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The Control Value Leaning Theory can be used to understand and impact student knowledge, interest, and 
experiences in content relating to health professions and associated topics, including working with 
organizations and communities and being a part of a task group or interdisciplinary team. This case study 
reports on the experiences of 19 students in a graduate practice social work course: Practice of Social Service 
Delivery II. Students’ increased control and input in assignments and perception of the assignments’ value 
were associated with increased motivation, performance, and enjoyment. Experiential learning opportunities 
that emphasized greater student choice and value increased students’ exposure to the professional realm and 
appeared to increase the perceived importance of a course topic in which students previously had low knowledge 
and interest. 

Introduction 

Social Work programs require courses that teach skills needed to work with individuals, families, groups, 
organizations, and communities.1 Macro Social Work skills - including working with communities and 
organizations, developing policies, and administrative and leadership work - are essential for social 
workers and can also be generalized across many practice-based disciples, including public health, 
nursing, and speech. The importance of these skills is incorporated into the first year of the program to 
ensure all students, regardless of their advanced year curriculum focus, acquire skills in these areas. 

Experiential Learning 

Experiential learning is an active process that integrates academic and professional learning through 
firsthand experiences in the classroom and/or in communities.2,3 It provides students with multiple 
benefits, including increased self-awareness, increased appreciation for individual clients and 
neighborhoods, and meaningful skills that can be used in future situations.2,4 Prior research demonstrates 
the value of experiential learning across disciplines, such as in social work clinical and macro practice 
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courses.5-8 Timm and colleagues highlight that “the internalization and ownership of knowledge gained 
through experiential, active learning allow the learning to be meaningful and long-lasting, and ultimately 
to assist in promoting effective social work practice”.2 Experiential learning also facilitates students’ 
abilities to work in task groups, increase their confidence and appreciation of responsibility,9-10 and 
develop their communication and organizational skills. These experiences provide students with the 
chance to actively control and engage with valuable learning opportunities, which ultimately enhances a 
variety of educational components. 
 
 
Control Value Learning Theory 
 
The Control Value Learning Theory posits that student motivation, performance, and emotions toward 
tasks are associated with the amount of control they have and the value they place on activities and 
outcomes.11 Undergraduate and graduate students juggle multiple responsibilities: required coursework, 
fieldwork, and personal life commitments.12 Because students’ responsibilities require their constant 
attention, instructors need to intentionally engage and motivate students in their learning. This is 
especially important when the content is required but may not be the primary interest of students. This 
theory provides additional context to understand why experiential learning is effective and builds upon 
experiential learning to provide a framework for instructors to consider when designing their courses. 
 
Experiential learning opportunities give students a degree of control in how they want to engage with 
and what they want to gain from the experience. When students are allowed to have input in assignments 
and link them to their personal and professional lives and interests, there is an increased sense of interest, 
enthusiasm, and empowerment.5,13 Furthermore, students appear to learn better when they enjoy what 
they are doing.2 Control Value Theory also emphasizes the importance of the perceived value of tasks.11 
Students in practice-based disciplines, including social work and other health professions,  have reported 
that they prefer when faculty make the course relevant to real-world applications by incorporating 
knowledge and examples from the field or work experience.14,15,16 When faculty provide students with 
material that both meets interests and is challenging, students will benefit both in their interest and 
ability.11 Hands-on experiential learning opportunities can therefore be used to peak student interest and 
enhance students’ perception of the applicability of course activities to their professional goals.2,4  

 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1. Impact of Control Value Theory and Experiential Learning11,17 
 
Control Value Theory also aligns with Universal Design of Learning (UDL)17, which recognizes that 
students have different learning preferences. Instructors who integrate UDL principles in their courses 
embed opportunities for students to choose how they will engage with the content and how they will 
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demonstrate what they learned. Students report that UDL strategies, including providing multiple means 
of representation of an assignment and providing multiple means of engagement, lead to higher 
satisfaction and engagement and more positive attitudes.17 An example of using UDL in this case example 
is providing students with the choice to interview community members or conduct research about the 
community. Both options require students to learn about and interact with the community but invites 
them to choose how they want to engage. Allowing for more student choice creates opportunities for 
students to learn in the ways most successful for them and ultimately place more value onto the material.  
 
 Research on control-value theory also conveys the importance of emotions in student engagement and 
motivation.11 Different combinations of students’ perceived control and the perceived value of an activity 
result in four distinct emotions: enjoyment, anger, frustration, and boredom. Enjoyment was found in 
students who had high perceived control and value and was positively related to their motivation. 
Negative emotions, including boredom and frustration, were found in students who experienced no kind 
of value and no amount of control, respectively.11,18 Additionally, an instructor’s enthusiasm about a task 
can influence the students’ enthusiasm and individual students’ emotions can be contagious in the 
classroom.19,20,11 Encouragement of student input has been shown to lead to higher enthusiasm and 
enjoyment, both in how students complete their assignments and participation in the task groups.5,21 The 
literature ultimately suggests that greater student control of their assignments and class activities along 
with the higher perceived value of these activities can help ensure required course goals are met and skills 
are learned as well as increase student enjoyment of the class. 
 
This case report demonstrates the connection between experiential learning and Control Value Learning 
Theory using a course-based learning assignment. By further incorporating the student perspective into 
experiential learning, there is potential for higher-impact student learning. 
 
 
Case Study 
 
Course Description 
 
The goals of this particular course include working in interdisciplinary teams, using evidence-based 
practice and active listening skills when working with organizations and communities. Throughout the 
course, Control Value Theory expanded on experiential learning to help frame the design of the 
assignments and class activities, helping to explain the process through which students engaged in the 
course and left with increased knowledge of the subject and increased preparation for the workforce. 
 
Adaptation and Implementation of Course Assignments 
 
To prepare for the course, the instructor followed up with members of a local community organization 
with which they had a prior relationship to lay out a tentative plan for how the assignments could meet 
both the course goals and contribute to the organization’s goals. During the second week of the course, 
the students and members of the organization met with each other to introduce everyone and begin the 
working relationship. 
 
After the initial community visit, students completed three assignments throughout the course of the 
semester. The first two were completed in groups and the third was completed individually. 

• A geographic community assessment 
• A community intervention project.  
• Organizational change analysis or analysis of trauma informed practices 
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The community assessment included five task groups (with students choosing which one to participate 
in) and they produced a comprehensive community assessment, consisting of 15 different topic areas 
including multiple sources of information. The community intervention assignment comprised of seven 
smaller task groups, each with 2-4 student members (again with students providing input into their 
desired group). The main goal of the first half of the course was to assess the community as a whole, 
focusing specifically on its strengths and what the community members identified as target areas they 
wanted to improve. This was conducted through traditional research of existing information and direct 
interviews with community members. The ideas for assignments and final intervention proposal began 
with the initial community visit and stemmed from each component of the class assignment. 
 
In the second half of the course, students collectively chose what the intervention would be based on the 
information gathered in the community assessment. Students specifically used community member 
feedback as a guide, both from information gathered in the class community visit and from interviews 
conducted with community members and organizations. These two assignments provided students with 
additional concrete macro social work opportunities of assessing a community and thinking about and 
creating plans for larger-scale change with a community. Additionally, the opportunities to interact with 
individuals highlighted the importance of listening to and advocating for community members’ ideas. 
Students even constructed a proposal for a faculty member in the field office as a potential future macro 
field placement, creating an individualized culmination of the assignment.  
 
Throughout the course, the instructor assumed the role of a consultant, answering questions as they arose 
within the class, but students took most of the responsibilities upon themselves, including assigning task 
group roles, assessment sections, deadlines, and formatting guidelines and instructions. Students also 
facilitated class meetings and wrote meeting agendas and minutes. The instructor demonstrated how 
control can be somewhat like a see-saw; by providing students more choice, they took on a consultant 
role with less control than a typical instructor. 
 

Table 1.  
Community Assessment 

Included Sections 
1 General Information 
2 Family Life 
3 Health 
4 Community Maintenance 
5 Community Spirit 
6 Recreation 
7 Transportation 
8 Communication 
9 Education 
10 Economy 
11 Production 
12 Religion/Spirituality 
13 Safety 
14 Politics/Public Service 
15 Justice 
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Table 2. 
Assignment Descriptions 

Assignment 1 Assignment 2 Assignment 3 
The five groups in this assignment 
were community research, 
organization research, community 
and organization interviews, 
mapping, and an editing group. The 
community research group 
researched the history and current 
status of various aspects of the 
assigned community using the 
internet, the library, and other 
sources through a general literature 
search. This ultimately resulted in a 
mix of peer-reviewed sources and 
other news articles and government 
websites.  Research for the 
organization group focused on 
researching the partnering 
organization’s history and collating 
associated news stories, journal 
articles, and movies.  The third 
group conducted approximately 
five convenience interviews with 
community members, including 
those from religious institutions, 
local businesses, and other 
community groups to inform their 
assessment. This group augmented 
work by the other task groups, and 
then went further in their 
questions. The mapping group 
created a map highlighting the 
assets of the geographic 
community. Lastly, the editing 
group synthesized and analyzed the 
information acquired from the 
other task groups into a 
comprehensive community 
assessment. 

The groups for the intervention 
assignment included a variety of 
roles to research, develop, and 
present the created intervention 
plan. Several of the groups worked 
on creating the foundation for the 
need for intervention; one group 
wrote a justification statement for 
the selected problem and one group 
wrote up an Epidemiology 
(Incidence) & Etiology (Cause) of 
the selected community problem to 
describe the background of the 
problem and how it impacted the 
community. Several groups focused 
on the details of the actual 
intervention development. A total 
of five different groups worked on 
the intervention’s components, 
including a summary of contextual 
factors for success in the 
community, a menu of change 
alternatives, a write up of the 
justification for the selected 
intervention, documentation of the 
selected intervention, and an 
intervention logic model. Lastly, 
groups worked on the summation 
of the final document and the final 
intervention proposal.  
 

For the third assignment, students 
individually wrote a paper about an 
organization of their choice. Most 
wrote about the organization at 
which they worked or did their field 
placements at. Students were 
provided with two options of how 
to analyze their chosen 
organization and got to choose 
which they felt would be a better fit 
or would better serve their 
experience in the class. The first 
option, an organizational change 
paper, provided students with the 
opportunity to analyze a change 
effort in their organization and 
describe what led to the change, 
how it happened, who was 
involved, and the resulting impacts. 
The second option provided 
students with the opportunity to 
analyze their organization’s use of 
trauma-informed practices and 
propose intervention strategies to 
improve the organizational areas of 
the assessment. The assessment 
included five key areas of 
assessment, including Supporting 
Staff Development, Creating a Safe 
and Supportive Environment, 
Assessing and Planning Services, 
Involving Consumers, and 
Adapting Policies. 
 

The course consisted of 19 students in the university’s Master of Social Work (MSW) program. Students 
in this section were in their first year of the program. At least 75% of the students were full-time, 
intending to pursue a clinical concentration, under the age of 30, and at least 50% of the students were 
currently placed in social work field placements.  

The instructor reviewed the two student reflection papers, in which students were asked to write about 
the development of their task group, how they delineated responsibilities, interactions with group 
members, the role of the instructor as a consultant, and personal reflections as a group member. The 
instructor created a summary of key passages that spoke to students’ perceptions of what they had learned 
from the two group assignments, ensuring the confidentiality of the responses. The student authors then 
collectively reviewed the data from the written reflection summaries and reviewed recordings of the class 
in the second half of the semester (post Covid-19 and therefore online and recordable). Through 
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discussion and each author’s contribution of ideas, they confirmed a series of major themes that emerged 
that reflected how the Control Value Theory could be used to understand the students’ thoughts and 
experiences. 
 
Several major themes emerged from student reflections: areas where students perceived control within 
the class, areas where they perceived value from the assignments and activities, and associated impacts 
on motivation, performance, and emotions.  
 
Perceived Control  
 
Students identified the importance of being able to choose their specific tasks groups, create their 
group norms and agendas and take initiative in their learning.  

• “We each voluntarily chose to be part of this team, and during our first meeting, discussed expectations, 
group rules and guidelines, and tasks and responsibilities. This enabled all of us to be on the same page 
about each of these important aspects of our work together.” 

•  “I enjoyed being able to choose between two options for the final paper for the class.”  
 
Perceived Value  
 
Students identified the value of working in student task groups and collaborating with the rest of the 
class on their ability to work with task groups in their professional lives. Students also identified that 
engagement with an outside organization increased their understanding of macro social work and 
provided them with meaningful opportunities to engage with a community. 

•  “I think that this entire project including the assessment and intervention has taught me a lot about 
professionalism and working in task groups. . . tasks groups created a sense of professionalism by having 
detailed deadlines, goals, and consultants.” 

•  “What I have enjoyed the most about this project has been the opportunity to engage in real community 
participation and partnership. Before this course, I struggled to see and appreciate the value of macro-
level social work; however, this project allowed me to recognize and experience the importance of it first-
hand.” 

 
Motivation, Performance, and Positive Emotions 
 
In their reflections, students also articulated that their perceived value of the course was closely associated 
with experiencing motivation, improved performance, and positive emotions. 
Students in the course reported experiencing and enjoying increased learning and skills-building, 
specifically including transferable skills required to be in a task group. 

• “I became more self-assured in my abilities to successfully run a task force.” 
•  “This project has allowed me to develop and grow in my role working in groups, providing me with an 

example that there are more than one way to contribute to a group.”  
 
 
Discussion  
 
Graduate social work students are required to learn a variety of skills about which initial student 
knowledge is low.22,23 Similar to many undergraduate and graduate students in other disciplines, there 
seems to be a lack of motivation to learn some of the key components of the required curriculums. The 
results of this case study suggest that such interest and knowledge can change when students gain 
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concrete experience as well as increased control and perception of the value of learning opportunities. 
This ultimately appeared to lead to increased student motivation, performance, and enjoyment of the 
course.11,18,19  
 
The first part of Control Value Theory highlights the importance of having some control or input in a 
task.11 In this course, students were allowed to choose their task groups based on interest. It is important 
to note that while students chose which group they wanted to be in, the purpose of each group was 
predetermined. Since students begin courses with varying degrees of knowledge, it was also important 
that the instructor set realistic limits to student control.18 This allowed students to have input while still 
receiving the necessary guidance and education from the instructor. Students had control over their 
learning experience by choosing which tasks best aligned with their interests and time availability. 
Additionally, during the intervention portion of the assignment, each student participated in determining 
the focus and selection of the specific intervention. By talking with community members, students were 
able to collaboratively identify a more salient cause for intervention. It is clear from the reflections and 
student statements during class that students appreciated having this opportunity for input and it led to 
increased excitement about the project.  
 
The second component of the Control Value Theory’s framework highlights the importance of the 
perceived value of a task for students.11 Amerman-Goerdt and colleagues14 found that students prefer 
real-world relevance in their courses. In this course, students gained real-world experience through their 
work interacting with the community, assessing strengths and areas in which they wanted to improve, 
and delineating and proposing a thorough intervention plan. Since many students in the course had 
expressed a greater interest in clinical social work, the initial perceived value of a class centering around 
macro practice was low; however, after completing the course, students expressed that they found the 
course to be valuable. The student authors also found the course to be more valuable than anticipated 
because of the professional experiences gained throughout and increased recognition of the course’s 
importance and working with each other as members of a task group. The data collected shows that the 
inclusion of experiential learning gave students exposure to the professional social work realm and 
assignments they perceived as valuable and impactful to the community.  
 
In addition to identified perceptions of control and value, the reflections conveyed that students had 
growth in motivation, performance, and positive emotions. It is clear from the collected reflections that 
students felt they gained a better understanding of how to effectively work in task groups and partner 
with communities or organizations, both of which are important tenets of macro social work practice 
and help students to expand their skill sets and grow in desired areas.22,24 Additionally, students described 
a variety of positive emotions, noting that they experienced excitement, self-assurance, and enjoyment. 
The findings here support prior research that student input leads to an increased sense of interest, 
enthusiasm, and empowerment.5,13 This combination of growth in performance and experience of 
positive emotions appears to have helped build students’ confidence and motivation for future 
professional experiences.  
 
Ideally, there would have been more time devoted to this project, as relationship building with follow-
through is a critical aspect of work in communities to allow the class experience to be improved.4 Due to 
limitations around Covid-19, the class was unable to fully collaborate with the organization to the initial 
planned extent. Our results section includes feedback from students’ reflection papers written for the 
class, but only the instructor could look at these papers due to confidentiality; therefore, the instructor 
was the only one able to pull out quotes and highlight themes emerging from the papers. The student 
authors chose quotes from the instructor’s selection. Finally, the Covid-19 related changes that occurred 
to the course also had an impact on students’ experiences, including difficulties transitioning to the online 
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course format and limiting expectations for connecting with the organization to discuss the intervention 
plan.  
 
 
Conclusions 
 
Working with diverse organizations necessitates that individuals in practice-based disciplines are able to 
develop collaborative relationships, assess multiple sources of information and choose priorities in their 
larger social context to be effective.  Experiential learning has emerged as a useful strategy in helping 
students enjoy required first year courses that students may not be initially attracted to because students 
can have hands-on and active experiences.2,3 In this case study, students met the course goals and gained 
valuable professional opportunities through experiential learning, including partnering with 
organizations, engaging with a community, working in task groups, conducting a community assessment, 
and creating an intervention plan. Additionally, students could have input in the project and in their 
groups, which allowed them to target desired areas of growth.  
 
Per the theoretical principles of the Control Value Theory, the course’s experiential learning opportunities 
that allowed for choice and held perceived value led to positive impacts on motivation, performance, and 
emotions experienced.11 The presence of student control and experiential learning in the course design 
worked to decrease the power differential between the students and the professor and helped to facilitate 
a learning experience that approximated social workers’ roles and increasing readiness for working in the 
field. These findings show that focusing on choice and value in experiential learning opportunities is an 
effective tool in increasing student knowledge and enjoyment of required topics. 
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