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Introduction
The Canadian Association of Schools of Social Work (CASSW, 
2004, p. 19) states that Masters of Social Work (MSW) students 
should be able to “combine analytic ability, professional 
judgment, specialized or advanced intervention and research 
competence”.  As research is integral to practice, it is paramount 
for research education to provide students with the knowledge 
and skills necessary for utilizing research.  One approach to 
research education has embraced active learning strategies.  
Rooted in pedagogy and social work, active learning consists 
of learning by doing, and its efficacy has led to increased use, 
particularly when it comes to teaching research methodology to 
social work students (Lundahl, 2008).    

The Issues in Social Work Research course is an introductory, 
required MSW course which provides an overview of various 
contexts, populations and topics typically studied include: 
research designs suitable for exploring social work questions; 
unique ethical questions to be addressed by social work 
researchers; and, the relationship between social work research, 
practice and policy.  In the context of the course, students 
collaborated on a participatory research project led by a small 
group of students as part of a required assignment. The project 
used Photovoice to engage students in learning about research 
methods and to answer a question that was relevant to student 
learners.

Photovoice is a an investigative tool that assists people in 
critically reflecting on the everyday social and political 
realities of their lives, enriching their understanding of their 
communities and the issues pertinent to them, while at the 
same time, giving them a voice from which to educate others on 
these issues (Wang, 1999). It is both a creative and empowering 
approach that can serve to elicit advocacy and social change, 
as photographs are taken and stories are told in a compelling 
“intermingling of images and words” (Palibroda, Krieg, 
Murdock & Havelock, 2009, p. 8).

Methods
Twenty-six students in the course were asked to reflect upon 
the question, “What does balance look like for you in the 
MSW program?” They were invited by e-mail on two separate 
occasions to submit a photograph along with a caption in 
response to the question. Participation was optional, anonymity 

of the submissions was maintained unless waived by the 
individual, and submissions were sent to one of the student 
investigators.

Thirty two photographs with captions were submitted which 
comprised the final sample size for evaluation.  Students 
were provided with a brief tutorial regarding data analytic 
techniques and the anonymized data in the form of pictures 
and accompanying captions were provided to the students 
during a regular class session for analysis. Adopting a pragmatic 
approach to data analysis (Patton, 2002), in small groups 
(comprised of two to three students), students completed 
line-by-line coding to identify themes and patterns in the data 
(Wang & Burris, 1997). They then selected relevant images and 
captions as illustrative of the themes and patterns. These were 
presented to the class. Group discussion ensued to determine 
findings of the research as well as the research process. 

themes articulated the drive towards balance: (1) Connection, 
which included connection to self, others, the natural world, 
work, and school; (2) Nurturance, through sleep; rest; healthy 
diet; physical exercise, and cultivating interests outside of 
academia; (3) Keeping Perspective, which entailed prioritizing, 
finding humor, and focusing on current and future goals.  In 
contrast to those strategies student’s describe as using to attain 
balance, a fourth theme conveyed the movement towards 
unbalance: (4) Disengagement, associated with feelings of 
despair, stress, defeat, and a lack of passion (see figure 2).

Discussion
This project was implemented as a method to engage students 
in social work research (Hewson, Walsh, & Bradshaw, 2010). 
Using limited classroom time and resources during a classroom 
session, students were able to employ Photovoice techniques to 
both reflect critically upon balance at a point in time in their 
studies and to engage in a research process which included 
research problem formulation, and design, data collection, 
qualitative data analysis and interpretation. While more research 
is required to evaluate the effectiveness of this technique in 
contributing to research engagement, we offer this strategy 
as a promising case example to enhance research familiarity, 
knowledge and comfort among MSW students.  In addition, 
this study provides some insights into students’ perspectives of 
balance and strategies to maintain balance. It also highlights the 
issue of ‘disengagement’ as reported by a substantial proportion 
of students. This suggests the need for further research on this 
topic and the development of potential intervention strategies 
tailored to address this concern.  
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Following this, students in the class agreed to proceed with the 
analysis and report writing. This was led by two students in the 
class, in the context of a research practicum, supervised by the 
class instructor.

A second stage of the analytic process conducted by the two 
students involved a focused review of the data – expanding 
upon and re-interpreting the preliminary findings. From this, 
clusters of data were identified which comprised themes and 
sub-themes. 

Results
Students’ portrayed diverse definitions of ‘balance’ and the 
means through which it was achieved Balance was described as 
existing along a continuum from ‘unbalanced’ to ‘balanced’ (see 
figure 1).  Students’ conceptualized balance as both fixed to this 
specific point in time and as existing in a state of fluidity. Three 

“There exists no balance. 
Just a dark abyss of paper 

writing and stress”

“I tried to balance caring 
about everything...and 
now I can’t care about 

anything.”

“My friends are part 
of my support system 
and they help me stay 

emotionally well.”

“We should work hard, 
study hard, and learn, 

but there [sic] should be 
time to stop and see the 

rainbow”

“Taking time for me... 
I am still able to do the 
things I enjoy such as 
cooking, or reading a 

book for pleasure”

“...engrossed in and slightly 
overwhelmed with the learning 

but not to the extent that I can no 
longer take the time to enjoy the 

simple things”
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