deeply affected the academic world. Therefore, univer-
sities had to quickly turn traditional teaching (based on face-to-face inter-
action) into online teaching. Technology and digital platforms have played 
a crucial role in learning processes. However, this transformation calls for 
a reflection on future social workers’ skill and relational skill acquisition 
processes (Papouli et al., 2020). This is especially true for practice learning 
experiences, which underwent several modifications to compensate for the 
problems triggered by the pandemic. Various solutions were implemented, 
such as, for example, the suspension of social services, online work or the 
anticipation of social workers’ entry into the world of work (Mclaughlin et 
al., 2020). The literature review (Linh et al., 2020; Nguyen & Foster, 2018; 
Papouli et al., 2020; Pentaris et al., 2020) highlight the difficulties educators 
and students faced during the transition from traditional to new teaching 
methods. In particular, in social work education, specific problems were met 
related to learning through interpersonal relationships and group work. 
After a preliminary adjustment period, Social Work degree courses quickly 
managed the transition to online teaching with student satisfaction. While 
this strategy proved successful in guaranteeing teaching and practice learn-
ing experiences, it also highlighted the effects of students’ digital exclusion 
(Pentaris et al., 2020). Indeed, those who did not have the necessary resourc-
es to virtually access university activities were more disadvantaged and iso-
lated (Linh et al., 2020; Nguyen & Foster, 2018; Smoyer et al., 2020; Cabiati 
et al., 2021). Although the restrictions left educators and students without a 
physical space for meetings and discussion, technology offered the oppor-
tunity to stimulate the creativity of professionals, educators and students 
(Mclaughlin et al., 2020). In many universities worldwide, initiatives aimed 
at promoting student well-being have been recorded, such as dedicated lis-
tening occasions and group activities (Smoyer et al., 2020). In turn, social 
work students took part and/or started social and solidarity initiatives to 
support their communities in facing the pandemic in the most challenging 
months. For example, some Greek students initiated or participated in var-
ious initiatives offering support in daily life, material assistance, emotional 
support, and acquiring and disseminating information on services available 
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to the community (Papouli et al., 2020). In this challenging time, social work 
values, such as social justice, integrity, competence and service to humanity 
(IFSW, 2018), were a source of inspiration for educators and students. They 
dealt with the health emergency by promoting the development of initia-
tives and new operational paths, which proved to be crucial for social work 
and local communities (Archer-Khun et al., 2020).

In summary, the pandemic paved the way for new experiments by start-
ing reflections and re-elaborations useful for the future of the profession and 
social work education.

Unconventional Practice Placements: future social workers 
supporting their communities

An UPP is a practice learning experience in social work education, start-
ed more than a decade ago within the bachelor’s and master’s degree courses 
in Social work at the Catholic University of Milan and Brescia (Italy). During 
the UPP experience, students are asked to network with a group of people 
(professionals from public or private organisations, service users and family 
members, citizens) to plan and implement an experimental project in social 
work. Students promote and guide a participatory planning process to cope 
with social problems shared with their interlocutors (Calcaterra & Raineri, 
2015; Raineri, 2015; Raineri & Sala, 2019). In traditional internships, students 
are asked to observe and carry out activities and tasks that the supervis-
ing social worker usually carries out. In UPPs, instead, students are asked 
to experiment with greater autonomy in facilitating participatory planning 
processes, launched thanks to the involvement of people interested in taking 
action in view of the achievement of a shared purpose (Calcaterra & Panciro-
li, 2021). In other words, students are asked to give innovative contributions, 
through a process connected not only to their training needs but above all 
to the real needs of a community, in a dialogical process with various stake-
holders: the University on the one hand and the public sector, the communi-
ty, service users and professionals on the other. An UPP is, in some respects, 
similar to Service Learning experiences (Nadel et al., 2007; Schelbe et al., 
2014; Petracchi et al., 2016), with which it shares the possibility of develop-
ing interventions of social utility and, at the same time, the acquisition of 
professional skills for the students in training. We can find some similarities 
with a particular form of field learning developed in the UK, named non-tra-
ditional placement (Doel, 2010; Scholar et al., 2012; McLaughlin et al., 2014).

In August 2020, the International Federation of Social Workers updated 
the Global Standards for Social Work Education and training. They high-
lighted how, among the tasks of social work education, there is that of con-
tributing “to the advancement of the Social Work profession and the em-
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powerment of communities within which a school strives to operate (locally, 
nationally and internationally)” (IFSW, 2020, para.1). In Italy as well, there 
is a growing number of experimental placements in contexts where social 
workers are not necessarily present and the work done in partnership with 
other professionals, volunteers, and service users is crucial (Allegri, 2021).

The theoretical and methodological framework of the UPP training is Re-
lational Social Work (Cabiati, 2016; Folgheraiter, 2004; 2017). Its fundamental 
principles and key ideas are reciprocity in helping relationships, participa-
tion of users, family members and active citizens and their empowerment. 
Although students help people, groups and communities sharing a difficult 
life situation, a concern or a desire for improvement, they are helped, in turn, 
by this people to identify the most effective ways to do it. In this sense, at 
every stage of the process, UPPs are characterised by virtuous encounters 
between technical knowledge and experiential knowledge and an effort to 
promote the actual participation of the people involved in a specific prob-
lematic situation.

UPPs start from the students’ knowledge and understanding of a spe-
cific community, where they search for possible collaboration in planning 
and implementing a social project. Community profiling work (Twelvetrees, 
1991) allows students to meet community members, practitioners, and oth-
er potential interlocutors to discuss community resources, concerns, and/or 
desire for improvement. Thanks to this preliminary phase, it is possible to 
catalyse the “guiding group”, which consists of a small group of people who 
know the community through their professional commitment or direct ex-
perience as members of the community. The guiding group helps the student 
define a shared goal and identify other partners interested in coping with 
the problem.

Subsequently, the students and their collaborators continue in the partici-
patory planning process, defining objectives and action strategies consistent 
with the shared goal. The project is conceived, implemented and monitored 
thanks to the partnership with professionals, active citizens and volunteers 
of associations and/or informal groups, current and former service’s users, 
users’ family members and carers.

UPPs involve group work with other students, facilitated by a University 
tutor, qualified as a social worker. The group work purpose is to promote a 
discussion on project ideas, the methodological steps to be followed to imple-
ment interventions, the ongoing experiences and professional skills acquired 
through the UPPs (Corradini et al., 2020). Group work with other students 
is offered as an interactive workshop for the entire duration of the academic 
year. Students can also avail themselves of individual or sub-group supervi-
sion interviews conducted by a University tutor. Participation in groups and 
the support of University tutors are based on the principle of “reciprocity in 
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teaching and learning” (Cabiati, 2017, p. 74), whereby students learn from an 
equal debate with peers and tutors.

UPPs during the Covid-19 pandemic
The health emergency forced us to rethink the ways of implementing UPP 

experiences. In the 2019-2020 academic year, students and tutors questioned 
themselves about the effective possibility of initiating participatory planning 
at the time of physical distancing and lockdowns. It’s possible to speak of 
a real “offset” experience (Gui, 2020), as the contexts in which the practice 
learning were usually carried out were no longer accessible. Furthermore, 
the tools for social planning and teaching were no longer valid. After an 
initial collective reflection, the students accepted the UPP challenge. Despite 
(and perhaps because of) the health emergency, they made themselves avail-
able to local communities to support them so that the need they expressed 
could find an answer. Some of the students managed to continue the social 
planning paths started before the pandemic, albeit using new meeting mo-
dalities (online meetings, use of social media) and with short interruptions.

Many students, instead, decided to promote paths aimed at supporting 
people and families affected by the countless consequences of the pandem-
ic (such as loneliness, stress, social isolation, balancing of private life and 
work), and/or entities and associations directly involved in the coping of the 
health emergency. The result was the beginning of field learning experiences 
defined as UPPs in an emergency setting.

Other students took the opportunity to carry out social research to know 
the emerging needs of groups and communities or how social services had 
reorganised following the health crisis. The students involved in social re-
search were asked to share their purpose and methods with the guiding 
group members, with a view to participation and sharing.

As UPPs had to change to adapt to the new situation, some ethical chal-
lenges emerged. It was necessary, in fact, to balance the need to offer students 
the opportunity to carry out practice placements with the risk of exposing 
them to Covid-19. In order to cope with these challenges, University tu-
tors asked students to comply with the ongoing Covid-19 restrictions during 
their practice placements. Moreover, students had the option of choosing the 
path that would make them feel more comfortable.

The support and methodological supervision by the University tutors 
were guaranteed for the entire duration of the educational experience. Since 
March 2020, group work and supervision interviews with students have 
been conducted remotely. Given the physical distance, meetings were or-
ganised in thematic sub-groups to facilitate comparison and mutual help 
among peers.
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Research purpose and methodology

The creativity and energies promoted by the social planning initiated 
thanks to the UPP internship experiences, over the years, offered valuable 
learning opportunities to the students and development and well-being to the 
communities involved. Given the originality of these paths, in April 2019, the 
“Relational Social Work” Research Centre of the University launched a quan-
titative research aimed at describing the UPPs carried out by the students 
of the bachelor’s and master’s degree courses in Social Work of the Catho-
lic University of Milan and Brescia. In particular, the research envisaged the 
creation of an online survey based on the following research question: “how 
is the Unconventional Practice Placement defined and which are its defin-
ing characteristics?”. At the end of the practice learning experience, students 
were asked to fill in an online questionnaire. The questionnaire is mainly 
composed of closed questions to investigate the following areas: socio-de-
mographic information, administrative issues, course of study, participatory 
planning process, the continuation of the project and any work proposals 
deriving from the UPP. Some open questions were also included to gather 
information on project aims, objectives and actions and the scope of the so-
cial work within which the project was carried out. The collected data were 
processed using the Spss- version 26 and Maxqda-2020 software. The research 
participants are 511 Social work students who performed their UPP experi-
ence between the a. y. 2015- 2016 and the a. y. 2019-2020. This study presents 
the data relating to the UPPs conducted by the Social work students during 
the a. y. 2019-2020. These data were analysed in light of the data relating to 
the UPPs conducted in the period of time between the a. y. 2015- 2016 and the 
a. y. 2018-2019.

The data were processed in compliance with the current legislation on 
privacy. The research was conducted in accordance with the ethical research 
standards established by the Ethical Code of the Catholic University (Chan-
cellor Decree no. 9350/2011). Students were involved in the research after 
they received the evaluation by the University tutors and the data were 
anonymously collected and aggregated.

Findings

The research sample
Of the 129 Social work students who have performed the UPP experi-

ence during the 2019-2020 academic year, 120 students participated in the 
research. The response rate is 93%. The almost interviewees were female 
gender (99.2%) and were born between 1995 and 1998, and their average age 
is 25. The sample consists of 77 students who completed the UPP as part of 
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their bachelor’s degree course and 43 students who conducted it during their 
master’s degree course.

Most of the students (67.3%) conducted their UPP experience without a 
host organisation, outside structured institutions and social services. For 
32.7% of cases, it was necessary to sign an agreement between the Univer-
sity and the host organisation, primarily non-profit. The bachelor’s degree 
course students dedicated an average of 186 hours to the field learning expe-
rience, while those in the master’s degree course 219 hours.1

Steps of the participatory planning process
The first step required of Social work students is to identify people (pro-

fessionals and non-professionals) interested in reasoning about common 
problems and/or concerns expressed by a group and/or a community. The 
data show that 60% of the people met in the initial phase are non-profession-
al individuals, including members of the public and/or volunteers of associa-
tions (80), users and former users of social services (8), their family members 
and caregivers (38), as well as parish priests and other religious people (38). 
At the same time, the students also chose to refer to professionals, asking for 
help mostly from social workers (65). A total of 274 people were contacted 
to start the 120 UPPs (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1 – First people contacted to start the practice learning

(N= 274; absolute values; multiple answers were allowed)

1	 As provided for in the Study Programme, the UPP of the bachelor’s degree course includes 
40 hours of classroom activities and 175 hours for the project implementation and the draft-
ing of the final report. At the student’s choice, it is possible to add 50 or 100 extra hours to 
the Study Programme to complete the internship. The UPP of the master’s degree course, 
on the other hand, includes 40 hours of classroom activities and 210 hours for the project 
implementation and the drafting of the final report. At the student’s choice, it is possible to 
add 75 or 150 extra hours to the Study Programme to complete the UPP.
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After their first contact with professionals and community members, the 
students started the phase of catalysation of the guiding group and the con-
sequent phase of planning the interventions. In this methodological step, 
students work in close collaboration with the interlocutors identified so far 
and whoever else expressed an interest in the addressed problem.

On average, guiding groups are composed of 5 to 6 people. The majority 
of those started in the a. y. 2019-2020 mainly comprises non-professionals 
(57.1%), confirming what had already emerged in the previous survey (a. y. 
2015- 2019). Compared to previous years, the percentages of guiding groups 
made up equally of professionals and non-professionals (so-called homo-
geneous guiding groups; 24.4%) and guiding groups with a prevalence of 
operators is unchanged over the years (18.5%).

Regarding the UPPs created during the first stages of the health emergen-
cy, 678 people collaborated in various ways with the students to carry out 
the projects. As shown in Fig. 2, the students reported that in 96% of cases, 
the guiding group members were engaged mainly in the reflective planning 
and in 72% in the organisation and implementation of the project actions. 
The guiding group members actively supported the students in identifying 
additional people interested in the project, publicising the proposed initia-
tives and contributing to the continuation of the project at the end of the 
UPP.

Fig. 2 – Types of tasks performed by guiding group members who collaborated 
with students for the UPP implementation (N=120, %)

The UPP experiences also saw the involvement of other people willing 
and motivated to contribute to the project implementation. These people, 
professionals but also members of the communities, are in total 465. In this 
regard, the interviewees report that in most cases, the collaborators exter-
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nal to the guiding group helped them identify other people interested in 
the project (25%) and publicise the proposed initiatives (23.3%). Similar per-
centages are observed with the organisation and implementation of planned 
social interventions (20.8%) and the conception and planning phase (19.2%).

Fig. 3- Types of collaborators relating to the period between the a. y. 2015-2019 and 
the a. y. 2019-2020 (a. y. 2015-2019 N=1,845; a. y. 2019-2020 N=1,143; %; multiple 

answers possible)

Considering the guiding group members and the other people who col-
laborated on the project, the data show that a considerable number of pro-
fessionals and community members were motivated and interested in cop-
ing with social concerns and needs. The data become even more relevant if 
compared to those of the previous survey, referring to the period 2015-2019. 
The latest survey revealed that 1,845 people collaborated with the students 
to carry out the UPP experience against the 1,143 involved in the academic 
year 2019-2020 alone. As shown in the graph (Fig. 3), in some cases, there 
is a percentage increase for some categories of collaborators, such as social 
workers, health care workers, active citizens and volunteers of associations, 
and users’ family members and caregivers. However, the data show a decline 
in the involvement of service users and former service users (-4.1 percentage 
points).
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The research also highlights the substantial number of people who, ac-
cording to the students, benefited from the interventions and initiatives car-
ried out thanks to the UPP projects. In the academic year 2019-2020 alone, 
the total number of recipients of the project actions is 7,990; on average, 
each UPP project saw the involvement of 66.6 people who participated and 
benefited from the initiatives promoted.

The findings reveal that almost all the projects continued after the end of 
the educational experience (80.7%) thanks to the contribution of the guiding 
group members, the students themselves (as volunteers or as paid practi-
tioners) and by other collaborators who, for various reasons, decided to pro-
mote the project continuation. A proof of the usefulness and effectiveness 
of the projects promoted is that 5.1% of the UPPs received funding during 
their development or at their conclusion. These findings show how the proj-
ects succeeded in identifying and responding to the real needs expressed by 
the groups and communities involved and activating effective participatory 
planning processes that involved both professionals and community mem-
bers.2 Moreover, for 2.6% of the students, the training experience resulted 
in job opportunities as social workers. These findings, albeit small, become 
significant when considering that these UPPs were performed at the time of 
the pandemic.

Project aims and initiatives carried out
The analysis of the open questions made it possible to obtain further spe-

cific information on the UPP implementation, which is quite relevant when 
compared with the data collected in the 2015-2019 period. The first data con-
cerns the prevalent work area of the practice learning experiences (Fig. 4): 
the majority of UPPs (35%) carried out interventions aimed at supporting 
children, adolescents and their families, also with the involvement of schools 
of different types and levels. In this regard, there is an increase of 10 percent-
age points compared to the previous survey. Likewise, there was a signifi-
cant increase in UPPs aimed at local community members without a specific 
area being identified. Most of these practice learning experiences had the 
purpose of supporting people and families belonging to a local community 
in dealing with the problems created by the health emergency. Moreover, 
there was an increase in projects carried out in the health sector, aimed at 
people with Covid-19 or the practitioners who took care of them. However, 
the more specific areas of intervention (such as migration, mental health, 
and addictions) were considerably reduced, probably also due to the closure 
of many specialist services during the lockdown. About the goals of the UPP 

2	 The funding was both financial (provided by profit and non-profit organisations and pub-
lic tenders), and in materials, facilities and paid staff that allowed the realisation of the 
planned activities and their continuation.
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projects (Fig. 5), the research highlights that almost 30% of the UPPs have as 
their primary purpose the promotion of mutual support among people shar-
ing similar difficult situations. This finding is consistent with the past and 
documents the effort to enhance reciprocity and people’s resources. Howev-
er, the pandemic situation brought about significant changes compared to 
other possible project purposes.

Fig. 4 - Main work area, a. y. 2015-2019 and a. y. 2019-2020 (a. y. 2015-2019 N = 147; 
a. y. 2019-2020 N = 113; percentages)

It was considerably reduced the number of UPPs aimed at promoting the 
social inclusion of marginalised people and raising community awareness 
on specific problems. This data could be explained by the impossibility of 
physically being in the field and directly relating with the members of the 
concerned communities. However, there was a significant increase in re-
search UPPs (from 2% to 20%) and in UPPs aimed at community problem 
solving, representing 23% of total UPPs.

The data show that in most cases (30%), the students, assisted by their 
collaborators, promoted group work experiences, including support and/or 
self/mutual help groups, primarily online.
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Fig. 5 - Description of the project goals

Project goals Description of the project goal a. y. 2015– 
2019

a. y. 2019– 
2020

Community 
awareness

Community awareness campaign on a specific 
problem, both in terms of prevention and deal-

ing with a problem.
13% 7%

Social inclusion Promoting the inclusion of marginalised people 
in the community 27% 9%

Mutual support
Encouraging mutual support and/or sociali-

sation among people who share a problem or 
belong to the same group.

29% 28%

Promoting active 
citizenship

Promoting people’s engagement in their com-
munities. 7% 4%

Community 
problem solving

Encourage dealing with specific community 
problems through collective actions. 8% 23%

Social service 
planning

Planning/organising/evaluating a service or 
professional practice with the collaboration of 

those directly involved.
10% 9%

Casework
Individually supporting people experiencing a 
specific problematic situation so that they can 

solve it.
4% 0%

Social research Acquiring knowledge on a phenomenon using 
participatory research tools. 2% 20%

Tot. 100% 100%

As shown in Fig. 6, about a quarter of the UPPs initiated community 
awareness and concrete support actions for people and families in difficul-
ties. In 15% of cases, workshop activities were also conducted. In the a.y. 
2019-2020, the support interventions were prevalent compared to communi-
ty awareness campaigns and training activities. However, activities promot-
ing socialisation and aggregation through the organisation of social events, 
supporting the actions of workgroups and recreational-sporting activities 
were considerably reduced, just as work at the level of casework has com-
pletely disappeared, which already constituted a residual part of the intern-
ship projects.
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Fig. 6 – Social interventions in the a. y. 2015- 2019 and the a. y. 2019-2020 (a. y. 
2015-2019 N= 317; a. y. 2019-2020 N= 113; %; multiple answers possible)

Project actions Description of actions and events
a. y. 

2015– 
2019

a. y. 
2019-
2020

Workshops
Group activities involving the creation of tangible 
things, such as videos, community gardens, and 

collective writing. 16% 15%

Support, awareness and/
or training actions

Activities aimed at raising awareness and inform-
ing the community on a specific problem and/

or supporting people and families in difficulties. 
Such as Italian language courses for foreigners, 

social counters, support telephone lines.

26% 23%

Self-help groups Support meetings with people who share the 
same problem or belong to the same group. 15% 30%

Social events
Activities aimed at socialisation, aggregation and 

the development of bonds. Such as neighbour-
hood parties, trips, and social lunches. 16% 5%

Recreational activities
Activities in which play and/or sport were used 

to achieve the project goals. Such as tournaments, 
matches, prize games. 7% 5%

Workgroup support

Activities in which students worked with one 
or more pre-existing groups to design and/or 
redesign an intervention or a service or verify 
the progress of an initiative. Such as drafting 
of inter-service protocols, supporting groups 
of volunteers, experimenting with innovative 

professional practices.

12% 6%

Social research

Research on social work to explore needs, eval-
uate services, acquire knowledge on a specific 
problem through questionnaires, interviews or 

focus groups.
5% 16%

Casework interventions

Activities aimed at improving the situation of a 
single person and/or family unit. Such as inter-
views, job placement or the start of professional 

internships.
3% 0%

Tot. 100% 100%

UPP experiences from the students’ perspective
The research was a significant opportunity to collect the point of view of 

Social work students on the educational experience conducted. In particular, 
they were asked to talk about their UPP project, the group work experience 
performed in the classroom, and the supervision interviews with the Uni-
versity tutor.



64ITALIAN JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY OF EDUCATION, 14 (1), 2022

Learning by Doing Within Communities Landi C., et al.

Almost all the students stated that their conceived and implemented 
project achieved the objectives set during the planning phase (97.5%). The 
participatory planning process and the joint implementation of the project 
also had unexpected positive outcomes (98.8%). Besides, 96.6% of students 
declared that they achieved a good level of participation in the initiatives 
proposed by those directly involved, thus confirming the potential of this ed-
ucational experience in encouraging the activation of community members, 
family members and caregivers in coping with shared concerns.

Regarding the students’ opinion on the group work experience conduct-
ed in the classroom, most interviewees had a favourable opinion about the 
usefulness of group meetings. Specifically, 83% of 120 students stated that 
they felt listened to during the meetings, and 77.5% said they had received 
the information necessary to face the educational experience better. In ad-
dition, 76% of the students also stated that they felt useful in supporting 
other classmates during the reflection on the planning phase. Similar results 
were found for the supervision interviews with the University tutor. 83% of 
the students interviewed stated that these interviews were crucial for the 
success of the UPP experience. The survey also found that most students 
felt listened to by the University tutor (83%) and believed they had received 
helpful information (84%) for the activities to be carried out. These results 
are in line with previous years’ data.

Discussion. Social work students as promoters of group and 
community resilience

Before discussing the research results, it is important to premise that they 
refer exclusively to the context in which the research was carried out and, 
therefore, they cannot be generalized. However, they can provide useful in-
sights for contexts different than the Italian one.

Practice learning experience during the early stages of the pandemic rep-
resented a challenge for everyone: for the students who were required to 
connect with people interested in addressing common concerns in a period 
of social distancing and restrictions; for University tutors, who supervised 
and supported the students in their educational experience; for the com-
munities affected by the pandemic and in a status of great vulnerability; for 
welfare services, engaged in the management of old and new social needs. 
Nevertheless, this research shows how much the students were able to face 
an experimental and innovative practice learning experience in an unprece-
dented, emergency context characterised by uncertainty for everybody.

The research shed light on the following key elements. First of all, the 
validity of the Service learning approach (Schelbe et al., 2014; Tapia, 2009) 
even during a pandemic. The ability of students to make themselves avail-
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able to communities, with a listening and project co-construction attitude, 
shows how the Relational social work approach provided valuable tools to 
implement practice placement experiences even during Covid-19. The stu-
dents stated that they could achieve the project objectives. They described a 
positive learning experience, which made them feel useful to the people they 
collaborated with and their classmates.

The survey highlighted that professionals and members of the communi-
ties were proactive in helping students develop UPP projects in a participa-
tory and collaborative perspective and in taking care of their member of the 
communities. In this regard, it is important to recall that, in the 2019-2020 
academic year, 1,143 people participated in the UPP experiences as collab-
orators. The findings of the research must also be considered in light of the 
pandemic that hit Italy. Besides, the same communities, albeit severely hit by 
the pandemic and professionals, have actively collaborated in the implemen-
tation of the UPPs. The most considerable number of UPPs was conducted 
in Lombardy. As the literature on social work and disasters suggests (Domi-
nelli, 2015; Calbucci et al., 2016), the students were able to identify the com-
munities’ real needs and respond to them by implementing a collaborative 
approach. According to the findings, 80.7% of the UPP projects continued 
after the educational experience. Furthermore, some of them were support-
ed through funding and material resources provided by public and private 
social organisations and private citizens.

The research also shows that students favoured informal channels to 
identify the first possible collaborators to start their UPP project. The mem-
bers of the families’, friends’ and community networks involved by the stu-
dents proved to be available. They were motivated to share needs and desires 
for improvement and help to cope with the situation alongside the students. 
Social services were less ready to get involved in participatory planning with 
groups and communities, given the need to reorganise and the difficulties 
created by the entry into force of the restrictions to limit infections. Nev-
ertheless, social workers contributed to crucial phases, such as communi-
ty profiling. The comparison with the previous survey (a. y. 2015-2019), as 
mentioned before, shows a greater involvement of health and social practi-
tioners, which proves that some of the UPP projects were conducted in the 
health sector in response to problems arising from the spread of the virus.

The UPPs analysed are a clear example of how social work can use mod-
ern technologies to promote and implement innovative social interventions 
in response to new needs (Smoyer et al., 2020). As shown in the reflections 
proposed by Archer-Kuhn and colleagues (2020), remote working, made pos-
sible by digital tools, did not prevent (indeed, it helped) students, profession-
als and community members from actively contributing to every stage of the 
project planning and implementation.
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Undoubtedly, the need to perform the planning mainly online showed 
the full potential of tools such as virtual platforms and social media. The 
students managed to reach and involve a much higher number of people 
than in previous years. However, it was more challenging to involve service 
users and former users in the planning, as they are more subject to digital 
exclusion (Pentaris et al., 2020). Interestingly, the students felt listened to by 
the University tutor and had the perception of having supported their class-
mates in percentages equal to the previous years since the group meetings 
and supervisory interviews were conducted online. Digital transformation 
is a topic that needs to be explored for research and the education of social 
workers.

The pandemic modified, at least in part, the tools available for the imple-
mentation of UPP projects. However, the change also affected project aims 
and actions. The findings document how the students identified the concrete 
needs of local communities and tried to provide adequate responses through 
paths that could be defined “care paths”. Such paths aim at satisfying basic 
needs or coping with loneliness and isolation. We defined them as “UPPs in 
an emergency setting”. They dealt with problems - such as the elderly’s lone-
liness, young people’s and adolescents’ isolation, the families’ difficulties 
with distance learning - through concrete interventions (such as telephone 
support lines, supply of digital tools, assistance in handling paperwork). This 
evolution is consistent with what is described in the literature as one of the 
main tasks of social workers in times of emergency and crisis (Sanfelici & 
Mordeglia, 2020), together with the promotion of support groups and com-
munity social work (Harms et al., 2020). The students also referred to the 
research to explore the changes caused by the pandemic in groups and com-
munities and learn about the living conditions of the most vulnerable people 
and the trend in services. This approach provides valuable tools and action 
strategies to modify future interventions on a scientific basis.

Conclusions

The research presented, although limited to a specific context, reminds us 
how communities can find new sources of energy during emergencies and 
crises and restore solidarity to cope with difficulties (Calcaterra & Panciroli, 
2021). In this particular pandemic, students stimulated resilience processes 
in the groups and communities involved, which proved to be capable of “tak-
ing care” of themselves and their most vulnerable members.

In the light of these results, we can state that these experiences fuelled 
community resilience, as the students tried to strengthen the bond among 
community members and enhance their resources. Furthermore, we can also 
affirm that participating in these projects also reinforced the sense of com-
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munity belonging and provided people trying to cope with difficult situa-
tions with some additional tools.

However, mutual concern and care are not always triggered spontaneous-
ly. Sometimes, conscious and reflective action is necessary to encourage the 
participation of people and the creation of networks connecting those who 
want to get involved in coping with shared concerns. The students support-
ed groups and communities in identifying needs and resources, enhancing 
the existing community networks and activating new ones (both formal and 
informal) in response to the emerging needs. These experiences made it pos-
sible for them to learn fundamental skills for working in disaster conditions 
and showed the importance of considering this topic in the social work edu-
cation of future social workers. Moreover, the UPP model proved to be a use-
ful methodological tool for constructing participatory planning and research 
paths that met communities’ real needs even in an emergency. Additional 
experimentation and research in social work education could be helpful to 
further evaluate the model effectiveness.
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