
With the numerous, rapidly changing obstacles brought to the social work profession 
by the COVID-19 pandemic, social workers wrestled with how to continue their work 
remotely as they faced and surmounted technological challenges. We looked to our 
professional associations—specifi cally, the National Association of Social Workers 
(NASW) and the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE)—for new and appropriate 
ways to provide ethical and effective services while remaining at home, and received 
real-time guidance. Individual fi eld placement agencies and practitioners sought out 
remote technologies that would meet the needs of workers, interns, and clients.

These adaptations, through their improvements in accessibility and other 
accommodations, have contributed to how social work interns who are Deaf, 
DeafBlind, and Hard of Hearing can perform effectively and effi ciently, especially 
considering that they often have trouble gaining parity with hearing peers. The 
unique challenge of practicing in a pandemic has brought innovative approaches, 
new perspectives, and growing opportunities that may, indeed, provide greater 
professional opportunities for future social workers who are Deaf, DeafBlind, and 
Hard of Hearing.

Technological adaptations adopted during the pandemic positively impacted fi eld 
education and direct service provision for Deaf, DeafBlind, and Hard of Hearing 
social worker interns. This article offers recommendations to employers, supervisors, 
and general practitioners for retaining these adaptations even after things “return to 
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normal.”

Remote Technology Enhances Accessibility

Working in the pandemic created new, innovative approaches to maximize the 
learning opportunities and work performance for all social work interns and 
professionals, and these approaches are especially benefi cial for Deaf, DeafBlind, 
and Hard of Hearing populations. A primary benefi t is the reduced cost of using 
accommodations via virtual platforms compared to using accommodations on the 
physical site. For instance, an on-site sign language interpreter in Washington, D.C. 
earns about $45 per hour (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021). Costs of travel to the 
site, including gas and parking, are also included in their fee. Additionally, having one 
interpreter on site is not best practice; it is required to have two interpreters on site so 
they can take turns and support situations with multiple speakers or environmental 
sound input (Napier, McKee, & Goswell, 2010; Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf, 
2007). In contrast, video relay interpreters (remote interpreters stationed at call centers) 
are compensated by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) through video 
relay companies, and services are free of charge for agencies and universities (FCC, 
2022). While communicating through a phone relay will not satisfy all interpreting 
needs (e.g., for a team meeting), many everyday communications can be well served 
through this modality.

A second benefi t to the approaches developed during the pandemic is the optimization 
of learning opportunities through participation in webinars and online trainings. In 
fact, a growing number of webinars and online trainings provide recorded online 
content, making it available and accessible for learning (Mehta et al., 2022). One 
example that illustrates the effi cacy of webinars is a Deaf Gallaudet University social 
work intern, who shared anecdotally that now, due to adaptations from the pandemic 
era, she accrues internship hours viewing recordings of webinars and trainings 
developed by the agency during the lockdown. These have been informative and 
educational for her, and demonstrate clearly that digital resources can be valuable for 
many years, not just in a moment of acute need.

A third benefi t is the direct opportunity to work with clients in remote areas. The 
shift to providing direct services virtually increases access and equality for clients 
who are Deaf, DeafBlind, or Hard of Hearing, especially those who live far away 
from accessible social service agencies. Virtual access reduces the burden on clients of 
advocating to their mental health services for accessible communication, an activity 
that can be time-consuming and frustrating (Mussallem, et al., 2022). More generally, 
the ease of virtual access provides the same benefi ts for clients who have mobility 
challenges or are living in rural areas (Appleton et al., 2021).
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In physical employment spaces, Deaf, DeafBlind, and Hard of Hearing individuals 
may need accommodations such as (1) a sign language interpreter, to communicate 
with their hearing colleagues and clients; (2) assistive technologies (videophones, 
voice-over devices, assistive listening devices, and communication access real-
time translation, known as CART), to accommodate their communication needs; 
and (3) work area adjustments such as strobe lighting or vibrating alerts for sound 
notifi cations like ringing phones or door-knocking (U.S. Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission, 2006).

With the shift from convening at the workplace to working from home, employers and 
educators now depend on technologies that Deaf, DeafBlind, and Hard of Hearing 
people have been using for years, e.g., video conferencing platforms and, as previously 
mentioned, videophone relay. Like everyone else, they benefi t greatly from newly 
ubiquitous video conferencing platforms that allow them to interact and communicate 
with colleagues and/or clients. What hearing users may not realize is that video 
conferencing platforms include features such as live-captioning, spotlighting, screen-
sharing, recording, chat boxes, and several more that are still being developed.

While professionals from Baby Boomer, Generations X, and Generation Y generations 
may even remember life before Zoom, Generation Z and Millennials are highly 
adaptive and agile with sudden changes in technologies for work or learning (Harari, 
Sela, & Bareket-Bojmel, 2022). During the pandemic, videoconferencing services 
provided by Zoom, Google Meet, Microsoft Team, and others skyrocketed and 
doubled web traffi c. Zoom reported that 300 million people used their platform in 
June 2020 compared to 10 million users in December 2019 (Industry Today, 2020; Iqbal, 
2023).

Even basic telephone calls, which occur more frequently with interns working 
remotely, can employ cost-free assistive technology to help Deaf, DeafBlind and Hard 
of Hearing interns work more effectively. Not many people realize that these assistive 
technologies—more specifi cally, videoconferencing and video relay services—are free 
of charge for Deaf, DeafBlind, and Hard of Hearing consumers, and are covered by the 
FCC. Videophone relay weaves seamlessly into standard telephone communication, 
such as a basic phone call, so when a hearing person calls a Deaf, DeafBlind, or Hard 
of Hearing person on the phone by dialing a phone number, that individual receives 
a fl ashing or vibrating alert, and then shifts to a computer screen to answer the 
call. Upon answering, they see a sign language interpreter onscreen to facilitate the 
communication. No extra steps are needed for the hearing caller, and no extra charges 
are incurred—it is business as usual, but with relayed interpretation facilitating free 
and automatic communication through technology.

In the fi eld education program at Gallaudet University serving Deaf, DeafBlind, and 
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Hard of Hearing population, one student whose contracted interpreter called in sick 
was still able to conduct a meeting on Zoom using the captioning feature, allowing the 
fi eld supervisor to interact with the intern. Deaf interns are actually able to use two 
other options: responding by typing in the chatroom or calling a video relay provider 
to get a live interpreter on a separate screen. Using two different screens does make 
the interaction take longer, and requires teamwork and patience for the supervisor and 
intern. However, the Gallaudet program has found, anecdotally, that supervisors and 
interns are often willing to make this commitment to each other.

Another example from Gallaudet’s program involved an agency that required in-
person work during the pandemic, but with health and safety protocols in place that 
allowed only a limited number of staff in the space at one time. In this circumstance, 
the intern showed up at the agency with their tablet computer to connect with an 
interpreter, instead of having this interpreter show up at the site, which would have 
added one more body in the limited space. These creative approaches made it possible 
for a Deaf intern to have the quality of fi eld education experience they needed.

Working from home with accommodations is not a perfect solution—there are still 
challenges and concerns. First, there will always be technological lapses that users 
cannot control, and screen fatigue while using video conferencing impacts most users 
(Peper, et al., 2021; Wiederhold, 2020). Second, though social workers are monitored 
by various governing bodies (e.g., NASW, CSWE, Association of Social Work Boards), 
concerns have emerged about whether using assistive or communication technology 
is compliant with the Health Information Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA, 
2022; Wright & Caudill, 2020) and if it might increase vulnerability to confi dentiality 
breaches (Houser et al., 2022). Even before COVID-19, insurers were also initially 
wary about covering telehealth services (Balestra, 2018), though most now cover 
some form of remote services (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2023). 
Lastly, video conferencing may not be fully accessible for Deaf, DeafBlind, and Hard 
of Hearing if there is insuffi cient captioning technology, or if the individual does not 
have enough vision to read on a screen.

Nevertheless, it can be argued that the benefi ts of technology outweigh the costs, both 
for interns working on-site and interns working remotely. The relative ease of the 
transition to remote communication surprised many of us as we adapted in real-time 
during the pandemic. Perhaps the best takeaway for all universities and nonprofi ts 
with limited budgets was the fi nancial shift related to supporting interns requiring 
ADA accommodations, a transition from sometimes expensive accommodations to 
nearly (or totally) free ones.
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Workshops and Trainings Within Reach

Pandemic restrictions limiting workers’ physical presence at job sites impacted every 
dimension of fi eld education. Many fi eld education supervisors reached out to each 
other and to CSWE for assistance regarding how students could complete their 
internship hours. Many redirected interns to remote activities like volunteering in the 
community, participating in crisis hotlines, and attending online training modules. 
Because these new activities could make use of telecommunication technologies for 
Deaf, DeafBlind, and Hard of Hearing interns, a seeming reduction in opportunities 
for mainstream interns actually brought increased opportunities for this population.

Online opportunities, accessible to interns regardless of hearing status, increased 
exponentially, seemingly overnight. Field education directors created lists of possible 
learning activities that counted as approved hours for internship, such as studying 
case scenarios, viewing documentary videos, participating in online training modules, 
and learning through discussions in fi eld seminars. Both NASW and CSWE provided a 
variety of online resources that interns can use for their fi eld education experiences.

Increased Job Prospects

Historically, Deaf, DeafBlind, and Hard of Hearing workers have faced notable 
discrimination in the workplace related to their need for accommodations (Boutin, 
2010; Bowe et al., 2005; Haynes & Linden, 2012), and the fi eld of social work, 
unfortunately, is no different. Employers sometimes assume that social workers must 
drive, attend in-person meetings, and meet with clients in person without language 
support, but these things are not considered “core functions” by the Americans 
with Disabilities Act (1990) and can easily be modifi ed. Some agencies cite the cost 
of accommodations (e.g., ASL interpreters) as the reason their budget-constrained 
nonprofi ts cannot take on Deaf employees or interns. However, a federal incentive 
called the Work Opportunity Tax Credit (WOTC) can apply when an employer 
hires qualifi ed individuals with disabilities or members of other target groups 
(Congressional Research Service, 2018). The WOTC can credit thousands of dollars 
back to an organization annually (Internal Revenue Service, 2022), which may exceed 
the amount that was spent on the actual accommodation.

What the pandemic has reinforced, however, is that the most commonly used assistive 
technologies are free. They benefi t everyone—employers, workers, and interns—and 
eliminate cost as a consideration for bringing qualifi ed Deaf, DeafBlind, and Hard of 
Hearing social workers and specialists on to a team (not to mention that cash-strapped 
nonprofi ts still may receive the WOTC, whether they pay for accommodations or 
not). Not only do social work students who are Deaf, DeafBlind, and Hard of Hearing 
now have more career avenues thanks to technology and remote work options, 
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but many have already demonstrated to their employers vis-a-vis their internships 
that, yes, these adaptations work. Research on workplace accommodation is clear 
about the benefi ts: not only do workplaces become more diverse, but a “culture of 
accommodation” results in more fl exibility for all individuals, even those who do not 
use specifi c accommodations (Schur et al., 2009; Stein et al., 2014). The combination 
of effective, cheap, and accessible is a win-win situation for students and their future 
employers.

Looking Forward: Considerations for Diverse Deaf Interns

Though much has improved since the peak of the crisis in 2020, the waves of the 
pandemic have not entirely subsided. It is important to recognize the benefi ts of 
adaptive technology to promoting the inclusion of social workers who are Deaf, 
DeafBlind, and Hard of Hearing. Accommodations, after all, are not simply for 
the interns’ benefi t. Service is a core value of NASW, and practitioners who use 
accommodations and have fought for their own access are often the best practitioners 
to serve clients with the same needs. The fi eld can benefi t from having more Deaf, 
DeafBlind, and Hard of Hearing social workers serving the Deaf community, and 
effective internships are the fi rst step in providing them.

When considering accepting new interns, employers should consider the benefi ts 
brought by teleconferencing and other communication technologies. Not only might 
they provide free or inexpensive ways of continuing business as usual, they might 
actually increase agency capabilities, expand client populations to include Deaf, 
DeafBlind, and Hard of Hearing community members, and broaden the scope of 
services. Necessities that arose due to the pandemic have taught the social work 
profession that fl exibility, innovation, and accommodation are neither as risky nor as 
costly as agency leadership may have previously assumed.

There is a growing body of research suggesting that on-site internships are not the only 
effective path to training professionals (Feldman, 2021; Mikhail et al., 2021; Mitchell 
et al., 2022). Remote internship tasks align with the general trend toward increased 
remote and hybrid work across all American workplaces during the pandemic: A 2023 
Gallup poll estimated that only one in fi ve remote work–capable employees in the 
US has returned to the offi ce full-time (Wigert & Pendell, 2023). The wealth of online 
learning resources and remote internship opportunities created by fi eld instructors 
during the pandemic should be deployed, honed, and expanded.

Internship supervisors should also be aware that remote communication through 
technology opens doors for macro-level learning opportunities and social action, in 
addition to local micro and mezzo practice within agencies. Social workers across the 
country are now seeing the benefi ts of technology in uniting for political action, social 
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justice work, and general engagement with causes that are not geographically bound. 
With access to national and international social change activities, students can interlace 
their work on the micro and mezzo levels by engaging remotely with larger systems.

As members of a diverse profession serving diverse populations, the pandemic has 
prompted social workers to view our work through a new lens. While it has long 
been central to the profession, technology and its myriad uses has become even more 
essential and visible. Many adaptations made out of sheer necessity have shown 
themselves to be easy, accessible, and, in some cases, better in unexpected ways.

We must ask ourselves: When remote communication through technology is no longer 
the only option, is it still benefi cial? Has using this technology helped our colleagues? 
Enhanced services for clients? Increased effi ciency for agencies? The answers to these 
questions should guide the response to a parallel question: Will discontinuing use of 
fl exible remote and on-site technology diminish experiences for Deaf, DeafBlind, and 
Hard of Hearing interns? And will this fl exibility and creative use of technology bring 
other benefi ts to those who are not Deaf, DeafBlind, or Hard of Hearing, particularly 
in mental health and clinical contexts? Social workers will, together, shape a “new 
normal” for the profession, and the hope is that it will be as inclusive as possible.
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