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Social Workers’ Perceptions of How Participation in Continuing
Education Activities Leads to Changes in Knowledge, Attitudes,

and Behaviors

Donna Leigh Bliss, MSW, Charles A. Smith, MSW, Amy Cohen-Calliow, MSW David A.

Dia, MSW

Introduction

A significant aspect of 20th century North
American societies has been the professionalization
of their workforces. One estimation is that almost
25 percent of the American workforce could claim
membership in a profession (Cervero, 2001). Given
the importance of the various professions in social,
economic, psychological, business, judicial, mili-
tary, and religious contexts of American society,
Cervero emphasizes the importance of understand-
ing what is at stake in terms of the continuing edu-
cation of these professions.

The emergence of continuing education in the
late 1960s arose from the recognition of the need
for professionals to maintain high standards of
practice coupled with a realization of the Hmita-
tions of less formal means of learning (Houle,
1980). Early continuing education activitics tended
to center around short courses, lectures, or confer-
ences. This gradually evolved into a broad array of
activities that also included reading journals, books
and manuals, watching films and videotapes, and
listening to audiotapes (Houle).

The growth of continuing education in the
social work profession became more pronounced
during this same period of time (Davenport &
Wodarski, 1989). While social workers have long
used activities such as “conferences, institutes, con-
sultation, supervision, and self-directed study (e.g.
reading journal articles)” (Davenport & Wodarski,
p. 32), to stay current with the growing social work
knowledge base, prior to 1970 most schools had

departments of social work that played only minor
roles in this process. Schools typically concentrated
on long-term training and staff development as
their primary focus was on increasing the supply of
MSW social workers (Davenport & Wodarskd).

This began to change in the 1970s as the
amount and diversity of both on- and off-campus
continuing education activities that aiso targeted
populations beyond MSW social workers increased.
One important impetus for these changes came
from the federal government as “Title IV-A and
Title XX of the Social Security Act included regu-
lations which dictated orientation for new staff,
ongoing training, and short-term training work-
shops” (Davenport & Wodarski, p. 33). In addition,
non-professional and paraprofessional groups
began to be targeted by continuing education pro-
grams in addition to professional groups such as
BSW and MSW holders.

The latter part of the 20th century alse marked
a movement toward mandatory continuing educa-
tion for various professional groups, including
social workers, due to concerns about the need for
maintaining professional competence and the limi-
tations of licensing and certification boards
(Edwards & Green, 1983). Yet, the authors note lit-
tle evidence existed that there was a clear relation-
ship between participation in continuing education
and maintaining professional competence. As of
1980, only 10 states had laws requiring provisions
for social work continuing education. Given the
mounting criticism of mandatory continuing educa-
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tion, coupled with doubts about its link to profes-
sional competence, Edwards and Green made the
prediction that the national movement toward con-
tinuing education had peaked. Instead, they offered
guidelines for relicensure and recertification pro-
grams that were based on examinations to assess
competency. They also noted that some profession-
al organizations had already moved away from
mandatory continuing education to using relicen-
sure and recertification programs.

However, in contrast to the predictions of
Edwards and Green (1983), mandatory continuing
education has since become an increasingly popular
means of regulating professional practice in the lat-
ter part of the 20th century (Cervero, 2001).
Cervero notes mandatory continuing education
requirements for certified public accountants grew
from 23 states in 1976 to 49 states as of 2001. For
pharmacists, the increase was from 14 states to 47.
In terms of social workers, Barton, Dietz, and
Holloway (2001) write that as of 1996, 35 states
along with the District of Columbia have required
licensed or certified social workers to participate in
continuing education, with an average requirement
of 17.5 hours per year. The Association of Social
Work Boards reported that as of 2004, 47 states
along with the District of Columbia now have
mandatory continuing education requirements for
social workers (Association of Social Work Boards,
2004,

Adult Learning Theory

The past two decades or so have also wit-
nessed an increased interest among researchers,
educators, and continuing education providers on
understanding the characteristics of adult learners.
Adult learning theory, first introduced in the 1970s
by Knowles, emphasizes the importance of educa-
tors understanding the learners (Shannon, 2003).
Andragogy, a European concept that is concerned
with the art and science of adult learning, became
an important focal point for those who wanted to
distinguish adult learning from child learning or
pedagogy (Merriam, 2001). The theory is com-
posed of four assumptions Knowles made regard-

ing the nature of adult learners. These include: (1)
“adults are self-directed in the planning and evalua-
tion of their learning, (2) adults learn through expe-
rience, (3) adults have a problem-solving approach
to learning, and (4) adults learn best what is rele-
vant and useful” (Shannon, 2003, p. 266).

While the assumptions of adult learning theory
have become increasingly accepted, the theory
itself has not been evaluated nor has the principle
that adults are self-directed and able to identify
what they need to know been proven (Shannon,
2003). A review of the literature adds support to
Shannon’s claim regarding the lack of empirical
evaluation of adult learning theory.

Literature Review
Adult Learning Theory and Gontinuing Education
Academic Search Premier, CINAHL, ERIC,
Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection,
Professional Development Collection, PsycINFO,
and Social Work Abstracis databases were searched
using keywords continuing education and adult
learning theory. Seven out of the 44 articles locat-
ed were empirical (operationally defined as studies
that had a sample and used quantitative or qualita-
tive analyses to assess research questions). Four of
these seven atticles concerned continuing education
rather than format education, with two focusing on
physicians, one focusing on nurses, and one focus-
ing on teachers and administrators. None were
found that focused on social workers. A search
using keywords continuing education and adult
learning theory and social work yielded one empir-
ical study. Cartney (2000) incorporated adult learn-
ing theory into a qualitative study of a group of
British social work practice teachers and their stu-
dents to investigate how identifying students’ learn-
ing styles can be used to promote learning in prac-
tice placements. While findings supported the role
of understanding Iearner styles to facilitate learning
in practice placements, the author states this infor-
mation also has broader relevance to the continuing
professional development of students “for if social
workers are to engage in continuing professional
development as lifelong learners within a demand-
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ing and changing profession, the ability to learn is
a crucial prerequisite. Awareness about how we
learn best can usefully underpin this process and
may offer one tangible way in which social work
can move toward achieving the goal of lifelong
learning for practitioners” (p. 642).

Andragogy and Continuing Education

Further searches substituting the term andra-
gogy for adult learning theory yielded similar
results. Of the 104 articles located, 12 empirical
studies that were not previously identified when
adult learning theory was used as a keyword were
located, with six being directed toward continuing
education, five toward formal education, and one
that was not clear in its focus. Faculty, accountants,
managers, and teachers and trainers were the sub-
jects focused on in the empirical studies. Again,
none were found that focused on social workers.
Of the eight articles that were found when social
work was added to the keywords “andragogy” and
“continning education,” none were empirical,

Aduit Learning Theory and Continuing Education in
Social Work

While a review of the literature shows that
adult learning theory has not been explicitly uti-
lized in empirical research on social work continu-
ing education, it is important to have a greater
understanding about professionals in terms of their
motivations, needs, and desires, in order to provide
more effective continuing education (Shannon,
2003). While a considerable amount of research has
been conducted on arcas such as student percep-
tions and satisfaction, there is a limited amount of
research on professional social workers and their
perceptions of continuing education. Stifl, adult
learning theory concepts such as the need for
understanding learner perceptions, attitudes, and
beliefs have been located in the social work contin-
uing education literature.

Kane, Hamlin, and Hawkins (2002) examined
licensed clinical social workers in Florida to identi-
fy which supervisory methods they had used and
which they perceived to be most helpful in prepar-

ing practitioners for the managed care environment,
state licensing requirements, and important practice
areas. Findings showed social workers had experience
with 12 of the 14 commonly used supervisory meth-
ods listed (e.g. field logs, process recordings, learning
contracts, assigned readings, etc.). Behavioral obser-
vation and performance strategies were considered
mote effective than self-reflective methods.

Kane, Hamlin, and Green (2001) surveyed
social work administrators and practitioners in
Florida to determine their perceptions of knowl-
edge and skill items they consider critically impor-
tant and whether the university, agency, or both are
the best resources to facilitate education of these
knowledge and skill items. Findings showed skills
such as cultural competency, systems thinking, and
clinical case management were among those identi-
fied as being critically important in current service
delivery environments. Respondents believed the
university had the primary responsibility to teach
skill items perceived to be most important, while
skills perceived to be less important were consid-
ered a collaborative responsibility between the uni-
versity and agency.

Barnett-Queen (2001) examined social workers
in New Mexico concerning their attitudes and opin-
ions regarding the use of the Internet for continuing
education. Findings indicated that while a large
majority of social workers have used the Internet,
most have had no formal training in its usage and
features. Substantial interest in using the Internet as
a medium for continuing education programs for
license renewal was reported.

Daley (2001) interviewed social workers,
lawyers, adult educators, and nurses to determine
how knowledge from continuing education activi-
ties becomes meaningful in professional practice.
Findings from semi-structured interviews indicated
that meaning making from knowledge gained at
continuing education programs was framed through
the unigue nature of the work of each profession.
For example, one way social workers engaged in
this meaning making process was through the lens
of their advocacy role whereby information from
continuing education courses was used to help their
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clients. “Social workers felt that it was ‘vital to
have the newest information’ so that they could
‘support, defend, and advocate’ for their clients
within larger systems and with other professionals”
(p- 44).

Dattalo (1994) surveyed independent and
agency-based social workers in Virginia on their
current continuing education activities and per-
cetved training needs. Findings showed that train-
ing in practice theories and practitioner roles were
the topics of training licensed social workers
believed could improve practice effectiveness.

While a body of literature exists concerning
adult learning theory and continuing education,
most of the articles located were conceptual papers,
book chapters and reviews, and conference pro-
ceedings. Only 10 empirical studies were located
that concerned continuing education and adult
learning theory and only one addressed continuing
education and adult learning theory in social work.
The limited inclusion of adult learning theory con-
cepts in empirical studies on social work continu-
ing education reveals important gaps in the litera-
ture as no studies were located that addressed:

1. the kinds of continuing education activities
social workers participated in,

2. the degree to which social workers believed
participating in these activities had an impact
on their practice as social workers, and

3. whether differences in license level affected
these perceptions.

Given the importance that state licensing
boards place on engaging in continuing education
to improve professional competence, there is clear-
ly a need for empirical research that addresses
these issues. This study addressed these issues by:

1. identifying the types of continuing education
activities licensed social workers attended in
the previous vear,

2. assessing their perceptions of how participa-
tion in these activities led to changes in their
knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors as social
workers, and

3. examining whether these perceptions of
change vary as a function of license level.

30

Methods
Participants . |
The sampling frame consisted of a September
2003 listing of 10,997 social workers with com-
plete address information, licensed by the Mary-
land State Board of Social Work Examiners, A
probability sample of 577 licensed social workers
was mailed surveys. Twenty-eight of these were
either undeliverable or ineligible, leaving 549 pre-
sumed valid addresses. The number of returned sur-
veys was 230, vielding a 42 percent response rate.
Respondents were primarily white, female,
ages 31 to 60, LCSW-C license level, and work
full-time in social work. Table 1 contains specific
demographic information on survey respondents.

Table 1: Respondent Bemographics (N = 230} :
{Frequency totals may not equal 100% due to missing data) |

Type Number % | Type Number %
Gender License Level {cont,)
Female 197 85.7| LCSW (Licensed
Male 12 13.9 Certified Social
RacelEthnicity Worker) 12 5.2
Caucasian 191 83.0f LCSW-C{Licensed
African American 32 3.9 Certified Social
Asian/Pacific Worker-Clinical) 162 70.4
Islander 3 1.3 | Current Employment Status
Hispanic/Lating 2 4 Full-time :
American Indian/ social work 145 630
Alaska Native 1 4 Part-time !
Other 5 22 social work 59 257
Age Not social work 11 48
2110 30 yearsold 17 74 Not employed 14 6.1
311040 45 20.9 | Current Practice Serting
411050 60 26.1| Administration 57 248
jlte 60 75 12.6| Aging 3l 13.5
611070 26 11.3|  Child Welfare 47 204
71 and over 4 1.7 Community
License Level Organization 13 5.7
LSWA (Licensed Medieal 47 204
Social Work Meutal Health 125 543
Associate) 17 7.4 Substance Abuse 2 9.1
LGSW (Licensed Other 52 226
Graduate Social
Worker) 38 16.5
Procedures

This study is part of a larger study conducted
at a Mid-Atlantic university school of social work
in January 2004. Based on the research question
identified, a single cross-sectional survey design
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was used. The survey instrument went through sev-
eral revisions prior to being pilot tested. Pilot test-
ing involves giving out the survey instrument to a
smaller sample of participants in order to obtain
feedback on the performance of the survey items
before the instrument is utilized (DeVellis, 2003).
Final revisions of the survey were then made on the
basis of the feedback from the pilot testing. The
surveys were mailed on January 5, 2004. Included
in the mailing were the survey, cover letter, and a
business reply envelope addressed to the university.
The survey was set up so those individuals who
participated in continuing education activities in
2003 filled out the survey. Those who did not par-
ticipate in any of these continuing education activi-
ties in 2003 were requested to skip the survey ques-
tions on participation and perceptions of change,
and provide background information only. The sur-
vey received an exemption from the university IRB
because it was an anonymous survey.

Measures

The survey included demographic variables
such as gender, race/ethnicity, age, licensure level,
year graduated with initial social work degree,
current employment status, and current practice
setting. Respondents were also given a list of seven
continuing education activities they could have
participated in including (1) workshops/confer-
ences/seminars, (2) inservice training, (3) academic
courses, {4) online courses, {5) supervision and/or
mentoring, (6) consultation with peers, and (7)
reading journals/books/etc. An additional “none of
the above” category was provided. Respondents
were asked to rate the extent to which participation
in the seven continuing education activities led to
changes in their knowledge, attitudes, and behav-
iors using a 0 (no change) to 9 (very much change)
Likert-type scale.

Results

Participation in workshops/conferences/semi-
nars was the most frequently indicated contimuing
education activity participated in from January 1,
2003 to December 31, 2003 (97 percent), followed

Table 2: Mean Perception of Participation in
Continuing Education Activity Leading te Changes in
Knowledge, Attitudes, and Behaviors

{0 = no change, 3 = little change, 5 = mederate change,
7 = much change, 2 = very much change)

Activity n  Min Max Mean SD

Supervisien/mentoring 1m0 9 586 192
Consultation with peers 176 0 b 544 182
Academic courses 23 0 4 539 272
Workshop/conference/seminar 213 1 9 535 L4
Reading journals/book/etc, 171 & 9 522 183
Inservice training 151 ¢ 9 477 192
Online courses 1340 70317 277

Note. Only respondents who participated in each type of
conlinuing education activity are included.

by consultation with peers (76.5 percent), reading
Jjournals/books/ete. {73.5 percent), inservice train-
ing (66.1 percent), and supervision/mentoring (47.4
percent). Two of the seven activities had substan-
tially less participation than the other five with 7.8
percent participating in academic courses and 2.6
percent participating in online courses,

Mean scores on perceptions of how participa-
tion in continuing education activities leads to
changes in knowledge, aftitudes, and behaviors
indicate five activities led to moderate changes, one
activity led to slightly less than moderate changes,
and one activity led to somewhat little changes.
Ranges on degree of change were from “no
change” to “very much change” for six of the activ-
ities and “slightly more than no change” to *“very
much change” for one of the activities. Table 2 con-
tains the distribution of mean perceived changes in
knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors of the seven
continuing education activities.

License level was collapsed into three cate-
gories (LSWA, LGSW, and LCSW-C/L.CSW) to
simplify analysis and increase category sample
sizes. LCSW-C and LCSW were collapsed into a
single category (LCSW-C/LCSW) given that both
are certified level licenses (Board of Social Work
Examiners, 2004). Table 3 contains mean percep-
tion of changes in knowledge, attitudes, and behav-
tors due to participation in the seven continuing
education activities for license category.

k)|




Social Workers’ Perceptions of Changes in KABs

Table 3: Mean Perception of Change in Knowledge,
Attitudes, and Behaviors Due to Gontinning
Education Activity for Lieense Category

Centinwing Education Activity License Category

LSWA LGSW LCSW-C/LCSW
Workshop/eonference/seminar 49 (n=16) 5.7(m=35 53(z=161)
Consultation with peers 49@m=13) 66(0n=29) 53 (n=133)
Reading books/journals/ete, 435n=11) 56@=26 52(=133)
Inservice training 4%(n=13) 50(0=29) 46(n=108)
Supervision/mentoring 55=12) 69@m=23 36(m=74)
Academic courses 25m0=2 57(@=3) 6&0(r=17)
Online courses 00(=01 43(@=3) 45(n=8§

Note. ) = no change, 3 = little change, 5 = moderate change, 7 =
much change, 9 = very much change.

Analyses of variance (ANOVA) were run on
license category for each of the seven CE activities.
Assumptions were adequately met. Significant dif-
ferences were found for license category and
changes in knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors due
to supervision/mentoring, F(2,106) 4.216, p =.017
and changes in knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors
due to consultation with peers F(2,172) = 7.106,

p = .001. No significant differences were found for
license category and changes in knowledge, atti-
tudes, and behaviors due to workshops, inservice
training, academic courses, online courses, and
reading journals/books/etc. Table 4 contains the
results of the seven ANOVAS.

Table 4: ANOVA's for License Category {LSWA, LGSW,
and LCSW-G/LGSW) on Perceptions of Changes in
Knowledge, Aftitudes, and Behaviors Bue to
Participation in Continuing Education Activities

Continuing Education Activity F df P
Workshop/conference/seminar 1.421 2,209 244
Inservice traiging 27 2,147 485
Academic courses 1.874 2,19 181
Ogline courses 1.4 2,9 296
Supervision/mentoring 4.216 2,106 e
Consultation with peers 7.106 2,172 {001*
Reading books/journals/etc. 1.453 2,167 237

* Significant, p < .05

Further analyses examined the influence of
level of licensure on changes in knowledge, atti-
tudes, and behaviors. Statistically significant differ-
ences revealed were: (1) LGSW social workers

32

reported higher perceived changes in knowledge,
attitudes, and behaviors due to supervision/mentor- |
ing than LCSW-C/LCSW social workers and (2)
LGSW social workers reported higher perceived
changes in knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors due
to consultation with peers than LSWA and LCSW-
C/LCSW social workers. Table 5 contains the
results of the Tukey HSD post hoc analyses that
were conducted in order to examine all the different
combinations of pairwise comparisons between the
different groups. Tukey HSD is generally consid-
ered to have adequate power and good control over
Type I errors when conducting multiple compar-
isons (Field, 2000).

Tahle 5: Tukey HSD Post Hoc Analyses on Changes
in Knowledge, Attitudes, and Behaviors Bue to
Supervision/Mentoring and Consultation with Peers

Supervision/Mentoring
Licensure Levels Mean Difference  95% Confidence luterval  p
LGSW > LCSW-C/LCSW 1.26 7710235 H1e*
Consultation with Peers
Licensure Levels Mean Difference  95% Confidence Inierval  p
LGSW > LSWA 1.63 2710299 14
LGSW > LCSW-C/LCSW 1.26 43t02.1 A

* Significant, p < .05 i
Note. (0t = no change, 3 = little change, 5 = moderate change, 7= |-
much change, @ = very much change).

Discussion

Social workers participated in a diverse range
of continuing education activities with almost all
(97 percent) attending at least one workshop/con-
ference/seminar in the past year. This was not sur-
prising given the prominence of these activities in
continuing education offerings. Informal activities
such as consultation with peers and reading jour-
nals/books /etc. follow with 76.5 percent and 73.5
percent participation levels, respectively. Academic
courses (7.8 percent participation) and online
courses (2.6 percent participation) had the least
participation. This may be due to academic courses
being considered part of more formal education
experiences rather than continuing education. Also,
online courses might still be novel phenomena that
social workers might not consider as part of a menu
of continuing education activities.
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In terms of the degree to which participation in
these activities leads to changes in knowledge, atti-
tudes, and behaviors, six out of seven were consid-
ered leading to moderate changes and one slightly
more than little changes. In addition, all mean per-
ceptions of changes cluster toward the middle of
the change continuum, suggesting these activities
tend to be relatively homogeneous in their ability to
lead to perceived changes in knowledge, attitudes,
and behaviors. While this study did not explicitly
examine the relationship between mandatory con-
tinuing education and its rationale that participation
in continuing education leads to improved profes-
sional competence in an ever-changing practice
world, the findings suggest participation in many
kinds of continuing education activities leads to at
least moderate perceived changes in the knowledge,
attitudes, and behaviors that are part of social work
practice.

State licensing boards typically award different
levels of licensure depending on the degree
received and examination level passed (Board of
Social Work Examiners, 2004). Higher-level licens-
es, such as LCSW-C and LCSW, have more profes-
sional responsibilities associated with them com-
pared to entry-level licenses, such as LSWA and
LGSW., Findings that there were significant differ-
ences in changes in knowledge, attitudes, and
behaviors between participation in consultation
with peers and supervision/mentoring suggest per-
ceptions of change are similar for some continuing
education activities, but vary in others, depending
on license category.

Participants with LGSW licensure reported
higher perceived changes due to supervision com-
pared to participants with LCSW-C/LCSW licen-
sure. Similarly, participants with LGSW licensure
reported higher perceived changes due to consulta-
tion with peers compared to participants with
LSWA and LCSW-C/LCSW licensure. Given that
sacial workers with an LGSW license must be
supervised in order to be eligible for advanced
licensure such as LCSW or LCSW-C, these find-
ings suggest that the two CE activities that are
interpersonal in nature may lead to more perceived

changes in knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors for
LGSW sccial workers. This may help explain why
LGSW social workers might perceive greater
changes from supervision/mentoring and consulta-
tion with peers. Yet, state licensing boards do not
typically accept supervision/mentoring and consul-
tation with peers as “approved” continuing educa-
tion activities.

As state licensing boards continue to require
mandatory participation in continuing education
activities in order to maintain licensure, the ration-
ale behind this requirement can be examined.
While state licensing boards may give more
“weight” to formal continuing education activities
such as workshops/conferences/seminars and aca-
demic courses and less “weight” to informal con-
tinuing education activities such as consultation
with peers and reading journals/books/etc., feed-
back from social workers in this study reveal that
five of these activities are similarly perceived to
lead to moderate changes in knowledge, attitudes,
and behaviors. This would suggest that policies that
award differential credit to one type of activity over
another may not acknowledge the actual profes-
sional gains social workers believe they receive
from informal continuing education activities.

Adult learning theory emphasizes the self-
directed and evaluative nature of adult learners
(Merriam, 2001). The National Association of
Social Workers (2004) emphasizes these adult
learning theory concepts in its NASW Standards
for Continuing Education that state social workers
are personally responsible for their continuing edu-
cation, including identifying their own learning
needs. This necessitates the need for continuing
education providers and state licensing boards to be
more responsive to feedback from social workers
concerning which continuing education activities
they perceive lead to more changes in social work
practice.

While an important rationale behind manda-
tory continning education of social workers is the
need for maintaining professional competence,
findings from this study show that social workers
engage in numerous types of continuing education
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activities — some of which may not be recognized
by state licensing boards. These activities include
reading books/journals, receiving supervision/men-
toring, and consulting with peers. In addition, find-
ings that LGSW social workers have higher percep-
tions of changes in knowledge, attitudes, and
behaviors due to participation in two of these con-
tinuing education activities also raises questions
about whether state licensing boards need to adjust
their continuing education requirements to take into
consideration the needs of social workers with dif-
ferent license levels.

Limitations

One limitation of the study is the response rate
of 42 percent. While the study originally began
with a probability sample of licensed social work-
ers in Maryland, the response rate raises the need
for some cantion about the generalizability of study
findings, although this rate was similar to the initial
response rates of other studies. For example,
Barnett-Queen (2001) considered his response rate
of 44 percent to be usable. Kane, Hamlin, and
Green (2001) reported an initial response rate of 47
percent that was increased to 66 percent by using a
second mailing. Kane, Hamlin, and Hawkins
(2002) had an initial response rate of 34 percent.

A second mailing increased the response rate to
53 percent.

A second limitation was the low cell sizes of
some of the cross-tabulations between the depend-
ent variables and license levels. The frequency dis-
tribution was highly skewed toward LCSW-C (n =
162, 70.4 percent). LGSW was the second most
common license level (n = 38, 16.5 percent), while
LSWA (n =17, 7.4 percent) and LCSW (n= 12,
3.2 percent) were much less common.

Strengths

Given the limited empirical research on contin-
uing education for social workers, an important
strength of this study was that it assessed social
workers on the continuing education activities they
participated in, and also examined their perceptions
of how participating in these various activities led

to perceived changes in their practice of social
work as a function of their license category. No
other study was located that examined these issues
with social workers.

A second strength was that the study assessed
aspects of adult learning theory in continuing
social work education. Given the acceptance of
adult learning theory concepts in the continuing
education literature, findings that social workers
with LGSW licensure perceive supervision/mentor-
ing and consultation with peers leading to greater
changes in knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors
highlights the importance of social work educators
and policymakers needing to incorporate such feed-
back into CE offerings and CE requirements for
licensure. ’

A third strength of the study was the scope of
the continuing education activities assessed. This is
important as social workers may exhibit a recall
bias towards believing that the more formal types
of activities such as workshops, conferences, and
seminars constitute the domain of continuing edu-
cation activities due to their acceptance by state
licensing boards for license renewal. While more
informal activities such as consultation with peers
or reading books and journals may not be sanc-
tioned by state licensing boards, findings show that
social workers perceive these activities to be com-
parable to more formal continuing education activi-
ties in terms of their leading to changes in knowl-
edge, attitudes, and behaviors.

Implications for Social Work Education and Research

Given the limited number of empirical studies
on adult learning theory and continuing education
in social work, future research should involve
assessing the assumptions of the theory as they
apply to social workers that participate in continu-
ing education activities. This is especially impor-
tant as continuing education content and licensing
policy requirements might not adequately incorpo-
rate feedback from adult learners who are assumed
to be self-directed about identifying their learning
needs and able to evaluate how these needs are
being met.




Social Workers® Perceptions of Changes in KABs

The exploratory nature of this study calls for
future research on how factors such as years of
social work practice experience and social work
practice areas, in addition to license level, affects
how perceptions of changes in knowledge, atti-
tudes, and behaviors vary due to CE participation.
In addition, research on identifying the processes
by which continuing education content is translated
into professional practice by social workers could
be explored.

The National Association of Social Workers
and state licensing boards will continue to view
continuing education as essential for ensuring that
clients receive the highest-quality services from
social workers. Findings from this study suggest
that the policies and practices of continuing educa-
tion must be adaptable to the varying needs of
social workers in order to better support this goal.
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