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1. Introduction to the course

In this course of 11 double lectures (22 hours of face-to-face teaching), the students explore
and learn to facilitate an ‘incredible positive and affirming way of working with people’
(Kurland et al., 2004) called Meso Practice or Group Work. This is an essential area of



competency for Social Work students, as Meso Practice is indeed a powerful, empowering
and effective intervention that provides opportunities for mutual aid and fun (Maleoff,
Salmon & Steinberg, 2006; Shulman, 2006). In using this strategy, Social Workers and
student Social Workers facilitate structured assistance to a group of service users to achieve
a degree of interconnectedness through peer interaction and support, thereby enabling
them to “expand their social capital and build connections to improve personal and civic
welfare” (Ables & Ables, 2009, p 278). Meso Practice is taught to second-year Social Work
students using blended learning to facilitate development of these skills for professional
practice. The Course Outline for this module can be reviewed here.

2. Student profile in 2015

78 students majority
female
majority classified as Black

Of the 66 students who responded to the
survey, 9% were between age 23-30 years; 91%
were between 18-20 years.

3. Meso Practice tutorials

Tutorials form an important part of this course, serving to consolidate the work discussed in
class, enabling students to conduct participatory learning activities, and giving tutors the
opportunity to provide support and feedback on the main learning strategy - the group
assignment. In this way, the tutorials attempt to address the following expressed student
needs, and lecturer-perceived objectives:

Students expressed the need for tutorials to include an explanation of the assignment
and what was required, the opportunity to check that they were “on track with the
assignment”, guidance while doing the assignment and the chance to see previous
assignments.

The lecturer regarded tutorials as a space to encourage students to think for
themselves, to provide a platform for dialogic communication, to nurture self-directed
learning, enabling students to clarify questions and issues in peer groups; and an
opportunity to provide formative feedback to students on their performance.


http://heltasa.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/4-2015-Course-Outline-Meso-Practice.pdf

- The lecturer designed the course to include tutorials which offered a safe space for
the use of Participatory Learning Action (PLA) techniques such as the River of Life
Exercise. This activity gave students the opportunity to reflect on their past, present
and future through drawing; based on the student survey, 93% of students found this
exercise to be useful as borne out by the quotation below:

“The rivers of life were a great experience where we got to reflect on our lives
and how far we have come. it enabled us to inspire each other and actually
have more respect for each other because we realised that we are all soldiers
who have fought a good fight. With that said, we have realised that we have
won the battle but not the war hence we are still fighting and through the
rivers of life - we still have future prospects and goals. the icebreakers helped
us bond and have fun while integrating our social condition” (Student Survey,
2015).

Frequency of tutorials in relation to lectures
Lectures were held weekly: in total 21 lectures of 90 minutes duration
Tutorials were held every second week: 45 minutes duration

Tutor profile

A lack of resources to appoint tutors in this department necessitates that lecturers conduct
tutorials for their courses from 2nd year onwards. The lead tutor is therefore the course
lecturer who has 20 years of experience as a Social Worker and is studying towards a PhD;
she is assisted by a voluntary assistant tutor, a Masters student who is studying Occupational
Social Work and studied Meso Practice in the same department.

Tutor preparation and support

Since the lecturer is responsible for the module, she is very familiar with its contents and
pedagogical requirements. She is responsible for designing and coordinating the tutorials,
and inducting the tutor; they meet weekly to discuss the course and tutorials.

Tutorial format

The tutorial process was an integral part of the curriculum and tutorial slots were provided in
the time-table; the lecturer chose to divide the class into small groups which were separately
facilitated with the help of a Masters student. This allowed student needs to be addressed,
provided time for targeted feedback on performance, and enabled more frequent and better
interaction with the students. Most of the tutorial sessions were planned, but students were
also encouraged to raise questions and problems.



The tutorials for the Meso Practice module began with an ice-breaker, which was followed
by an activity related to the small group assignment and a discussion around this activity.

Assignment: Evaluation of Small Group Experience

This is a group assignment and group members need to jointly allocate tasks to one
another; individual members need to sign to acknowledge receipt and understanding of
the tasks. The task schedule needs to be included in the final submission as well as weekly
progress reports. Group members have to develop and sign a group contract to ensure
compliance. Furthermore, all group members have to be allocated at least one task that
will comprise 50% of their final mark. When completing the assignment, a relevant theory
must be used as well as reflections on the “small group experience in class and out-side” to
assess the group functioning based on the following aspects: 1. the social condition the
group was set up around;

the group dynamics and collaboration of members in class;

the behavior of functional and dysfunctional members, making use of pseudonyms;
the manner in which conflict was managed;

the use of activities and ice-breakers;

the use of reflective diary entries;

the use of on-line group discussions;

the challenges and successes experienced,; and

the recommendations and learning for future students taking this course.
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Include as an annexure the following:

* Group attendance register with letters from members regarding absence

* The group contract, weekly evaluation reports and task schedule

* Ten discussion forum posts that best represent the activity of the group

* A group assessment rating of individual members based on criteria developed by the
group Rating score 5 = excellent; 1 = poor

*  PowerPoint slides of your group presentation of the assignment

* A photograph of the group poster

* An activity log

* The contents of a bag of tools for Meso Practice (items that can help you conduct Meso
Practice such as art and craft supplies)

* River of Life

*  Photo-voice

* The assignment should have a table of contents, an introduction, body and conclusion,
and make headings and sub-headings

Make use of an academic writing style including theory and real life examples to
substantiate your points of view.




The approach was innovative in its choice of content (both class content, and application of
content) and its approach (small group activities): many lecturers conducted tutorials with
the whole class, preferring not to form small groups because of their time-intensiveness; the
Meso Practice tutorials were conducted in small groups, enabling role play of real world
Social Work skills, and are structured but flexible.

To undertake this assignment, students self-selected into eight groups of between 9-11
members at the start of the course, working in the same groups in the classroom and in the
tutorials. Each group chose a social condition with real world relevance to Social Work and
their group names, thereby fostering group identity, cohesion and teamwork. Table 1
depicts the 8 groups that were created and the social condition they focused on, as well as
the person responsible for conducting the tutorial groups

Table 1. Groups and selected social conditions

Group Name Social Condition Tutors
Catalysis of Change Premature sexual intercourse - early sexual debut Lecturer
All Blacks Corrective rape Tutor
Social Stars Financial exclusion in Higher Education Lecturer
The Girl Gang Tuberculosis Tutor
Rated Meso Pros Sex education Lecturer
Juice School drop-outs Tutor
Tshanduko Change Negligence in health care centres Lecturer
Ubuntu the Black Snow Age disparate relationships Tutor

4. Teaching methods used in tutorials

Although the process of developing knowledge, skills and professional competence in
conducting Meso Practice sessions straddles both classes and tutorials, the tutorial space is
more responsive to student needs, because of its small group nature and because new
content is not introduced; class content is rather consolidated through application. An
activity like the River of Life however was introduced to engage students in reflecting on
their own experiences, and the events and processes which have affected their
perspectives. Such Participatory Learning Activities (PLA) are best conducted in small groups,

as these tasks can be emotional and give opportunities for the less dominant voices to be
heard.

In tutorials, many different methods are used such as demonstrations, questioning,
audiovisual presentations, simulations, role-play, group discussions, photo-voice and
creative drawing in the students’ Rivers of Life. In the course of tutorials, students could
rehearse the skills, values and praxis required to conduct Meso Practice or group work
amongst their group members. All students were given the opportunity of assuming the role
of group facilitator across the sessions. In this way students learn by doing and simulating
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the process that they will conduct with clients, but also have the benefit of experiencing
aspects of collaboration, cooperation and individual work.



5. Benefits of these tutorials for Social Work students

Although group discussion and collaborative learning is not exclusive to the tutorials,
Social Work students’ learning is believed to be enhanced when they participate actively
in learning through activities, questioning, debating, and sharing their fears and
uncertainties (Botha, 2002; Mac Dermott & Campbell, 2015). By its very nature, students
have to become active participants in developing their skills, values and knowledge, and
in so doing, they achieve the intended learning outcomes. This view is supported by
research: Fortune, Lee and Cavazos (2007) found that the more Social Work students
practised professional roles and skills, the more competent they became in their
profession.

Getting students to think for themselves: Tutorials and the on-line discussion forum space
allowed students to build their own knowledge and to work on the group assignment
project. It also enabled debate and articulation of various points of view, which is borne
out by this comment by a student:
“yes; i think i have learned ways in which to conduct myself in a group, have also
learned that people in groups are larly [largely] different so when dealing with
them one needs to be respectful towards their diverse backrounds [backgrounds]
and i therefore think these can help me when i am to conduct my own group in the
next semester”

Self-directed learning: The tutorials were helpful as the students were all allocated
individual and group tasks and received marks for individual tasks. In addition, group
members rated each other in terms of performance, contribution and skills. These
guotations from students illustrate this type of student-driven learning:
“It allowed me to get to do my work better and smarter because i got to rate my
level of understanding and that made me learn even more”

Another student notes:
“.. it required a lot of critical thinking”

Tutorials provided a platform to answer questions and clarify issues in small groups: The
tutorial format allows for more effective dialogic communication involving
questioning, response, and feedback exchanges (Boyer, Phillips, Wallis, Vouk, & Lester,
2008). Tutorials also gave students an opportunity to ask for clarification and clear up any
misunderstandings that they had but were uncomfortable to share in the larger class
group:
“.. creating an environment that was allowing and gave the members the ability
to freely participate in activities projecting a non-judgmental attitude”

Another student notes:

“the tutor explained the assignment in detail during tutorials. This enables us to to
get started with the assignment once we understood what was required of us”

The tutorial allows for feedback:




The use of scaffolding and feedback which is an element of Authentic Learning
(Herrington, Reeves, & Oliver, 2010) allowed groups of students to get direct feedback on
the group assignments and what needed improvement. In addition to feedback, the
tutorial provided a safe space to offer motivation which was comprised of
confidencebuilding, challenge, control, and encouraging curiosity (Boyer et al., 2008). The
River of Life activity enabled interaction and feedback and was emotional for both the
students and the teacher.

“The lecturer showed a lot of support and empathy during tutorials especially

when we were presenting our rivers of life”

Students themselves evaluated the activities offered in class, tutorials and online as
follows:

- “Yes, we learned about group work while we doing our task and the lectures were in
line with ‘the stages of the group’ in reality.

- The use of activities was very creative and it allowed me to be more intellect and it
kept me on my toes. It is fascinating how the use of activities make the class much
more fun. | hope the use of activities carries on and improves every year for the
upcoming students.

- Use of activities was stimulating and allowed for reflection.” However,

- However one student felt that “tutorials should relate more to the content presented
in class”.

6. Evidence of the value of tutorials to students

During tutorials, evidence is collected about their value to students; in addition, at the end
of the course, a mainly quantitative course evaluation survey was conducted via Survey
Monkey. It focused on the course as a whole and not specifically on tutorials.

In the Social Work Meso Practice Student Survey, July 2015, one question focused on
tutorials; these are the views of students in response to the question: | found the tutorials
beneficial to my understanding of the course.

Strongly Agree Not Disagree Strongly Total Weighted
agree sure disagree Average

(no M.27% 38.10% 12.70% 7.94% 0.00%

label) 26 24 8 ) 0 63 1.87

The above data provides an indication that 79% of students found tutorials beneficial to their
understanding of the course.

The following are some comments made by the students regarding the course and tutorials:



- “At first i had a problem with group work because i felt like other people just contrubute
[contribute] more than others but then i realised that it is not more about what other
people do but what i do and encourage other to participate.” [This comment refers the
concept of “free riders” in a group work course].

- “Very demanding.”

- “Itis fun but challenging at the same time. | will use these skills in my youth members at
church and any other society that i join.”

This case was compiled by Ms Roshini Pillay, Lecturer in Meso Practice, Department of
Social Work, Humanities: School of Human and Community Development University of the
Witwatersrand. Contact: roshini.pillay@wits.ac.za
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