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The Opportunity
“The Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates a 19 to 25 percent 

growth rate in clinical social work jobs in the next ten years,” 

noted Dr. Goutham Menon, director of the School of Social Work 

at the University of Nevada, Reno (UNR). Many of these jobs, 

especially those that involve clinical counseling, require a master 

of social work (MSW) degree and a licensed clinical social worker 

certification. 

However, “80 percent of Nevada is rural, and the students in 

those communities don’t have an option to get a degree in social 

work,” Menon explained. “We would like to have a program where 

we can keep these individuals in their communities with good-

paying jobs and help the communities.”

So Menon looked at options for providing an online MSW degree 

program. “My initial proposal was for a self-funded, small online 

program just for rural Nevada. But it took on a life of its own 

when the provost got involved.“

An Online Program 
Management Solution
With the provost’s encouragement, UNR decided to launch a 

nationwide online program but the School did not have the 

internal resources to create and support it. “We have a good 

online offering unit, but it did not have the capacity to support 

what we needed,” Menon explained. “The majority of our faculty 

have not taught online, so there’s going to be a lot of hand-

holding as they go along.”  

So Menon began researching online program management 

vendors. “I had the opportunity to look at what other schools of 

social work were doing, and the University of New England was 

with Pearson,” Menon noted. “I heard very good things about 

the help Pearson gave them with regard to instructional design, 

marketing, and recruitment.”   

UNR issued a request for proposal and, after vetting the 

responses, selected Pearson Embanet, which provides online 

program management services, in late 2015. Plans are underway 

to launch the online MSW degree program in the fall of 2016.
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Before UNR and Pearson began recruiting for the program, the School 

decided to modify the MSW degree admissions requirements for both 

the online and on-the-ground programs, no longer requiring candidates 

to take the GRE®. Menon explained, “When you look at the data around 

the GRE’s effectiveness in predicting graduate student success, it’s a 

mixed bag. There is a tremendous amount of research which shows that 

in professions like social work and other helping professions, the exam 

disproportionately hampers nontraditional and minority students.  

They are too scared to take the exam, or they don’t apply to the  

program because they didn’t do well on the exam.”

“In my experience, the quality of volunteer work that candidates do as 

well as the types of clubs the individuals have been involved in at the 

undergraduate level and their leadership roles are better predictors  

of how successful students will be in the classroom at the master’s  

level,” he added.  

UNR also worked with Pearson to keep the program’s tuition affordable. 

Because students in rural areas were a primary target audience, Menon 

did not feel comfortable charging high tuition rates. “Pearson was willing 

to listen to me,” he commented. “They readjusted the pro formas and 

came back to us with a very affordable degree for in-state students.” 

One of the biggest challenges in launching the new program was 

modifying traditional courses to work online. “Social work is not 

very easy to teach because some of the courses involve the real-life 

presence of people—we need to look at their eyes and see nonverbal 

cues,” Menon explained. “We have to train students in a wide variety 

of nondidactic ways, and my faculty are pleased with how Pearson’s 

instructional designers have been able to work with them to translate 

some of these difficult tasks into an online environment. We are  

using videos and interactive assignments. It’s going to be  

engagement oriented.”

The instructional designers and faculty are collaborating to make sure 

the online program’s courses work together. Courses cover the same 

concepts but from different perspectives. “We were all teaching in silos 

with our own syllabi before, but now there is more communication 

between the different courses and the students will get a holistic 

experience,” said Menon. 
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UNR’s entire social work faculty is committed to the new online 

program. “This is not the case in other online master of social work 

programs,” Menon noted. “In other online programs, maybe half the 

faculty are involved in the online program and adjuncts cover the 

rest of it. I got a commitment from my entire faculty that they will 

take responsibility as lead faculty for one online course that falls 

within their expertise.”

Although the online program has not yet launched, UNR has already 

seen some crossover benefits between the online and on-the-ground 

programs. Promotions for the online program have generated 

increased interest in the on-the-ground program, which had not 

traditionally been promoted.

Menon also commented, “I think we will be better instructors in 

the on-the-ground program because we will have prepared for the 

semester in advance for the online program.” 

When asked how he will judge the success of the online program, 

Menon responded, “It is easy to say that success means ‘I met my 

target number of students,’ but I think that would be the wrong way 

to go about it. For me, it is how we work with Pearson to develop a 

program with best practices in mind and the best possible courses 

that engage students so they will spread the word and get more 

students enrolled in the program. And I think we are definitely 

getting there.” 

Learning 
makes
us Learning is a journey of discovery, challenge,  

and wonder. Along the way, we are transformed. 
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