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Abstract 
 

This paper analyzes the implementation of Project-based Learning (PBL) in the university teaching of 
Community Social Work, comparing the face-to-face and virtual modalities. The students' perception of the 
project’s methodology and organization is studied, as well as the acquisition of curricular competences 
obtained through it. A total of 225 students studying for the Degree in Social Work at the University of Alicante 
(Spain) participated. The study adopted a quantitative descriptive-explanatory approach, using the 
questionnaire as its data collection technique. Data analysis was univariate and bivariate, and the results 
reflect an optimal development of the experience at both the organizational and pedagogical levels. The 
students appreciated not only how it was carried out, but also the impact it had on their learning, with the 
virtual modality receiving more positive assessments with reference to most of the variables analyzed. In 
addition, the pupils expressed a willingness to participate in continuations of the program, should there be 
any. In light of the results, is concluded that PBL is an adequate method for teaching Community Social Work.  
 

Keywords: Higher Education, Community Social Work, Competencies, Project-based Learning, Face-to-Face 
Teaching, Virtual Teaching 
 

1.  Introduction 
 

The development of competencies by university students has become a recurrent object of study in 
recent years in the context of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), in which knowledge is 
considered only part of the set of competencies that students should acquire, with skills, attitudes and 
values also to be included (Zhang, 2022). 

With the advance of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs), higher education has 
undergone a transformation (Bates, 2022), the COVID-19 pandemic having had a considerable impact 
on this process (Crawford et al., 2020). It suffices to observe the number of educational experiences 
that have drawn on ICTs in order to mitigate interruptions and disruptions in student learning (Satorre, 
2021). 

ICTs have made it possible to choose between two different teaching modalities: face-to-face and 
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virtual (in addition to hybridizations).  
Face-to-face teaching is characterized by in-person interaction between students and faculty, 

facilitating direct and personal communication (Alvarado et al., 2022; Nikolopoulou, 2022). It can 
provide a controlled and structured learning environment (Alvarado et al., 2022). However, it requires 
the physical presence of students and teachers at specific places and times, and can prove problematic 
in terms of travel and its compatibility with work-life balance (Alvarado et al., 2022; Nikolopoulou, 
2022). 

Virtual teaching, on the other hand, is characterized by it flexibility (Alvarado et al., 2022; Debes, 
2021; Firmansyah et al, 2021; Gonçalves, 2020; Hafeez et al, 2022; Marín and Maldonado, 2013; 
Nikolopoulou, 2022) and accessibility (Al Rawashdeh et al, 2021; Debes, 2021; Firmansyah et al, 2021; 
Hafeez et al, 2022; Marín and Maldonado, 2013; Stevens et al., 2021), allowing access to educational 
materials and participation in activities from different places and at different times (Al Rawashdeh et 
al, 2021; Marín and Maldonado, 2013; Stevens et al., 2021). It can promote greater cooperation (Marin 
and Maldonado, 2013) and learning (Debes, 2021; Stevens et al., 2021). However, mediated and 
sometimes more limited interaction (Al Rawashdeh et al, 2021; Dumford and Miller, 2018; Firmansyah 
et al, 2021; Marín and Maldonado, 2013; Nikolopoulou, 2022), as well as the demand for greater self-
discipline by students (Dumford and Miller, 2018; Hafeez et al, 2022; Marín and Maldonado, 2013) may 
be relevant obstacles. In addition, inequalities in access to technology and connectivity problems can 
negatively impact academic performance (Debes, 2021; Marín and Maldonado, 2013). Finally, resistance 
to change on the part of students and teachers may also be a drawback worthy of consideration 
(Alvarado et al., 2022; Firmansyah et al., 2021; Marín and Maldonado, 2013). Byrne (2023) highlights 
that the digitalisation of teaching, accelerated by the pandemic, has posed challenges such as digital 
equity, student connectedness, and the need for strong institutional support. She also underlines that 
how students learn shapes what they learn, reinforcing the importance of pedagogical design in 
contexts where face-to-face and virtual modalities coexist. In the same line, the European 
Commission’s Digital Education Action Plan 2021-2027 also underlines the need to build an inclusive, 
equitable and sustainable digital education as a policy priority in post-pandemic European contexts. 

In response to the need to bolster the effectiveness of teaching, in recent decades, different active 
methods have been appearing that focus on integrated and reflective student learning as an alternative 
to the traditional teacher-centered classroom, such as the flipped classroom (Van Alten et al., 2019), 
service-based learning (Sotelino-Losada et al., 2021), challenge-based learning (Gallagher and Savage, 
2020) and project-based learning (Chen and Yang, 2019; Guo et al., 2020), among others. Specifically, 
this paper focuses on the analysis of project-based learning (PBL) as a teaching methodology used in 
university Social Work education. 

PBL can be defined as a teaching/learning method that engages students in the active and group 
development of knowledge and skills through the completion of projects based on guiding questions 
designed for this purpose by the teacher (Chen and Yang, 2019; Guo et al., 2020; Markham et al, 2003). 
The carrying out of these projects is its unique hallmark with respect to other similar educational 
methods, as Krajcik and Blumenfeld (2006) point out.  

Among other things, the implementation of PBL allows students to assume a leading role in the 
learning process, fostering cooperative and collaborative work while improving their capacity for 
autonomous learning. Working in groups allows students to learn to manage time effectively and 
efficiently, and to make decisions and resolve conflicts, all while creating a sense of pursuing and 
achieving common goals, giving rise to a social learning space (Matthews et al., 2011; Pan et al., 2021). 
In addition, the PBL methodology hones students' written and oral communication skills, given their 
need to present and defend their projects in public.  

As Blumenfeld et al. (1991) pointed out, it is essential that teachers become involved in the 
development of new methodological approaches. In this effort the teacher's role must shift from that 
of a fountain and sole transmitter of knowledge to that of a guide, facilitator and companion in a 
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project-based methodology. In addition, evaluation must necessarily be different too, based on self-
evaluation processes or rubrics, or the design of tests or final exams involving the resolution of practical 
cases rather than the reproduction of theoretical content.  

The practical application of a PBL methodology favors collaboration, autonomy and tackling real 
problems, as long as it is supported by the teacher, who must provide the appropriate program (guiding 
questions) and materials (Birdman et al., 2022). Students view positively the benefits of PBL in terms 
of it allowing them to obtain competencies and skills, with those related to cooperation and teamwork 
standing out (Parrado and Sanchez, 2020). The application of a project-based teaching methodology is 
not devoid of difficulties, however. From the conclusions of the empirical study by Kleczek et al. (2020), 
two general downsides can be detected. The first is the lack of time for the proper integration of teams, 
which can hinder communication among their members, and the proper distribution of workloads. 
The second is inadequate pedagogical planning, which can increase workloads due to theoretical 
classes and/or practical activities not directly related to the work to be performed.  

In the international sphere, the PBL methodology has been applied in different areas of university 
education: Law (Von Hohendorff et al., 2021), Pharmacy (Lobczowski et al., 2021), Civil Engineering 
(Miranda et al., 2020), Medicine (Kim, 2020), Teaching (Tsybulsky et al., 2020), Psychology and 
Education (Smolyaninova et al., 2021) and Audiovisual Translation (Neves, 2022), among others.  

The characteristics of PBL allow us to consider it relevant for a degree program such as Social 
Work, given this field’s particularly practical orientation. It is not possible to understand the nature of 
Social Work, or its current configuration as a professional activity and academic discipline, without its 
indissoluble connection with its practice (IFSW, 2014; Pastor, 2014). PBL can be an effective tool in 
facilitating this connection, as can be seen in the work of Etxeberria et al. (2017), Sánchez (2020) and 
Morris et al. (2020) on experiences carried out at the University of Deusto (Spain), the University of 
Jaen (Spain) and Stony Brook University (United States), respectively. And it may prove to be an 
effective tool not only at the undergraduate level, but also at the graduate level (Yang et al., 2020) as 
well. 

According to De la Fuente et al. (2016), PBL allows students to autonomously acquire a good 
portion of the theoretical knowledge called for in the curriculum, specifically referring, in their study, 
to that for the "Social Interaction through Group Social Work" class for the Degree in Social Work at 
the University of Jaen. In this same course, but at the University of Alicante, Author2 (2020) found 
evidence of its effectiveness in allowing students to acquire, develop and reinforce their knowledge, 
skills and attitudes, without indications of statistically significant differences according to variables 
such as gender or previous participation in group experiences. The tasks that are more difficult for 
students are those that they must perform autonomously and feature higher levels of abstraction. These 
difficulties detected in the students support previous research by Martínez et al. (2016) on a PBL 
experience in the "Social Services" course for the Degree in Social Work at the University of Valencia 
(Spain).  
 
2.  Materials and methods 

 
2.1 Objective and research questions  
 
The objective of this study was to determine, from the perspective of the participating students, the 
relationship between Project-based Learning, the acquisition of curricular competencies in Social 
Work, and the teaching model used (virtual vs face-to-face). 
Several research questions were formulated:   

• From a descriptive point of view: What was the students' experience on the project like? What 
did they perceive having learned? Would they be willing to participate in a similar project in 
the future? 

http://www.richtmann.org/


E-ISSN 2240-0524 

ISSN 2239-978X 

      Journal of Educational and Social Research 

          www.richtmann.org  

                             Vol 15 No 6 

               November 2025 

 

 

 

464 

• From the perspective of the teaching/learning modality used: Were there differences in their 
assessments of the project, of what they learned, or their willingness to participate s in a 
similar future project, depending on whether the course was virtual or face-to-face? If so, to 
what degree?  

• From the perspective of classic demographic factors around which social inequalities are 
usually structured: Did their assessments of the project, and their perception of what they 
learned vary according to their gender, ethnicity or nationality? Were such assessments and 
perceptions associated with their ages? If so, to what degree? 

• From the perspective of social factors linked to location that may be at the origin of some 
social inequalities related to knowledge and resource access and use, in general, and 
educational resources, in particular: Did the assessment of the project and students’ 
perceptions of their learning differ according to the size of the municipality, or their types of 
community of residence? Can such assessments and perceptions be associated with how long 
they had resided in that community? If so, to what degree? 

• What variables are associated with student’s willingness to participate in a similar project in 
the future? 

• Finally, from the point of view of the relationship between the students’ evaluations of the 
project and their perceptions of what they learned: What associations exist between their 
assessments of the project and their perceptions of what they learned from it?  
 

2.2 Context 
 
The projects analyzed were carried out within the framework of the "Community Social Work" class 
during the 2020-2021 and 2021-2022 academic years. This compulsory subject, good for 6 ECTS credits 
(European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System), is given during the third year for the Degree in 
Social Work at the University of Alicante. It is designed to teach students the basic elements of 
community intervention. Currently, it particularly stresses community participation and organization 
(Cornwall, 2008; Freire, 2017; Gimeno, 2023; Pastor, 2021), ecosocial work in community practice 
(Rambaree et al., 2019), as well as other concepts, such as intercultural citizen conviviality (Giménez et 
al., 2015).  

The projects were focused on organizing the students in this class with a view to producing a 
collective product at the end of each academic year, which also involved, in its development process, 
first-, second- and fourth-year students, as well as the multidisciplinary faculty members, leading to a 
public display of the results of the learning process. The final product took the form of an event: the 
University of Alicante Social Work Student Conference.  

The projects are meant to be an opportunity for the student to create a community social work 
space within the field of education that most closely resembles the reality of professional practice. The 
University of Alicante acts as an analogy for a community throughout the process. 

The exercise was developed over a period of 4 months as follows: (a) the faculty explained the 
topic, objectives, and methodology to be used in the activity; (b) formation of the working groups, 
which included a core/promoter group with coordination functions; (c) analysis of needs and 
educational resources using participatory techniques; (d) participatory design and planning of the 
event; (e) promotion of the event within the university community; (f) execution and monitoring of 
the event; and (g) evaluation and formulation of general conclusions. This exercise makes up 50% of 
the final grade.  

In the diagnosis planning, implementation and evaluation of these projects in the classes 
analyzed, two different scenarios, arising as the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded, took shape. First, there 
was, initially, the implementation of a dual teaching model (face-to-face/virtual) at the University of 
Alicante during the 2020-2021 academic year, which ended up giving way to virtual teaching; and a 
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course in which ICTs made possible the execution of the project, with tools for online teaching 
developed internally by the university itself proving vital in this regard. Second, there was the return 
to face-to-face teaching in the 2021-2022 academic year.  

In addition to the recognition of the benefits of PBL, the projects arose in response to the faculty’s 
detection of two needs: (1) the creation of interactive educational forums to overcome the problem of 
students’ individual and collective separation; and (2) addressing the challenge of students’ limited 
ability to participate in the organization of projects with a public orientation and to assume leading 
roles in them. At the same time, the projects also responded to the students' desire to recover an activity 
that had been suspended for several years, out of a logical commitment to community practice (Boehm 
and Cohen, 2013) and the creation of social capital (Coleman, 1994). As can be seen, the projects 
originated at a Spanish university, but the needs are widespread. 
 
2.3 Approach and method 
 
The study followed a quantitative approach, with a descriptive and explanatory orientation, using the 
questionnaire as its information production technique.  
Data collection was carried out with an ad hoc questionnaire, structured in 4 dimensions and with 17 
variables, with different levels of measurement (nominal, ordinal and scale), as detailed in Table 1. 
Table 1. Study variables. 
 

Dimensions Variables 

Sociodemographic 
characteristics 

Academic year 
Gender 

Age 
Nationality 

Roma ethnicity 
Size of municipality of residence (no. inhabitants) 

Type of community of residence 
Time in community of residence 

Current participation in community organizations 
Past or present participation in community projects 

Project experience Assessment of the project (usefulness, methodology, organization 
and teaching support). 

Most difficult aspects of the project 
Easiest aspects of the project 

Learning acquired Degree of acquisition of learning competencies 
Degree of satisfaction with the project’s impact on their 

educations. 

Willingness to participate 
again 

Participation in next year's project 
Type of participation in next year's project 

 
Assessment of the project, with statements related to its usefulness, methodology used, organization 
and teaching support, was measured with a 5-point Likert scale, with 1 being the lowest score (totally 
disagree) and 5 the highest (totally agree). The same scale was used to determine the students’ 
perception of the degree to which they acquired learning competencies, with 1 being the lowest score 
(minimum degree of acquisition or development of the competency) and 5 the highest (maximum 
degree of acquisition or development of the competency). The learning competences analyzed were 
the 10 set down in the class syllabus. 
The reliability of the project appraisal and degree of learning competency acquisition scores were high 

http://www.richtmann.org/


E-ISSN 2240-0524 

ISSN 2239-978X 

      Journal of Educational and Social Research 

          www.richtmann.org  

                             Vol 15 No 6 

               November 2025 

 

 

 

466 

(Cronbach's α=.88; McDonald's Ω=.88) and very high (Cronbach's α=.94; McDonald's Ω=.94), 
respectively.  

The degree of students’ satisfaction with the impact of the project on their educations was, again, 
gauged using a 5-point Likert scale, with 1 being the lowest score (Very dissatisfied) and 5 the highest 
(Very satisfied). 

Finally, the informed consent of all the participating students was obtained prior to data 
collection and access to the questionnaire, in compliance with Spanish legislation on personal data 
protection and as an ethical guarantee for participation. 

The results obtained in relation to the ethnicity variable prevented this variable from being used 
in the subsequent explanatory analysis. 

They had also resided in their current communities for periods ranging from 1 year to 41 (M=17.17, 
SD=7.96; Mdn=20.00, Range=41).   
 

2.4 Participants 
 

The participants were 225 students in the "Social Work with Communities" class during the 2020-2021 
(virtual teaching) and 2021-2022 (face-to-face teaching) academic years, ages 20 to 59 (M=22.79, 
SD=4.88; Mdn=21.00, Range=39), with the following sociodemographic characteristics (Table 2): 
 
Table 2. Sociodemographic profile of the participants. 
 

Characteristic n % 

Academic year   

2020-2021 (virtual) 112 49.8 

2021-2022 (face-to-face) 113 50.2 

Gender   

Man 32 14.2 

Woman 192 85.3 

Non-binary 1 .4 

Nationality   

Spanish 214 95.1 

Foreign, from a member country of the European Union 3 1.3 

Foreign, from a country that is not a member of the European 
Union 

8 3.6 

Roma ethnicity   

Yes 1 .4 

No 224 99.6 

Population of municipality of residence (no. of inhabitants)   

Less than 20,001 61 27.1 

Between 20,001 and 50,000 70 31.1 

Between 50,001 and 150,000 56 24.9 

Greater than 150,000 38 16.9 

Type of community of residence   

Historical center 22 9.8 

Urban neighborhood 146 64.9 

Suburban area 16 7.1 

Rural area 41 18.2 

Current participation in community organizations   

Yes 48 21.3 
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No 177 78.7 

Past or present participation in community projects   

Yes 82 36.4 

No 143 63.6 

 
2.5 Data analysis 
 
Descriptive and explanatory, univariate and bivariate data analysis was performed with the IBM 
Statistical Package for Social Sciences v.28. 

The descriptive analysis was based on frequencies (absolute and relative) and central tendency 
(mean and median) and dispersion (standard deviation and range) statistics. The explanatory analysis 
consisted, on the one hand, of the analysis of associations between quantitative variables using 
Pearson's r correlation coefficient, triangulated with Spearman's Rho correlation coefficient, 
considering only associations of moderate strength or greater. In addition, differences between 2 
groups were analyzed with Student's t test or the Mann-Whitney U test, its nonparametric equivalent, 
depending on the sample size (n<30). The interpretation of significant differences in means was 
completed with estimation of the effect size; that is, the relative intensity of the differences between 
the means of 2 groups, using Cohen's d or the probability of superiority (PS), respectively.22  Likewise, 
ANOVA one-factor analysis of variance was used to explore differences existing in more than 2 groups, 
triangulated with its nonparametric equivalent (the Kruskal-Wallis test), estimating the effect size by 
means of the eta squared (η ) and epsilon squared (ε) coefficients, respectively.2  Finally, the explanatory 
analysis also analyzed the existing associations between qualitative variables using Pearson's chi-square 
(χ ). In this case the effect size was estimated with Cramer's V. In all the cases only moderate or greater 
effect sizes were considered. 
 

3. Results 
 

3.1 Project experience 
 

The overall evaluation of the project experience was positive (M=4.06, SD=1.00; Mdn=4.00, Range=4). 
As shown in Table 3, the aspects with which the students showed the highest degree of agreement, at 
a high level, were, in this order: adequate teaching support (guidance, answering of questions and 
availability) and the utility of the project for the teaching/learning of the subject. In order, these aspects 
were followed by, also with a high degree of agreement: consideration of the methodology as 
facilitating students’ participation in the course; and allowing them to acquire and understand its 
contents, and the organization of the activity (planning of activities, available material, management 
of incidents, information), considered satisfactory. 
 
Table 3. Project evaluation. 
 

 M SD Mdn Range 

Utility for the teaching-learning of CSW 4.21 0.95 4.00 4 

Methodology facilitating knowledge and understanding of the 
course’s contents. 

4.06 0.98 4.00 4 

Methodology facilitating students’ participation in the course 4.08 0.99 4.00 4 

Satisfactory organization (planning of activities, available material, 
troubleshooting, information). 

3.90 1.07 4.00 4 

Adequate teaching support (guidance, answering of questions, and 
availability) 

4.24 0.96 5.00 4 
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The students' evaluation of the project varied significantly in four of the five aspects considered, 
depending on the course/teaching method used, with a high intensity (Cohen's d>.80): 

• Utility for CSW teaching-learning (t191.141 =6.62, p=<.001, 95% CI=0.54-1.00, d=0.87). 

• Methodology facilitates knowledge and understanding of the course’s content (t205.529 =4.33, 
p=<.001, 95% CI=0.30-0.79, d=0.95). 

• Methodology facilitates students’ participation in the course (t204.754 =5.50, p=<.001, 95% 
CI=0.44-0.93, d=0.94). 

• Satisfactory organization (planning of activities, available material, troubleshooting, 
information) (t216.129=7.25, p=<.001, 95% CI=0.68-1.19, d=0.97). 

Significantly higher values (from very high to high) were registered regarding the utility of the project, 
and its methodology and organization, by the class featuring virtual teaching, in 2020-21, than the class 
featuring face-to-face teaching, in 2021-22 (medium to high values), with this more positive assessment 
being noteworthy (Table 4). 
 
Table 4. Evaluation of the project according to course/teaching mode (statistically significant 
differences). 
 

 2020-2021 academic year 
(virtual teaching) (n=112) 

2021-2022 academic year (face-
to-face teaching) (n=113) 

 M SD Mdn Range M SD Mdn Range 

Utility for the teaching-
learning of CSW 

4.60 0.66 5.00 4 3.83 1.03 4.00 4 

Methodology facilitates 
knowledge and 
understanding of the 
course’s contents. 

4.33 0.79 4.50 4 3.79 1.07 4.00 4 

Methodology facilitates 
students’ participation in 
the course. 

4.42 0.78 5.00 4 3.73 1.07 3.00 4 

Satisfactory organization 4.37 0.87 5.00 4 3.43 1.05 4.00 3 

 
The only aspect in which no statistically significant differences were observed was the adequacy of the 
teaching support provided, with high evaluations of this being independent of the course and teaching 
modality used. 

No statistically significant differences were observed in assessments of the project based on 
demographic variables (gender, nationality) or variables related to the students’ territory of residence 
(size of municipality, type of community), or to participation in community organizations or projects.  

Finally, no associations were found between project evaluations and the students’ ages or how 
long they had resided in their communities.  

These results indicate that, in the study’s population, the project evaluations were independent 
of gender, age, nationality, territory and community participation. 

As we can observe on Table 5, the main aspects of the project that students cited as the easiest 
for them were interaction and collaboration between team members (24%); the planning, coordination 
and organization of activities (18%); the preparation of materials for the project (14%) and 
understanding and assimilating contents or instructions (12%). Also cited as the most difficult aspects 
for them were the planning, coordination and organization of activities (48%); followed by interaction 
and collaboration between team members (20%), interaction and collaboration with third parties 
(18%), and the understanding and assimilation of contents and instructions (18%). 
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Table 5. The easier and more difficult aspects of the project. 
 

 Easier 
aspects 

More difficult aspects 

 n % n % 

Attending activities without a significant effort 22 9.9 2 0.9 

Understanding and assimilating content or 
instructions 

26 11.7 39 17.5 

Planning, coordination and organization of activities 40 18.0 108 48.4 

Interaction and collaboration between team members 53 23.9 44 19.7 

Interaction and collaboration with faculty 20 9.0 3 1.3 

Interaction and collaboration with third parties 14 6.3 40 17.9 

Material development 31 14.0 5 2.2 

Evaluation of the experience 6 2.7 3 1.3 

“Virtualization” due to COVID-19 0 0.0 4 1.8 

Preliminary work to identify needs to be acted upon 22 9.9 0 0.0 

None 4 1.8 2 0.9 
 

3.2 Acquired learning 
 

Students’ perceptions of the overall degree to which they acquired the education competencies 
targeted in the course were positive; that is, high (M=4.01, SD=.99; Mdn=4.00, Range=4). As shown on 
Table 6, the competencies that students perceived having acquired the most, at a high level, were, in 
this order, the following: managing and being responsible for one's own work; designing, implementing 
and evaluating social intervention projects; working effectively within systems, networks and teams; 
supporting the development of networks; preparing and participating in decision-making meetings; 
and promoting the growth, development and independence of individuals. The above competencies, 
also with a high level of acquisition, were followed by the following, from highest to lowest degree of 
perceived acquisition: responding to crisis situations; using mediation as an alternative conflict 
resolution strategy; analyzing and systematizing information provided by daily work; and managing, 
presenting and sharing social stories and reports.   

Likewise, the students expressed a high degree of satisfaction with the influence that their 
participation in the project had had on their educations (M=3.93, SD=0.71; Mdn=4.00, Range=4) (Table 6).  
 

Table 6. Perceptions of learning acquired. 
 

 M SD Mdn Range 

Degree of learning competency acquisition     

Analyze and systematize the information provided by daily work. 3.91 .95 4.00 4 

Use mediation as a strategy for alternative dispute resolution. 3.93 1.04 4.00 4 

Design, implement and evaluate social intervention projects. 4.16 .94 4.00 4 

Prepare and participate in decision-making meetings. 4.07 1.01 4.00 4 

Manage and be responsible for one's own work 4.19 .93 4.00 4 

Manage, present and share social stories and reports 3.74 1.10 4.00 4 

Working effectively within systems, networks and equipment 4.12 .95 4.00 4 

Responding to crisis situations 3.94 1.07 4.00 4 

Supporting network development 4.07 .88 4.00 4 

Promoting the growth, development and independence of people 4.00 1.01 4.00 4 

Degree of satisfaction with the influence of the project on their educations. 3.93 .71 4.00 4 
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The students’ perceptions of the degree to which they acquired learning competencies varied 
significantly with regards to all the competencies analyzed, depending on the course/teaching modality 
used, with a high intensity (Cohen's d>.80): 

• Analyze and systematize the information provided by daily work (t223 =6.14, p=<.001, 95% 
CI=0.49-0.95, d=0.88). 

• Use mediation as an alternative dispute resolution strategy (t223 =4.39, p=<.001, 95% CI=0.32-
0.85, d=1.00). 

• Design, implement and evaluate social intervention projects (t223 =5.19, p=<.001, 95% CI=0.38-
0.85, d=0.89). 

• Prepare for and participate in decision-making meetings (t223 =6.56, p=<.001, 95% CI=0.57-
1.01, d=0.93). 

• Manage and be responsible for one's own work (t223 =6.69, p=<.001, 95% CI=0.53-0.98, d=0.85). 

• Manage, present and share social stories and reports (t223 =3.86, p=<.001, 95% CI=0.27-0.83, 
d=1.07). 

• Work effectively within systems, networks and equipment (t217.3549 =6.51, p=<.001, 95% 
CI=0.53-0.99, d=0.87). 

• Responding to crisis situations (t223 =4.54, p=<.001, 95% CI=0.35-0.89, d=1.03). 

• Support network development (t223 =4.85, p=<.001, 95% CI=0.32-0.76, d=0.84). 

• Promote the growth, development and independence of individuals (t223 =4.85, p=<.001, 95% 
CI=0.37-0.88, d=0.96). 

The students perceptions’ of the degree to which they acquired competencies (very high to high) were 
significantly more positive – that is, higher ― in the course featuring virtual teaching, in 2020-21, than 
in the course with face-to-face teaching, in 2021-22 (from medium to high), indicating that with regard 
to all the competencies considered the students assessed their development as greater in the course 
featuring virtual teaching (Table 7, Figure 1). 
 
Table 7. Degree of acquisition of learning competencies according to course/teaching mode 
(statistically significant differences). 
   

 2020-2021 academic year 
(virtual teaching) (n=112) 

2021-2022 academic year (face-
to-face teaching) (n=113) 

 M SD Mdn Range M SD Mdn Range 

Analyze and 
systematize the 

information provided 
by daily work. 

4.27 0.86 4.00 4 3.55 0.90 4.00 4 

Use mediation as a 
strategy for alternative 

dispute resolution. 

4.22 0.99 5.00 4 3.64 1.01 4.00 4 

Design, implement and 
evaluate social 

intervention projects. 

4.46 0.88 5.00 4 3.85 0.90 4.00 3 

Prepare and participate 
in decision-making 

meetings. 

4.47 0.86 5.00 4 3.66 0.90 4.00 4 

Manage and be 
responsible for one's 

own work 

4.57 0.79 5.00 4 3.81 0.90 4.00 4 
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Manage, present and 
share social stories and 

reports 

4.02 1.08 4.00 4 3.47 1.05 4.00 4 

Work effectively within 
systems, networks, and 

equipment. 

4.50 0.79 5.00 4 3.74 0.94 4.00 4 

Respond to crisis 
situations 

4.25 0.98 5.00 4 3.63 1.07 4.00 4 

Support network 
development 

4.34 0.86 5.00 4 3.80 0.83 4.00 4 

Promote the growth, 
development and 
independence of 

people 

4.31 0.92 5.00 4 3.69 1.00 4.00 4 

           
Figure 1. Degree of acquisition of learning competencies according to course/teaching mode 
(statistically significant differences in means). 
 

  
 
Note: C1=Analyze and systematize the information provided by daily work; C2=Use mediation as a 
strategy for alternative dispute resolution; C3=Design, implement and evaluate social intervention 
projects; C4=Prepare and participate in decision-making meetings; C5=Manage and be responsible for 
one's own work; C6=Manage, present and share social stories and reports; C7=Work effectively within 
systems, networks, and equipment; C8=Respond to crisis situations; C9=Support network 
development; C10=Promote the growth, development and independence of people. 

No statistically significant differences, of moderate or greater intensity, were identified as regards 
the students’ perceptions of their competence acquisition according to demographic variables (gender, 
nationality) or other variables related to their territory of residence (size of municipality, type of 
community), or their participation in community organizations or projects.  Neither were associations 
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of moderate or greater strength found between their evaluations of their competence acquisition and 
their age, or how long they had resided in their communities. 

Regarding the participants’ degree of satisfaction with the project’s impact on their educations, 
again, it varied significantly according to the course/teaching modality, and with moderate intensity 
(t210.380 =2.47, p=<.001, 95% CI=0.05-0.42, d=0.70). The students’ satisfaction in the course with virtual 
teaching, in 2020-2021 (M=4.04, SD=0.61; Mdn=4.00, Range=3) was higher than that for the course 
featuring face-to-face teaching 2021-2022 (M=3.81, SD=0.79; Mdn=4.00, Range=4).  

No differences were observed in the participants’ degree of satisfaction with the impact of the 
project on their educations according to the other variables analyzed (demographic, territorial or 
community participation), nor were any associations identified between this satisfaction and their ages 
or durations of residence in their communities. 

Thus, the results show that both the students' perceptions of their levels of learning competencies 
acquired, and their degree of satisfaction with the impact of the project on their educations, were 
independent of most of the variables analyzed, with the exception of the course/teaching mode. 
 
3.3 The project’s future prospects 
 
The study also explored the students' willingness to participate in next year's project, even if they were 
not enrolled in the class in which it was to be carried out (Table 8). 89% expressed their willingness to 
participate in the following year's project, mainly in two ways: by attending the conferences, workshops 
or organized activities (57%); or by participating in their organization (31%). A minority said they would 
participate in the Motor Group (7%) or did not answer this question (5%). 
Table 8. The project’s future prospects. 
 

 n % 

Participation in next year's project even if not enrolled in the course   

Yes 200 88.9 

No 25 11.1 

Type of participation in next year's project   

I would attend the conferences, workshops or organized activities. 129 57.3 

Participate in the organization 69 30.7 

Participate in the Motor Group 16 7.1 

NC 11 4.9 

 
No empirical evidence was found that willingness to participate in next year's project was associated 
with the course/teaching modality in which the participant participated, with demographic variables 
(gender, nationality), with variables related to their territories (size of the municipality, type of 
community), or with their participation in their communities. Nor were statistically significant 
differences found (with at least moderate intensity) between students’ willingness to participate in the 
project depending on their age, duration of residence in their communities, or their assessments of the 
project, or their learning from it. Thus, the results obtained showed the independence of this 
willingness with respect to the variables studied. 
 
3.4 Assessment of the project and learning acquired: associations 
 
Lastly, we analyzed the associations between students assessment’ of the project and their perceptions 
of what they had learned from it. The tests showed the existence of low to strong positive associations 
between all the aspects considered, both in students’ evaluations of the project and their perceived 
learning from it (Table 9). Thus, as the students’ evaluations of the different aspects of the project 
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improved, so did their perceptions of the degree to which they acquired learning competencies, and 
their satisfaction with the project’s impact on their educations, and vice versa. 
 
Table 9. Correlations between project evaluation and perceptions of learning (Pearson's r and 
Spearman's Rho). 
 

 Project appraisal 

 Utility for 
the 

teaching-
learning of 

CSW 

Methodology 
facilitates the 

knowledge and 
understanding of 
the contents of 

the course. 

Methodology 
facilitates 
students’ 

participation in 
the course. 

Satisfactory 
organization 

Adequate 
teaching 
support 

Degree of 
acquisition of 

learning 
competencies 

     

Analyze and 
systematize the 

information 
provided by 
daily work. 

.573** 

(.577**) 
.541** 

(.534**) 
.533** 

(.516**) 
.506** 

(.523**) 
.340** 

(.344**) 

Use mediation 
as a strategy for 

alternative 
dispute 

resolution. 

.422** 

(.440**) 
.442** 

(.424**) 
.449** 

(.441**) 
.486** 

(.495**) 
.299** 

(.321**) 

Design, 
implement and 
evaluate social 
intervention 

projects. 

.574** 

(.619**) 
.544** 

(.545**) 
.518** 

(.543**) 
.456** 

(.483**) 
.384** 

(.411**) 

Prepare and 
participate in 

decision-
making 

meetings. 

.563** 

(.572**) 
.485** 

(.487**) 
.538** 

(.544**) 
.473** 

(.509**) 
.376** 

(.386**) 

Manage and be 
responsible for 
one's own work 

.603** 

(.598**) 
.573** 

(.567**) 
.603** 

(.599**) 
.483** 

(.509**) 
.424** 

(.417**) 

Manage, present 
and share social 

stories and 
reports 

.438** 

(.454**) 
.441** 

(.449**) 
.442** 

(.443**) 
.440** 

(.443**) 
.297** 

(.341**) 

Work effectively 
within systems, 
networks, and 

equipment. 

.556** 

(.564**) 
.536** 

(.486**) 
.600** 

(.555**) 
.539** 

(.573**) 
.390** 

(.401**) 

Respond to .549** .519** .532** .465** .372** 
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crisis situations (.536**) (.520**) (.520**) (.475**) (.382**) 

Supporting 
network 

development 

.543** 

(.524**) 
.529** 

(.503**) 
.580** 

(.556**) 
.509** 

(.542**) 
.404** 

(.385**) 

Promoting the 
growth, 

development 
and 

independence 
of people 

.504** 

(.485**) 
.529** 

(.502**) 
.529** 

(.496**) 
.517** 

(.524**) 
.374** 

(.378**) 

Degree of 
satisfaction with 

the project’s 
impact on their 

educations. 

.407** 

(.418**) 
.385** 

(.368**) 
.400** 

(.379**) 
.431** 

(.426**) 
.269** 

(.249**) 

 
Note: ** p ≤ .01; Pearson's r (Spearman's Rho). 
 
4. Disscusion  and  Conclusion 

 
The complexity of today's societies calls for the consideration of new educational models, methods and 
techniques, especially when the skills to be acquired are meant to contribute to improving the 
relational and material conditions of people and their environments, as in the case of Community 
Social Work (Pastor, 2021). Active methods are a pedagogical requirement in this context. This study 
analyzes the relationship between one of these methods, PBL, the acquisition of competencies, and the 
teaching model (virtual or face-to-face), through the experience of Social Work with Communities 
students at the University of Alicante. 

The results show that the PBL experience is positive, with students perceiving it as successfully 
developing their competencies according to the set of organizational and methodological elements 
used to evaluate it. The role of faculty stands out, providing adequate support in terms of orientation, 
answering questions, and availability. This result is supported by those of other studies (Blumenfeld et 
al., 1991; Chen and Yang, 2019; Etxeberria et al., 2017; Miranda et al., 2020; Morris et al., 2020), which 
highlight that PBL challenges not only students, but also teaching staff, without whom it cannot be 
fully implemented.  

The methodology used facilitates both participation and knowledge of the subject matter, as well 
as project management in terms of activity planning, the availability of materials, troubleshooting and 
information distribution. These results accord with those of previous works (Alvarado et al., 2022; 
Birdman et al., 2022; Chen and Yang, 2019; Etxeberria et al., 2017; Kleczek et al., 2020; Markham et al, 
2003), which reflect the importance of a coherent structuring of the educational action to facilitate 
learning and participation.  

A paradox is worth noting again as regards the students' perceptions of what was difficult on the 
project: two aspects were cited as the most difficult by many, and also cited as the easiest by many: 
firstly, the planning, coordination and organization of the activities; and secondly, interaction and 
collaboration among team members. Both aspects are referenced in the specialized literature. For 
example, Author2 (2020) note that students struggle to carry out certain activities independently, as 
do Martínez et al. (2016), who point out the inexperience of students in the execution of real projects. 
Chen and Yang (2019) and Guo et al. (2020), for their part, indicate that teamwork can offer possibilities 
but feature limitations, depending on the characteristics of the groups. 

The project is useful for the teaching-learning of Community Social Work, a utility tying it to 
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other PBL experiences in Social Work (De la Fuente et al., 2016; Author2, 2020; Sánchez, 2020; Yang et 
al., 2020). Students report having developed the set of learning competencies the program set out to 
instill, highlighting their ability to administrate and be responsible for their own work. Through PBL, 
students’ role changes from that of a passive receiver of information to an active agent in their own 
educational process (Etxeberria et al., 2017). Likewise, competencies linked to cooperation and 
teamwork stand out (Parrado and Sanchez, 2020). From the point of view of the intentionality of the 
experience, developing the students’ organizational capacities constitutes an objective in itself; not 
only educational, but also social and political that transcends the classroom (Freire, 2017). Organization 
fosters the forging and maintenance of collaborative relationships that contribute to the generation of 
learning, cohesion and social capital, which, in turn, facilitates participation and the peaceful 
resolution of possible conflicts (Coleman, 1994; Cornwall, 2008; Gimeno, 2023; Matthews et al., 2011; 
Pan et al., 2021). 

The association found between students’ evaluations of the project and what they learned from it 
indicates the interdependence of these factors. As perceptions of the project’s utility, methodology and 
organization increase, so do perceptions of the degree to which they acquired curricular competencies, 
which underscores the importance of the teaching method.  

No significant differences were found in the students’ assessment of the project and their 
perceptions of what they had learned from it as a function of their sociodemographic characteristics. 
There were differences, however, depending on the teaching modality, with virtual teaching prevailing 
in practically all the variables analyzed. On this line, Debes (2021) argues that virtual teaching is more 
cost-effective and flexible than face-to-face teaching, while Stevens et al. (2021) state that it is at least 
as effective as face-to-face teaching in terms of learning, and even more so for certain disciplines. In 
any case, these results should be interpreted with caution, since virtual teaching was carried out in the 
extraordinarily convulsive context of the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic. Gonçalves (2020) 
notes in his study that this type of results may vary in a non-pandemic context. 

It is also relevant to point out that the students expressed a widespread willingness to participate 
in continuations of the project, ratifying the assertion of Boehm and Cohen (2013) when they conclude 
that a positive personal experience in a community project increases people’s commitment to 
community practice. By way of operant conditioning, the perception of tangible and beneficial results 
arising from their decisions and contributions spurs students to become involved in future similar 
experiences. 

These results may have educational implications in the field of Social Work, suggesting the 
potential pedagogical of PBL in both face-to-face and virtual settings. Furthermore, the model 
employed to evaluate both the activities and the perceived level of competencies could be applied or 
adapted to other active learning methods. In addition, the fact that the virtual teaching modality 
obtained more positive assessments in several dimensions, together with the absence of significant 
differences linked to sociodemographic variables, points to the inclusiveness and adaptability of PBL. 
The high level of willingness expressed by students to participate in similar projects again further 
reinforces the value of this methodology in fostering student agency and long-term engagement. Taken 
together, these findings support the view that PBL is a transferable pedagogical option in Social Work 
education, provided that the necessary organizational conditions are guaranteed and real opportunities 
for participation are offered. In line with this, Byrne (2023) notes that the accelerated digitalization of 
teaching poses challenges of digital equity, student connectedness, and the need for strong 
institutional support, and stresses that how students learn shapes what they learn. These implications 
are relevant for guiding teaching design and educational policy, particularly with a view to extending 
PBL to different higher education contexts. 

Finally, it should be noted that this study has some limitations that should be taken into 
consideration when interpreting the results. First, the sample was limited to students at the University 
of Alicante and, therefore, the results are not necessarily generalizable to educational contexts with 
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different characteristics. Secondly, it focused on the subjective perceptions of the students and, 
therefore, may partially reflect how their experiences unfolded and their performance in the program. 
Third, the design was fundamentally quantitative and, therefore, does not address the circumstances 
that could explain in detail why the students responded in a certain way. 
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