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BACKGROUND
Nursing and paramedic students at Whitireia and 
WelTec (Whitireia) are engaged in various forms 
of simulation throughout the entire three years 
of their education. To foster students’ knowledge 
acquisition, learning activities must be engaging, 
target students’ prior knowledge, provide 
educational scaffolding, and provide students 
with the opportunity to reinforce their learning 
through practice and demonstration (Boud & 
Prosser, 2001). Simulation-based learning (SBL) 

is well placed to meet these learning needs and 
is widely used in healthcare education (e.g., 
nursing and paramedicine) (Fulton et al., 2019).

SBL, as a form of experiential learning, 
engages students in solving complex problems 
within controlled, safe, and supportive 
environments, and complements traditional 
pedagogical practices such as lecture-based 
learning, case studies, role-playing, and exams 
and assessments. It provides a dynamic, 
interactive learning experience that enhances 
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understanding and retention (Lateef, 2010; Shaw 
& Switky, 2018). SBL provides authentic scenarios 
based on clinical practise, allowing students 
to practice profession-related skills such as 
critical thinking, communication, and teamwork 
before interacting with real clients (Baile & 
Blatner, 2014; Lee et al., 2021; Shaw & Switky, 
2018). Simulation typically includes preparation, 
briefing, simulation activity, debriefing, 
reflection, and evaluation (Nestel & Gough, 
2017). A pre-simulation briefing helps to prepare 
and orient learners for the upcoming simulation 
experience. Debriefing is crucial for learning as 
it allows students to discuss and reflect on their 
actions during the simulation (Kolbe et al., 2013).

SIMULATION-BASED LEARNING IN SOCIAL WORK 
EDUCATION
Most social work degree programmes employ 
role-playing as a teaching strategy, where 
students assume specific roles within a scenario 
to apply their practice knowledge (Banach et 
al., 2020). However, role-play has significant 
limitations, such as a lack of authenticity and 
context, and students’ potential reluctance to 
participate in ‘acting’ (Kinney & Aspinwall-
Roberts, 2010). Consequently, traditional 
approaches to teaching clinical skills, including 
peer-to-peer role-play, may not adequately 
prepare social work students for the complexities 
of real-world practice (Shlonsky et al., 2024).

Including SBL in the social work curriculum 
could be the answer to better preparing social 
work students for practice. Yet, only recently 
has SBL become more prevalent in social work 
education worldwide (e.g., Asakura & Bogo, 2021; 
Egonsdotter & Israelsson, 2024; Hitchcock, n.d.; 
Keeney et al., 2022; Lee et al., 2021; Shlonsky et 
al.,2024; Tortorelli et al., 2021). 

The increasing popularity of SBL in social 
work education internationally is shown in a 
recent scoping literature review, which located 
52 published articles focused on simulation 
in social work education (Kourgiantakis et al., 
2019). Around a third of these articles focused 
on simulation in Interprofessional Education 
(IPE), where social work educators collaborated 

with tutors from other disciplines to design 
a simulation activity, and students worked in 
interprofessional teams to care for a client.

SIMULATION IN SOCIAL WORK IN AN AOTEAROA 
NEW ZEALAND CONTEXT
The use of SBL in social work education in 
the Aotearoa New Zealand context is not well 
documented; however, in one example, Price et 
al. (2022) report on students’ evaluations of a 
SBL activity in an IPE project. However, in this 
research simulation was not the focus of their 
study. As in the case of Australia (Jefferies et al., 
2023), there is a paucity of literature in Aotearoa. 
This suggests that both Aotearoa and Australia 
would benefit from exploring and integrating 
SBL to ensure readiness for practice. 

Traditionally, the ‘authentic learning’ 
aspect of social work education has been 
associated with students’ field placements. 
However, this approach has been critiqued 
for lacking scaffolding and the reliance on 
“learning acquired from written case studies in 
class, rather than a genuine environment that 
replicates real-world exposure to complicated 
issues” (Jefferies et al., 2023, p. 3). A recent 
national study found that completing the 120 
days of unpaid field education necessary for 
registration caused financial stress for many 
social work students (Beddoe et al., 2024). Social 
work programmes struggle to secure student 
placements due to competition, high workload of 
social work supervisors, and insufficient funding 
(Hay, 2018). Incorporating SBL as a routine 
component of field education could potentially 
prepare, support, and supplement students’ 
learning alongside real-life placements (Jefferies 
et al., 2023). SBL has the potential to address 
limitations in field education placements for our 
social work students.

BACHELOR OF SOCIAL WORK AT WHITIREIA AND 
WELTEC
The Bachelor of Social Work four-year degree 
programme at Whitireia employs role-playing 
activities in the curriculum. Given the limited 
authentic context and the stated benefits, the 
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research team is interested in incorporating  
SBL into the curriculum to better prepare 
students for practice and to facilitate the 
development of core social work competencies 
(Shlonsky et al., 2024). 

Whitireia is the only polytechnic in 
Aotearoa with a dedicated simulation team 
and is recognised by Laerdal as a leader in the 
simulation industry, demonstrating best practice 
education principles for a simulated learning 
environment in an undergraduate setting 
(Laerdal, n.d.). This Whitireia team designs 
and runs simulations at all levels of health 
programmes offered, using various modalities 
to prepare students for clinical practice. This 
team is research active, with publications on 
topics including work simulation and human 
factors and the impact on patient care and safety, 
educators’ experiences with using simulation 
for learning, using simulation to engage students 
in paediatric scenarios, the effectiveness of 
VSIM (web-based virtual simulation) for nursing 
students, and implementing augmented reality in 
nursing labs. The researchers will leverage  
this existing expertise at Whitireia to support 
this study. 

Considering the critique of the use of role-
play mentioned previously, the researchers are 
interested in exploring how the inclusion of SBL 
into the Bachelor of Social Work programme at 
Whitireia can better prepare students for practice 
and facilitate the development of core social 
work competencies. A SBL activity specific to the 
social work curriculum will be introduced into 
the programme.  The purpose of this study is to 
pilot the use of SBL as a method of programme 
assessment. This project will be based on a pilot 
study conducted by Boston University School 
of Social Work (Collins, 2018), which, in turn, 
was based on the work of Bogo et al. (2014). The 
simulation will be conducted with a second-year 
cohort at the beginning of the academic year, 
when students have the necessary knowledge, 
skills, and proficiency to match the learning 
objectives and learning outcomes.  

Learner-centred simulation provides 
educational scaffolding and in the social work 
programme is designed to align with learning 
objectives and outcomes and align with the 
Healthcare Best Practice Standards (INACSL 
Standards Committee et al., 2021). Two social 
work practice competencies mandated for 
professional practice by the Social Workers 
Registration Board will be used to guide the 
design and use of the simulation activity. These 
include Practice Standard 3: “Competence 
to work respectfully and inclusively with 
diversity and difference in practice” (Social 
Workers Registration Board, n.d., p. 1), and 
Practice Standard 8: “Competence to promote 
empowerment of people and communities 
to enable positive change” (Social Workers 
Registration Board, n.d., p. 2). 

CONCLUSION
Simulation is emerging as a valuable pedagogical 
tool in social work education, offering a range 
of benefits such as increased student confidence, 
improved preparedness for real-world scenarios, 
and the opportunity to integrate theoretical 
knowledge with practical application. It 
supports diverse learning styles, allows targeted 
development of specific competencies, and 
fosters immersive, hands-on experience where 
students can refine their critical judgement 
and client-centred engagement skills. By 
bridging the gap between classroom learning 
and practice, simulation promotes contextual 
learning and deepens student understanding of 
ethical dilemmas, systemic issues, and diverse 
client needs. This research will contribute to the 
growing body of knowledge internationally and 
will address the gap in the current literature by 
exploring the use of simulation in social work 
education within an Aotearoa context, where 
limited research exists. By offering evidence-
based insights, it aims to inform curriculum 
design and teaching methodologies that are 
responsive to local practice realities.



46

Ashleigh Price & Shelley Winters 

Whitireia Journal of Nursing, Health & Social Services 32/2025  Pages 43–47

REFERENCES

Asakura, K., & Bogo, M. (2021). Editorial: The use 
of simulation in advancing clinical social work 
education and practice. Clinical Social Work Journal, 
49, 111–116. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10615-021-
00810-2

Baile, W. F., & Blatner, A. (2014). Teaching 
communication skills: Using action methods to 
enhance role-play in problem-based learning. 
Simulation in Healthcare: The Journal of the Society for 
Simulation in Healthcare, 9(4), 220–227. https://doi.
org/10.1097/sih.0000000000000019 

Banach, M., Rataj, A., Ralph, M., & Allosso, L. 
(2020). Learning social work through role play: 
Developing more confident and capable social 
workers. The Journal of Practice Teaching and Learning, 
17(1), 42–60. https://doi.org/10.1921/jpts.
v17i2.1308 

Beddoe, L., Hunt, S., Staniforth, B., & Cox, K. (2024). 
The impact of studying social work on student 
social wellbeing in Aotearoa New Zealand: 
Struggling with incongruent demands. Aotearoa 
New Zealand Social Work, 36(4), 77–91. https://doi.
org/10.11157/anzswj-vol36iss4id1214

Bogo, M., Katz, C. E., Rawlings, M., & Logie, C. H. 
(2014). Using simulation in assessment and teaching: OSCE 
adapted for social work. CSWE Press. 

Boud, D., & Prosser, M. (2001, April 27). Key principles 
for high quality student learning in Higher Education—from 
a learning perspective [Paper presentation]. AUTC 
funded project: Information and Communication 
Technologies and Their Role in Flexible Learning, 
Sydney, Australia.

Collins, M. E., Putnam, D., Muroff, J., & Perlstein, J. 
(2018, March 16). Simulation in program assessment: A 
pilot in the school of social work [Paper presentation]. 
4th Annual Assessment Symposium, Boston, MA, 
United States. https://www.bu.edu/provost/
files/2017/06/2A_2.-SSW-Simulation-in-Prog-
Assessment.pdf 

Egonsdotter, G., & Israelsson, M. (2024). Computer-
based simulations in social work education: A 
scoping review. Research on Social Work Practice, 34(1), 
41–53. https://doi.org/10.1177/10497315221147016

Fulton, A. E., Dimitropoulos, G., Ayala, J., McLaughlin, 
A. M., Baynton, M., Blaug, C., Collins, T., Elliott, 

G., Judge-Stasiak, A., Letkemann, L., & Ragan, 
E. (2019). Role-playing: A strategy for practicum 
preparation for foundation year MSW students. 
Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 39(2), 163–180. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/08841233.2019.1576573

Goldingay, S., Hodgson, D., Boddy, J., Nipperess, S., & 
Watts, L. (2020). Online and blended social work 
education in Aotearoa New Zealand and Australia. 
Advances in Social Work & Welfare Education, 21(2), 62–74.

Hay, K. (2018). “There is competition”: Facing the 
reality of field education in New Zealand. Aotearoa 
New Zealand Social Work, 30(2), 16–27. https://doi.
org/10.11157/anzswj-vol30iss2id507 

Hitchcock, L. I. (2022). Learning social work skills 
from simulations. Social Work Today. https://www.
socialworktoday.com/news/enews_0917_1.shtml

INACSL Standards Committee. (2021). Healthcare 
Simulation Standards of Best PracticeTM simulation 
design. Clinical Simulation in Nursing, 58, 14–21. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecns.2021.08.009 

Jefferies, G., Davis, C., Mason, J., & Yadav, R. (2023). 
Using simulation to prepare social work students 
for field education. Social Work Education, 43(5), 
1369–1383. https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.202
3.2185219

Keeney, A. J., Lee, A., Jayyousi, S., Young, J. A., Guarino, 
J., & Turner, K. B. (2022). Social work students’ 
self-efficacy toward direct practice skills in field 
education using virtual simulations and scripted 
role plays. Advances in Social Work, 22(2), 303–317. 
https://doi.org/10.18060/24929

Kinney, M., & Aspinwall-Roberts, E. (2010). The use 
of self and role play in social work education. 
The Journal of Mental Health Training, Education and 
Practice, 5(4), 27–33. https://doi.org/10.5042/
jmhtep.2010.0688 

Kolbe, M., Weiss, M., Grote, G., Knauth, A., 
Dambach, M., Spahn, D. R., & Grande, B. (2013). 
TeamGAINS: A tool for structured debriefings 
for simulation-based team trainings. BMJ Quality 
& Safety, 22(7), 541–553. https://doi.org/10.1136/
bmjqs-2012-000917 

Kourgiantakis, T., Sewell, K. M., Hu, R., Logan, J., 
& Bogo, M. (2019). Simulation in social work 
education: A scoping review. Research on Social 



47

Simulation-based Learning in Social Work Education

Whitireia Journal of Nursing, Health & Social Services 32/2025  Pages 43–47

Work Practice, 30(4), 433–450. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1049731519885015 

Laerdal. (n.d.). [Certificate for demonstrating world’s 
best practice education principles, for a simulated 
learning environment in an undergraduate 
setting]. Laerdal Medical New Zealand; Whitireia 
New Zealand. 

Lateef, F. (2010). Simulation-based learning: Just like 
the real thing. Journal of Emergencies, Trauma, and Shock, 
3(4), 348–352. https://doi.org/10.4103/0974-
2700.70743 

Lee, E., Kourgiantakis, T., & Hu, R. (2021). Developing 
holistic competence in cross-cultural social work 
practice: Simulation-based learning optimized by 
blended teaching approach. Social Work Education, 
41(5), 820–836. https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479
.2021.1892055

Nestel, D., & Gough, S. (2017). Designing simulation-
based learning activities: A systematic approach. 
In D. Nestel, M. Kelly, B. Jolly, & M. Watson (Eds.), 
Healthcare simulation education: Evidence, theory and practice 
(pp. 135–142). John Wiley & Sons. https://doi.
org/10.1002/9781119061656.ch18 

Price, A. S., Smith, L., Gregan, M., Le Page, S., Corlett, 

R., & Westenra, B. (2022). Interprofessional 
education in a New Zealand community 
polytechnic: A pilot study. Aotearoa New Zealand Social 
Work, 34(2), 42–54. https://doi.org/10.11157/
anzswj-vol34iss2id962

Shaw, C., & Switky, B. (2018). Designing and using 
simulations in the international relations 
classroom. Journal of Political Science Education, 14(4), 
523–534. https://doi.org/10.1080/15512169.2018.
1433543

Shlonsky, A., Featherston, R., & Madighman, M. 
(2024). Simulation based learning for social workers: Evidence 
summary report. Monash University. https://apo.org.
au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2024-05/
apo-nid326881.pdf

Social Workers Registration Board New Zealand. (n.d.). 
Ngā Paerewa Kaiakatanga Matua Core competence standards. 
https://swrb.govt.nz/practice/core-competence-
standards/

Tortorelli, C., Choate, P., Clayton, M., El Jamal, N., 
Kaur, S., & Schantz, K. (2021). Simulation in social 
work: Creativity of students and faculty during 
COVID-19. Social Sciences, 10(1), Article 7. https://
doi.org/10.3390/socsci10010007 

ASHLEIGH PRICE is a Senior Lecturer in the Bachelor of Social Work programme. She holds a 
Master of Professional Practice and is a Registered Social Worker.

SHELLEY WINTERS is a Simulation Educator at Whitireia and WelTec. She holds a Master of 
Health Science and is a Registered Nurse.




